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      “Mom!”

      Winland Underwood lurched upright, gasping for breath and reeling from her dreams. It took her a moment to remember exactly where she was—in her king-sized bed in her own room, upstairs in her Victorian-style house.

      She was back in East Calico Rock. Where she belonged.

      But all night, she’d been up north again, inside the abandoned facility in the Lutsen Mountains. She’d been dreaming about the Arthastol, and her mother.

      Where did that come from? Pull it together, Win. You’re home. Everything’s fine.

      Something tickled her cheeks, and she quickly swiped at it, only to find the dampness of tears on her fingers when she pulled them away.

      What?

      Apparently, she’d been crying in her sleep.

      Winland couldn’t remember ever having woken up with tears on her face, and she hardly remembered the last time she’d dreamed about her mother. It was hard to dream about someone who’d been out of her life for almost a hundred and sixty years. She was clearly not out of Winland’s mind, though.

      Now that her racing pulse and heavy breathing had calmed down, she flopped onto her back again, her head thumping into the luxuriously soft pillow, and stared at the bedroom ceiling.

      I should’ve gone to bed earlier last night.

      The thought of closing her eyes and trying to go back to sleep now was a lot less appealing than the thought of getting up and starting her day. With a tired groan, she stretched every muscle in her body, not bothering to pull back when both her hands thumped against the bed’s headboard. She rolled toward her nightstand to grab her phone and check the time.

      Just before sunrise and two minutes before my alarm goes off. Shouldn’t have bothered to set that, apparently.

      Her dream was already fading. By the time she rolled out of bed, jumped in the shower—with almost instantly hot water and the perfect pressure—and got dressed, whatever terrors had flittered through her mind while she was unconscious didn’t take up any room in her brain. Winland had more important things to do than worry about a strange dream that had woken her up in an even stranger way.

      As she brushed her hair, she thought about that long list of things to worry about. The most important right now was figuring out what the heck they were supposed to do with the four prisoners being held in makeshift jail cells in an old underground armory connected to the Ozarks kemana. In only three weeks’ time, everything she’d thought she knew about the safety of her town and how much they needed her to protect it had changed.

      One of those prisoners was the wizard Joziah Erickson, a former Silver Griffin agent who’d turned against the oldest and most respected magical judiciary authority on Earth. He'd done it to get the names of every single Oriceran refugee right here in East Calico Rock, including Winland’s, so he could hunt them down.

      And he had.

      While Winland had been in Minnesota following her lead on the warrior witch with the Custodian Hector Fang, the denizens of this small, hidden magical community in the Arkansas Ozarks had captured Erickson and his hired thugs all on their own. They’d dealt with him in the best way they knew how: by locking him up in the old armory until the wizard gave them his side of the story.

      He hadn’t bothered to give Winland that much last night when she’d gone to see the only magical to break through the Crimson Heart’s wards.

      Just the shock of a lifetime.

      She finished brushing her dark hair and instantly covered it up with her woolen winter hat.

      Of all the magicals here who’d seen Erickson, either when they’d captured him or as he was escorted down through the kemana and into the acting kemana jail, Winland was the only one who’d recognized him. She’d seen him before, met him face to face.

      She’d also known he’d be looking for her and the refugees fleeing from all the other hunters out there who wanted to “set the record straight” with descendants of Rhazdon’s followers.

      She just hadn’t known Erickson would find them so soon or that he would come so close to causing serious trouble. Or that he’d tracked them all down by following the trail of Winland’s magic.

      “They caught him all on their own,” she muttered. She dropped her toothbrush back into its cup. “The town didn’t need me for a second, and I came rushing back anyway. So why do I feel like something awful’s about to happen? What, like he’ll escape?”

      She stared at her reflection in the mirror and laughed without much humor.

      “Yeah, right. Not with Carmine down there, keeping guard. That old gnome’s been through the wringer and more than enough battles. I know that just by looking at him.”

      She’d felt the power of Carmine’s containment spells around each and every makeshift cell in the old armory. They were probably even strong enough to have held Ravener Delowry at bay, so they were strong enough to hold an ex-Silver Griffin so bent on vengeance that he’d turned against everything he stood for.

      And still, the foreboding feeling of wrongness gnawed at Winland’s gut, no matter how convincingly she reassured herself that everything was fine.

      She hurried out of the bathroom, made quick and messy work of her bedspread, then headed down the stairs.

      She wasn’t worried about Erickson or the three lowlife criminals he’d hired to help him break through the wards around East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana. They’d gotten that far, sure, but they were never close to starting any real trouble.

      It’s that stupid dream. Waking up with tears on my face definitely counts as the wrong side of the bed. Just keep moving through your day, Win. You’ve got nothing to worry about and plenty to look forward to.

      That last thought made her stop at the base of the stairs, and she chuckled at herself before shaking her head.

      Her most pressing issue right now was figuring out how Erickson broke through the wards, what he wanted and why, and deciding what to do with him now that his insane plans had backfired. Second to that was the fact that while Winland had been out chasing down the warrior witch for three weeks, the humble population of East Calico Rock had exploded way beyond the town’s capacity to meet everyone’s needs. The Ozarks kemana had practically revived itself overnight into a bustling magical metropolis underground, albeit a little less crowded than most of the dozens of kemanas Winland had seen in her one hundred and sixty-three years of life.

      None of those fell into the category of things she had to look forward to. They were checkmarks on her responsibility list.

      Of course, her conversations with Sarah and Ronnie Moffett were a treat. Winland’s best friend was a wellspring of good advice neatly packaged as the cold, hard truth, and Sarah’s husband balanced that perfectly with the kind of humor that would make even the most crotchety old magical crack a broken smile. That wasn’t it, either, though.

      What she was looking forward to, as crazy and impossible as it seemed, was seeing Hector Fang again.

      “Don’t worry about me for the night. I’ll come find you in town tomorrow.”

      That was what he’d told her before they’d parted ways in the kemana last night and she’d hurried back to her Victorian-style house on her own, the way she did every night.

      She’d traveled all day yesterday in a panicked rush to get back to East Calico Rock and save it from the Crimson Heart’s warning of disaster, only to discover the town didn’t need saving.  So she hadn’t been in the best headspace for making concrete plans or even offering Hector a genuine goodnight. Having recognized Erickson’s sneering face from the other side of the cell bars hadn’t helped either.

      Today was a new day, though. Winland had another opportunity to meet her responsibilities—and her distractions—head-on and with a fresh perspective. Apologizing to Hector for having left him in such a rush last night was a good place to start.

      She snagged her long jacket off the coat hook by the door, jammed her feet into her boots and wound her winter scarf around her face and neck three times, and finally felt ready to step outside and take on the day.

      If Hector said he’d find me, he’ll find me. I’ll head off to Common Grounds first, like every other day, and Sarah and Ronnie can fill me in on the rest.

      It was about time for another town meeting anyway. The last one had been right before Winland had taken off for her grand adventure across three states and all over Minnesota. Another town meeting would be an excellent way for everyone to get on the same page. That was, of course, if the town leaders hadn’t already held one in Winland’s absence. She technically wasn’t supposed to be back in town yet.

      She was supposed to be helping Hector Fang recover the Arthastol, using it to track down the warrior witch, and finally settling the unanswered question of whether or not her own mother was actually still alive.

      With a sigh, Winland swept a final gaze around the living room to make sure she had everything she needed for the day.

      All that comes later. For now, just focus on what’s right in front of you.

      Ready to do just that, she opened the door and shrieked.

      The wizard standing unexpectedly on her front stoop with his fist poised to knock widened his eyes and stepped back before chuckling wryly. “I don’t think I’ve ever been greeted quite like that, but I guess there’s a first for everything.”

      “Hector.” Fighting back another gasp to catch her breath—and the urge to clutch at her heart pounding furiously away in her chest again—Winland blinked quickly and broke into a surprised smile. “Hi.”

      “That’s more what I’m used to.” They both laughed. Hector gestured toward her front door. “To be clear, I was about to knock.”

      “Good. It’d be a little weird if you’d just been standing here for…who knew how long.”

      “Weirder than showing up at your house first thing in the morning?”

      The fact that he’d said it out loud caught her off guard a little. If he also thought it was strange, why had he come all this way to meet her without giving her a heads-up first? “It’s not that weird,” she blurted.

      Hector’s blue-gray eyes glistened in the soft light shining down on both of them from the ceiling of the foyer, and his brilliant grin didn’t fade even a little. “It is. Just a little. But I was up early and thought, ‘What the hell? Might as well walk her into town.’ I promise I wasn’t trying to give you a heart attack.”

      “Ha. That’d take a lot more than an early-morning surprise.” Winland glanced briefly behind the wizard to see the stark-white, fluffy-tailed arctic fox called Nitya moving slowly across the frost-covered grass in front of the house, occasionally dipping her nose to sniff delicately at the ground. “I just wasn’t expecting to see anyone right outside my door. Even you. And I… How do you know where I live?”

      Still grinning at her, Hector leaned forward and, for a moment, looked more like he was about to pounce than his fox. “I told you I’d find you.”

      She laughed uncertainly and folded her arms. “Yeah, you said ‘in town.’”

      He glanced up at the eaves, nodding in appreciation, and gestured to the entire building. “Isn’t your house a part of town? Or did I pass the city limits and the wards without even realizing it?”

      Narrowing her eyes, Winland tried to fix him with a serious frown, but she couldn’t hold it for much longer than a second. Instead, she could only laugh. “All right, fine. Yes, my house is technically still in town.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “And you still haven’t answered my question.”

      He shrugged. “Well, I wasn’t stalking you, in case you were remotely worried about that possibility.”

      “Not even a little.”

      “Heartening. Actually, I was up a little earlier than I thought. Mrs. Ridley failed to warn me about the snoring bear she keeps locked up in her bedroom at night.”

      Hector’s sheepish smile as he dipped his head looked genuine, and she wondered if he was actually embarrassed.

      “So I headed out from the kemana a little earlier and found myself wandering aimlessly around the center of town. Had to stop an elderly gnome to ask for directions, which he was more than happy to provide.”

      “Before sunrise.”

      “Well, he just so happened to be the only other magical out and about in the darkness. He said his name was…Monty.”

      “Right.” Winland fixed the wizard with a deadpan stare. I’ll have to have a little talk with Monty about handing out private addresses to new magicals who haven’t been here a full twenty-four hours. No matter how well-intentioned. “Well, I’m glad you made it here in one piece.”

      “Absolutely.” Hector spread his arms to show that he was, in fact, uninjured after his harrowing pre-dawn journey to find her. He peered inside her still-open front door and added, “I was hoping maybe you had some coffee brewing, but it looks like I got here a little too late.”

      “Hate to break it to you, but it’s always too late for coffee in my house.” When he looked surprised, she explained. “No point in making it here when it’s a million times better at Common Grounds. Back in the center of town.”

      “Ah. I guess that’s where we’re going first, right?”

      “That was the plan.” She reached for the doorknob and started to close the door behind her. “Luckily for you, that’s still the plan.”

      “Speaking of luck…” Hector stepped toward her again, which didn’t leave much room between them, especially when she was trying to get out of her house to get on the road. “When do I get a tour of this impressive house of yours?”

      Winland tightened her grip on the doorknob. “Nice try. Let’s just start with the town first, huh? Then maybe I’ll give you a tour of my house. Depending on how long you decide to stick around.”

      The wizard widened his eyes at that and dipped his head slightly toward her, but he graciously backed off her front stoop so she finally had room to shut the door.

      Winland didn’t know if she was relieved or disappointed by that, but she’d made her stance perfectly clear. She hoped.

      Kinda hard to make anything clear with all this flirting. Which I never thought was contagious, but now he’s got me sending it right back.

      Leaving her comfort zone to flirt with an incredibly handsome wizard who’d raced across three states to help her in a mistaken town emergency wasn’t all that terrible in the grand scheme of things. Winland could have done a lot worse than Hector.

      Keep your mind on the actual game plan here, Win. You have work to do. If the sexy wizard you teamed up with wants to tag along, that’s okay too. As long as you hold it together.

      She smirked at Hector and joined him, then nodded down the dirt road that led from her house to the center of town. “I’m guessing now you know the way back into town without a guide.”

      “True. But it’s nice to have a little company.”

      “Yeah.” She shot him a sidelong glance, not bothering anymore to hide a smile.

      It dawned on her that this was the first time since making it to East Calico Rock that she was walking down this dirt road first thing in the morning with anyone else at her side.

      It’s not bad to be alone. Not bad to have a little company, either. Just don’t get used to it.
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      “So.” Hector scuffed a boot along the surface of the frost-covered dirt beneath them as they walked down the road toward the center of town.

      For this early in the morning, with the gray-blue of morning twilight just before dawn lighting the sky, the air wasn’t all that chilly. Maybe that was because Winland had spent the last three weeks in Minnesota, where temperatures tended to be a little on the colder side. Or maybe she had too much on her mind to feel the cold.

      The emergency parkas they’d worn eight miles up a mountain through a February blizzard in Minnesota would have been way too much this morning.

      “So?” Winland scanned the woods around them, though there was little threat of being surprised by magicals or wildlife. She felt like she could see forever through all the space between the bare, leafless trunks and branches of the deciduous trees.

      Since when does Hector Fang try to awkwardly start a conversation with a vague interjection?

      He looked at her instead of at the dirt road passing beneath them, and he seemed genuinely concerned. “How did you sleep?”

      A sharp laugh escaped her.

      “That bad, huh?”

      “No. Actually, it was great to be back in my own bed. I just…”

      “You just what?”

      “I just had you pegged for a conversationalist of a different caliber, then you lead with asking about my sleep. I wasn’t expecting it,” she teased him.

      “Well, I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

      “Go right ahead.”

      With his hands clasped behind his back, he looked up at the bare tree branches all around them, and his smile faded a little. “If it’s any consolation, my capacity for stimulating conversation hasn’t changed. It’s just that when you took off so quickly last night…”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “No, it’s fine. Really. Though, honestly, I was a little worried about you.”

      Winland’s breath hitched in her throat. “Worried, huh?”

      Hector chuckled. “Don’t take it the wrong way. I’m well aware of the fact that you can take care of yourself.”

      “Oh, good. Glad I’ve given that impression from the get-go.”

      “No doubts there. You just seemed a little…shaken up last night. That was after you had a few words with the town’s new prisoners, right?”

      That made her grimace, but she quickly covered it up. “More like the town’s only prisoners. I don’t want you to think we’re in the habit of locking magicals up the second there’s a little trouble.”

      “I had no such impression.” He gazed thoughtfully ahead of them and inhaled sharply before continuing. “Last night wasn’t the time to ask, and I understand that you wanted to go home and get some sleep in your own bed. But if you feel a little more up to talking about it now…”

      “You know what, Hector? You’re right.” She shoved her gloved hands into the pockets of her long jacket, and while she couldn’t feel the details of the soft curves and edges of her mother’s pecan-wood wand with her bare fingers, the slight but solid weight of it in her hand offered the same reassurance it always did. “I was shaken up last night.”

      “About your town’s wards having been breached.” Hector nodded. “That’s understandable.”

      “Well, the breach happened. It was bound to happen at least once, whether or not I was here to stop it personally.”

      “And you were upset about not having been here.”

      I swear he can read my mind. Just not all of it.

      She tried to remember the details of how she’d felt last night leaving the kemana. A decent night’s sleep and strolling into town with this wizard beside her made everything feel so different.

      “That’s part of it,” she agreed slowly. “And the other part of it’s a little more…personal.”

      Hector nodded. “I thought it might’ve been. When you came out of that tunnel last night, Winland, you looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

      She stopped in the center of the road and stared at him.

      He shot her an appraising smile and looked clueless as to why she’d paused their trek. “What?”

      “That was…ridiculously perceptive. As usual.”

      “Thank you.” Hector dipped his head again, but it appeared stiff and uncertain. “I highly doubt you saw a literal ghost last night. If you did, that’s a story I would very much like to hear.”

      She examined him for a moment, wondering how much she should tell him and in how much detail.

      You barely know the guy, Win. You can’t go blabbing on about things that aren’t any of his business. Even if he says he was worried about you.

      Despite trying to convince herself to remain silent, she couldn’t tell Hector to forget about the whole thing and stop asking personal questions. The scope of their entire relationship so far—no matter how short that scope was or whatever their odd relationship was right now or might possibly be in the future—was a jumbled pile of personal questions and half-truth answers from both of them. Hector had gone so far out of his way to help her with the problems she’d thought East Calico Rock faced, even though they had nothing to do with him.

      You obviously trust him a little. So give him enough to make this a real conversation. Then we’ll see.

      She turned down the road and resumed walking. “No. Not an actual ghost.”

      Hector was right by her side again as they continued toward the center of town. “That’s a minor relief. I thought I might have to eat my own words there for a second.”

      “Ha. Well, if I were telling ghost stories, I’m not sure I’d know where to begin. Unless, of course, we’re talking about ghosts from the past…”

      The wizard nodded slowly. “And that’s what we’re talking about?”

      “That’s what we’re talking about.”

      “I see. Winland, if you’d rather not go into it, I under—”

      “It’s not that at all.” She flashed him another quick smile and hoped it was reassuring enough. She wasn’t bothered by talking about Erickson or any other part of her past. It was an issue of who she talked about it with, and that was something Winland had to get over if she was ever going to have a meaningful relationship with anyone other than Sarah, Ronnie, and her father, whether or not it was with Hector Fang.

      “His name is Joziah Erickson,” she finally continued.

      “One of the prisoners?”

      “Yeah. The one responsible for… Hold on.” Winland frowned up at him, this time in genuine confusion. “I didn’t tell you anything about prisoners last night.”

      “Right.” He let out a self-conscious chuckle. “I guess I’m getting ahead of both of us. Actually, we can blame Mrs. Ridley. She had quite a lot to say about the…how did she put it? ‘Four vagabonds getting more than they deserve by being locked up and left to rot.’”

      “Wow.”

      Hector shrugged. “I felt obligated to humor her while she shared her bit of hard-won gossip. I think that’s partly what kept me from getting the kind of sleep I’d been expecting.”

      “You mean that and the snoring bear, right?”

      “Of course.”

      Okay. So he’s picking up all the information he can get from anyone who stops to give him the time of day. Talk about a guy who can fit in anywhere and still stand out so much.

      Winland nodded slowly. “Okay. So you know about the prisoners. Anything else you’ve discovered in the last twelve hours that you’d like to share, so I don’t keep over-explaining myself and wasting both our time?”

      He shot her another one of those coy smiles that made her wonder if legs could actually turn to jelly. “Our conversations have never been a waste of time. I’m not sure they ever could be, no matter how many circles we talked ourselves into.”

      Focus, focus, focus. “Good to know.” She was glad that if she blushed again, she could blame it on the winter chill and probably get away with it. “Where was I?”

      “Joziah Erickson,” Hector replied without missing a beat. “Prisoner of the Ozarks kemana and priority threat as well, I imagine.”

      “Right. At least that we know of, anyway. You know, as Oriceran refugees after Rhazdon’s war, we’ve all been aware of hunters out there somewhere, all of them coming for us, for…well, as long as most of us can remember, honestly.”

      “Sure.”

      “And I knew Erickson was one of those hunters.”

      “You just didn’t expect him to come here.”

      Winland shook her head. “No, I figured it would happen sooner or later. I didn’t expect him to be the first, somehow. Or for him to recognize me.”

      That last little surprise clearly caught the wizard’s attention too. “He was an acquaintance of yours?”

      “Of my dad’s, actually.”

      She couldn’t believe she was laying all this out there with such ease when there were already mountains of secrets between her and Hector Fang after knowing each other for only a few days. For that matter, there were mountains of secrets surrounding Winland’s life like a churning vortex that few people were brave or loyal enough to try entering.

      “I’ve only met Erickson face to face twice before last night,” she continued. “The first was a really long time ago.”

      Hector nodded like all the pieces were falling together perfectly, although he didn’t have them all. Winland didn’t feel like she had them all either, which was probably why that sense of foreboding in her gut just continued to gnaw at her, no matter how hard she was trying to ignore it.

      “A friend of your father’s, then,” he mused.

      “Maybe. At one point. But ‘acquaintance’ is more accurate. Let’s see. I was…seventeen. Maybe eighteen, I think. So tons of summers spent with my dad and learning how to see the rest of the world through his eyes.”

      “I remember you mentioning something along those lines during our first date, yeah.”

      First date. Already implying that there will be more, huh?

      After shooting him a quick sidelong smile, she forced herself to get back to the story. Hector had an impressive way of getting her off track. “Anyway, my dad got called into a meeting with the Silver Griffins. I think they wanted his advice on how to deal with some kid they picked up off the street. Using magic to steal and whatnot. I wasn’t given all the details, which is a good thing, now that I think about it. Probably stopped me from attempting the same mistakes, only better and without getting caught.”

      Hector’s abrupt laughter rang through the silent woods around them, now glowing an orange-yellow beneath the first rays of dawn. “I like this picture of young Winland.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re only seeing half of it. Long story short, Dad brought me into this meeting with him. Sit quietly, watch, listen, learn, don’t say a word. That kinda thing. Erickson was in that meeting. He knew my name. He knew that I was my father’s daughter. And honestly, he didn’t look that different the second time I saw him, even all these years later.”

      “I’m guessing this most recent encounter wasn’t during a meeting with your father?”

      “Nope. It was short and just a little more…violent. We fought each other. For a second. He got away through a portal I wasn’t expecting him to open.” She’d only found him after borrowing her dad’s cane, which seemed irrelevant. “I didn’t think he’d gotten a good look at me, but obviously, he knows who I am. I didn’t have to look twice to know who we’re dealing with.”

      That was another small lie on Winland’s part—a harmless omission she couldn’t help but leave out of her story. Erickson had been easily recognizable last night when he’d stepped into the blue light of his enchanted cell bars and sneered at her. The wizard had changed, though. In all actuality, he looked like he’d gone half-mad with his unyielding thirst for vengeance.

      If vengeance is really what he’s looking for. But what else could it possibly be?

      “Erickson was a Silver Griffin?” Hector asked.

      “Oh yeah. One of the best, if what my dad told me was true. And it usually is, in one way or another. Mostly.” As soon as she’d said it, Winland realized what a massive door for inquiry she’d just opened, and if Hector wanted to step right through, she couldn’t stop him without seeming like a jerk for clamming up. She didn’t want to talk about her dad. This was something different.

      Fortunately, the Custodian either ignored the opening or was too focused on their current topic to realize it was there. “How did he seem back then? The first time you met him.”

      “When I was seventeen?”

      Hector shrugged. “Or eighteen.”

      “Ha. Well, he was polite enough. Kind. Said it was good to meet me, and that was about it. So a little standoffish, maybe, but he was obviously proud of who he was and what his job entailed. Being a Silver Griffin agent isn’t the same as bagging groceries at the local Kroger. He was good at his job, he knew it, but he was still humble about it. You know, grateful that someone like Tu—like my dad would take time out of his busy schedule to come all the way down in person and offer a few words of advice.”

      Once she’d finished her assessment of the wizard she barely knew, Winland blinked in surprise and tried not to look too confused by the revelation. I had no idea I could remember so much from one day so long ago. Hell, from one hour. Chalk that up to Turner Underwood’s training, I guess. Just like everything else.

      “So you’d say this Erickson was a good man,” Hector prompted. “A good wizard.”

      “At the time? Absolutely. I think anyone who knew him would’ve said the same thing. But now?” She shook her head. “I recognized him instantly, but he isn’t the same wizard. Maybe not even close.”

      They continued in silence a little longer, then Hector clicked his tongue like he’d had a revelation. “The Silver Griffins. Really unfortunate what happened to them. Betrayed by one of their own and disbanded. Scattered to the wind.”

      “Yeah. Tell me about it.”

      “After the way you described him, I wonder how a man like Erickson goes from being such a pillar of magical justice to sitting in a kemana jail cell. Which, by the way, is an entirely unique concept that I liked the second I heard about it.”

      “A kemana jail? Yeah, well, unique concepts are our bread and butter around here. Pretty much a necessity when you’re lying low. Or trying to, anyway.” In her right jacket pocket, Winland spun the base of her mom’s wand around and around between her gloved fingers. “As for how Erickson went from Silver Griffin to kemana prisoner… I’d say that probably has something to do with the fact that he’s the one who betrayed them.”

      Hector stopped mid-stride and tilted his head. “Erickson?”

      “Yep. The day we found out who the traitor was just so happened to be the day I fought him and he got away.”

      “The agent who betrayed the Silver Griffins and sent the entire organization packing?”

      Winland eyed him uncertainly. “I wasn’t trying to make it confusing…”

      “No, no. Sorry. I…” He cleared his throat and rolled his shoulders back. “I wasn’t expecting that little nugget of information. At all.”

      “Huh. I guess we’re even for this morning. A surprise for a surprise.”

      Hector pointed at her, his black leather glove glinting in the strengthening daylight. “Fine, but I didn’t scream like an old lady who almost stepped on a mouse.”

      “You realize you insulted us both with that one, right?”

      “I wouldn’t call it that much of an insult, Winland. We both know you’re not an old lady.”

      She had to smile at that, and they resumed their stroll.

      “And I am most certainly not a mouse,” he added with a smirk.

      No, he’s not. More of a fox, if we’re assigning animals to people now. Which makes the whole arctic fox thing a lot less random, actually…

      She scanned the woods for the fluffy white fox that was always at the wizard’s side and noticed the fox wasn’t anywhere to be found. “Where’s Nitya?”

      “There’s another surprise. You calling her by her name instead of ‘fox.’”

      She playfully rolled her eyes. “Well, I’ve heard it enough times by now. Don’t think I’ll forget it anytime soon.”

      Chuckling, Hector waved off the whole idea of his strange pet. “She’s still a wild animal. For the most part, she goes where she pleases. In St. Cloud, that’s rooftops, through open windows, under cars… I found her climbing out of the sewer once.”

      “Ew.”

      “Yes. One of the many things I find so charming about this magical town of yours hidden away in the Ozarks. No manholes.”

      “Not even paved streets.” They both laughed, then she pointed at him. “And I told you—”

      “I know, I know. It’s not your town. Or your kemana. I just like the way your nose wrinkles right before you feel compelled to correct me.”

      “I…” Winland huffed with indignation but couldn’t help laughing at that too. “You know, some people might call that emotional manipulation.”

      Hector flashed her another one of those feral grins again and held her gaze. “I think it’s cute.”

      Oh, come on. I’m never gonna get anything done when he pulls out lines like that. And here we are again, him grinning like a guy who’s getting exactly what he wants, and me getting all flustered.

      It didn’t happen often, but Winland was at a complete loss for witty comebacks sharp enough to bite that didn’t make her sound like a jerk. So she kept her mouth shut and kept walking.
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      Once the back end of the Town Hall building came into view, Hector finally seemed ready to talk about something that wasn’t half-curiosity, half-joking at Winland’s expense.

      “I realize you probably would’ve told me this earlier if you’d thought it relevant to the conversation, but I have to ask.”

      “Oh yeah?” Here we go. It could be anything at this point.

      “It’s not very often that someone else knows more about a relatively public figure or event than I do, believe it or not.”

      “Sure. You’re the Custodian who knows everything.”

      He looked a little embarrassed but not necessarily put out by the comment. “I guess I probably deserve that.”

      On the far side of the Town Hall building, she saw multiple people wandering across the main avenue, moving from building to building, talking and greeting their neighbors. That meant Winland and Hector were running out of time for private conversations, and if he wanted to ask her something personal, she’d rather take the time to answer him now before they risked anyone else overhearing them. Especially new citizens of East Calico Rock that Winland hadn’t had the time to get to know.

      “Go ahead and ask your question, Hector.” She tried not to sound too rushed.

      “Right. You know, for a moment, I almost forgot you’re not a fan of waiting.”

      She shot him a playful frown, and he winked.

      His smile faded into a thoughtful blankness before he finally asked his question. “How exactly did this Joziah Erickson manage to disband the Silver Griffins from the inside out?”

      Winland was taken aback. “That’s your question?”

      “Yeah.”

      “With a hell of a buildup.” For some reason, she couldn’t stop laughing. “I thought it was gonna be something…I don’t know. A lot more embarrassing.”

      “For whom?”

      “Either one of us. Maybe both.”

      “Well, I imagine it’s a little more embarrassing for me to have to ask about the finer details like that in the first place. You know, as the Custodian who knows everything.”

      She studied his face in the rising light and couldn’t see how it would possibly hurt to give him those details. Few magicals knew what had actually happened almost a year ago—the thing that had set the Oriceran refugees’ flight from DC in motion. Winland only knew about it because of Turner, and because she was the one who brought all those refugees here.

      “I don’t know everything about what happened,” she began slowly. “But what I do know is that Erickson was so bent on seeking his own warped version of vengeance that he sold out the Silver Griffins at the drop of a hat. Or a list, as it were.”

      “A list?” Hector raised an eyebrow and shot her the briefest glance before clearly trying to recover from all his burning curiosity. “Do you know what—”

      “A list of names, Hector. Erickson traded the names and locations of Silver Griffin agents for the names and locations of Oriceran refugees. Descendants of Rhazdon’s followers. Those who were and still are in hiding. If they’re as lucky as we are and have made it this far.”

      “I see.” The wizard nodded slowly, and a concerned frown flickered across his brows. “Thank you. That…actually brings everything together with a lot more clarity.”

      “How’s that?”

      “It does, in a way, explain why he came here. Why he followed a trail, whoever’s trail it happened to be, and how he succeeded in being the first magical to have broken through the immense power of those wards protecting your town—sorry. This town.”

      Winland smiled to see him correct himself this time, whether or not he actually thought it was cute whenever she corrected him instead. Her smile quickly disappeared when her focus returned to the conversation. “That might explain why he was so persistent, sure. But it doesn’t explain why he came for me. Specifically.”

      “How do you know he did?”

      “Because he told me. Last night.” She swallowed thickly and scanned the main avenue ahead of them, which was filling up with more and more magicals getting out and about to start their day. “It was one of the few things he actually said that made any sense. And in some ways, sure. I can understand why Erickson and all the other hunters out there would think they’re heading down the right path by coming after dark magicals’ descendants when the ones who actually chose the darkness as their path are all but gone at this point.”

      “Interesting.” Hector’s frown only deepened. “I honestly expected more of a ‘leave the sins of the father to the father’ kind of speech from you.”

      “Speech?” Winland snorted. “I don’t really do speeches.”

      “Just an expression.”

      “Uh-huh.” She wondered if she wanted to go down this road with him right now. Things generally don’t end well when you get into philosophy and ethics between the first and second dates. Which is what I’m trying to avoid and apparently exactly what he wants.

      She shook her head. “Trust me. I’ve done my fair share of things most other people probably wouldn’t understand and might even want to condemn me for.”

      “Ah. The foibles of your youth, eh?”

      He was clearly joking—mostly—but she didn’t feel like dignifying that comment with a response. Not yet.

      She continued, “The point is, I understand how someone can do something that everyone else thinks is incredibly heinous. Or just flat-out wrong. And no, it has nothing to do with being batshit insane.”

      Hector snickered. “Well, that was going to be my first guess, but please. Enlighten me.”

      With a halfhearted shrug, Winland replied, “I’m just saying. Someone who used to be ‘good’ and all of a sudden starts doing things that are ‘bad’ doesn’t actually see it that way. Erickson’s no exception. I honestly don’t think he woke up one day and randomly decided to go hunt down a bunch of innocent refugees because he felt there weren’t enough bad guys to go around these days.”

      Hector laughed again, but it was softer now—like he knew what she was talking about and maybe even agreed but didn’t want to admit it. “Then tell me. How can someone do something so heinous or flat-out wrong without being batshit insane?”

      She shot him another sidelong glance. It felt like walking out on a limb this time. “Because to them, it makes sense. To them, what they’re doing is right. And it builds, one day on top of the next, until someone who met them once, decades ago, barely recognizes them anymore. And I’m sure I sound like I’m contradicting myself when I say there are hunters out there who are hunting the right magicals in hiding for the right reasons. Not that they’re doing the right thing, necessarily…”

      “I don’t see any contradiction there. Just a Light Elf who may be a lot more insightful than I’ve given her credit for.”

      “Ha. Well, thank you.” Sighing, Winland shook her head. “I don’t know. I think this whole thing is bothering me so much because I can’t figure it out, which really bothers me, and I have no idea why.”

      “How so?”

      Wow. Now we’re really digging into the deep stuff. Not like it’s any deeper than him helping me find the warrior witch. Though I guess I never told him she may or may not be my mother. But he is helping.

      She stopped several yards away from the back of the Town Hall, which was set apart from the other buildings and still a good distance from the main avenue’s more popular stops. She turned toward Hector and nodded. “This is only speculation, so take it with a grain of salt.”

      “A fine piece of opening advice.” He nodded. “I’m listening.”

      “I know there are more hunters out there looking for descendants of Rhazdon’s followers. I don’t know how many, but they’re there. Some of them… Well, some of them have been taking action in ways that make perfect sense. Like I said. Finding the right refugees for the right reasons. That doesn’t necessarily make it the right way to go about this whole Earth-after-the-war thing.”

      Hector gazed at her so intently—with such openness and what looked like a sincere interest in not only listening to her but also understanding what she had to say—that she couldn’t help but lay it all out there.

      “Some dark magicals have been dark magicals for generations. As far back as any of them can remember. It stands to reason that some of their descendants would end up carrying on the family legacy, as it were. Whether or not they were aware of it, my guess is they most likely are in some way. And those descendants? Well, if they’re being hunted down, it’s because the people trying to take this whole widespread-justice thing into their own hands know that those cycles will probably keep repeating themselves if nobody steps in to break them.”

      “And this is where you draw the line between the right thing to do and the wrong thing.”

      “Yeah.” A bitter laugh escaped her. “I mean, ancestors know we don’t need an Earth with dozens of magical vigilantes running around trying to clean up an eight-hundred-year-old mess. That would be insane. I’m just a Light Elf trying to help innocent magicals start over. With a real shot at making a new life for themselves. Still, I can understand why a few hunters are going after who they’re going after. I don’t agree with it. That kinda thing should be left up to magicals like the Silver Griffins. You know, for after somebody actually commits a crime.”

      “And yet, with the Silver Griffins all but nonexistent…”

      “Right.” Winland pulled her hands from her pockets, readjusted her winter cap, and turned slightly toward the back of the main avenue again to make sure no one would catch sight of them and come over for a greeting. She also wanted to choose her words carefully without being distracted by the gorgeous wizard’s eyes practically boring into hers. “But with Erickson, it’s different. He knows better. He knows me. And my father. And he still chose to follow us across the country, track us here, and do everything in his power to get to us. To get to me. I don’t know. It’s like there’s something I’m not seeing here. It just…feels personal.”

      “Hmm.” Hector cocked his head in consideration. “Maybe it is.”

      “Right. And that makes about as much sense as any of the other crazy-sounding stuff I’ve been rambling on about. Come on.” Winland nodded toward the end of the main avenue and plastered on a smile. “This is the kind of conversation that really should wait until after coffee. And maybe a tour.”

      He fixed her with that brilliant grin again and gestured for her to lead the way. “I wouldn’t dream of arguing with you.”

      “Not about this, anyway.”

      She tried to play the whole thing off as an afterthought as she led him toward the center of town for that promised tour. Winland could joke around and offer snide comments with the best of them, but that didn’t mean she’d wiped the subject from her mind.

      What she hadn’t told Hector Fang was that she thought she knew why Erickson had come after her specifically and had locked onto the trail of her magic, followed her all the way to the Ozarks, and risked life and limb to break through the Crimson Heart’s wards.

      It was the same reason Winland was considered one of the Oriceran refugees who was fleeing from being hunted instead of just another do-gooder who wanted to help but who wasn’t actually being persecuted herself. She absolutely was. Erickson had made that perfectly clear.

      No one would ever say they were proud to be descended from a dark follower of Rhazdon, Winland among them. She had no reason to tell people that her grandfather, Haylik Byrnes, her mom’s father, had been one such dark follower.

      Erickson had clearly figured it out somehow. What she didn’t understand was why a former Silver Griffin—a man who knew her, knew her father, and knew that her mother had died—would suddenly use that knowledge to fuel his own thirst for revenge.

      Doesn’t make any sense. I’m not ready to tell Hector about all that yet. I’ll get a minute or two alone with Sarah and Ronnie, and I’ll probably have to go talk to Erickson again. If he can’t tell me why and make it convincing, I can’t help him. But there’s always a chance…

      Right now wasn’t the time to mull over it, so she pushed the entire conversation from her mind and focused instead on another positive of her morning: giving a gorgeous wizard a firsthand tour of a town she’d helped build.

      Hey, no biggie. At the very least, it’ll be entertaining. Or aggravating as hell.
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      Winland decided to start their impromptu tour on the east side of the town’s main avenue because she expected Common Grounds to be packed by the time they passed through the rows of buildings. She was right.

      A line already ran out the door as magicals talked and laughed and joked around with one another, happy to stand in line in the early-morning cold in order to get their own morning cup of the Moffetts’ coffee. Apparently, Sarah and Ronnie’s skills with ground beans and an espresso machine had made them famous. At least around here.

      The excitement bubbling around the front of the coffee shop and all the way down the avenue’s western sidewalk didn’t escape Hector’s notice, either. “What in the world is going on over there?”

      Winland gestured toward the storefront. “That’s Common Grounds.”

      “Where we were supposed to get our coffee first?”

      “Uh…yeah. I guess sunrise is rush hour around here now. Come on. I’ll show you the highlights, and hopefully, by the time we’re done, the line will be gone.”

      He stared at the long line stretching away from the coffee shop on the other side of the avenue. “I’d settle for it being cut in half.”

      “Well, that might be what we get.” She nudged the wizard in the arm and nodded for him to walk with her up the righthand side of the avenue first. It felt like Winland had to give herself a tour of East Calico Rock. She couldn’t get over how much it had changed in such a short amount of time. “There are so many people…”

      “Hmm?” Hector shot her a distracted look but couldn’t keep his gaze away from the massive line outside the coffee shop.

      “Just the number of magicals here.” She stared in awe at the town waking up and starting its day in a way she hadn’t seen before. “And that’s not even including the ones who live in the kemana.”

      “You know, I think I assumed life in the Arkansas Ozarks was nothing but backwoods cabins and boredom.”

      That finally ripped her out of her surprise, and she looked up at him with a grin. “I could say the same thing about Minnesota.”

      “Touché.”

      As they walked, Winland pointed out some of the smaller but no-less-important buildings stretching along the avenue away from the official entrance to the center of town. “They were all different things before the town was abandoned.”

      “And you repurposed all of them?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Into…”

      “Apartments, actually. Most of them are pretty small, but we have a lot of new families here with small kids. Speaking of… I actually haven’t seen any of them since we got here.”

      Hector chuckled. “Isn’t it a little early for the children to be out and about?”

      “It didn’t used to be.” Turning around in a slow circle to scan the streets for signs of the kids she knew—the little shifter boy Chase Scranton. The Light Elf Kevin Hawthorn with his soft brown hair. Little Tina Dresdel, who’d just started walking with a crooked trail of crystal frost marking her path before Winland had left town. She frowned before continuing up the sidewalk. “Maybe they just had a big night last night.”

      “Like you did?”

      “Ha. Yeah, but I know how and when to wake myself up the next day.”

      They reached the front steps leading up to the town library, and the sense of foreboding Winland had been trying to ignore all morning eased a little as she stared at the marquee above the front double doors. That’s where peace and quiet live. Never thought I’d miss a library this much, but I’m just getting hit by surprises left and right these days, aren’t I?

      “What did the library get turned into?” Hector asked.

      “Oh no.” She laughed and waved him off. “Absolutely nothing. Nobody messes with a library.”

      “Even after having been abandoned for so long? I would’ve thought the place was a mess.”

      “Not really. I mean, somebody did come through at some point to rifle through the shelves, and that was a serious pain to clean up. Just the fact that anyone would treat a library like that is…” Winland stopped herself in the middle of a rant and shot him a sheepish smile. “I’m getting a little worked up about this right now, aren’t I?”

      The wizard only looked amused. “Don’t ever apologize for passion.”

      “Well, good thing I wasn’t apologizing. Hey, when was the last time you saw microfiche?”

      “Wow. That’s, uh…” He cocked his head as they climbed the few steps to the library’s front doors. “I’d call that a blast from the past, to say the least.”

      “Right? Whoever put this library together and left it over sixty years ago must’ve been really into it. We have three machines.” She opened one of the double doors, and Hector held it open for her before following her inside. It only seemed odd for a second that she was getting excited about showing off the town library to someone who was almost a complete stranger, but she pushed that from her mind the second she stood in the lobby.

      There’s nothing like a library. Anywhere. If he can’t appreciate that… I guess that’s where I draw the line with relationships.

      “Winland.”

      She turned to see Jared the Light Elf standing behind the lobby’s front desk. He fixed her with a small, surprised smile, and she grinned back at him as she raised her hand a little in greeting. “Hey, Jared. How you doing this morning?”

      “Me? I’m fine.” His gaze flittered quickly from her face to Hector’s, and his smile faded a little. “You looked pretty upset last night when you were running through town. Everything okay?”

      “Oh. Right. Yeah, everything’s fine.” Winland shrugged and strolled across the lobby toward the desk. “Sorry I barreled right past you last night. I barreled right past a lot of people, actually, so don’t take it personally.”

      “Okay.” The Light Elf’s expression wavered between a confused frown, an excited smile at seeing Winland back in the library, and something that almost looked like fear every time he glanced Hector’s way. “Guess your trip worked out all right. So you’re back to stay, then, huh?”

      “Well, at the very least, I’m here for a little while. Just checking in, you know? Oh.” She turned and gestured toward Hector. “This is Hector Fang. He’s, um… Well, he’s a guest. I’m just showing him around town this morning.”

      The way she’d said it made her cringe inwardly. He’s what? I can’t just say he’s the Custodian who’s supposed to be helping me find the warrior witch. Can’t say he’s just a friend ’cause that’s not exactly right either. And now I just made myself sound like a complete idiot.

      While she was mentally kicking herself, the tension in the library’s lobby had thickened between a frowning Jared and a smiling Hector Fang.

      The Light Elf jerked his head up at the wizard. “Are you making East Calico Rock your new home, too, like everyone else?”

      Hector blinked in surprise. “You know, I haven’t quite gotten that far. It’s not a part of my plans right now, anyway, but you never know.” He stepped closer to Winland and gently settled a hand on the small of her back. “Things change when you least expect it, don’t they?”

      Winland stiffened a little. Yeah, I’d find a library romantic under the right circumstances, but this isn’t one of them. What is he doing?

      Jared looked Hector up and down, but his skeptical frown didn’t change. “I guess so.”

      What is this? Some kind of standoff? Whatever’s going on between these two needs to stop.

      Winland stepped slightly away from Hector, and fortunately, he didn’t follow her to return his hand to her back when it lightly slipped off. She slapped on her friendliest smile and nodded at the quiet Light Elf. “Hey, so I wanted to show Hector the microfiche readers in the back. We were just—”

      “Oh.” Jared stepped out from behind the desk, which would have blocked her from going any farther into the library if she had been planning to go that way. “Um…sorry, Winland. The kids are actually back there right now. Penny brings ’em here every morning for story time and some of their school stuff. They’ll be here for another couple of hours.”

      “That’s great. Glad to see the library’s being used by kids and for school again.”

      The Light Elf’s smile grew a little, but he looked too shy—or too put off by Hector’s presence—to let it grow any bigger. “Yeah. I think so too.”

      “Well, they won’t bother us,” she added as she started to head across the lobby. “We’ll be quiet—”

      “It’s not that.” Jared stepped in front of her again, this time incredibly close, so she had to crane her neck to look up at him in surprise when she realized she wasn’t getting through that way. “It’s just… You know, it took Penny so long to get them all settled down and focused on what they’re doing today. If any of the little ones noticed you walking through, they’d be way too excited to see you. And then, you know… Story time’s over.”

      Behind her, Hector snorted. When she shot him a disapproving look over her shoulder, he covered his mouth with two gloved fingers and shook his head in what she guessed was an apology.

      Jared didn’t hold back a glare of his own, but it vanished the second he realized Winland was looking at him again. “But they’ll be done in a few hours. If you wanna come back then. Sorry.”

      This isn’t about Hector. It’s about Penny and the kids. And it’s ridiculously cute.

      She grinned at the tall, muscular Light Elf and nodded. “Totally okay, Jared. We’ll stop by later. Don’t keep Penny waiting in there any longer without you.”

      His eyes widened before he blinked furiously. “I’m not doing school stuff.”

      “Right. Well, whatever you guys are doing, have fun.” With that, she spun and headed quickly toward the front doors again.

      Hector dipped his head toward her. “So we’re kicked out of the library now?”

      “No.” She tugged on the sleeve of his jacket to pull him along after her, trying to hold back a massive grin. “We’re leaving willingly. The microfiche will just have to wait.”

      The brisk morning air was intensely refreshing after how warm they’d cranked up the heat in the library for the kids.

      She inhaled deeply through her nose and sighed, then finally let herself laugh a little as she shook her head.

      Hector stopped beside her and turned to look back at the library. He frowned up the main avenue with an uncertain smile. “I feel like I missed something.”

      “You and me both.” She lowered her voice in case any of the other magicals might overhear. “Penny was the town babysitter. Or nanny, I guess. Whatever you wanna call it.”

      “I see. Sounds like she’s been promoted to preschool teacher.”

      “Something like that, yeah. And she’s had a thing for that Light Elf inside since way before the original refugees got here. I’m just wondering if he’ll ever pick up on it. But at least they’re in the same building now.”

      “I take it Jared the Light Elf isn’t much of a bookworm.”

      Winland laughed and picked up the pace down the sidewalk. “Well I couldn’t tell you one way or the other. But before winter set in, I think I’d only ever seen him working in the co-op garden. With his shirt off. Unless he was down at the Town Hall for a meeting.”

      “With his shirt off?”

      “Actually, yeah. Once or twice.” They both laughed at that, and Winland still found herself mesmerized by the sound coming from Hector’s lips.

      This isn’t so bad. I can show him what I know about this place, and we can learn a few new things together. At least the important stuff about East Calico Rock hasn’t changed while I was away. As far as I know…

      “Ah. Mr. Fang!”

      Hearing somebody call out for Hector by name made her frown, and she spun to see Monty hobbling toward them.

      “And Miss Winland.” The old gnome broke into a wide, toothy grin. “It’s so good to see you back. Sooner than the rest of us figured, but still good.”

      “Thanks, Monty.”

      Hector chuckled and nodded to the gnome. “Mr. Berouse.”

      “Bah. I told you to cut it out with that Mister stuff earlier, and I don’t change my mind in only a few hours. No, that’s best left up to Chuck.”

      Winland snorted, and the old gnome shot her a quick wink.

      “I’ll let Miss Winland explain that one to you later. And I see you found her just like you were tryin’ to do, eh?”

      “I did.” Hector leaned slightly toward her like he was about to share a private joke, but it never came. “You give impeccable directions, sir.”

      Monty grunted, his smiling face pinching instantly into a scowl. “Sir’s even worse, son. You call me Monty, or you don’t call me anything at all.”

      “My mistake.”

      The gnome looked back and forth between Winland and her new guest in town. His crooked smile returned again. “What are you two young’uns up to this morning, hmm?”

      “Hector wanted a tour of the town,” she replied.

      “Ah. Well, he sure did go to the right magical for the job, Miss Winland. You show him my shop yet?”

      “Not yet. But we’re heading that way.”

      “Good. Good.” Monty wagged a gnarled finger at the old theater toward the end of the main avenue. “You show him up there. Just don’t let him inside. I lock up for a reason, you know. But put in a good word for me. If this fine young wizard needs anything mended, patched up, or stitched together all spankin’ new, you tell him where to go.”

      “Best tailor in town.”

      Monty laughed. “Ah-ha! I see what you’re doing there, Miss Winland. You better watch out for this one, Mr. Fang. Very clever. Very, very clever.” Still laughing and shaking his head, the old gnome hobbled off to whatever other business he had for this morning, which was most likely to head for his shop in the old projection booth of the renovated movie theater anyway.

      Winland turned a curious glance onto Hector. “What exactly did you tell him when you asked for directions to my house?”

      The wizard shrugged. “Only that I’d promised I’d find you but had no idea where to start.”

      “Right…”

      He stared after Monty for a moment longer, then pressed his lips together. “It’s been a really long time since I’ve been called a ‘young’un.’ By anyone.”

      “Compared to him, I’m sure you are.” She nudged him forward to keep heading down the avenue’s sidewalk.

      Even though this Custodian walking beside me is over eight hundred years old. Maybe even a thousand if he was already a Custodian during the great war. Talk about an age gap.
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      Along their slow, moseying tour of the town’s main avenue, Winland and Hector got stopped more than she would have expected. A handful of magicals she already knew from the original move to East Calico Rock came to say hello, ask when she’d gotten back, and, of course, see who the tall, dark, and handsome wizard was.

      The weirdest part was when the magicals she knew stopped to introduce her to new ones she hadn’t yet met. More and more new faces poked out of slightly open windows or cracked doorways to get a good look at Winland Underwood—who, apparently, most of them had already heard of. Eventually, she started to think they’d have to set up a meet-and-greet just to let everybody say their hellos and be done with it.

      We won’t make it all the way around town at this rate.

      Part of her loved to see how many new magicals had heard about East Calico Rock and, with hope and determination, had made the trek all the way out to the middle of nowhere in the Ozarks and a town that didn’t even exist on a map.

      The other part of her was frustrated by so much change and a little overwhelmed at seeing it all firsthand in the daylight. She’d only been gone three weeks. In that time, the population of the town had almost doubled. So far, the changes she’d seen were only good ones.

      Nothing wrong with a town doing so well that everybody wants to be a part of it, right? As long as nobody starts any trouble. So far, the only magicals who have caused issues are locked up in jail cells right next to the kemana.

      “That’s the old theater.” Winland pointed it out to Hector. “This building took us the longest to renovate. So many chairs bolted to the floor.”

      “And Monty’s shop is somewhere up there, I’m guessing.”

      “Yeah. He put all that together himself. Don’t worry. We’re not going in. The rest of the building is extra storage space, which I’m pretty sure is still full of all the chopped firewood we ended up not actually needing.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Wow. There’s really a lot here that he doesn’t know about. Nobody else would if they weren’t here.

      “When we got here, the power was…unreliable,” Winland explained. “On a good day. Until it snapped back on with a vengeance a few months ago.”

      “Always good to have a skilled electrician when you’re building a new town.”

      “Ha. We do have a few of those, but that’s not actually what brought the power back.”

      Hector scanned the avenue all around them and blinked in surprise. “I’m guessing that’s another complicated story with a lot of moving parts.”

      “Yep. And it’s a long one. We can save that for another time.”

      And for when I’m sure telling him about the Lapindril and dosing an entire town with artifact-dust-laced coffee won’t make him go running for the hills. Or…other hills.

      By the time they reached the market co-op in the old courthouse at the end of the main avenue, the place was bustling with more activity than Winland was used to seeing. “And this is the market.”

      “I had a feeling. What’s that?” Hector pointed toward a large green glowing dome to the right of the market.

      The dome flashed with intermittent yellow light, and through the glow of the spell, at least two figures inside were moving around. What they were doing, Winland couldn’t be sure, but she had a few good guesses.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure.” She squinted at the green dome, then caught sight of another one poking out from behind the market building. “That used to be our outdoor community garden. It might still be the garden, actually, but I missed the part where we’re enchanting it now. During summer and fall, those plots are overflowing with crops. All of it edible.”

      “Is that so?”

      She thought he might be messing with her. “How do you think we made it this long without any cars or anybody ever leaving the wards? You should’ve seen it, though. One of our bigger accomplishments, I think.”

      “Maybe I’ll still get the chance.” Hector fixed her with that knowing look of his and the soft, gentle smile that said he knew so much more than she did and dared her to prove otherwise.

      Winland almost let herself get lost in that look again. There he goes with all these hints about sticking around. I haven’t exactly told him he couldn’t, but there’s no way he’ll be here all the way through spring. Probably.

      “Anyway,” she continued, ready to change the subject. “The co-op market and the garden are our biggest wins here.”

      “Second only to a full, bustling town and a thriving kemana right next door,” he added.

      “Right. Those are pretty big too.”

      And they all happened without me…

      As they passed the front steps of the co-op market, Elaine Pine saw them from her place on the front porch, where she’d been having a light and friendly conversation with two other elves who were new in town.

      “Winland! Hey!” The Wood Elf thrust her hand in the air and excused herself from the conversation, then jogged down the stairs toward Winland and Hector. When she realized she hadn’t seen Hector before, she examined him head to toe and grinned. “Who’s this?”

      “Hector Fang,” the wizard replied for himself and extended a hand toward her.

      “Elaine Pine.” The Wood Elf gazed dreamily at him as she shook his hand.

      Winland cleared her throat. “Hector’s just visiting for a while.” To Hector, she said, “And Elaine’s one of our town leaders. Anything about the market, co-op, and garden go straight through her.”

      “So if you need anything, just, you know… I’m here,” Elaine offered breathlessly.

      “Thank you.” Hector seemed a little uncomfortable when Elaine hung onto his hand for longer than a handshake warranted, but he laughed it off and nodded when she finally released him.

      Jeez, if I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s got everyone around here spellbound. And I did the exact same thing when he helped me up off the sidewalk right outside his apartment…

      “Elaine,” she said sharply, which snapped the Wood Elf out of her fawning daze.

      “Yeah.” Elaine blinked quickly, cleared her throat, then smiled. “I’m here.”

      “What’s going on over there with the domes?”

      “Oh! You saw those? Yeah, of course you did. Come here.” She led them back toward the side of the building so they could get a better view of the green dome over what had been the market’s side garden. Two other domes stood behind the market, and they were much bigger than the first. “To be clear, this wasn’t actually my idea, but I couldn’t help approving it. With all the new magicals spilling in the way they have, we needed to adjust our growing capabilities a little.” When Winland raised an eyebrow, Elaine conceded, “Okay, a lot. The indoor grow just wasn’t going to cut it, and this young, brilliant Light Elf had the clever idea of creating more ‘indoor grow’ with the available outdoor space. She’s also the one who built the spell.”

      “She built it?”

      With wide eyes, Elaine nodded. “From scratch. I’m telling you, this girl is… Well, she’s like you, Win. Only younger and actually interested in gardening and farming, so in some ways, I like her better.”

      “Very funny.”

      They all laughed, and Elaine pointed to the closest dome. “I don’t think even I could’ve come up with something this complex. It’s basically a climate-control enchantment. Allows two magicals inside at any given time, and if we need more than that, we have to station a few volunteers to serve as backup power. Haven’t had to do that yet, but with the way things grow around here, I have a feeling we will soon. What do you think?”

      Winland could only stare at the domes and the two figures moving around inside, both of them obviously tending to the newly planted crops—in the middle of February in Arkansas.

      Apparently, she took too long to respond because Elaine jumped right back in with, “Now, I know we had a whole thing about using this much magic to sustain ourselves out here, but that was before, right? The wards are up, the crystal’s maintaining them, and I figured it was a good way to—”

      “It’s brilliant, Elaine.” Winland grinned at the Wood Elf, who heaved a sigh of relief. “Really.”

      “Okay, next time, lead with that instead of making me second-guess myself here.”

      “Yeah. Maybe next time, I won’t be so impressed that I’m speechless. What’s the girl’s name?”

      “Who wrote the spells? Caroline. She’s, uh… Well, she’s around here somewhere. Probably inside. I can go get her if you want. I know she’d love to hear your thoughts.”

      Winland glanced at the front doors of the co-op and shook her head. “That’s okay. I don’t wanna pull her away from her work. She’s obviously doing a great job.”

      “Yeah. She’s really…” Elaine’s voice trailed off a second before Winland realized the woman was gazing blankly up at Hector again.

      Oh, come on.

      “Hey, what about the town meetings?” she asked abruptly.

      Elaine jumped and shook herself out of her daze a lot more quickly than the last time. Which was a good sign—hopefully, she wouldn’t get lost staring at Hector Fang’s face every time she saw him. “Meetings. Um…yeah. Meetings are good. Why?”

      “Have you guys held another one since I left?”

      Now that her faculties had finally been fully recovered, Elaine shook her head, her gaze darting around the main avenue and everywhere else but at the wizard standing next to Winland. “Nope. Honestly, with all the changes, I don’t think we’ve really had the time. Lots of side projects running, though. Pretty much on an ad hoc basis. Like the garden domes.”

      “Right.” Winland nodded as she studied the domes one more time. “At least I’ve only missed the little things one at a time instead of all at once.”

      “You haven’t missed all that much, Win. The next meeting will be pretty chock-full, though. Especially now that you’re back.” Elaine jumped like she’d realized she’d forgotten something important and headed quickly back toward the front of the market. “Sorry, guys. I gotta get back in there. See you later, Winland. Hector, nice to meet you.”

      “You too, Elaine,” he called after her just before the market’s doors swung shut behind her. “Busy woman.”

      “Comes with running the food supply for an entire town. Now more than ever. Hey, look.” Winland nodded across the avenue. “Coffee line looks a lot shorter now.”

      Hector chuckled. “Definitely by more than half.”

      “No time like the present. Which is the perfect time for us to slip in there. Because if I know this town, and I do, Common Grounds will get a lunch rush, and then we’re outta luck.”

      “Do they do lunch too?”

      “Nope.” Winland stepped off the sidewalk and onto the gravel of the main avenue, striding toward the coffee shop. “But people get attached to their afternoon pick-me-up.”

      “Fair enough.”
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      The line for Common Grounds coffee was no longer out the door, but the place was still crowded when Winland and Hector stepped inside. More packed than Winland had ever seen it, with barely enough room to find the end of the line when someone she didn’t know pointed it out to her. It was impossible to see Sarah or Ronnie from where she stood against the far wall, but there was no doubt where all the shouting was coming from.

      “I got a triple-shot cinnamon latte with extra foam! Yeah, yeah, pal. That’s for you. You enjoy the hell outta that for me, huh? Sarah, baby, where’s that macchiato and the half-caff for—ha! You’re the most incredible woman who ever lived. I don’t care what anyone says. Here you go, ma’am. You’re all set. And one mocha extra mocha coming right up!”

      The noise in the shop was almost deafening, with the constant background conversation, the grinding and whirring of the espresso machine, the tapping of metal tools against each other, the hiss of brewing coffee, and Ronnie shouting nonstop in what was more of a stream of consciousness with the occasional coffee order thrown in—Winland had to smile. This feels like home. If there’s anything I can count on to always be familiar, it’s Ronnie and Sarah.

      The line moved quickly and effortlessly. Ronnie took and delivered orders, and Sarah prepared everything. Every now and then, the wizard slipped away from the front of the counter to help his wife with an order, and when he did, the couple would meet each other’s eyes and grin like crazies.

      When there were only two magicals ahead of them in line, Hector leaned toward Winland and muttered, “If you tell me that wizard isn’t Sarah’s husband, I’d have to tell you there’s something odd going on here behind that counter.”

      Winland almost snapped at him to demand how he knew Sarah Moffett, but then she remembered she’d briefly introduced them last night in the kemana before Sarah had led Winland to their brand-new kemana jail to see the prisoners. He’s not pulling information out of anybody’s brains, Win. It means he’s actually paying attention. Relax.

      She laughed at how on edge she’d been all morning and nodded. “No, you definitely have that right. They make it pretty obvious.”

      “Yes, they do.” Hector watched them with wide eyes and a small, curious smile as the Moffetts moved back and forth behind the counter like a well-oiled machine made of only two parts. The couple didn’t have to say anything to each other, which only made it that much more apparent how in sync they were.

      Yeah, I guess if I were seeing them for the first time, I’d think their Mr. and Mrs. Telepathy shtick was pretty damn weird too.

      Winland wasn’t used to Ronnie not greeting or saying goodbye to his daily customers by name, but with all the new magicals flooding into East Calico Rock by the day, apparently, it would be hard for anyone to learn all the new names and faces in such a short amount of time. She didn’t, however, expect Ronnie Moffett to forget her name and face.

      As the last person in line, she stepped up to the counter and grinned.

      “All right. Lucky number last.” Ronnie rubbed his hands together and shot Winland a brief glance before looking at the door, where the last of the customers with their fresh cups of coffee were stepping outside. “What can I getcha?”

      “Just the usual.”

      “Ha! The usual. You know, wherever you popped in from, I’m sure that’s actually funny. But as you can see, my brains are completely, one-hundred-percent scrambled after making drinks for… How many was it, babe?”

      He picked up a rag and wiped up the counter while Sarah replied with a smirk, “I counted eighty-four.”

      “Eighty-four!” Ronnie scrubbed at the counter—he still hadn’t looked up at Winland again. “See? That’s a lot. We’ve been busy. I’m tired. Tell me what you want, and I’ll make it, but I don’t have time to figure out what everybody’s usual is. So hit me.”

      Winland looked at Sarah, who’d known it was her the second she’d stepped up to the counter. “Please tell me that was an actual invitation to hit him.”

      Sarah smirked back at her and shook her head. Sarah shrugged. “Only if he doesn’t start paying attention.”

      “Hey, wait a minute.” Ronnie spun to stare at his wife in disbelief. “I didn’t agree to you pimping out my face for slaps.”

      “Well, you did offer, Ronnie,” Winland replied.

      The wizard spun violently around again to face her, blinked rapidly, then staggered backward. “Winland! When the hell did you walk in here?”

      “About fifteen minutes ago. I think. I don’t know. Time does funny things when you’re in a place as busy as this.”

      “Ha! Tell me about it. What can I getcha?”

      She raised an eyebrow and tried not to burst out laughing. “The usual.”

      “The…” Ronnie chucked his wet rag down onto the counter and huffed out a frustrated sigh. “Are you kidding me? Babe, is she kidding me?”

      Sarah didn’t have an answer for that. She wiped down the espresso machine with a knowing smile on her lips.

      “Damn.” The wizard furiously scratched his head and ruffled his already mussed dark hair. He slapped a hand down on the counter. “I’ve been talking to you the whole time, haven’t I?”

      “Well, sort of.”

      “Fine.” He pointed at her and failed to look stern about it. “I’ll get you your stupid usual that we all know is gonna be delicious as hell, even though you’ve been screwing with me.”

      “Thank you, Ronnie.”

      Turning halfway toward the espresso machine, the wizard jerked his chin up at Hector. “What about you, bud?”

      Hector shrugged. “I’ll…have the same.”

      “You don’t even know what she’s getting.”

      “You said it was delicious as hell. That’s good enough for me.”

      “Aha! Smart man over there. Smart man.” Ronnie looked Hector up and down, then nodded and got to work.

      Winland stepped back to rejoin Hector, and he leaned slightly toward her to murmur, “He has no idea I came in here with you, does he?”

      “Not yet, no.” They both held back laughter at that as Ronnie Moffett flurried around the coffee machine, humming and flipping cups and tools as he went.

      When the espresso finally started to pour out into the cups, he paused and looked up from his work. He thought he had a new customer, but this one was much closer to the floor. “Uh…babe?”

      “Yeah.” The back sink clanged with dishes and coffee-making components before Sarah turned to face her husband.

      “I know we haven’t actually had a chance to talk about this, but now might be a good time.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Should we have some kinda no-dogs-allowed policy? Or am I splitting hairs here? I mean, sure, they might be dog hairs. Small, white, fluffy, ridiculously cute dog hairs…”

      Frowning, Sarah joined him and peered over the counter. She laughed and gave her husband a playful smack on the arm. “Ronnie, that’s a fox.”

      “Fine. Okay. No-fox policy. Though maybe we should make it a little more inclusive and say no animals of any kind. What do you think?”

      Winland hadn’t even noticed Nitya the arctic fox prowling around inside the coffee shop until the wizard had brought it up.

      “I can have her stay outside if you prefer,” Hector offered.

      “What’s that?” Ronnie looked quickly up at the Custodian, frowning. Then his eyes widened. “The fox?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ronnie,” Winland cut in as she stuck a thumb over her shoulder, “This is Hector Fang. And the fox’s name is Nitya.”

      “You have a pet fox? That’s so cool, man!” Ronnie broke into his signature goofy grin, glanced at Nitya, then bobbed his head in as much excitement as he could show while he banged around the espresso machine to finish the last coffee order. “Lemme tell ya. I thought something was off. Looks like a weird-ass dog, but it’s not a dog, so hey. What do I know? Don’t worry about it, though, huh? Everybody’s welcome here. Babe, maybe we should change that notice to ‘Trusted Pets Only, No Wild Animals’ or something. I dunno. I’ll have to think about it. Two double-shot vanilla lattes. Here you go. Does she like coffee?”

      Ronnie slammed the finished drinks down on the counter and stared at Hector with wide eyes, eagerly awaiting the answer. Winland grabbed their finished drinks and handed one to Hector.

      “To whom are you referring?” Hector hesitantly replied.

      “Your fox, man. I’m happy to whip something up for her too. You just say the word.”

      The Custodian stared at Ronnie like the other wizard had grown a second head. “I don’t believe she’s especially fond of coffee, no. But thanks.”

      “No worries, man. No worries. Figured I’d ask.”

      Sarah eyed her husband with a mix of exasperation and amusement. “Maybe offer her some milk instead, Ronnie.”

      “Babe. You’re so full of good ideas.” He spun from the counter toward the mini-fridge in the back, then pivoted back to his wife to give her a quick peck on the cheek. “That’s part of the reason I married you.”

      “Okay. Well, here’s another good idea of mine: no more caffeine for you today, huh?”

      “What?” He rolled his eyes and turned away from her to go to the fridge. “I tell you what. I’ll wait till noon. How’s that?”

      “Not the best idea…”

      “Well, we’ll see.”

      Winland closed her eyes and savored the taste of the same coffee she’d been drinking every day since the Moffetts had opened Common Grounds months ago. Oh man, this is so much better than anything I had on the road.

      When the shop seemed quieter than usual, she remembered she wasn’t alone in the shop with Sarah and Ronnie, who’d probably overstepped his bounds with a Custodian’s pet fox due to espresso-induced hysteria. “Do you think she even wants milk?” she whispered.

      Hector glanced at Nitya as she roamed across the floor and sniffed at pieces of furniture. “If it’s there, she’ll take it. Or not.”

      “Fair enough.”

      They stood for a moment longer in silence, sipping their coffees and watching Ronnie bumble around behind the bar to pour milk into a bowl while Sarah finished the cleanup.

      Finally, Common Grounds was calm and empty enough for Winland to sit down with her friends and go over everything in a little more detail than they’d been able to the night before. She’d be able to gauge whether or not Hector Fang could handle two of the wackiest and most influential magicals in East Calico Rock.

      Sarah seemed to be thinking the same thing when she smiled and gestured toward the two now-empty tables on the other side of the shop. “Why don’t you two have a seat? We’ll be right—”

      “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty.” Ronnie emerged from the back of the counter, bent all the way over and shuffling forward as he swept a bowl full of milk back and forth and searched for Nitya. “Here, kitty, kitty—”

      “Ronnie,” Sarah whispered harshly. “I told you, it’s a—”

      “Babe, I know it’s a fox. Come on. I’m not an idiot. But I’ve never called a fox for milk. Just cats. And I don’t even know if ‘here, foxy, foxy’ will work.”

      “Doesn’t look like calling to a cat’s working all that well for you, either.”

      When he saw Winland and Hector sitting at a table, Ronnie set down the bowl of milk and scanned the coffee shop one more time before joining them. “She’ll find it,” he muttered under his breath. His beaming smile had returned by the time Sarah took the fourth chair at the table, and then they all just…sat there.

      Winland looked back and forth between her smiling friends as she sipped her coffee. Sitting in Common Grounds and trying to figure out what to say… This is a first.

      Hector broke the silence when he sucked in a sharp breath and reached into his jacket pocket. “Thank you for the coffee. It’s delicious.”

      “Our pleasure,” Sarah replied.

      “I’m guessing Winland probably gets these on the house, but please let me pay for my—”

      “No, no, no, no.” Ronnie thumped a fist onto the table, but it wasn’t loud and only made his wife snicker. “No. We refuse to accept your payment, Mr. Fang. Your money’s no good here. Absolutely not.”

      Hector appeared amused and a little put out. “I’m sorry?”

      Sarah rolled her eyes. “Here we go.”

      “No, here in East Calico Rock,” her husband continued, “we only use one type of currency. Honesty. And trust.”

      Winland pressed her lips together and fought back a laugh.

      Hector tilted his head. “I think those are two different things.”

      “Well, I wanted to throw ‘compassion, hope, and valuable skillsets’ in there too, but it’s a helluva mouthful.”

      “We don’t use money here,” Sarah clarified for him. “That’s just how it is.”

      “Oh good.” The Custodian removed his hand from his jacket pocket. “I was starting to think I’d insulted the barista.”

      “Barista?” At that, Ronnie did look insulted. “Ha! I will have you know, good sir, that I’m far more than a simple barista. I’m also an excellent baker and pastry chef, and don’t any of you forget it.”

      Winland and Sarah shared an exasperated glance, but it was hard not cracking up just by looking at each other.

      It’s like he’s trying to show off in front of Hector for me. Which is already weird enough.

      “My apologies.” Hector sat back in his chair and folded his arms, smirking. “Which title would you prefer, then?”

      “Hmm…” Ronnie pretended to consider it for all of two seconds. “King.”

      “No.” Sarah pointed at her husband. “Don’t—”

      “Emperor of Coffee. His Caffeinated Highness! Hey, that has a certain ring to it.”

      “I’m about to make you hear ringing for the rest of the day if you don’t stop,” Sarah murmured.

      Her husband threw his head back and roared with laughter. When he finally settled down again, he kissed his wife on the cheek, then sat back in his own chair and mimicked Hector’s posture. “Caffeinated Highness. If you’re so inclined. The point, though, is that we don’t take any money here. That’s just not the way things work. And, by the way, I’m Ronnie Moffett.”

      The wizards shook hands over the table, and Sarah closed her eyes despite the smile flickering across her lips.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you, too,” Hector replied. “Nice to put a name to the face.”

      “Huh. Funny. Wish I could say the same—ow.” Ronnie lurched sideways when his wife elbowed him in the ribs. “Babe. Come on. All the secrets are out of the bag now, don’t you think? Oh, hey. Speaking of the Bag… Win, you left all your stuff here on the back stairs last night. Don’t worry, though. We kept it all nice and safe for you, if you know what I mean.” The wizard shot her two slow, highly exaggerated winks, then leapt from his chair. “I’ll grab it for you.”

      “That’s okay, Ronnie. I’ll just—”

      “No, no. His Caffeinated Highness has decreed it so. It shall be done!” Ronnie marched toward the back of the shop, shoved the door violently aside with one hand, and swept an invisible cloak behind him before disappearing into the back hallway.

      Sarah rolled her eyes. “His Caffeinated Pain In My Ass…” Winland and Hector both laughed, and the redheaded witch shook her head. “To be fair to my husband, Hector, he’s not normally this…off. Don’t get me wrong. He’s always had a few screws loose—”

      “One of the many reasons you married me!” Ronnie shouted from the back.

      “—but he’s been hitting the espresso a little hard lately. We’ll see how long he lasts until the inevitable crash.”

      “Can’t really blame him, though.” Winland looked over her shoulder at the front door. “You know the line was out the door and halfway to the town’s entrance this morning, right?”

      “Was it really?” Sarah folded her arms and gave her friend a pert look. “I had no idea.”

      “I did!” The door in the back burst open again, and Ronnie strutted back into the front room with one finger thrust in the air and the Bag slung over his other shoulder. “I knew we had a line out the door. And I told her, Win. I said, ‘Babe. They’re coming for us. They’re gonna knock down that door and start making demands. We might even die today. Preparation is key!’”

      “Preparation is key,” Sarah muttered.

      “So you know what I did?” Ronnie dropped into his chair beside his wife, tossed the Bag across the floor so it landed perfectly at Winland’s feet, then leaned sideways on one of the chair’s armrests. “Do ya?”

      “I have a feeling you’re gonna—”

      “Guess.”

      “You made yourself a quadruple-shot something and downed it in ten minutes.”

      Across the table, Sarah fixed the Light Elf with a deadpan stare and slowly lifted three fingers.

      “Three?” Winland’s eyes widened. “As in twelve—”

      “Shots, Win. Yeah. I downed twelve shots first thing, and…I don’t know. I don’t think it’s really kicked in yet.”

      For a moment, everyone around the table stared in dumbfounded silence at Ronnie. He’d just confessed to what would have been a caffeine overdose for anyone else.

      Ronnie’s not on his game today. Forget on his game. He shot himself way over it…

      Winland cleared her throat. “Well. At least you can still make a mean latte.”

      “I second that.” Hector raised his cup before taking a drink.

      “And now you can take a little break.”

      “A break?” Ronnie scoffed. “Hell, I have no idea what to do with myself when there isn’t somebody standing at that counter over there and demanding another—” The sound of gentle lapping filled the coffee shop, and he spun in his chair before gasping. “Kitty! He, she likes it.”

      “I’m pretty sure every mammal likes milk, Ronnie,” Sarah pointed out.

      “Yeah, yeah. Sure. But what about coffee? We should try—”

      “No.” She snapped her fingers and pointed at him, and everyone around the table finally let out the laughter they’d been holding back, including Ronnie, who turned every now and then to watch Nitya lapping at the enormous bowl of milk he’d poured for her.

      For all her aloofness, the arctic fox did seem to enjoy the coffeehouse treat very much.
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      Now that Common Grounds had a lull, Winland finally felt like she was sitting down with her friends in an environment she knew and understood, and she didn’t have to be on the lookout for any more surprises.

      She got a brief rundown of the ninety-eight new magicals who’d made the trek to East Calico Rock and had decided to stay in town. Nobody had a full count of how many others had chosen to live in the kemana because nobody had tried counting.

      “It’s hard enough trying to keep track of all the new faces around here as it is.” Sarah sipped a small coffee she’d made for herself. “But I’d say there are at least as many in the kemana right now as there are up here. Probably more.”

      “Definitely more.” Ronnie nodded and eyed the Bag sitting on the floor by Winland’s boot. “Makes you think just how much a certain capacity can be stretched, you know. We’re lucky there were only a hundred and sixty-four of us when we first had to test it out.”

      “Test what out?” Hector asked.

      “Okay, get this—”

      “That’s part of what I was talking about when it comes to the whole no-currency thing,” Sarah interrupted.

      Though it was subtle, Winland didn’t miss the redheaded witch stomping her foot down on the top of her husband’s shoe or Ronnie stiffening in his chair before he covered it up with a grin.

      “It worked well when it was just the original bunch of us, you know?”

      Hector nodded, oblivious to the little power struggle between the couple. “I’m sure.”

      Winland sipped more coffee to cover her own surprise. Ronnie’s so hyped up on his own product he almost spilled all the beans about the Bag to someone none of us even really know. He knows Hector less than I do.

      Sarah flashed her a quick, reassuring smile before continuing. “But we’ve been wondering if we might have to make a few changes. With the number of magicals here now, we can manage for a while. It’s not like we really see the population booming that much more, but you never know. If we brought back the use of currency… Well, it’d be really nice to be able to fund things from the outside world again.”

      “Tell me about it.” Ronnie nodded, his eyes wide. “All the things we could order and have delivered. Like pizza. You never think about how much you’ll miss a piping-hot delivery pizza until you haven’t had one for most of a year, am I right?”

      “Then why don’t you try bringing it back?” Hector asked. “I’m sure it wouldn’t be that hard with a sixty-percent increase in the town’s population alone.”

      “Sixty percent?” Ronnie did some quick algebra with his finger and the air in front of his face before staring in awe at the Custodian. “How did you do that?”

      “I’m just good with numbers.”

      “No, you’re a Math Wizard, is what you are.”

      Sarah snorted.

      Winland leaned forward in her chair. “That’s something we probably would’ve considered by now if it wasn’t for the whole hiding-in-secret thing.”

      “Ah.” Hector nodded. “Those like Erickson.”

      “We know there are more out there,” Sarah added. “We just don’t know where they are, what they know about us, or when they might show up on our doorstep. Like Erickson did.”

      Ronnie waved a finger at Winland. “If we did know those things, the money issue would be something to bring up in a town meeting. Which we hope you stick around for, Win. Just by the way.”

      “Speaking of town meetings.” She spread her arms. “When’s the next one?”

      Sarah’s smile widened. “Tonight, actually.”

      “Tonight? Huh. I even mentioned the town meetings to Elaine, and she didn’t say a thing about it.”

      Ronnie snickered and folded his arms, looking very satisfied with himself. “Probably because she knew you’d come straight to us and spill your guts about everything so we could tell you about it. Which you have, obviously. And yeah, meeting tonight. There’s a lot of stuff we all wanna go over together, Win. You know, all sardined in the same room with sixty percent more of us. It’ll be fun.”

      “Sounds like it. Hey, you know, if you guys haven’t already sat down with Elaine and Chuck to go over the talking points, I’d love to sit in.”

      “Oh, you would, would you?” Sarah laughed. “You make it sound like you’re not even a town leader anymore.”

      Winland shrugged self-consciously. “I kinda feel like I’m not.”

      “That’s bullshit, and you know it,” Ronnie interjected.

      “Well, yeah. I do know it. Thanks for clearing that up for me.”

      He gave her a sharp salute, then slumped back in his chair and let out a massive yawn.

      “You don’t have to ask to sit in, Winland,” Sarah continued. “And honestly, we could use a second opinion on a couple of these things. Or a fifth, as it were.”

      “Sure. Good chance for me to get caught up on everything I missed in the three weeks that feel like I’ve been gone for three years.”

      “Okay, then. You came to the right place.”

      Finally. Something that feels like it’s supposed to. I know they don’t need me, but still. It’s good to be wanted, even for a fifth opinion.

      The four magicals sat around the table in tense, expectant silence. Both Moffetts looked back and forth between Winland and Hector, then Ronnie lurched forward in his chair toward Hector and lowered his voice. “That’s your cue, guy.”

      A quick smile flashed across Hector’s face, and he replied with a similarly lowered voice, “Sorry, Ronnie. I must’ve missed that one.”

      “Town meeting stuff? Talking points?” When the Custodian didn’t seem to get it, Ronnie rolled his eyes and leaned over the table. “It means sensitive information is afoot, amigo. Top secret. Hush-hush. Town leaders’ eyes only…”

      “Ah.” Hector leaned back in his chair and nodded. “You know what? I saw some really incredible produce through the front door of the market this morning. I think I’ll go check it out.”

      “Good idea.” Ronnie pointed at Hector as he stood slowly from his chair. “Hey, good thing you already had something to do.”

      Hector’s smile was a little tight, but he paused and lightly set a hand on Winland’s shoulder. “Do you think Elaine would take payment in reflection stones?”

      “Oh. Um…” She looked questioningly at Sarah, who shrugged and barely shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe. Might as well give it a try.”

      “Then I will.” He lifted his half-full to-go cup toward Sarah, and this time, his smile came a little more easily. “Excellent coffee, thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      “Oh, hey.” Ronnie slumped back in his chair and pointed at Nitya lapping up the last of the milk from the bowl, which she hadn’t left since she’d found it. “The dog can stay. We haven’t had any pets around here since Belmont and his black monstrosity with nine lives.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “And…that’s the crash,” Sarah interjected as she hauled her husband back into the center of his seat before he could lean any farther toward the arctic fox and fell face-first onto the floor. “Forget the yawning. When he starts mixing his stories, we know we’re there.”

      “I’m right here next to you, pickle.” Ronnie smiled dreamily at his wife, but she didn’t look away from Hector.

      “Really, though,” she told the Custodian. “If Ronnie didn’t pour it all into that bowl, we have more milk. She’s welcome to it while you go…produce-shopping.”

      Hector chuckled. “If I had any bearing on what Nitya does, I’d gladly accept the offer. She pretty much goes where she pleases, but if she prefers to curl up in a corner of your shop, that’s exactly where you’ll find her.”

      “Well, okay, then.”

      Winland turned in her seat as Hector headed toward the front door. “I’ll come find you again when we’re done in here.”

      “No problem. Take your time.”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay. We get it. Time to move on.” Ronnie tossed an exhausted wave toward the Custodian already on his way out. “And it’s time for you to GTFO, guy.”

      “Ronnie.” Sarah gave him another little jerk in his chair, then smiled tightly at Hector. “Sorry, Hector. My oldest child stayed up through his naptime.”

      Winland snorted and almost choked on her mouthful of coffee.

      Hector laughed. “Don’t forget to tuck him in nice and tight for me.”

      “Ha!” His comment seemed to have unraveled the last of Sarah’s aggravation, and she fixed him with a full-blown grin. “See you in a bit, Mr. Custodian.”

      “Mrs. Moffett.” Hector dipped his head, then met Winland’s gaze again. “Winland.”

      He turned again and headed briskly toward Common Grounds’ front door. Nitya gave a strange, growling mewl and trotted after him, barely slipping through the closing door without getting her fluffy white tail caught in it.

      All three magicals left inside the coffee shop stared in thoughtful silence at the door long after Hector had gone. Then Ronnie smacked his lips, clapped a hand down on the table, and shook his head. “Hot damn.”

      Sarah sighed. “What is it now?”

      “That Custodian has got to be, hands down, the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen.”

      Both women stared at Ronnie and burst out laughing.

      The wizard was unfazed by it. “And note that I did say man. Wizard, human, or any other race. Hell, all of ’em combined!”

      Winland scoffed. “Stop.”

      “I’m drop-dead serious.” He grinned at Winland. “How the hell did you manage that?”

      “Whoa! That was below the belt.”

      “Yeah, I bet he’d like to be below—”

      “Ronnie Moffett.” Sarah couldn’t manage a straight face, no matter how hard she tried. “That’s enough. You already went a little too far over the top with all the crazy just to get him out of here, but now you’re just…”

      “Now I’m what, babe?” He looked quickly at the door and back at her. “Oh. You think I’m still pretending. Funny. I meant every goddamn word. Listen, I’m not jealous. I’m not even intimidated. Just impressed.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” Winland protested.

      “Oh no, I meant by him.” Ronnie stuck a thumb out toward the door, and they all laughed again. “But seriously.”

      “But seriously,” she repeated, “I didn’t manage anything. Custodian Hector Fang. The guy Belmont told me to find because he was the last one on record to see the warrior witch.”

      “Yeah, I remember who he’s supposed to be. You know what? I bet that witch took one look at your wizard and dropped dead right on the spot. Couldn’t stand the godly sight of him.”

      “Okay, that’s really enough this time.” Sarah raised her eyebrows at him and spread her arms. “He’s gone.”

      Ronnie shrugged but didn’t say anything else.

      “And he’s not my wizard,” Winland corrected.

      The Moffetts looked at each other, then broke into not-so-hushed snickers. “Yeah, right, Win. Try telling him that.”

      “That dude definitely missed the memo.” Ronnie squinted at the Light Elf. “Unless there’s something you’re not telling us because you’re too afraid that we’ll never let you live it down.”

      Winland fixed him with a deadpan stare. “Huh. I wonder how in the world I could’ve gotten that impression.”

      “Well, when you introduced me to him in the kemana last night,” Sarah continued, “I honestly thought you were trying to prank me.”

      “Seriously?” Winland tried to write the whole thing off as the big joke it really was, but now she couldn’t stop wondering how obvious to everyone else things had been between her and Hector and how much of it had gone over her head. “Wait, why would I try to prank you about something like that?”

      “What?” Ronnie lifted his hands and see-sawed them up and down to balance out the invisible scales. “About bringing home the Custodian who was your only lead on a mission with ridiculously slim chances, or about you bringing home a piece of man-candy Custodian who was your only—”

      “Stop.” Sarah punched him in the shoulder this time, and it was enough to derail her husband’s train of thought.

      He rubbed his shoulder and scowled. “Jeez.”

      “Okay, fine.” Even though Hector was long gone by now, Winland shot a look at the front door and lowered her voice anyway. “He’s not what I was expecting either.”

      “Tell me about it.” Sarah laughed, then immediately stopped and went perfectly straight-faced. “No, seriously. Tell me.”

      “What? No. Come on. It’s really not that big of a deal—”

      “It is when you bring something like that home, Win.” Ronnie pointed at the door again. “He’s so perfect it’s fucking scary.”

      Sarah turned slowly toward him. “Wow.”

      “Come on, babe. Can you blame me?”

      Sarah stared at her husband a moment longer, then shrugged.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Winland. Spill. It’s now or never.”

      Winland winked. “How about never?”

      “How about right the hell now?”

      With both Moffetts staring at her so intently—clearly wanting to get the details of who Hector Fang was, what she knew about him, what they had done together, and maybe even a little about her actual quest for the warrior witch—Winland didn’t have a choice.

      I’m gonna end up telling them everything anyway. Might as well put it all out there now before things get even weirder. And I’m sure they could.
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      It was a lot easier to talk to her friends about her time spent tracking Hector Fang, trying to find him across Minnesota, and spending the last few days with him than it was to talk to Hector about pretty much anything else in her life. She realized how much she didn’t know the Custodian, though they’d slowly been figuring out new things about each other as they went along.

      Winland shared with Sarah and Ronnie what she’d found out about the warrior witch’s last known whereabouts, how exactly Hector thought he could help, and the deal they’d made—once she helped him recover the Arthastol from that facility built into the side of the Lutsen Mountains, Hector would let her use the artifact to place one of the most powerful tracking spells on the warrior witch and hopefully find her.

      When the story was over, Sarah took a deep breath and sighed. “Sorry, Win.”

      “For what?”

      “If I hadn’t been so worried about not distracting you from your search and just told you what was going on around here, you wouldn’t have had to put the whole thing on pause to come all the way back here.”

      “Well, it only took me a few hours.” She was trying to make a joke, but she saw how much her best friend regretted not having fully communicated better while Winland was gone. “Hey, it’s fine. I’m glad I came back to see all this anyway. If I’d gotten the Arthastol free first, who knows how long I’d be away still looking for the warrior witch. Besides, the crystal wouldn’t let me touch the thing anyway.”

      “Yeah, that part’s a little weird.” Ronnie stroked his chin in thought. “I feel like the crystal would know whether or not the rest of us here are in serious danger. The way I heard it, Elijah and his buddies rounded up Erickson and his goons pretty damn fast after they broke through the wards. So the crystal would’ve known they’d been apprehended, right?”

      “That’s what I was wondering, too,” Winland replied. “Still haven’t figured out why getting back here was so urgent.”

      Sarah snorted. “You went to go have a chat with the crystal about it?”

      The Light Elf shook her head. “That didn’t pan out the way I thought it might. Just ended up standing and staring at the thing for…I don’t know. Half an hour, maybe more.”

      Ronnie pointed at his wife. “You know, I wonder why we didn’t think of that. Have a problem? Just go stare at the crystal and zone out for a while. Easy-peasy.”

      “Funny.” Winland sat back in her chair and couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s obviously not the best solution, so I’ll figure something else out. Either way, I’m back in town again. So I might as well put myself to good use while I’m here, right?”

      The Moffetts shared another one of their private looks, then Sarah casually asked, “So are you going back to Minnesota with Hector at some point?”

      “For what?”

      “To try again with the Arthastol. That’s why you left in the first place, Win. And it’s really not like you to give up just because you fell into a minor distraction.”

      Ronnie snorted. “You mean fell into bed with him.”

      Sarah shot her best friend a questioning look.

      Winland snorted. “You guys are really reading way too much into this. We went on one date. That’s it.”

      Sarah grinned. “Looks like you liked it.”

      “Yeah, I guess. But that’s really not on the list of important things to think about right now.”

      “It is when I’ve spent the last…who knows how many years trying to get you to go on one date with anyone. Apparently, all you needed was a Custodian matchmaker sending you off on an unrelated personal mission to finally get you there.”

      The women both started laughing.

      Ronnie sighed and sat back in his chair. “Pretty sure that one went right over my head.”

      “Don’t worry about it, babe.” His wife gave him a slow, reassuring pat on the shoulder. “It’s a Winland thing.”

      “Well now I feel like I really should’ve gotten it…”

      She ignored him to steer the conversation back toward a topic that didn’t make Winland blush so visibly or look like she wanted to squirm right out of her chair. “You still didn’t answer my question.”

      “Which was what?”

      “Are you going back to Minnesota with Hector to finish what you started?”

      “Probably. Maybe.” Winland slumped back in her own chair, letting her arms dangle loosely at her sides. “I have no idea. We haven’t actually talked about it, but he keeps making all these allusions to having plenty of time and not being in that much of a hurry. I guess it’s not nearly as pressing for either of us as it was for me to get back here and make sure everyone’s all right.”

      “And Hector came back with you instead of just waiting until you were ready to get back to work.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Winland replied. “I guess it’s still up in the air right now. I don’t think I can even think about that until I talk to Erickson again and figure out what he’s planning.”

      “Isn’t that part kind of obvious?” Sarah spread her arms. “His plan was to hunt us down and kill us all. That obviously failed. Do his reasons matter all that much?”

      Looking back and forth between her friends, Winland almost told them about the dream she’d had last night—the Arthastol compelling her to set it free, promising precisely what she wanted. Her mom’s voice ringing out toward her from everywhere all at once, telling Winland she was right there. Winland waking up in a cold sweat with tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Not the right time. Ronnie would make a few too many jokes, Sarah would tell me I’m stressed, and I’d go right back to worrying about everything all at the same time. More than now.

      She decided against talking about her dream, but she at least wanted her friends to know how she felt about Erickson and why she was sticking around to see this through. “I think the reasons do matter, actually. Especially because it’s Erickson.”

      “Because you know him?”

      “Not well, but we have met. He recognized me. I can’t figure out why he’d go through all the trouble to hunt me down specifically. Especially because he and Turner were…I don’t know. Brief work associates, I guess.”

      “Winland.” Sarah set both hands down on the table and leaned forward. “Sometimes, people just go bad. They took one too many hits. Or they had a streak of bad luck. Or they’re just sick and tired of trying so damn hard to do the right thing.”

      Ronnie leaned away from his wife and stared at her. “Are you speaking from experience here, babe?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. I can tell you one thing, though. When I saw my son coming back into town with those criminals in tow, when I heard about the attack and what Erickson and his guys had tried to do, I was this close to marching right up to the bastard and blowing him to bits right then and there.”

      Winland and Ronnie looked at each other in surprise before Winland said carefully, “I’m glad you didn’t.”

      “Yeah, me too. Not in the moment, believe me. But I still chose to do the right thing. The right thing is hard. It wears down on you after a while. Builds up. Makes you really start to think about how much easier things would be if you just punched a guy in the face, you know?”

      “Or blow him to bits, apparently.”

      Ronnie snorted. “My wife, the serial killer. Actually, that’d be pretty cool, you know. The only person she felt like keeping alive…”

      His wife shot him a warning look.

      “…which is totally not something I’m gonna store away and think about later. By the way.” He raised his eyebrows, stared at the tabletop, and broke into a slow, dreamy smile.

      Winland shook her head. “Ronnie’s weird fetishes aside… I can’t help feeling like there is something more to it with Erickson. If I can somehow get him to tell me what’s actually going on, maybe there’s something I can do about it. Maybe he doesn’t have to spend the rest of his life locked up for one mistake, whether that’s here or in Trevilson.”

      “Winland, if the crystal wouldn’t let him through the wards, I’m pretty sure he’s past the point of just making one mistake. It wasn’t just one. He sold out the Silver Griffins. His own people. He’s a criminal.”

      “He didn’t used to be. I can’t ignore this weird hunch that…” She almost said, ‘That it was my fault,’ but then she’d have to go into her dreams. “…that there’s something I can do to help him. If we’re trying to make it clear to hunters that we’re not our ancestors who fought at Rhazdon’s side, I don’t see why it doesn’t go both ways. Nobody’s mistakes define who they are. Nobody should be judged on them if they’re willing to go a different way.”

      Ronnie hummed noncommittally. “Yeah, but I feel like it’s not really the same thing, you know? You’re comparing a guy who single-handedly took down the magical crime unit on Earth to a bunch of refugees who haven’t done anything but run for their lives. Not the same thing.”

      Sarah reached out for her husband again and gave him another slow pat on the shoulder. “Actually, babe, you might be surprised.”

      “What? Don’t tell me you actually are a serial killer?”

      “Please.”

      “Trust me, Ronnie,” Winland added. “When you spend so many years constantly on the run just trying to, you know, not get dead, you end up doing a few things here and there that you’re not too proud of.”

      “Like what?”

      “Stories for another day, my love.” Sarah shot him a sympathetic smile. “Try not to let it drive you nuts.”

      “Uh-huh. Yeah. Curiosity’s never been an issue for me. It’s not like I’m Winland or anything. I can totally handle a little nugget of information dropped like that and just walk away from it afterward without it bothering me even—” He slapped his hands down on the table and stared at Winland with wide eyes. “What things?”

      “Okay, how about this.” She pointed at him. “If I can get Erickson to tell me what’s actually going on, if I can figure out what he wants and why he came after me, I’ll tell you what kinda things. Deal?”

      “I mean…”

      “And you can’t ask me again.”

      The wizard folded his arms, let out an exasperated sigh, and muttered. “Fine.”

      “Great.” Now that they’d gone that deep into territory she hadn’t planned on entering, Winland was ready to pull them back out again. She clapped her hands together and slapped on a tight smile. “Now. Next order of business. Tonight’s town meeting.”

      “Ha!” Ronnie slowly nodded and looked very pleased with himself. “Winland’s back, all right.”

      “I’m gonna take that as excitement instead of…whatever else it could be,” she replied. “And then I’m gonna start this conversation by saying I think we should make an announcement about the attack. About Erickson and the other three prisoners being held in the kemana.”

      “Don’t you think that might upset people a little?” Sarah asked.

      “Not if we already have good news, which we do. They were apprehended before anyone was hurt. They’re being held in an incredibly secure jail, which we have now, and they’re being watched over day and night by our new Sheriff Carmine.”

      Ronnie grinned. “That does sound badass.”

      “You think they’ll go for it?”

      “Sarah, nobody here has any reason to think we’re lying to them. We’re not. I think everyone has a right to know that this happened, if they don’t already, and what we plan to do about it. So I guess the timing worked out perfectly on this one. Nobody has to wait too long.”

      “They won’t have to wait to hear about Winland Underwood being back in town, either. If they don’t know already,” Sarah pointed out. “Word gets around faster than I would’ve expected with so many new magicals here.”

      “Well, there are a hell of a lot more mouths, aren’t there?” Ronnie stroked his beardless chin again.

      “We should have Carmine come up to the meeting, too,” Winland added. “He can say a few things for himself if he wants. It will be good to put a face to the name so people know who the new kemana sheriff is.”

      Sarah shook her head. “Just when I think things are starting to turn out as close to normal as we’ll probably ever get, in comes an old gnome with a staff who makes himself sheriff just by being in the right place at the right time. You know, if we hadn’t renovated all the old buildings in town, we could go full-on Wild West around here.”

      “We should send an invitation,” Ronnie blurted. Both women stared at him in confusion. “A formal one.”

      “To the sheriff?”

      “No, babe. To the kemana. Make a big ol’ deal about it. Invite them up to East Calico Rock and the first town meeting with more than a hundred and sixty-four magicals present. Hell, we’re already responsible for two towns. Might as well bring ’em together at the same time, so nobody gets any weird ideas about which one’s the favorite around here.”

      Winland frowned. “Ronnie, there aren’t any favorites.”

      “Oh, come on. You’re up here, Win. You live here. Your best friends in the whole wide world, who you love more than life itself, are right here.”

      Sarah chuckled and folded her arms.

      “You know what? That might’ve been true months ago.” Winland spread her arms. “But I also have a lifelong connection with the only kemana crystal around, which can apparently jerk me around and send me visions across three different states right before I’m about to unlock some serious wards. So, you know, I’d call that an even split.”

      The wizard blinked at her, then turned toward his wife. “You didn’t say anything about visions.”

      “The visions weren’t the top concern, Ronnie.”

      He rolled his eyes, then turned back toward Winland and grinned. “Like a welcome party.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “Come on, ladies. Stick with the program here.” Ronnie pointed at both of them. “If you wanna stay on the wagon, you gotta keep up with the horse.”

      “That makes no sense,” Sarah snapped.

      “I thought you could handle it, babe.”

      Winland met her best friend’s gaze and pressed her lips together. “He’s talking about the town meeting, isn’t he?”

      “He’s talking about the town meeting.”

      “Correction.” Ronnie thrust a finger in the air. “He’s talking about the town welcome party. Meeting. Town…party…welcome… Town meeting welcome party. Bam.”

      “Good work on that one, babe.” Sarah flashed him a tight, insincere smile and batted her eyelashes. “You’re really on your game today.”

      “You know what, honey? I had twelve shots of espresso this morning just to get through the first two hours. All things considered, I think I’m doing pretty well—”

      “Wait.” Winland pointed at Ronnie but stared at his wife. “I thought that was just a ploy to get Hector out of here so we could talk town leaders.”

      “Oh no, he had twelve shots of espresso.” Sarah’s tight smile was unchanging. “And he won’t crash until…probably somewhere around the town meeting tonight.”

      Ronnie raised devil horns on both hands and wiggled his eyebrows. “All Hail His Caffeinated Highness, am I right?”

      Winland blinked and shook her head. “I’m amazed you’re even still alive.”

      “I don’t know if you know this, Win, but I am a wizard of many talents.”

      “And speaking of all your talents…” Sarah nodded toward the door. “Why don’t you put a few of them to use to find our oldest offspring and have him head down to the kemana with that invitation you’re so excited to extend.”

      “You…” Ronnie looked his wife up and down and narrowed his eyes. “You really know how to shoot straight to a guy’s heart.”

      “Just yours.”

      “Thank the ancestors for that, huh?” He slapped the table and pushed himself to his feet. Just when Winland and Sarah thought they’d be getting a little more quiet and a little fewer interruptions, Ronnie shouted at the top of his lungs, “Elijah Moffett! You upstairs, son?”

      “Take your talents upstairs, Ronnie,” Sarah growled. “For the love of…literally anything.”

      He spun, winked at Winland, then took off for the back staircase.

      Sarah closed her eyes as the door banged open and shut again. Her husband’s footsteps pounded up the stairs to the Moffett family apartment, and Ronnie called out again, “Elijah! You can’t ignore me in there, son. I hear your music. Duty calls!”

      Winland laughed as she studied the mixture of agitation, exasperation, and amusement on her best friend’s face. “So I know I was only gone for three weeks, but it’s so, so good to be back.”

      “Oh, trust me. It felt like way longer. Honestly, I’m amazed he’s still alive too.”
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      After wrapping up the minor details of their talking points at tonight’s town meeting—and there weren’t many due to the ad hoc side projects Elaine had mentioned—Winland said goodbye to the Moffetts so they could prepare for the midday customer rush, which was trickling in as she left. She milled around the town’s main avenue on her own, her attention split between mentally cataloging all the new changes and looking for Hector.

      She found him sitting against the eastern side of the market, munching on a carton of strawberries and deep in conversation with a dark-haired young Light Elf Winland didn’t know. The young woman could have been anywhere between eighteen and fifty-two, as far as looks went for Light Elves. She sat beside the smallest of the garden domes with a basket of vegetables in her lap that she seemed to be sorting. She didn’t look up from her work once as she and Hector talked.

      In the time Winland had spent inside Common Grounds, both with Hector and without, the sun had risen high in the sky to burst through the small cloud coverage left over from the morning. Apparently, sitting outside on the ground in the middle of February wasn’t all that uncomfortable for anyone.

      Winland realized she was a little warm herself and briefly considered taking off her jacket, or at least her hat and scarf. Before she had a chance to interrupt what looked like a lovely chat between Hector and the Light Elf, he saw Winland and grinned. “There you are.”

      “Hey.” She walked slowly and casually toward the pair sitting on the ground, nodding at the carton of strawberries. “Looks like you found what you wanted.”

      “They’re absolutely incredible. Want one?”

      Winland took the offered strawberry. He wasn’t wrong about the deep-red berry being incredibly delicious, even if it hadn’t been grown and harvested in February.

      She didn’t sit down next to him against the wall of the market. She didn’t feel like sitting, with all the work still left to do and everything still on her mind—the town meeting tonight, her inevitable second chat with Erickson, the fact that she and Hector still had unfinished business together that would take her away from East Calico Rock again.

      Stay in the present, Win. You’re here right now, and everything’s gonna work out the way it needs to when it’s time.

      The young Light Elf with a basket of snap peas in her lap hadn’t looked up even at Winland’s approach, but the wizard handled the segue for all of them as he gestured toward the young woman. “Caroline was just explaining to me in detail how these climate-control enchantments work.”

      “Caroline.” Winland widened her eyes at the young woman. “You’re the one who wrote all these spells?”

      Caroline shrugged and kept sorting the snap peas. “Just something that came to me. And it needed to be done. You know, with all of us moving in here so quickly like this. There’s plenty of room for more gardeners if you want something to do.”

      Winland smiled ruefully. Like I don’t already have enough.

      “Her designs on these garden domes are rather ingenious,” Hector added. “More than I could have come up with on my own.”

      “Yeah, but you had no problem pointing out a few flaws that I missed,” Caroline murmured as she continued her work. “Not that I don’t appreciate it. I just can’t believe I didn’t see them myself.”

      “We all go through a learning curve,” Winland added.

      “I guess.”

      After a brief silence that felt a little awkward because the young Light Elf still hadn’t looked up from her work, Hector pulled a large tote bag off the ground. “I couldn’t agree more. Winland, if you’re hungry, I thought we might have lunch—”

      “Winland?” Caroline finally whipped her head up from the basket in her lap, and she looked at the newcomer for the first time. “Winland Underwood?”

      Winland spread her arms and smiled. “As far as I know, there’s only one of me.”

      “Oh my gosh.” The young woman practically tossed the basket of peas onto the ground, then leapt to her feet and stumbled toward Winland. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

      “Totally fine. You were busy. And that kind of focus on your work goes a long way here. Especially with how many new magicals are coming into—”

      “Caroline.” The young woman snatched up Winland’s hand and shook it fervently. “Caroline Star.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “You have no idea.” Caroline gazed up at Winland with pure adoration on her face and continued to pump Winland’s hand. “Can I just say what an honor it is to finally meet you in person? I wasn’t sure that wasn’t actually gonna happen…”

      “An honor?” Winland shot a glance at Hector, but he only smiled up at her with the tote bag nestled in his lap. “Well, thank you. I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “I’ve heard so much about you, Winland. We all have. We all still thought you were out of town on some kind of business, but now you’re…you’re back!” Caroline must have realized how long she’d been shaking Winland’s hand up and down, because she finally released her. “I just… Wow. If there’s anything you need from the gardens here, anything specific you want grown or…or even if I can help you in any other way, just ask, okay? I’m happy to do it. Whatever you need.”

      “Thanks, Caroline. I appreciate it.” Winland looked over her shoulder at the front of the market building. “I’ll let Elaine handle things with the market and garden, though. Wouldn’t wanna step on her toes. You just keep doing what you’ve been doing. It’s great work.”

      “Really?” Caroline grinned like she’d just been given everything she’d ever wanted in her life, then wiped the expression off her face, cleared her throat, and nodded. “Thank you. I won’t let you down.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a second.” Neither of them had anything else to say, but it became apparent that Caroline Star wasn’t going to get back to her work until Winland left her alone. The young woman practically stood at attention, and it made Winland want to turn and run away. An honor to meet me? What kind of things have people been saying about me around here?

      Hector stepped toward her and broke the awkward silence of the conversation that had nowhere left to go. “I grabbed a little more than strawberries. And that was an invitation to lunch.”

      “Yes.” She turned toward him and nodded. “I’m hungry.”

      “Great. Caroline.” The wizard nodded at the starstruck young Light Elf, who wouldn’t look at him now but stared at Winland. “Lovely talking to you.”

      “Yeah. You too. Enjoy your lunch.”

      “Thanks.” Winland smiled at the young woman and gave her a quick wave as she and Hector turned away from the building. “See you around.”

      “I hope so. Bye, Winland.”

      As they walked away from the side of the market and the green-glowing garden domes, she still felt Caroline’s gaze on her. “What did you tell her about me?”

      Hector shot her a quick look and smirked. “Absolutely nothing. I don’t even think your name came up once in our conversation. Mostly, we talked about her and her gardening enchantments.”

      “Huh. Well, somebody’s been saying a whole lot, and I’d really love to know what it is.”

      “Obviously, only good things.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Or something incredibly impressive that I didn’t actually do.”

      Hector looked over his shoulder at the market as they walked down the main avenue, but Winland didn’t dare do the same, in case Caroline was still staring. “I imagine most of what you do is fairly impressive, Winland. At least that I’ve seen.”

      She snickered. “You too, huh?”

      “No, I’ve already made my first impression on you. I imagine Caroline may be regretting hers a bit.”

      They both laughed, then Winland frowned and cocked her head. “You gave her a few pointers on her garden enchantments?”

      “Just making friendly conversation, really. It seemed to be the only thing she cared about.”

      “I thought you weren’t good with enchantments.”

      Hector blinked quickly. His smile grew as he stared ahead. “I wouldn’t necessarily say that bringing to light a few potential improvements and knowing how to dismantle incredibly powerful magic meant to keep people out are remotely close to the same thing.”

      “True.”

      But knowing how to actually create a spell from scratch and pick it apart afterward is something totally different too. The way he made it sound in front of the Arthastol, I thought he didn’t know heads from tails about enchantments and wards. And here’s another Hector Fang secret I probably shouldn’t go digging into just for fun. Not unless I want him digging into all of mine before we’re both sure we can trust each other.

      She tried to shrug it off, but she couldn’t get rid of the gnawing feeling in her gut that had been with her all morning. That something here was off, whether that was with East Calico Rock in general, or holding Erickson in a kemana jail cell, or casually strolling down the main avenue with the Custodian Hector Fang and what looked like a picnic lunch.

      She eyed the tote bag in his hand and shrugged. “You know, I wasn’t even thinking about lunch until you brought it up.”

      “Then I guess I brought it up at the perfect time.” He flashed her a brilliant grin, then scanned the avenue. “I’m happy to handle the food part if you pick the place.”

      “A good place for lunch…” She scanned the bustling avenue, trying not to look too conspicuous in case someone else wanted to run up and shake her hand. Not like standing beside a handsome wizard made her stand out less.

      But nobody stopped them or tried to approach them, and her gaze fell on the edge of one of the old buildings on the southeast side of the town’s center that still hadn’t been renovated or changed from its original purpose.

      “Okay, I’ve got a place.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. And I’m pretty sure nobody will come looking for us there. Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately for them, the group of teenagers who met up on boring, lazy days during the warmer months had neglected to remove the evidence of their presence from the town’s old distillery, so it didn’t matter that Winland and Hector hadn’t brought anything with them to accommodate their last-minute picnic. Elijah Moffett and his friends had left behind several blankets and pillows among a few empty silver tankards that smelled like they’d been in recent use.

      Taking a bite of the sandwich he’d picked up from the market, Hector chuckled as he eyed those tankards. “I’m getting the feeling we’re the first magicals over eighteen to step foot in here for quite some time.”

      “I think you’re right. Wonder if I should thank them for keeping the place so well-stocked.”

      “Only if we don’t want to find everything still here the next time we sneak in.”

      They both laughed, but Winland couldn’t let his casual, offhand comment go. More hints about sticking around for…how long? I never said we’d be coming back here after an unplanned lunch. Then again, I never actually said we’d be having a second date, either, and this is starting to feel a lot like that.

      She cracked open a bottle of water, surprised by the recognizable snap of the seal breaking beneath her hand. “That’s new.”

      “What?”

      “Bottled water. We already had a running supply of fresh drinking water going for the town. That was months ago. Everybody recycled gallon jugs and just filled them up again as needed. And now I’m cracking the sealed lid off an actual bottle that’s filled with the same water.”

      “Let me guess.” Hector picked up his own bottle of water and tilted it toward her. “Another young and eager-to-please magical with a spell for cleaning and resealing bottles.”

      “Honestly, that wouldn’t even surprise me at this point. I mean, three weeks, and everything’s so different.”

      “Not in a bad way.” He cracked open his own bottle of water and drank deeply. “Actually, I think I’m more impressed with the bread.”

      “I know, right? A few magicals here had that perfected within the first couple of months too. Then Ronnie wanted to take it a step further and started a baked-goods competition with himself.”

      “Huh. How did that turn out for him?”

      “Not well.” Winland laughed at the memory of Ronnie Moffett’s scone experiments and picked up her sandwich. “At least at first. But he finally figured it out and stuck his best creations on the coffeehouse menu. So I guess the learning-curve period for him paid off too.”

      “As it should. Sounds like I’ll have to try one.”

      She nodded, slowly chewing her food, and the conversation ebbed into the sound of chewing and swallowing and the muted noises of the rest of the growing town coming from outside the distillery.

      This is weird. I should’ve picked a public place where it’s just me and a wizard sitting down for lunch. Not some private, last-minute picnic when we’ve both apparently run out of things to say, and I’m getting antsy.

      As soon as she’d had the thought, Hector swallowed and looked up at her. “Everything okay?”

      “What?”

      “You look a little…distracted.”

      Of course I do.

      She snorted and shook her head. “I think that’s the problem, actually. I’m not distracted at all.”

      “Hmm. Usually, people would count that as a good thing.”

      “Right. Intent and focus and a go-get-’em attitude. I know.” Staring at her sandwich, Winland had to think a bit longer about how to put her current predicament into words. “Maybe it’s not so much a lack of distraction as it is a lack of… I don’t know. ‘Lack of purpose’ sounds way too existential, and I’m nowhere near that kind of crisis. Not yet, anyway.”

      Hector surprised her by breaking out into full-bellied laughter, and she smiled with him. “I hadn’t pegged it as existential just yet, Winland. Feel free to keep going.”

      Shaking her head, she turned her smile onto her sandwich, then set it down on the paper wrapper it had come in. “I’m not sure I know where to start beyond that great introduction. I guess it’s weird for me now to be back here, in East Calico Rock, with all the refugees I’ve known for a very long time and a bunch of new ones I hardly know. The growing community isn’t weird, don’t get me wrong. It’s just the fact that I feel like there’s nothing for me to do. That kind of purpose.”

      “All quiet in the magical town.” Hector nodded. “It’s a nice feeling, don’t you think?”

      “It probably should be. But I don’t exactly feel like I can relax and soak it all in. There’s always something else coming down the pipeline. Some problem to fix or a threat to face. There always has been. So when I get to this point, where Winland Underwood has no pressing jobs to get done or urgent responsibilities to fulfill, I just… I don’t know.” She glanced at the exposed ceiling beams above them and the soft orange light of the old distillery. “I know it probably sounds nuts, but I honestly don’t know what to do with myself. I’m not sure there’s anything for me to do, because the town’s clearly taking care of itself really well, and I don’t wanna mess with that.”

      “Also a nice feeling, which I’m guessing you’re not all that used to, either.” Hector took another bite of his sandwich and set it down to lean back on his hands as he chewed.

      “Not used to it at all, actually. The last time I felt like this, I kept coming up with excuses that quickly ran out, and then I had to force myself to… Huh.”

      “What?”

      She wrinkled her nose and shrugged. “I forced myself to leave town and start looking for you, actually.”

      “I see.” The wizard chuckled and held her gaze. “Did that solve the problem for you?”

      “Some of it. I mean, I found you. Then getting the Arthastol out of those wards got so rudely interrupted, and now, well… Here I am again. Kinda feels like I’m running around in circles.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she regretted saying them. “Sorry. I’m not trying to keep complaining over here.”

      “Not at all. You’re just speaking your mind. I’d call that necessary every now and then, Winland. And I’m honestly flattered that you feel comfortable enough with me to let me listen.”

      “Oh good.” She picked up her sandwich again and couldn’t look at him. “That’s really what I was going for. Flattery.”

      They both laughed, and she pretended to be way too busy eating her lunch to notice the wizard’s gaze on her.

      He’s flattered. Right. Apparently, I do feel comfortable enough to let him listen. How does this guy always end up saying the exact thing I need to hear at the exact moment I need to hear it?

      “May I offer an observation?” Hector asked with a hint of laughter in his voice.

      “Go right ahead. I’m clearly missing something.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe it’s time to let yourself relax and enjoy life a little.”

      “Ha. Yeah. I know.” She shook her head. “And I try to remind myself of that when I can. It works for a while, the whole relax-and-let-go thing, but it doesn’t really last. At least, it hasn’t yet.”

      “Right.” Hector nodded, and his voice was soft when he added, “Then maybe I should’ve narrowed it down to relaxing and enjoying life a little in the present moment.”

      Winland’s last bite of sandwich suddenly lodged itself in her throat, and she chugged almost half her bottle of water before she felt like she’d cleared enough room to breathe again.

      Way to subtly hint about living it up with the gorgeous wizard having a picnic lunch in a distillery with me. And whatever else he’s trying to suggest right now.

      It took her a little longer to recover than she would have liked. Hector chuckled, though he looked concerned. “Are you okay?”

      “Yep. I’m…” She swallowed thickly again with no obstructions this time and cleared her throat. “Got some food stuck in my throat. Totally good now.”

      “Good.”

      They gazed at each other for so long that Winland’s options seemed narrowed. She could say something or get up, thank him for lunch, and take a walk by herself to cool off. She settled on the former. “You know what? You’re right. I spend way too much time thinking about what’s coming, or what I have to do next, or what I should do when there’s nothing right up in my face. I forget about right now. Sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. To be clear, I’m enjoying this entire conversation, so don’t worry about me one way or the other.”

      “Okay. Glad I could be a source of entertainment for you.”

      “In so many ways, Winland. I couldn’t even begin to tell you.”

      She shot him a playful frown. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Hector dipped his head and smirked at the picnic blanket between them. “Just that you keep surprising me, and every time, I’m infinitely more intrigued by it than the last.”

      “Huh. I guess that’s something.”

      “You certainly are.”

      Great. Now I’m definitely blushing, and I can’t even blame it on the cold this time.

      She smiled and held his gaze for a bit longer, then returned her attention to the rest of her lunch. “So. About tonight.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “Well, the plan for the whole town and the kemana is to show up to our monthly town meeting. I honestly don’t know how many magicals will be there, and I have this feeling most of them won’t have any interest in continuing the tradition of a small town that practically doubled in just a few weeks and doesn’t really need a town meeting anymore…” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “And I’m rambling.”

      “I followed every word of it.”

      “Of course you did.” After taking another long drink of water just to avoid getting caught up in his blue-gray eyes all over again, she felt a little more like herself. “The point I’m trying to make is that I’m otherwise indisposed tonight. At the town meeting. So we probably—”

      “Oh, I will absolutely be there.”

      She tilted her head and tried to figure out if he was joking or being serious. “Hector, you really don’t have to.”

      “Of course I don’t. But I want to.”

      “Seriously? A bunch of town leaders standing up in front of a crowd to announce all the nitty-gritty details of running a hidden magical town? It’s not exactly the most exciting part of this place, and if you wanted to go do something else—”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” With so much genuine interest and eagerness behind his eyes, Winland couldn’t bring herself to keep offering him a way out. “And since you first mentioned this place to me, I’ve been wanting to see the town leader Winland Underwood in action.”

      “Wow. Well, I can promise you it won’t be as exciting as all that.”

      “Not that I’m trying to pry into all your secrets or anything…” That sly, almost feral smile returned to Hector’s lips again. “But I want to know everything there is to know about you. I think it’ll be very exciting.”

      “Ha. Yeah, I guess we’ll see.”
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      Setting up for the town meeting that night showed once again how willing the newly arrived magicals were to pitch in and become part of the community created by Winland and the original settlers. They all showed up to lend a hand.

      Every single chair that could be found in East Calico Rock was brought into the Town Hall, where they were added to the rows of chairs that used to be sufficient for everyone in town—minus the children left in the back to be looked after by Penny Copper.

      Only two things in the Town Hall weren’t changed in preparation for tonight’s meeting. The small gated area was still in the back for the town’s nanny and now-preschool teacher to watch the children too young to sit still in their parents’ laps, and the four seats behind the makeshift podium reserved for the town leaders were just as they had been.

      By the time Winland walked into the Town Hall, thinking she would beat most of the residents there, everything else looked different, and most of the residents had already been there for at least half an hour to help fill the massive room with chairs.

      “Wow.”

      “Right?” Ronnie sidled up toward her and stared at the few magicals finishing up with the chairs. “I didn’t think this room was big enough to hold everybody.”

      “I don’t think it is.” She turned toward him with wide eyes. “Elijah did go invite the entire kemana, didn’t he?”

      “Totally. I watched him skip off toward the bluffs myself. And he said everybody sounded ridiculously excited to be a part of… Oh shit.”

      “Yeah. That’s okay.” She set a reassuring hand on his shoulder and nodded. “If it gets to be too much, we’ll just move the whole thing outside, right? It’s not like people didn’t already dress warm on their way here.”

      “Babe,” Ronnie called over the clang of chairs and the echoing footsteps of refugees—both newcomers and town originals—filing into the long lines of chairs filling the Town Hall to capacity. “Babe! I think we have—”

      “You don’t have to yell, Ronnie. I’m right here.”

      The wizard jumped to hear his wife’s voice coming from beside him. He spun to face her, looking terrified. “Babe. We have a serious problem.”

      “Really?” Sarah scanned the meeting room and shrugged. “Looks to me like everything’s being taken care of.”

      “Except we might have the entire kemana coming up here for this meeting too. Tonight. Right now. They’re probably on their way—”

      “Okay, honey. Slow down. Take a deep breath.”

      Ronnie did as she said, and when he gazed at her again, he mimicked her slow nod. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Are you ready now?”

      “Nope. Not even a little.”

      “He’s worried we won’t be able to accommodate everyone,” Winland explained. “Didn’t think he’d be this worried.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Ronnie, we’ll figure it out,” Sarah promised. “Just like we always do. Now I’m gonna go make sure our sons know what’s expected of them during this very large gathering, and you and Winland can go over the talking points again if you want. This is what we do. If people have to squeeze a little closer together than usual, it’s fine.” With another reassuring pat on her husband’s shoulder, she shot Winland an exasperated look and went to search for Elijah and Roman.

      “I guess people got the memo about no potluck tonight, though,” Winland muttered. “Good thing, ’cause there wouldn’t even be any room.”

      “Yeah. Because of all the…” The wizard blinked once and furiously shook his head before returning to the podium.

      He’ll be okay. Just give him a minute, and he’ll be back to his regular goofy self. It’s actually good to know I’m not the only one going through an adjustment period right now. I was starting to feel kinda left out.

      That thought made her laugh at herself. She stood a few feet from the makeshift podium, which still hadn’t been upgraded from empty crates stacked on top of each other, and watched the new magicals filter in.

      Over the next five minutes, the slow, steady stream of newly arriving magicals became a flood. The noise in the Town Hall grew overwhelmingly loud as hundreds of voices filled the air. Magicals from the kemana took their seats smooshed up beside magicals from town, and everybody talked and laughed and joked with each other as if they’d all been doing this for the last nine months, just like the town’s original founders.

      It quickly became apparent that the Town Hall, as it was, would no longer be sufficient to house all the magicals of both cities in the Arkansas Ozarks.

      All the chairs in all the rows filled up, and more people were still walking through the door. Winland was starting to worry about the occupancy when Elaine stepped up beside her and let out a low whistle. “Damn. When Ronnie said we’d sent an invitation to the kemana, I thought maybe a few dozen would show up. But this looks like…everyone.”

      “I know.” Winland scratched the side of her head. “And I’m the one who told Ronnie we’d be fine on space. You think we should move this thing outside before it gets any more—”

      A loud cheer rose from the right-hand side of the room, where a middle-aged wizard with an LA Lakers baseball cap had conjured four chairs for himself and the three magicals around him. The chairs hung suspended four feet off the floor, and the wizard levitated each of the giggling middle-aged witches around him into one of those chairs before casting the spell on himself. The others around him who’d seen the magical performance laughed and clapped politely, fully approving of an enchantment that would give everyone enough room to gather in one place.

      News of the clever idea spread quickly, and dozens of other chairs were whipped up out of thin air, light, and magic to hover so that everyone had a place to sit or stand. The magicals still coming in from the kemana stood against the perimeter of the massive room, leaning against the walls, while still others filled in all the open spaces and sat wherever they could.

      Some of them sat or stood on the edges of the grow troughs on the far left-hand side of the Town Hall so they could watch the whole thing next to the tall, strong stalks of heirloom beans and the thick, heavy Brussels sprouts stalks with all the tiny bulbs clinging to them.

      “Holy crap,” Winland muttered.

      “Oh yeah.” Elaine folded her arms and shot the Light Elf a smug look. “If any of us were waiting for proof that what we’ve done here is actually working, I’d say this is it.”

      “No kidding. I honestly don’t know whether to be proud or a little scared.”

      The Wood Elf laughed. “I think it’s a little of both. Maybe we created a monster. But I don’t think all monsters have to be bad. Hey, if this keeps up, we might eventually not even need town leaders anymore. Not in the way the four of us have been going at it for almost a year.”

      Swallowing thickly, Winland forced herself to reply, “That’d be a major change.”

      “Might just be about time too. We should head up to the podium.” Elaine glanced at her wristwatch. “That looks like the last of them coming in right now, and we’re only five minutes behind schedule, which is weirdly impressive.”

      She turned and left Winland there to stare at the magicals filling up the Town Hall that had been the perfect size only three weeks ago.

      Yeah. We did something big. And I’m not sure I know where to go from here.

      “Winland!”

      She spun to see Chuck waving her toward the line of chairs reserved for the town leaders while keeping a watchful eye on all the magicals cramped together in the giant room. None of them seemed irritated by the lack of space, but Chuck did seem annoyed about being made to wait for the last town leader to fall in line.

      Nodding, she hurried toward the makeshift podium and the three other town leaders, where she was wrapped up in a quick embrace by Chuck.

      “Oh! Hi, Chuck.”

      “Good to see you, Win. Guess I just had to wait for another town meeting to see you in person since you got back, huh?”

      “I… Sorry, Chuck. I’ve had a lot of other things going on. I didn’t mean—”

      “I’m just screwing with you.” He slapped a hand down on her shoulder and gave her a little shake. “This is a good thing. A great thing! I’m excited. We’re all excited. Let’s have this damn meeting, yeah?”

      “Right.”

      Someone had shoved two cinder blocks against the back of the podium so whoever was speaking could step onto them for a better view and a chance at being heard all the way in the back. When Ronnie Moffett stepped onto those cinder blocks, the expectant hush that rippled across the Town Hall was almost instantaneous.

      Wow. Everybody’s really into what we have to say today. This is all real.

      Winland slipped her hands into the pockets of her long jacket and tried to look nonchalant as she sat in her chair.

      She noticed Ronnie’s stiff posture and the fact that he barely moved. He was taking his sweet time kicking off the meeting with his usual flair.

      Somebody in the back coughed. Someone else sneezed, followed by several other magicals whispering, “Bless you,” and another mumbling, “Gesundheit.” That brought a small round of chuckles rising from the crowd before everything fell still again.

      Ronnie especially.

      Finally, he cleared his throat and leaned forward. “Can, uh… Can everybody hear me in the back? Just raise your hand or gimme a thumbs-up or something.”

      The magicals in the back and around the perimeter of the room chuckled and snickered a little until a young-looking dwarf in the back raised his hand. “All good back here!”

      “Oh, good. Great. I’m not just talking to myself. Thanks.” More laughter rose at that, and as the gathering waited for Ronnie to continue, Winland and the other town leaders heard him muttering, “No, I’m just talking to five-hundred-something complete strangers. No big deal.”

      No way. Ronnie Moffett just got stage fright? Are you kidding me?

      Winland considered leaving her chair to stand beside him for moral support, but the wizard whipped a small silver flask from his back pocket, unscrewed it with trembling fingers, and upended it.

      Apparently, being scared and being Ronnie at the same time was enough to endear him to everyone. Sarah usually would have shouted something at him from her seat in the front row, but she just closed her eyes until her husband finished steeling his nerves against a crowd much larger than he was used to.

      Somehow, the combination was what the wizard needed to get the thing started. He returned the flask to his back pocket and chuckled nervously. “Whew. Honestly, guys, I’m a little nervous. There are a lot of magicals in here tonight.”

      One sentence and he had the entire room exploding in cheers.

      “It’s not standup comedy, Ronnie,” Chuck grumbled as he folded his arms.

      Elaine patted Chuck on the shoulder. “Let him do his thing. Unless you wanna get up there and relieve him of the opening statements?”

      “Sure. Yeah, I can do that.” The shifter man started to rise from his seat, then changed his mind and plopped back down again. “No, I think… I’m pretty sure he can handle it.”

      Ronnie ran a hand through his hair as the cheering settled down. He flashed the entire gathering one of his extra-wide, extra-goofy grins. “All right. You folks sure know how to get a town meeting started. Okay. Wow. Um… First things first, I guess. For those of you who’ve been here a few days to a week or whatnot, don’t hesitate to jump in if you find a project that, you know, tickles your fancy. We could use all hands on deck with outfitting a couple dozen more apartments and renovating more old buildings. That’s just the stuff in town, obviously. I think you folks down in the kemana have your own system going on.

      “Speaking of the kemana, I am seriously impressed by how many of you turned up tonight. Can anybody give me a number? Just a rough guesstimate—”

      “All of us!” Someone shouted from the back, and another cheer rose with so much force that it almost knocked Ronnie backward off the cinder blocks.

      He quickly righted himself, gripped the sides of the podium with both hands, and scanned the Town Hall with wide eyes. “Everyone. That’s…freaking amazing. You know what? Just to get a good idea. If you’re here from the kemana tonight—and thanks for walking uphill both ways just to get here, we really appreciate that—go ahead and stand or raise your hand or both so the rest of us can see you.”

      The gathered magicals roared at Ronnie’s delivery, which they always did, and the wizard was getting back into his stride now, despite stalling with things that weren’t actually on the list of talking points.

      The room filled with the rustling of clothes and thumps of boots and shoes as over half of those in attendance stood and raised their hands. The original refugees and the new ones who’d chosen to live in town cheered and hollered for them.

      At least there isn’t an ‘us versus them’ thing happening here, Winland thought. That’s a really great start.

      “Holy smokes!” Ronnie pounded the top of the podium. “Yeah, we should be cheering for them. You guys are awesome! Hell yeah!”

      The shouts and laughter continued for a few more seconds before dying back down again. Clearly, nobody had made the trek all the way from the kemana just to cheer for themselves. Once it was quiet again, Ronnie opened his mouth to continue and was brusquely interrupted by a little old lady’s voice trembling across the room.

      “You’re not standing up. Stand up!”

      From where Winland sat, she couldn’t see who was speaking.

      “No, no. You’re from the kemana, dear. At least for right now. So do what the nice wizard says and stand up.”

      “This sounds very important,” Ronnie noted. More laughter, more shuffling around, and then he pointed into the crowd. “Doesn’t set a very good example for the kids if I don’t chime in with a ‘listen to your elders’ back there, eh?”

      Those around the tiny old witch and the magical she was berating shifted to move out of the way. The guy in question finally pushed himself to his feet for everyone to see.

      Ronnie blinked. “Well, I’ll be. I didn’t peg you for the type to just sit back in anonymity, Mr. F—”

      “Hector Fang,” the old witch practically shrieked as she squeezed Hector’s bicep. “Just got in last night, and I’m happy to say he’s been staying with me. In the guest room, of course.”

      The Town Hall filled with hushed laughter, and even Hector bit back a chuckle. “Thank you for such a glowing introduction, Mrs. Ridley.”

      “I told you to call me Susan. You heard the wizard. Listen to your elders.”

      The room erupted with more laughter, but everyone sat when Ronnie motioned with both hands for things to settle back into a semblance of order.

      Hector assisted Mrs. Ridley back into her seat, and for a moment, he was the only magical among the rows of chairs still standing. He turned to face the front and caught Winland’s gaze before shooting her an ‘I guess that couldn’t have been avoided’ smile.

      She grinned back at him as he sat. She looked for Sarah in her usual spot in the front row, and the redheaded witch folded her arms and raised an eyebrow.

      Yeah, okay. She caught me smiling at the Custodian. And maybe it’s not so weird that he showed up here with everyone else after all.
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      After that, Ronnie seemed to fully recover his performance legs, and the stage fright became a thing of the past. He introduced each of the town leaders, ending with himself. Another massive outpouring of cheering approval erupted when he mentioned that he and Sarah were the owners and operators of Common Grounds. Apparently, even the magicals from the kemana had been coming all the way up into town to get their morning supply of caffeine.

      That, more than anything, returned his confidence.

      He touched on several points that were more relevant to East Calico Rock than to the kemana—the new garden domes, the water crew’s hard work with cleaning and resealing recyclable water bottles, Penny still having plenty of room in the daycare-turned-preschool for the younger children, a few requests for assistance with various projects, and a reminder that if anyone had a trade skill or good old-fashioned muscle to add to any of the outstanding renovations, they should go to Chuck.

      When all the various points had been made, Ronnie paused and leaned over the podium. “There are a few more things we want to cover tonight before we turn you all loose. But they won’t be coming from me. Some of you already know her, some of you might’ve heard a thing or two about her, and now I get to hand over the spotlight to her. Whatever she’s about to say, I promise I couldn’t say it any better myself. Even if I’d put liquor in my flask instead of apple juice.”

      He got a few laughs at that and hopped off the cinder blocks before spinning to look at Winland. His goofy grin disappeared, and he nodded at her. She stood, brushed a few stray hairs from her eyes, and went to take his place. As they passed each other, Ronnie leaned toward her and whispered, “It’s not apple juice. Want some?”

      “Thanks, but I feel like you handle it a lot better than I do.”

      “You’re probably right.” He patted her on the shoulder and plopped into his seat with a heavy sigh.

      Winland stepped onto the cinder blocks and took a deep breath. Jeez, this feels like when I stood up here to tell the whole town I’d be leaving indefinitely. And now I have to say even more stuff I’m sure nobody’s gonna like.

      She cleared her throat and smiled at the enormous crowd. “In case any of you are still wondering, I’m Winland Underwood.”

      The silence was deafening.

      So much for warming up the crowd for me, Ronnie.

      She forced herself to continue. “I was gone when the first of you newcomers started rolling into town. Or the kemana, if that’s what brought you all the way out to the Middle of Nowhere, Arkansas. I just got back last night, so imagine my surprise when I thought I was coming home to a quiet town of a hundred and sixty-four magicals and an empty kemana.”

      Some of the magicals chuckled or nodded or shared glances with their neighbors.

      “And I guess while everybody’s here, I have a rare opportunity to thank all of you at the same time. Thank you for coming here. Thank you for trusting us and this place and everything we’re trying to accomplish. I’m sure most, if not all, of you risked so much to get here, and I’m glad the rumors that brought you this way turned out to be true. Already, East Calico Rock has turned into more than I think any of us could have possibly imagined, and I can only see it getting better from here. And bigger, obviously.”

      Someone let out a startlingly loud whoop and shouted, “Winland!”

      A few others took up the cry of her name as well, and somewhere around half of the gathered crowd cheered or clapped or both. The other half looked eager to hear what she had to say.

      Winland raised both hands and nodded. “Thanks for that. I promise I didn’t just come here to let everybody cheer for me, so there’s more.”

      It was hard not to look for Hector’s face among the rows of chairs, but when she felt like she needed to look at someone, she glanced down at Sarah right in front of her instead. Her best friend smiled and nodded, and that was almost all the reassurance she needed to keep going.

      “So whatever you might’ve heard about me, there’s probably some truth to it and some, well…creative storytelling. Tonight, I want to address something that may or may not have sent other rumors floating around, and it’s important to me and our town leaders that you guys hear it from us.”

      Winland took a deep breath and couldn’t focus on any of the wide-eyed, eager faces staring back up at her. Here goes nothing. I seriously hope there’s no widespread panic here, or I’ll start eating my words.

      “Yesterday afternoon, four magicals managed to break through the protective wards around both East Calico Rock and the kemana. Hunters. One of them was Joziah Erickson.”

      A few small gasps rose at that, but the crowd was still hanging on her every word.

      “Fortunately, we already had an incredible group of magicals on the alert for something like this because we knew that, sooner or later, someone would try to find us. So I want to thank Elijah Moffett, Louie Brightman, and Steven Cross for taking immediate control of the situation, as well as the other magicals who were there with them yesterday on the way to the kemana. Can all of you stand up, please?”

      The three teenage boys and all the magicals who’d been there that day—among them, an old gnome with a walking stick, a scowling middle-aged Wood Elf woman, an enormous Azrakan in what looked like a newly tailored forest-green suit jacket—all slowly rose from their chairs. Another round of applause mixed with a few whistles filled the room and the individuals she’d called out stiffly sat back down again. Clearly, none of them had expected that kind of attention, but Winland wanted to set a precedent here. They would be recognized. They’d stepped in to help keep everyone safe. That needed to be acknowledged, whether or not it embarrassed any of them.

      Elijah Moffett didn’t seem to have that problem. He grinned like his father before he sat back down among his friends, who clapped him on the back and playfully nudged him with their fists. Winland almost laughed when she realized the last few rows of chairs where the teenagers usually sat weren’t actually the last two rows anymore. They weren’t even close.

      “Carmine Ratchetter,” she added.

      The old gnome in question was bent over to return to his seat with both hands clenched tightly around his walking stick. He looked at her from beneath bushy eyebrows and replied, “Winland Underwood.”

      “Could you stay standing for just a moment, please?”

      He looked slowly around at the magicals closest to him and shrugged. “I suppose I have to now.”

      More laughter filled the Town Hall, and Winland gestured toward him. “Carmine took it upon himself to find, outfit, and maintain an incredible secure place for Erickson and his…associates. That is where they’re currently being held, and I can vouch for the fact that it’s probably one of the most secure places within our protective wards. As such, I wanted to introduce everybody to Carmine, who’s been gracious enough to accept the role of acting sheriff in the kemana. Rest assured, the hunters that were captured yesterday are being closely looked after, and whatever happens next is in Sheriff Carmine’s capable hands. I won’t actually recommend that you go talk to him about the hunters. That might overwhelm our good sheriff more than we want. Sheriff Carmine, if there’s anything you’d like to say, now would be an excellent time.”

      A few magicals clapped, but they were quickly hushed by their neighbors so nobody missed whatever the old, wrinkly, grumpy-faced gnome might say.

      Carmine gazed around the room with narrowed eyes. “Right. Nobody gets in or out of my jail without my say-so. I don’t wanna be questioned about the prisoners, like the Light Elf said, ’cause I won’t have anything to say. And now everybody knows that if you get stupid in the head and make even stupider choices around here, I’m the bastard you’ll have to deal with. Keep that in mind.”

      He smacked his lips, took another sweeping glance at all the faces staring back at him, then nodded gruffly and shimmied back down into his seat.

      Winland huffed out a laugh and hoped everybody else was too surprised by the new sheriff’s speech to notice. “Thank you, Sheriff Carmine.” Everybody in the Town Hall turned to look at her again, and it suddenly felt like there were way more pairs of eyes staring at her than when she’d first stepped up to the podium. “And I…guess that’s everything I wanted to touch on personally…”

      She looked over her shoulder at the other town leaders sitting in their chairs, hoping one of them might have something to add, though Elaine and Chuck usually didn’t have much to say during these meetings unless they were called to do so. The Wood Elf shook her head, and the shifter just looked confused.

      “Ronnie?”

      The wizard sat with his head dipped low, staring at his hands clasped in his lap.

      Elaine nudged him with an elbow. “Hey. Winland’s done. Did you wanna—”

      “Yep.” He sucked in a sharp breath and popped out of his seat like he’d been waiting for this moment the whole time. “I’m up. I’m good. Let’s do this.”

      Grinning, he waltzed right back up to the podium and shot Winland a quick wink.

      She stepped down so he could take his place on the cinder blocks again. She couldn’t bring herself to look at anyone else before she hurried back to her empty seat. That went well, I think. But the silence is a little—

      “Winland Underwood, everybody!” Ronnie shouted.

      And then the entire building exploded with cheers and applause and whistles all over again. The noise was so immense that it sent shudders through the building, and Winland whipped her head up to stare blankly at over five hundred magicals cheering and hollering. For her.

      Her face went hot, and she flashed the crowd a quick smile before leaning toward Elaine. “He didn’t leave his flask here with you, did he?”

      “Unfortunately, no.” The Wood Elf patted Winland’s thigh and chuckled. “But I think he needed it more. You handled that perfectly.”

      “Thanks. Guess it’s a good thing I came back when I did, right?”

      Ronnie let the cheering go on for a little longer before he spread his arms wide and cleared his throat. “Now for the best part, folks! And I get to let you all in on a little secret about these town meetings, which has only actually been a secret since most of you rolled right into town without a single look back. It’s a little tradition we’ve made for ourselves here, and unless somebody’s got some serious powers of persuasion to convince me otherwise, we’re not changing that anytime soon. And that, ladies and gentlemen, is the tradition of throwing giant, amazing, super-awesome town parties once a month, because why the hell not, right?”

      The original residents let out an almighty cheer that was startlingly loud coming from the minority among the gathering, but it made Ronnie grin even wider.

      He pointed at no one in particular and added, “But I’m just gonna tell you right here and now that this thing ain’t happening in East Calico Rock’s main avenue, because moly smokes, we can barely fit all of you in here now as it is. We need a new spot. Any suggestions, just toss ’em out, and we’ll take a vote.”

      The Town Hall was silent, then old Mrs. Ridley threw a gnarled hand up in the air and cried in a shrill voice, “Party in the kemana!”

      Laughter filled the room again, including from Ronnie, who threw his head back and roared as loud as the rest of them. “Why, Mrs. Ridley. I have to say I don’t think you’re quite getting the credit you deserve. Any other ideas?”

      No one said a word, and the old witch’s wrinkled face scrunched up even more when she grinned.

      “Okay, then. Now you get the credit, Mrs. Ridley. Party in the kemana!”
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      Just like every other town meeting, the planning committees were appointed leaders, and forms were doled out for people to sign if they wanted to get on board with setting up what was going to be one massive, probably insane party in the kemana. The town leaders thanked everyone again for coming. Ronnie apologized for the lack of a potluck and said they’d figure something else out for next time, and the meeting was over.

      The loud conversations from so many magicals all at once echoed through the Town Hall, and Winland couldn’t do anything but sit in her chair until everyone else had filtered out and she could hear herself think again. Even when the number of magicals inside the Town Hall dwindled to about a dozen, they could still hear everybody outside the building. It sounded like a party in and of itself.

      “What are they doing out there?” Chuck asked as he stopped in front of her chair. “Seriously, what’s going on that they all have to stick around and—”

      The door banged open, and Ronnie poked his head through to look wildly around. “Guys! Hey, guys! You won’t believe me, but I’m telling you anyway. They did it!”

      “Did what?” Sarah straightened the last of the chairs and shot her husband an unimpressed look.

      “They did the potluck anyway! Babe, come on. Better get in on this before it’s all gone.”

      Chuck whooped and made for the door. “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

      “I didn’t tell you.” Ronnie looked him up and down in mock disgust. “And last time I checked, I don’t call you babe.”

      “Hey, if you wanna keep standing there trying to figure it out, that just means more food for me.”

      They rushed out the door and were followed by the remaining stragglers, who apparently were just as attracted by the idea of food as everyone else.

      Or almost everyone else.

      In thirty seconds, it was just Winland and Sarah in the Town Hall. Winland finally stood and lifted her arms above her head in a massive stretch. “Wow.”

      Sarah joined her friend. “That went a lot better than I expected.”

      “Yeah. Though I keep getting this feeling we missed something…”

      “Winland, you need to relax.” Sarah set a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Stop worrying so much and just enjoy the moment a little, okay?”

      “Huh. Did you know you’re the second person to tell me that today?”

      “No, I didn’t. But if that’s the case, don’t you think you should start listening?”

      Winland playfully rolled her eyes. “Probably.”

      “So come get some grub with me. You know, brain food. Then take a load off and have some fun with the apparently massive potluck outside that I had absolutely no idea was gonna be there…” Sarah exaggerated two long winks as she said that last bit and guided Winland toward the door.

      “What a surprise.” They both laughed and stepped outside into the cold night air and the chatter of all the magicals who’d chosen to stay behind for food. “Actually, Sarah, I think I’m done being around so many people for today. But eat something really delicious for me, okay?”

      “You heading home?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay. If you show up at Common Grounds before five tomorrow, even if it’s by, like, two minutes, you won’t have to wait in line. Apparently, four fifty-eight just makes folks feel weird about needing their fix.”

      “That’s an excellent tip, Mrs. Moffett. Thank you very much.”

      “Good night, Win.”

      As Sarah disappeared into the throng of magicals gathered around three long banquet tables along the Town Hall’s exterior wall, Winland turned and headed toward the dirt back roads that branched off to different areas outside the center of town. The only one she wanted right now was the road that led to her Victorian-style house so she could go right upstairs to her bed.

      I had no idea talking to that many new faces all at once would feel like I just completed a massive project. I need sleep. And quiet. And to be completely and entirely alone—

      “Winland! Hold on!”

      She slowed down and looked over her shoulder to see Hector heading quickly toward her.

      “Hey.” He stopped right in front of her and nodded toward the outdoor gathering. “I figured you might’ve been one of the first people out of there. As it turns out, I am occasionally wrong.”

      “You were waiting for me that whole time?”

      Sticking his hands in his jacket pockets, the wizard stepped closer. “Guilty.”

      “Sorry, Hector. I was trying to give everybody else a little more space and time to get out of there. I haven’t really ever been a fan of big crowds.”

      “That crowd is certainly a fan of you.” He fixed her with that knowing smile of his. “Not that I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, but I’m very glad I let Mrs. Ridley believe she was dragging me up from the kemana against my will.”

      They shared a small, uncertain laugh, and Winland nodded. “Well, now you know what a town meeting looks like. Or, I guess, what every single one of them is going to look like from here on out. That was…a lot.”

      “Can I suggest something that might take your mind off it?”

      She pursed her lips and tried to look serious but probably failed. “I don’t know. Can you?”

      “Ah. Well played.” Hector nodded northwest in the direction of the bluffs and the rundown neighborhood surrounding the kemana entrance. “Apparently, the kemana crystal makes it extraordinarily easy to get new businesses up and running down there, which honestly doesn’t surprise me. Earlier today, someone pointed out this small, quiet little restaurant that’s open for business and eager to serve. I was hoping you’d like to join me there tonight.”

      “Oh.” She let out a self-conscious laugh and shook her head. “I’d love to. Just… Well, just not tonight.”

      “Sure. That’s fine. I’ll take a rain check.” Instead of the disappointment she’d expected to see behind his eyes, she saw only concern. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. Everything’s fine. I’m fine. Thanks. But I think it’s better for dinner to wait until after I’ve had a chance to go talk to Erickson again. Kinda ran out of time to do that today, but I’m thinking about going down there tomorrow. Until I get that done, it’s kind of the only thing on my mind right now.”

      “I understand. And just so you know, I don’t want you to feel rushed about trying to pencil in a dinner with me when you have so many other things going on right now. When you’re ready, just let me know. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You’re not?” Winland blinked in surprise, then laughed at herself and tried again. “Sorry. That was a surprise.”

      “Really? You expect me to just up and leave any day now, huh?”

      “No, that’s not it. You know, we haven’t actually talked about when we’re going back to Minnesota to, you know, try again with the Arthastol. I don’t want you to think you’re obligated to just stick around until I’m ready to leave.”

      Hector inhaled deeply through his nose. “That’s not it at all. Honestly, all the hype about this town party in the kemana has me thinking I’d be seriously missing out if I left before then. So at the very least, I think I’ll stick around to see that.” He took another step closer and slowly touched her arm. “Then, when all the real danger’s out of the way, we can head back to Minnesota to finish what we started together.”

      “Right.” She tried so hard not to look at his hand on her arm or to pull away, but if she didn’t, Winland was sure she’d spend the rest of the night gazing up into Hector Fang’s eyes instead of getting the sleep she needed right now. “That’s great. So we’re not in a rush.”

      “Not as far as I can tell, no.”

      “Good. Okay. Then, um… You know what? I’ll find you after I talk to Erickson tomorrow. Does that work?”

      “Perfect. Would you like me to walk you home?”

      “Walk me…” Now she was blushing again, but fortunately, it was dark outside, and it was easy to hide. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather stay for the potluck instead?”

      “I’m actually still full from lunch. And the very large snack I ate right before the town meeting because nobody told me potlucks were a thing.”

      “Well, we can’t blame Mrs. Ridley for that, can we? She had no idea.”

      “Very true.”

      After taking another glance at the loud group of laughing, talking magicals shoving their faces full of food, Winland turned toward the back road and nodded. “Okay. You can walk me home. But you’re still not getting a tour of my house today, so don’t even try.”

      The wizard threw his head back and laughed as he walked at her side with his hands in his jacket pockets. “I wasn’t even going to ask.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the edges of the crowd gathered around the potluck, Jared Heartman stood slightly removed. He’d been thoroughly enjoying the fried chicken, mac and cheese, and mashed potatoes piled high on the paper plate in his hand, and when he’d seen Winland walking away from everyone else, he’d almost gone after her.

      He had no idea what he would have said to her, of course. He never did, and that was one of only a few things he wished he could change about himself. He was willing to try, though.

      But when the tall, good-lucking, suspiciously polite wizard caught up to her first, Jared knew he was better off staying where he was and not trying to say anything to anyone. So he stood just inside the glowing circle cast by the Town Hall’s exterior light and watched.

      If anyone had paid attention to him, they might have wondered what he was staring at. No matter how much Jared tried to convince himself that Winland knew what she was doing, that she was kind to everyone and perfectly safe here right in town, protected by the kemana crystal’s wards, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was seriously wrong here in East Calico Rock, and that nobody else had a clue.

      More specifically, he had a bad feeling about that wizard Hector Fang.

      He’s nice enough, sure. Waits around patiently. Says please and thank you. Turns a bunch of heads, and that’s fine. But that smile. There’s something wrong with that smile.

      Jared had seen the wizard for the first time last night when Winland had come rushing back into town and ran past him in the doorway of the library, welcoming her home. Hector Fang, though, hadn’t been in such a rush. He’d strolled straight on up the town’s central avenue to do who knew what.

      But Jared had known from the second he’d laid eyes on Hector that something was different about the wizard, and not necessarily in the good way that everyone else seemed to think. Not to mention that strange critter that followed Hector around half the time and disappeared the other half.

      And there she goes, letting him walk her home, where there’s nobody around to check in on her and make sure she’s safe.

      For a moment, he considered going to Sarah and Ronnie Moffett to share his concerns with them, but he thought better of it.

      Nobody’s gonna believe me anyway. This new wizard dude’s as clean as a whistle, and I probably can’t prove anything. But I can’t feel good about him being around here, either.

      Jared’s dilemma dissolved his appetite as he wondered how much trouble the town might face by letting a wizard like Hector Fang stay there. As the rest of the magicals gobbled up the potluck dinner, laughing and joking late into the night, Jared weighed his options. If push came to shove, he had to have a plan in place. Maybe he’d have some help in case something terrible did happen, the way he felt in his gut that it would.

      I can’t be the only person here who thinks there’s more to this guy than he’s showing anybody. I just need to find someone else I can trust no matter what.

      In any other situation, that other person would probably have been Winland. Right now, though, going to her about her new best friend—maybe something more—wasn’t an option. But Jared Heartman was sure he could find a few more magicals around here who would be ready and willing to help him out when the time came.

      He couldn’t explain why, but he was certain that time would come.
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      When Winland awoke the following day, it was with the same jolt, the same gasp, and the remnants of the same dream filtering through her mind.

      She’d been standing inside the abandoned facility in the center of the Lutsen Mountains, staring at the Arthastol hovering five feet in the air in front of her and hearing its voice.

      “Come free me, Winland. Break these chains, and let me show you what I can offer. Everything you’ve ever wanted is right here. It’s all right here, Winland.”

      “Winland, I’m right here! Can you hear me, Winland? Let me out!”

      And that final shout in her dream, in such a different voice—her mom’s voice—was the reason she was up and out of bed half an hour before sunrise instead of snuggled cozily in her blankets.

      As she stared at her reflection in the mirror, the awful pit in her stomach, warning of something terrible to come or something she’d missed, was stronger today than yesterday.

      Like I’m living the same day all over again. But Groundhog Day is a movie, this is real life, and at least I didn’t wake up with tears all over my face.

      As she showered and got dressed for another day back in a town among a community she barely recognized, Winland couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. Without any direction, any clue as to what that was beyond a dream about her maybe-dead mother for the first time in a hundred and fifty years, what was she supposed to tell anyone?

      They all look to me for guidance, at least a little. For decision-making. Why else would Caroline Star practically fall all over herself just to shake my hand? Get it together, Win. You’re home. You’re safe. Whatever else is going on will work itself out. Or it’s from stress.

      Her self-pep-talk helped her feel a little better while she brushed her hair and teeth, gathered her winter gear from around her house, and headed downstairs to get a start on the day. Still, the gnawing feeling that she’d missed something so important, so crucial, wouldn’t leave her alone.

      I told Hector I’m going to talk to Erickson today. If I said it out loud, that means I have to do it. And I should. I can’t move forward until that’s out of the way, at the very least.

      She shoved her feet into her boots, tugged on her hat and long jacket, and wrapped her winter scarf around her neck. Everything about this morning felt way too much like yesterday morning for her not to take certain precautions. So she approached the front door of her house with slow, careful steps, listening for any sound outside. She looked through the peephole just in case but saw no sign of Hector Fang or anyone else standing on her front stoop getting ready to knock on the door.

      That didn’t mean she should throw open the door and waltz right outside.

      Some things can’t be seen through the peephole of a front door.

      Today, though, the peephole didn’t lie. There was no one there, and Winland let out a massive sigh of relief as she left her house and pulled the door shut behind her.

      “Back to my regular morning routine.” With a smile, she headed down the dirt road toward the center of town, feeling a lot more refreshed by the brisk morning air than she’d expected.

      This walk was the main reason she’d chosen the large Victorian-style house as her personal home after settling in East Calico Rock. She probably wouldn’t have chosen such a rundown husk of a building to actually live in, but the rundown part hadn’t bothered her nearly as much as not having enough time and space to herself at the beginning and end of every day.

      This walk was Winland’s time to think things over without being interrupted by anyone or anything.

      Just to be on the safe side, she peered through the trees in the direction from which she’d always picked up the traces of Ursula the Dryad’s magic right before being drawn into a vague, confusing, sometimes-frustrating conversation with the guardian of these woods. Sensing no such traces of magic now made her smile.

      Nope. She said she wouldn’t show herself again unless we all faced one more serious threat, and she’s keeping her promise. Which means whatever’s putting my nerves on overdrive right now is just me being hyper-vigilant. She snorted. Thanks for all the training, Dad. Really helped me be prepared for when nothing’s actually wrong.

      Her walk along the slightly curving dirt road back toward the center of town was blissfully uneventful. Even when the tree line opened up and she hit the back road lining the northern edge of the town center, the noise from the magicals in East Calico Rock was just a dim background murmur.

      Maybe having this many people here isn’t so bad after all.

      Granted, it was still incredibly early. The sky was filled only with the gray-blue glow before dawn, and most of the town probably wasn’t awake yet. She knew who would be awake, and a glance at her watch showed her she was just in time to get in for a hot cup of coffee before the morning rush flooded in to overwhelm Common Grounds and the Moffetts.

      The little bell fixed to the top of the coffee shop door jingled when she stepped inside.

      Sarah stood behind the counter, her curly red hair a little more tangled than usual and her eyes heavy with fatigue. She perked up the second Winland came through the door and glanced at her own watch. “Four fifty-nine. You’re a minute late.”

      “Whoops. I had no idea we’d made an actual binding agreement on the exact minute.”

      The witch dropped what she was doing and stared at her best friend. “Do you even know me?”

      “Fine. One minute late.” Gazing around the quiet, empty shop, Winland sighed with contentment. “You know, I used to think anybody who got up early enough to already have started their day by now was just insane. You and Ronnie included.”

      “Well, you’re not wrong. And my husband would probably just take that as a compliment.” Sarah got the espresso machine going and started working on fresh drinks for both of them.

      Winland sat in one of the empty chairs at the two side tables. “Now, though? I don’t know. This might’ve just turned into my favorite time of day.”

      “You mean coming in here to see me and get an amazing cup of coffee?” Sarah snorted. “Yeah, I already knew that.”

      “More like being the only one in here seeing you and getting an amazing cup of coffee.”

      “Just gotta find the times that work the best for you, Win. I figured that out when Elijah was born. All of a sudden, I had zero time to myself. There were diapers and milk everywhere. The brand-new baby and my husband were crying all the time…” Winland burst out laughing, and the witch shot her a smug look. “And then I realized that at four o’clock every single day, they both knocked out for an hour, and I could do whatever I wanted. Of course, that changed with Roman, and it’s always gonna keep changing the older they get. Maybe except for the fact that Ronnie’s still just a big kid most of the time…”

      “So you’re comparing raising a family with our little hidden magical town exploding practically overnight, huh?”

      “Yes. Yes, I am.”

      It wasn’t the first time Winland had considered the similarities, though she didn’t have a family of her own to accurately compare the two. I’ll take a bustling town full of unfamiliar faces over crying Moffett wizards any day.

      That made her laugh, and Sarah shot her an amused look. Soon, the witch had both their coffees ready and brought them over to the table. “So. What’s Winland up to today, huh?”

      Sipping on yet another perfect latte, Winland sighed and sat back in her chair. “First, I’m gonna ask what’s up with you.”

      “What do you mean? I’m fine. Just another day in paradise.”

      “Sarah, I’m pretty sure nobody else would notice, but I can tell you didn’t sleep very well last night. If at all. And you didn’t take a shower.”

      “I’m allowed to skip a day here and there.” The witch sipped her coffee, then finally rolled her eyes and relented, because Winland was right. “Okay, fine. I had a rough night. You called it.”

      “What happened?” After gazing around the empty shop again, Winland leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Did something happen with you and Ronnie?”

      “What? No. Why would you say that?”

      “You guys are always in here opening up shop together. And he’s—”

      “Ronnie’s still upstairs snoring like a log. He went pretty hard with the coffee liqueur last night.” Sarah snorted. “I know that flask didn’t look like it could hold all that much, and it didn’t. But I found three more on him by the time we got home from the potluck last night.”

      “Wow. He was seriously nervous about talking at that meeting, huh?”

      “His Passed-Out Highness talks a big game, yeah. But everybody has their limits, I guess. I caught him passing another flask around to a few other people, so it wasn’t all him. “

      “And now you’re gonna have even more people knocking down your door for coffee and booze.” She looked around. “Speaking of which, where’s your crowd?”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure it’s coming. Maybe everybody had to sleep it off this morning.” Sarah sighed, then shook her head as she stared at the table. “It’s a big adjustment for all of us. Don’t get me wrong, Win. When we told you we could handle it while you were away, we weren’t just blowing smoke. But all of a sudden being responsible for almost a hundred more magicals, practically overnight? You don’t think it’s that hard at first until your best friend walks into your coffee shop and tells you that you look like shit.”

      Winland pointed at her. “That is not what I said.”

      “Yeah, but you were thinking it.”

      “Fair enough. So you didn’t sleep last night because of all the new people in town?”

      “No.” The witch shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. Maybe that’s the cause, but I’ve been having some seriously weird dreams lately.”

      Winland froze, and a brief cloud of darkness swept in across her vision. Her pulse staggered and started racing. That’s just a coincidence. People have weird dreams all the time. She swallowed thickly and asked, “What kind of dreams?”

      “I don’t know. Just a bunch of weird stuff. I wake up in a cold sweat and can’t get back to sleep. Probably just from all the excitement, honestly—”

      “Sarah, what kind of dreams?”

      The women stared at each other, then Sarah swallowed and averted her gaze. “If I start telling you, Win, you’re gonna read way too much into it, because that’s what you do. Which isn’t a bad thing. That’s just who you are. But there’s no reason to worry about my dreams, because they’re just dreams.”

      Winland didn’t look away from her best friend’s face, even though Sarah was clearly trying to look everywhere but back at her. “I’m not changing the subject. And I’m not letting you change the subject.”

      “This is ridiculous.”

      “Then why do you look so scared?” She instantly regretted the harshness in her voice, which made Sarah wince. Sarah Moffett didn’t generally wince. “Hey, I’m sorry. Just…humor me. Please.”

      The witch sighed, closed her eyes, and shook her head. “Red light everywhere. All these voices are talking at me all at once, and I can’t hear what any of them say except for one. It’s garbled, like it’s coming from somewhere really far away, but it’s right there all around me at the same time. I don’t know who it is, Win, but it just keeps saying, ‘Come find me. Come find me. I’m—’”

      “‘I’m right here,’” Winland whispered.

      Sarah’s eyes flashed toward her, and she sat up straight in her chair again. “How do you know that?”

      “Not a coincidence.”

      “Yeah, no shit. Winland, how do you know that?”

      “Because I’ve been having the same dream.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Apparently not. Listen, did you see a red cube? Just floating there and—”

      “Pulsing with more light like a freaking heartbeat?” Sarah shuddered. “Damnit, I just got goosebumps. That doesn’t even make any sense.”

      “Why not? Weirder things have happened.”

      “To you. Weird things happen to you, Win. Not me. You’re the one with that crazy connection to the Crimson Heart. You’re the one who got chosen. You’re the one whose dad is the old-freaking-Fixer, for crying out loud.”

      “Yeah, and you’re my sister. Or the closest thing I have to one, anyway.”

      Sarah’s face went perfectly blank before she raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see how that has anything to do with creepy-ass dreams that we’re…what? Sharing now? I haven’t even touched the crystal, and you’re the one who lights up like a damn flare when that thing—”

      “Because it’s not the crystal,” Winland blurted. “Probably.” When her best friend fixed her with a clueless look, Winland shook her head. “It makes sense you wouldn’t know. But that voice? That’s…” She swallowed thickly and had to fight back the strangest sensation of getting goosebumps and feeling like she might burst into tears. “That’s my mom’s voice.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “No, you’re right. I can actually read minds, and I’m making this whole thing up just to screw with you.” That made them both laugh, which cut through the eerie tension. Neither one of their laughs sounded all that amused, though, and for a moment, neither one of them could think of anything else to say.
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      “Wow.” Sarah slumped back in her chair and stared at the ceiling. “This isn’t gonna turn into a whole town-wide phenomenon again, is it? ’Cause that wish-granting stone powder was hard enough to deal with when it was just the original refugees and nobody else.”

      Winland shook her head. “I don’t think it’s like that at all.”

      “So then why me? Why am I getting your dreams?”

      “Well… Okay. When we were kids, and somebody couldn’t find one or the other of us, who did they go to first?”

      Sarah snorted. “Usually you. I was the one who didn’t wanna be found, and you were the one who could track me down by the time we were twelve.”

      After sharing a nostalgic chuckle with her best friend, Winland nodded. “And if anyone else wanted to find me, mostly your mom, the first place they’d go for the best shot at an actual answer was you. Come on, tell me I’m wrong.”

      “You’re not wrong. But that still doesn’t make this make sense. We’re having the same dream, Winland. Not playing phone tag with somebody who’s trying to get ahold of you.”

      Winland stared at the tabletop, forcing herself to breathe calmly and evenly despite her racing pulse and the hot flush creeping through her body now that her weird dreams clearly weren’t just dreams anymore. “Or maybe that’s exactly what we’re dealing with right now.”

      “Phone tag?”

      “Magical phone tag, maybe.”

      Sarah scoffed. “Now you’re just making shit up.”

      “I’m really not. When did the dreams actually start for you?”

      “Did I look this awful yesterday?” The witch gestured toward her own face. “The correct answer is no. I just had the one last night.”

      “Yep. My first one started the night before last. If these dreams are hypothetically some kind of magical phone call and I didn’t answer the first time…”

      Sarah’s eyes widened. “Then whoever’s trying to reach you figured they’d have a better shot sending that creepy shit into my head? They really have absolutely no idea who I am then because I wrote it all off as a shitty dream.”

      Winland shrugged. “Maybe they assumed I just tell you everything and you’d already know. Which is usually the case.”

      After several seconds of staring silently at her best friend, the redheaded witch sucked in a sharp breath. “You actually thought about telling me, didn’t you? And then you decided not to.”

      “Probably for the same reason you didn’t wanna tell me. Or why you texted me that everything in town was fine and normal while I was in Minnesota.”

      “Ha. Look at us. Trying to keep each other from freaking out and making a giant shitshow of it in the process.”

      Winland chuckled and shook her head. “It’s not a shitshow. Not yet, anyway. So I need to figure out how to keep it from getting there before things get really weird.”

      “Great plan. Yeah. Track down the source of your dreams that are getting inside both our heads.” Sarah folded her arms. “Hey, if you’ve already figured out a great place to start and have a whole plan just ready to roll, I’m all ears.”

      “Do you even know me?”

      “Of course I do. Meaning you’ve put a bunch of random pieces together in a way that still doesn’t make any sense and no plan at all.”

      “Hey, if it works…” Winland shrugged. “You’re right about all the random pieces not making any sense, though. I mean, more than usual.”

      “All right, then.” Sarah waved toward herself. “This is the part where you put it all out on the table, we scramble the pieces around, and then I say something crazy that actually sparks another idea in your brain, and then you’re off to go deal with the problem. So let’s hear it.”

      Winland was impressed. “How much time have you actually spent psychoanalyzing our friendship like that?”

      “None whatsoever. That’s just the way we work. And you better hurry up because Ronnie will be awake in…” The witch glanced at her watch again. “Six minutes. And I’m guessing this will be easier for you if it doesn’t turn into a round-table discussion with the Moffetts.”

      “You have to know how creepy it is that you can time when he wakes up down to the minute.”

      Sarah shrugged and fought back a smile. “I have my ways. Talk.”

      “Okay. Two days ago, I was in Minnesota in this weird facility in the middle of the mountains and fought off a bunch of dark magicals with Hector so we could get to the Arthastol. I was this close to getting those wards and enchantments open before the kemana crystal pulled me away so I could rush back here. Then the first night I’m back, I have a dream about the red glow, the pulsing light, the floating cube—”

      “And you see how I thought this was a crystal issue, right? Minus the cube part.”

      “Totally. But you’ve never seen the Arthastol. And I wouldn’t have expected you to recognize my mom’s voice anyway. I have this dream twice in a row, you had it once last night, and I’m still here in town trying to figure out exactly when I’m going back with Hector to unlock that floating cube. So…what? The Arthastol is pumping messages into my head at night and figured it would do the same to you, just in case?”

      “Or…” Sarah’s eyes widened, and she nervously tapped her index finger against the tabletop, unable to look up from her coffee mug.

      “Or what?” Winland almost held her breath. Her best friend had clearly thought of something like she’d predicted. She doesn’t think I’m gonna like it.

      “You know what? It could totally just be the Arthastol slipping dreams into our heads. Maybe it doesn’t even matter that you didn’t actually touch the thing, right? Lots of magical artifacts can project stuff without somebody needing to—”

      “Spit it out, Sarah. Come on.”

      The redheaded witch sniffed and shook her head. She finally met Winland’s eyes. “Or, if we’re talking hypothetically and looking at all the angles of what we do and don’t already know… It might not even be the Arthastol.”

      “I thought we already agreed it’s not the crystal. Besides, the crystal doesn’t even communicate with me like that. Not that I’d actually call it communication…”

      “No, Win. I was thinking more of it being, like…your mom.”

      Winland blinked slowly, then shook her head. “We don’t have any proof.”

      “I know.”

      “I was standing right there in that chamber in front of the Arthastol. That’s the proof I have.”

      “I know.”

      “I can’t just walk around thinking my mom—who up until just a few months ago was supposed to be unequivocally dead—is sending me dreams from wherever the hell she is, using you and the Arthastol to get at me. Even though I’d be using the Arthastol to get to her. If she’s even still alive.”

      “Winland, I know.”

      Slowly shaking her head, Winland closed her eyes. “I can’t base every other decision I make from here on out thinking this is a last-attempt message from her. But… But what if it is?”

      Now that Winland had spoken all of her thoughts out loud to her best friend, the same question repeated over and over again in her mind. If mom’s ‘right here,’ where the hell is she?

      Sarah nodded. “I know that got the wheels turning, Win. I know you wish I had more ideas. But it’s just a suggestion. An option. Maybe.”

      “I know. Definitely an option I wouldn’t let myself consider. For obvious reasons. But thanks. Really. It’s weird as hell to think about, but I have to consider all the options. Even if some of them give me a little more hope than others.”

      “Right. Hope can be a dangerous thing. On the other hand, if anyone knows how far hope can push somebody to do the impossible, it’s us. It’s you.”

      Winland snorted. “From taking a hundred and sixty-four refugees out of Turner Underwood’s New York City to getting dreams from my not-so-dead mom. Bring on the hope, I guess. Right? At least until I find actual proof that it wasn’t such a great idea.”

      “You’ll find proof of something.” Sarah reached across the table and grabbed her best friend’s hand. “I know that much. Though if you had to start somewhere, I would really like to not keep having this dream every single night until you find that proof.”

      They shared another tired laugh, then Winland nodded. “I’ll do what I—”

      She jumped in her seat when the coffee shop exploded with the loudest, most obnoxious siren blare she’d ever heard. Winland whipped her hand out of Sarah’s and leapt to her feet, all her senses and her magic on high alert now. A fireball roared to life in her palm.

      “Put it away, Win,” Sarah shouted over the siren.

      “What the hell is that?”

      From upstairs in the Moffett family apartment came a shout of surprise, a muffled groan, and lots of thumping and banging around before the siren blare finally switched off to leave a deafening silence behind.

      “I’m up, I’m up!” Ronnie shouted from upstairs. “Let’s do this!”

      Winland looked at her best friend with wide eyes, and Sarah shrugged. “He gets to sleep in a little after going through four flasks in one night, but I don’t have to go easy on him the next morning.”

      “Jesus.” Winland glanced at the ceiling where Ronnie’s staggering, shuffling bumps and thumps were the only real noise now. “I’m pretty sure there are other ways to annoyingly wake him up without sounding an emergency siren. Or waking up the rest of the town all at the same time.”

      Sarah grinned. “That’s what soundproof enchantments around our building are for. And as you can clearly hear, my husband is the lightest sleeper of all three of those wizards snoring their faces off.”

      She pointed at the ceiling, and Winland realized there wasn’t any sign that the same alarm had woken up the two teenage Moffetts.

      Winland picked up her coffee mug and drained the last of it. “You’re a force to be reckoned with, Sarah Moffett.”

      “And nobody ever says any differently.”

      Ronnie’s footsteps pounded down the stairs, and the door into the back burst open. The wizard bumbled through, bleary-eyed and still staggering to maintain his balance. “Whew. Good one, babe. That really got me going. So who do we—Winland!”

      “Morning.” She gave him a tentative wave, and he laughed.

      “I’m guessing you heard the alarm, huh?”

      “Just a little.”

      “I have the best wife in the world.” Ronnie hurried toward his wife and bent to peck her quickly on the temple before he crossed the shop to man his station behind the counter. “So, what’s everybody up to today?”

      “Well, you and I get to set up for the morning rush,” Sarah replied. “This place will be a zoo any minute. Little weird that we haven’t had anybody in yet to get the day—”

      Right on cue, the coffeeshop door swung inward with a jingle of the bell, and a gust of cold air rushed into the room.

      Ronnie spread his arms, grinned, and shouted, “Monty! Perfect timing, my friend. How you doing?”

      “I’ll be better with a cup of coffee, son. I’ll tell you that right now.” They both chuckled, and as the old tailor shuffled up to the counter, he nodded once at Winland. “Good morning, Miss Winland.”

      “Morning, Monty.”

      Sarah stood from the table as Ronnie got started on their first order of the day. “I’m guessing you’re about to head out now, huh?”

      “Yeah.” Winland shoved her hands into the pockets of her long jacket and eyed the front door. “And if today’s anything like yesterday, you guys are gonna need all the open space you can get in here.”

      “Where you heading off to, Win?” Ronnie asked as his barista tools clanged and banged around against the espresso machine.

      “I think I’ll take a trip down to the kemana. Pay a certain wizard a certain kinda visit.” When she met Sarah’s gaze again, the redheaded witch raised her eyebrows and nodded. Yeah. I’m going to see Erickson. And probably shouldn’t announce that in the one place in town where everybody goes.

      “Ooh…” Ronnie stuck a lid on his first coffee creation of the day and handed the drink to Monty. He wiggled his eyebrows. “Have fun. And tell him I said hi, huh?”

      Sarah cleared her throat. “Wrong wizard, babe.”

      “What?” He looked quickly back and forth between them, and his smile disappeared. “Oh. Oh… Well, in that case, um… Good luck?”

      Winland snorted and headed for the door. “Thanks. I’ll see you guys later.”

      Behind her, she heard Monty slurp on his coffee, chuckle, and mutter, “Wizards.”
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      After her conversation with Sarah, Winland was relieved that nobody else tried to stop her on her way to the kemana. Apparently, five-thirty a.m. was too early for anyone else to consider making the same trek to or from the bluffs and the kemana entrance, which meant she had the entire journey to herself to think things over a little more.

      The long-shot conclusions she and Sarah had come to about where these dreams were coming from still didn’t make a lick of sense.

      If the dreams did come from Mom, why would she wait over a hundred and fifty years to reach out to me in the first place? Why would she wait until I found the artifact? And if it’s not her…

      She swallowed thickly and forced herself to slow down and take this time to think.

      If it wasn’t Winland’s mom sending her messages through her dreams, it was something—or someone—else trying to use Winland to get…what? The Arthastol unlocked from within all those wards? Or something else?

      And how much did she know about the Arthastol in the first place?

      She knew that it reached out to her mind when she stood in front of it, seconds away from unraveling the wards and enchantments that kept it untouchable and floating in the air. That it promised her it would help her find everything she wanted. That it was the only option she knew of to track down the warrior witch.

      Assuming that what Hector had told her about the thing was actually true.

      Why would he lie to me about that? He’s a Custodian. Sure, a little eccentric for a Custodian, and he apparently left Minnesota for the first time in thirty years to come back here with me. Belmont wouldn’t have sent me his name if he suspected the guy wasn’t exactly the guy everybody thinks he is.

      The tangle of thoughts wound itself around and around her brain until she finally reached the kemana entrance. As Winland walked down the giant stone staircase winding around and around the gaping hole that led miles underground, the repetitiveness of it was almost meditative. At least it got her to stop thinking about all the unknowns with Hector and the Arthastol and the warrior witch and her dreams.

      That left her enough space in her mind to start thinking about her upcoming conversation with Joziah Erickson.

      At least it’s right here in front of me. And talking to Erickson makes a lot more sense right now than everything I don’t know about these dreams.

      Focusing on anything, however, was a lot harder to do once she reached the bottom of the staircase and noticed more changes to the kemana. Sometime in the two days since she’d come down here the first time, the thin sliver of a crack in the caved-in rocks between the staircase and the kemana’s enormous cavern had been diligently chipped away. Now the space was wide enough for three magicals to walk side by side, and the echoes of all the activity in the kemana’s main chamber were loud enough here that Winland was amazed she hadn’t heard it ricocheting all the way up to the entrance of the staircase.

      I bet we can thank the crystal for that. Artificial light, protective wards, and a soundproof barrier now that there’s actually enough activity down here to make any noise.

      When she stepped through the archway and entered the main chamber, she was surprised again.

      Most of the stacks of supply crates and wagons and wheelbarrows were gone. Instead, the rock walls of the kemana were lined with fully restored buildings. Some of them had additions—two more stories, exterior staircases, front porches, and additional side rooms. Everything looked so new.

      When she stepped farther into the cavern, the other changes were overwhelming and seemingly impossible.

      Almost every single storefront down here was already up and running. A good number of homes that were clearly lived in boasted window planters with flowers of all colors bursting in bloom. One small house had a front yard with real grass surrounded by a white picket fence. The magicals who hadn’t set up brick-and-mortar stores had opted for portable carts and vendor stalls instead, and they shouted out what they had to offer to whoever might hear them. The old apothecary had been fully restored, and it seemed like restaurants and at least two bars took up an entire row of buildings. The pixies and brownies that had generally kept to themselves in their little village nestled within tree roots flittered around. Their multicolored lights added an almost festive flair to the bustling underground city the Ozarks kemana had so quickly become.

      As Winland wound through the lively excitement, taking in as many of the new sights and sounds and smells as she could, kemana magicals grinned at her, greeted her by name, or waved from afar. She tried to return all the greetings, but she kept getting distracted by all the activity around her.

      I can’t believe it. This place looks like… Like it’s always been this way. It’s incredible.

      And right there, in the center of it all, was the Crimson Heart. The kemana crystal’s dark-red light emanated from every sparkling facet, pulsing brightly every now and then before returning to its low, vigorous glow. With every step, Winland felt the crystal’s magical energy humming up through her feet in a soft, steady drone.

      It felt like happiness.

      That’s the weirdest way to put it, but I guess only the magical chosen to bond for life with this thing would understand. If I were the Crimson Heart, I bet I’d be pretty damn happy with all this too.

      Despite what she’d come down here to do, she smiled as she walked among the magicals bustling around or sitting on benches chatting with friends and neighbors. It seemed like a lot more than two hundred and fifty magicals down here, which had been their closest estimate of the kemana’s numbers last night before the town meeting.

      And they keep coming in. More and more every day. This is incredible.

      Halfway toward the tunnel entrance that would take her to Sheriff Carmine and the kemana jail, she stopped to gaze at the Crimson Heart again from afar. That was when she noticed the cement ring set ten feet from the kemana crystal. A crew of shifters and Kilomeas knelt around the ring with building tools, laughing and joking around with each other as they used their skills to craft…whatever it was they were making.

      Before she could head their way to ask what the cement ring was supposed to be, a gentle hand settled on her shoulder, and a soft, low voice murmured in her ear, “Good morning, Miss Underwood.”

      Winland spun with wide eyes to see Hector standing awfully close in front of her. She gave a shaky laugh and took a step back, overwhelmed. “You just keep popping up everywhere, don’t you?”

      He smirked and dipped his head toward her. “You’re very hard to stay away from.”

      “Ha. How often does that line actually work?”

      “Hmm. Well, before you, I did test it out on Mrs. Ridley first, and it went over very well.”

      She folded her arms. “You know, I’m so flattered to hear that you think Mrs. Ridley and I are in the same target demographic.”

      Hector threw his head back and laughed before turning to point across the kemana. “Her apartment’s that bright yellow one. The north-facing window goes right into her guest bedroom, where I’m staying. Feel free to climb up there and break me out. Really, whenever it’s convenient for you. I don’t have any other plans.”

      Winland thumped the back of a hand against his chest and teased him, “Sorry, wizard. You got yourself into that one. I have a feeling you can get yourself out.”

      “Oh. Ouch. I thought we were partners.”

      “Not in breaking each other out of old ladies’ guest-room windows.” She searched the front of the bright yellow house built against the kemana wall. Mrs. Ridley was sitting on her front porch, rocking slowly back and forth in her rocking chair and sipping on something dark poured over ice. “She really doesn’t seem all that bad.”

      “I think she’s purposefully keeping that guest room colder than the rest of the place in the hopes that I’ll climb into bed with her one night just to keep from freezing to death.”

      “You do what you gotta do to survive, right?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” Hector fixed her with that closed-lipped smile that made him look like he knew absolutely everything, and his blue-gray eyes sparkled. “If, however, the same situation were to be applied to the guest room in your house, I imagine it would produce very different results.”

      Wow. He’s just going right in for the kill, isn’t he? There was no way to keep the warm flush from creeping up her neck and into her cheeks, no matter how hard she would have liked to. She laughed and shook her head before continuing her walk through the kemana. “Nice try.”

      “I thought so.”

      They walked side by side, taking in the newly opened shops and the hundreds of magicals who looked so happy down here. Winland pointed out the cement ring beside the Crimson Heart when her curiosity got the better of her. “Do you have any idea what they’re building over there?”

      “Actually, I think that’s meant to be a fountain. Eventually.”

      “A fountain. Let me guess. That’s what Mrs. Ridley told you.”

      “I actually had a great conversation with a handful of magicals on the party-planning committee this morning. Honestly, it was more of a one-sided conversation on their part, and I just listened.” He gazed down at her with that appraising look of his bordering somewhere between awe and approval. “From what I hear, you made quite the impression at that meeting last night.”

      “Uh-oh. I hope it was a good one.”

      “I’d say so.”

      She ducked under the bright yellow and green lights of two pixies swooping down toward her, their tinkling laughter ringing out as they greeted her. Turning around, she laughed with them and waved before continuing, “Is that what they told you? That I left a good impression?”

      “They didn’t have to say it in so many words. But that’s how these magicals down here are feeling right now. Those on the planning committee were overflowing with excitement about the party and so much gratitude for the opportunity to have something to look forward to. They did tell me that.”

      She couldn’t have been happier that these new magicals making a home for themselves down here felt so positive and hopeful about having found their new home and what it might yet become. She didn’t really want to accept the compliment, though, because she didn’t feel like she’d done much of anything.

      Plus, East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana still weren’t entirely safe. Not yet. Erickson had been the first to find them, but there were bound to be more hunters showing up sooner or later.

      The best response she could come up with, however, didn’t cover either of those things. “I know the feeling. And I’m glad people are feeling like that down here. Really. After so much time spent on the run, a little party planning just for the fun of it feels like a massive luxury.”

      “I can only imagine.” Hector clasped his hands behind his back and chuckled when two young shifter kids raced each other through the crowd, screaming and laughing. “You know the sentiment extends a lot farther than just the magicals planning this party, don’t you? It’s everyone here, Winland. They’re all grateful to you.”

      “Well, I’m not the only one who’s done anything around here. And I didn’t do it all on my own.”

      Hector stopped to stare at her.

      She had to turn around and backtrack a little to look him in the eye again. “What?”

      “You genuinely have a hard time accepting compliments, don’t you?”

      Clicking her tongue, Winland gazed around the kemana. “When they’re not entirely true, or I don’t deserve all the credit, probably. Yeah.”

      “I don’t think anyone’s giving you all the credit.” Hector slowly started walking again with that small, knowing smile still playing on his lips. “But what credit they are giving you? You deserve every bit of it.”

      Winland tried to think of some witty comment to distract them both from the fact that he was right. Compliments were hard for her, especially when she felt like she hadn’t fully finished a job or completed her responsibilities enough to earn them. The witty comment never came, though, so she cleared her throat and replied, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” They walked a little longer in silence, then Hector said with a deadpan expression, “You know, as fun as it would be, I can’t help but think you didn’t actually come all the way down here just to be lauded for your oratory skills last night.”

      “Ha! You mean there’s some other reason I’d come down here?”

      “It wasn’t for me, was it?”

      Winland tried not to give herself away but cracked up and shook her head. “Sorry, Hector. No. But I appreciate how hard you’re trying right now.”

      “Ah. At least I’m making headway, then.”

      She felt him eyeing her, but all she could manage was to shoot him a sidelong glance. “I told you I wanted to talk to Erickson. So that’s where I’m headed right now. Figured it wouldn’t do me any good to keep putting it off when I still really need some answers.”

      “I understand. Hesitation and duty get a little tricky when they’re mixed up with each other. Maybe even a little more when they’re at opposing ends. I’m assuming you want to speak with him alone.”

      “You assume correctly.” Taking a deep breath, Winland stuck her slightly clammy hands in the pockets of her long jacket and stared ahead in determination. “That’s why I’m here. At least right now.”

      “Then may I walk you to the sheriff’s front door, at the very least?”

      “Yeah. That’d be nice.”

      Not that I need the company for something like this, but laughing on the way is a whole lot better than getting stuck in my own head. And it might keep me from being bombarded by other potential Caroline Stars wanting to thank me and shake my hand.

      Before they reached the opening to the jail’s tunnel, Winland caught sight of another group of children playing with magical chalk on the kemana floor. The plants, animals, and stick-figure people they drew flashed with soft light before moving slowly across the stone. Laughing, she picked up her foot when a passable rendition of a dog ran right under her legs before spinning in a wild circle and letting out a silent, two-dimensional bark.

      The child’s drawing made her think of the very real arctic fox who was usually at Hector Fang’s side. “Where’s Nitya?”

      “Hmm?” The wizard pulled his gaze away from one of the restaurants across the kemana to look at her. “Honestly, I’m not quite sure.”

      “That doesn’t bother you?”

      Hector chuckled. “No, it doesn’t bother me. She goes where she wants and always comes back. Though I imagine she’s rather keen on exploring the woods of an entirely different state. She’s been in Minnesota almost as long as I have. I guess I just assumed she’d gone back to Common Grounds for more milk.”

      They both laughed at that, then Winland slowed down in front of the jail tunnel’s entrance. “I was there this morning, and there was no sign of an arctic fox.”

      “That’s all right.” He shrugged. “Whatever she’s gotten herself into, she’ll grow tired of it eventually. Then she’ll come find me like she always does.”
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      On the surface, miles away from the entrance to the Ozarks kemana at the top of the cliffs, the white fox took her time padding down one particular dirt road she’d walked at least twice before. This time, however, was her first walking down this road on her own, with no magicals at her side and hardly any sign of wildlife in the woods around her. It was quiet, and the sunlight spilled through the spaces between the trees. Nitya gave herself plenty of time to stop and investigate the various smells rising from the dirt road and the forest floor and drifting on the breeze.

      None of these scents interested her in the least. She was looking for something else.

      Finally, she reached the end of the road and the large, two-story Victorian-style house painted deep forest green. She recognized this scent too—knew it very well. She’d been surrounded by it for days.

      The scent of Winland Underwood’s house was one of the few Nitya cared about right now.

      The white fox took her time sniffing around the base of the house because time was on her side this morning. The Light Elf who smelled like three different kinds of magic wasn’t here.

      After circling the house twice and gazing up at the shuttered windows, Nitya returned to the base of the steps leading up to the front porch. She sat back on her haunches. A light, crisp breeze blew through the winter-bare trees and across the dirt road, rippling the pure-white fur across the top of the fox’s head and back.

      Patiently, diligently, she waited.

      Her startlingly golden eyes focused intently on the newly painted front door. Those eyes flashed with their own internal golden light, as they did every time Nitya used what magic she’d been granted.

      Nothing happened.

      The creature let out a low, mewling growl and licked her muzzle. She sniffed the breeze one more time and tried again. Her golden eyes glowed, this time for much longer. Just when she thought she was about to open that dark-green front door to the Light Elf’s house, something unexpected happened.

      Intense and sudden heat flared up in front of Nitya’s face, accompanied by a wall of red light shooting up from the ground to surround the entirety of the house.

      Startled, the fox leapt to all fours and darted away from the steps up to the front porch. She spun to study the dome of translucent crimson light encapsulating the entire house. The light pulsed faintly, maybe in warning, maybe because that was how the magic was sustained.

      This was a new type of magic, yes, but not that new. Nitya had smelled it on the Light Elf so many times and hadn’t liked it one bit. That didn’t mean this crimson magic was not to be respected. It was powerful—powerful enough to rival her master’s magic and skill. But it also belonged to something else…

      The furry creature cautiously approached the dome of crimson light and sniffed around. There was no harmful intent in this magical energy, only that of protection and diligence.

      She circled the house one more time, looking for holes in the dome or any sign of a doorway. She saw none.

      So, once again, the fox sat on her haunches in the middle of the dirt road and waited patiently.

      The dome of pulsing crimson light stayed where it was, and the heat emanating from it didn’t fade or change. Nitya knew that a protective ward like this, which hadn’t been there any other time she’d approached the Light Elf’s house, was only temporary. Unless, of course, the source of this particular magic felt it was still being threatened.

      Nitya sat and waited as long as she could stand before her patience ran thin. Finally, she stood and slowly turned on the road to face south toward the center of town. She flicked her tail in a haughty salute to the dome of crimson light that she hadn’t expected to stand against her.

      This wasn’t how the fox had wanted this investigation of hers to go, but it was an interesting discovery, and new information was always useful in one way or another.
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      “Wow.” Winland let out a soft chuckle as she and Hector walked down the winding tunnel stretching away from the kemana proper toward the giant iron door of the new jail. “You know, I thought this tunnel would feel shorter walking down it a second time. But it’s actually the opposite.”

      “Hmm.” Hector gazed slowly around at the tunnel walls lit by the soft glow of enchanted lanterns spaced out every eight feet along the ceiling. “That’s probably because you know what’s waiting for you once you reach the end. Or who, at the very least.”

      “Yeah. I guess that makes sense.” This time, it’s Erickson waiting in that solitary jail cell in the very back instead of a nameless hunter I haven’t put a face to yet.

      “Though now I’m curious,” Hector added. “You said this is only the second time you’ve walked down this tunnel?”

      “Yeah. I mean, in this direction, at least.”

      “Of course. I’m just wondering why you hadn’t taken the opportunity to explore a tunnel like this before the other night. You and your refugees had months of an empty kemana to roam as you pleased. Why wait so long?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t know this particular tunnel existed until I was being led down into it two days ago.” Winland shot him a sidelong glance and found a small, confused frown on the wizard’s face as he stared ahead at the next floating lantern. He knows there’s more to the story of this kemana and all these tunnels than I’m actually telling him. Because there is.

      “So you and the other town leaders authorized new tunnel-digging projects?”

      Winland didn’t see any harm in telling him more about what had happened here, especially because Hector Fang didn’t seem to want anything more than to help her, the town, and the new magicals who’d chosen to live in the kemana, and to see what they’d built for himself.

      If he’s staying here as long as the next town party, it can’t hurt to give him the history. Everybody else down here is bound to hear about it eventually if they haven’t already.

      “No, actually,” she divulged. “First of all, the kemana’s independent now. Whether or not East Calico Rock town leaders authorize anything down here doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “Ah. And second?”

      “None of these tunnels were dug by refugees. Originals or newly arrived.”

      “But you know who did build them?”

      “Yep.” Taking a deep breath, Winland nodded. “The kemana itself has been here for… Well, for as long as any kemana’s been on Earth when the crystals were first created. But the tunnels were all Ravener Delowry’s doing.”

      “The Dark Wizard your town freed and subsequently fought.”

      “Right.” She pointed at him with a coy smile. “To be clear, freeing him was unintentional. Fighting him and his army wasn’t.”

      Hector laughed. “I would hope not.”

      “I honestly didn’t think any of these tunnels would be declared safe enough to actually use. But this one, apparently, is as solid as they come. A few of them weren’t. We’ve had a few cave-ins down here. All before the magicals started moving in on their own. So yeah, when the kemana wasn’t independent, nobody was authorized to come down here. We wanted to keep everybody away from the unstable parts of this kemana and what Ravener built around it that definitely wasn’t safe.”

      Hector patted the tunnel wall. “Such as?”

      “Well, most of it’s just tunnels. I think they all used to go somewhere, but like I said, there have been a lot of cave-ins. Before we even knew about Ravener and his army down here, we had a work crew digging a new natural-well site for the town. They ended up excavating some old back entrance to the kemana, I think.”

      “Really?”

      “We found a lot of broken statues there before we found out what those statues actually were. Plus, old Oriceran armor and weapons. As I understand it, what we’re calling the kemana jail now used to be an actual armory, and I think what we found back then was probably some kind of gathering hall connected to a whole bunch of other tunnels leading right up to the surface, actually. A lot of them emptied out into the woods around here, but I’m pretty sure all those have been closed up too.”

      “Interesting,” Hector mused. “Not that I can pretend to understand the motives of a Dark Wizard and his underground army, but I can’t help wondering why the man would build such an intricate network of tunnels around a kemana that didn’t actually belong to him. That seems like it would come with a very high risk of discovery.”

      And there’s the real question he’s been trying to get at, isn’t it?

      Winland smirked. “It’s obviously a lot easier to tunnel and plot in secret when you’ve already created an entire underground city. Connected to the kemana by those tunnels, of course.”

      “An underground city.” The wizard finally looked at her, his expression wavering somewhere between amusement and complete confusion. “As in another one besides the kemana?”

      “Pretty much. Ravener and his army were down here for hundreds of years, apparently. Building in secret. Tunneling. Most likely drawing ever more power from the kemana crystal so he could keep that city hidden, all while biding his time for the perfect moment to strike, whatever that means. And the only reason I know all this is because Belmont Frasier and I sat down and had a nice long chat about all the things nobody would actually tell us about this place. Even after we settled here.”

      “The Custodian who sent you to me.”

      She shook her head at the complicated nature of all the threads that had seemed so impossibly tangled but had led everyone to the exact places they needed to be. “He only gave me your name and said you were in Minnesota. That’s all I had to work with.”

      “Yes, so you told me the day we met. It’s good to know your story still hasn’t changed since then.”

      “No point in changing the truth, Hector.”

      They shared a brief laugh, then the wizard trailed his fingers along the rough rock from which the tunnel walls had been carved. “Did Frasier tell you how this Dark Wizard managed to hide such a massive feat from the rest of the world?”

      “Nope. Actually, I don’t think he really had any idea himself. The how of it probably didn’t matter when he was more concerned with trying to clear out a thriving kemana, bringing in as many Custodian resources as possible, and imprisoning an entire army in whatever was left behind. But as it just so happens, we figured out the why all on our own a month or two later.”

      “I have no doubt that’s a very interesting story.”

      “Ha! Yeah. One that’s probably a lot better told by the magicals who were actually involved in it from beginning to end. The rest of us had absolutely no idea what was happening until Elijah stepped up to explain the chaos.”

      Hector clicked his tongue. “Chaos, I absolutely understand. And Elijah sounds like a formidable force.”

      “You haven’t met him yet?”

      “Can’t say that I have.”

      “Wow.” Winland went over the last couple of days in her mind. “Actually, now that I think about it, I don’t think I’ve seen much of him either since we got here. I’ll have to introduce you. He’s… Well, he’s an incredible wizard. Kinda saved the day once or twice when we were fighting Ravener’s army. He took over perimeter security for me, which we both needed, honestly. He was there escorting newcomers out to the kemana entrance when Erickson and his little posse broke through the wards. I heard the battle was quick and fairly painless for everybody before they brought the prisoners in. All in all, I’d say he’s more than made up for a few relatively minor mistakes after he found Ravener’s city.”

      Hector let out a low whistle. “All that, huh? I’m glad your people have had him here, but now I’m starting to think I might be up against a little competition.”

      “What?” Winland stopped short and stared at him. “Tell me you’re joking.”

      “Only if you tell me I have no reason to feel intimidated by all these glowing tales of his other wizard’s exploits.”

      When she realized the misunderstanding, she burst out laughing. Hector’s confused frown deepened, which only made her laugh that much harder.

      “I’m sorry, Winland. Maybe I should’ve considered the fact that you’d already had your eyes on—”

      “Stop. Don’t say—” She got her laughter under control and shook her head. “Just stop.”

      He slid his hands into his jacket pockets and raised his eyebrows, waiting for her to explain.

      She took a deep breath and gave Hector’s forearm a reassuring squeeze. “I’m telling you right now that you have no reason whatsoever to feel intimidated or threatened by Elijah Moffett. At all.”

      “Hmm. He’s related to Ronnie.”

      “Very much so, Hector. He’s Ronnie’s oldest son. Newly seventeen and basically my nephew.”

      Hector blinked at her a few times, then cracked a crooked smile. “I see. That’s…” A low chuckle escaped him. “That’s a much bigger relief than I expected.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      Then they were both laughing right there in the tunnel, the sound of it echoing up and down away from them. When they finally settled down again, Winland realized she’d been holding onto the wizard’s forearm the whole time and quickly let go. “I guess I should’ve explained all that first.”

      “And I shouldn’t have assumed anything. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I really needed a good laugh, honestly.” She wiped away the tears forming in the corners of her eyes and sighed. “It never even occurred to me that you wouldn’t know who he is.”

      “Well, now I know exactly why you’ve called him an incredible wizard. I’d have to agree.” Hector cleared his throat and unfastened the top button of his peacoat. “I hope I get to meet him.”

      “Oh, trust me. He and his friends won’t be missing another town party after the last one they snuck away from. Which is the whole reason any of us know about Ravener’s hidden city in the first place.”

      “Right. I’ll have to ask for his personal account of things, then.”

      “You know, if you came at him with as much flattery as you chuck my way, I’m sure he’ll be happy to give you only the best parts of the story. But I wouldn’t try to go too far into the hidden-city part. That part of Ravener’s kingdom fell under a cave-in before any of us had a chance to really take a look.”

      “Ah. That’s unfortunate. Studying something like that could have been an incalculable source of knowledge.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt. But I’ll take the safety of an entire community over a Dark Wizard’s leftover knowledge any day.”

      “Of course.”

      She glanced quickly at the wizard again, but he was too lost in his own silent musings about a buried underground city to pick up on the slight change Winland had heard in her own voice.

      No, I don’t really need to tell him about that weird vision I had in what was probably Ravener’s throne room. Or maybe I was there. Who knows? When’s the right time to talk about the conversation you had with the darkest parts of yourself in the flesh?

      They’d only gone a few more steps down the tunnel before the strangest sensation struck her—like she was being watched and seeing an oncoming danger hurtling toward her at the same time. Winland’s vision was drowned out by pulsing crimson light, and an intensely hot burst of magical energy shot through her entire body.

      Gritting her teeth, she staggered sideways against the wall of the tunnel and blinked furiously against the red in her vision.

      “Winland?” Hector’s voice sounded way too far away, but she felt him approaching her. “Winland, what’s wrong?”

      The red in her vision faded, and she stuck her hands into her jacket pockets because she knew they would be glowing with the Crimson Heart’s light that had momentarily drowned out everything else around her.

      I seriously hope the rest of me isn’t glowing too, or he’s gonna start asking way more questions than I’m prepared to answer.

      Hector’s hand came down gently on her shoulder, and the intensely hot magical energy filling her winked out. The sense of oncoming danger mixed with being watched disappeared, replaced with a feeling of calm and rightness. Like everything was okay.

      Like everything had been taken care of, and Winland didn’t have any reason to worry.

      Taking a few slow, deep breaths with her eyes closed, she nodded. “I’m okay.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” She opened her eyes and looked up at Hector’s blue-gray eyes focused on her in concern. “I think this is what burning two candles at both ends probably feels like.”

      “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, Hector. I’m good. Thanks. I just need a good night’s sleep. This thing with Erickson is…”

      “It’s been keeping you up.”

      “A little. Obviously.” Winland pushed herself away from the wall, and Hector slowly removed his hand from her shoulder before she nodded firmly. “But I’m good. Just a dizzy spell. I’ll be fine. And this tunnel is so damn long, right?”

      She forced a small laugh as they continued, but it probably didn’t sound very reassuring. Because she wasn’t all that reassured by anything right now.

      “Winland, if you need anything—”

      “I’ll let you know.” She flashed him a quick smile that felt more natural. It seemed to be good enough, because the wizard didn’t keep pushing. They must be close to the left-hand curve in the tunnel and the giant iron door waiting for them at the end, but she didn’t want to walk the rest of the way in silence. “You know, you really got me wondering when you said you were talking to some of the magicals on the planning committee. For the party.”

      Hector shot her a sly smile. “Wondering about what?”

      “Any chance they let slip a few secret details about what that party’s gonna look like? I get that we voted for it to be a surprise, but if I happen to be walking beside a wizard with a foot already in the door…”

      “Hmm. I can’t say they told me anything specific, but I can tell you what I saw…”

      The question did what she’d wanted it to. Hector launched into a detailed account of the partially constructed decorations he’d seen during his conversation with the party-planning committee. Winland didn’t really hear any of it. At this point, trying to focus on anything but that strange little warning burst from the Crimson Heart was impossible.

      After all the little nudges the kemana crystal had given her over the last few months—especially combined with the bizarre dreams she and Sarah were apparently sharing now—Winland could no longer ignore the warning signs. Something drastic and important always came after the Crimson Heart reached out through their connection, and she still had no idea what any of it meant or what she was supposed to know.

      Warning me of what? The tunnels? Talking to Erickson? Something else I’m not even a little bit aware of?

      It was strange that the Crimson Heart had immediately covered up that warning signal with a sense of peace and protective calm. Like the crystal had done something specifically, all on its own, to make sure Winland was okay.

      Even odder, when she’d first been blasted sideways by crimson light in her vision, it had felt like she was watching something happening through two different pairs of eyes. Winland had no idea what she was supposed to have seen.

      Or whose eyes she had been looking through alongside her own.
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      By the time Winland and Hector rounded that final bend in the tunnel, he’d explained everything he knew about what the next town party might entail. Fortunately, he didn’t leave any room for her to admit she hadn’t been listening when he ended his account with, “Not that any of that really means anything, of course. I’m sure we’ll both be incredibly surprised when all is revealed.”

      “Probably, yeah,” Winland muttered as the iron door came into view. “Thanks anyway.”

      “Of course.” He slowed beside her and leaned slightly toward her. “My offer to accompany you for this little chat still stands, Winland. Just so you know, you don’t have to do this alone.”

      The comment was so much like what  Sarah had told her many times before, and it snapped Winland from her muddled reservations. She grinned up at him and nodded. “Thanks. I know I don’t have to. But I have a feeling I won’t get what I need from him if I don’t go in alone. As far as I know, he still hasn’t said a word to anyone else.”

      “I understand. I’m happy to wait for you if you like.”

      “Not in the tunnel.” Frowning, Winland quickly looked over her shoulder before continuing forward. “I honestly have no idea how long this is going to take, and I’m sure you could find a lot more exciting things to do than sit here and wait for me.”

      “And none of them with you.”

      “Go enjoy the kemana, Hector. I’ll be fine. I know you’ll find me anyway when I least expect it.”

      They shared another laugh at that, and Winland reached for the iron door. “Besides, the second this door opens, you’ll probably wish you hadn’t walked me all the way down here in the first place. Right now, the jail smells like—”

      The iron door creaked and groaned all on its own before she had a chance to knock. The faint red glow from the enchanted lights inside the jail’s first door spilled into the tunnel, and Carmine the gnome peered out at them from the other side. His beady eyes squinted in suspicion.

      Hector took a few quick, tentative sniffs of the much colder air rushing into the tunnel. “Smells like a bag of trash that needs to be taken out.”

      Winland let herself smell the air too, and hummed in consideration. “It was a lot worse two days ago.”

      “That’s what y’all came all the way out here for?” Carmine asked, one of his gnarled hands gripping the outside of the iron door while the other wrapped firmly around his crooked walking stick. “To come smell the stink?”

      “No, Sheriff.” Winland nodded at him. “Though now that you mention it, how did you get things smelling so much…less awful?”

      The old gnome looked back and forth between the jail’s unexpected visitors before he wheezed a laugh. “Yeah, saying it’s better doesn’t actually fit the bill, now, does it? I tell you what, Elf. I can hold back damn near anything, and that includes smells.”

      “As in…you locked up the stink?”

      “Olfactory containment, thank you very much. But that ain’t what you’re here for. Said it yourself.”

      “Right.” Rolling her shoulders back, she tried to peer around the gnome to see anything inside the jail, though she already knew what was waiting for her. “Actually, I want to try another chat with…the prisoner in the back. If that’s all right with you.”

      Carmine shrugged and fixed his gaze unflinchingly on Hector. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Oh.” Hector chuckled and extended a hand toward the kemana’s new sheriff. “Hector Fang.”

      The gnome didn’t even look at the extended hand, just silently refused to shake it. “Where’d you come from?”

      “Minnesota.”

      “What city?”

      “St. Cloud.”

      “When’d you get into town?”

      “Carmine,” Winland started. “He’s—”

      “No, it’s okay,” Hector interrupted. “The sheriff’s just doing his job, and I have no problem answering his questions. I arrived with Winland two nights ago.”

      “With her? Riding the Elf’s coattails, is that it?”

      “Not in the slightest. She invited me.”

      The gnome’s wrinkled face practically caved in on itself when he sneered at the wizard. “And what the hell do you want coming all the way down here to my jail, wizard?”

      “I offered to walk her down here. For company.”

      “He’s a Custodian, Carmine,” Winland cut in. “If anything, he’s here to help. And I trust him.”

      The second it was out of her mouth, she knew it was true. She probably shouldn’t have said it for the first time in front of the kemana’s sheriff, who was so clearly trying to interrogate Hector Fang, but she couldn’t take it back now.

      I guess I do actually trust him. And at least I know that much.

      Hector didn’t seem to react to her statement, which probably meant he wasn’t all that surprised by it. Or he was skilled at hiding his reactions, which she knew to be true.

      Sheriff Carmine, however, didn’t look in the least bit impressed. “A Custodian, huh?”

      Hector dipped his head. “Yes, sir.”

      “Prove it.”

      For a moment, all three magicals stood in the doorway, staring at each other. Then Hector threw his head back for one of his deep-throated laughs.

      “Oh, sure.” Carmine snickered. “Funny when it’s coming from the guy asking the questions who ain’t you.”

      “I came here to see Winland to the front door of your jail, sheriff,” Hector replied calmly. “Not to prove myself to anyone. I’m sure her vouching for me should be enough.”

      “It’s got some weight, sure. But I’d like to see that proven for myself, if you don’t mind.”

      The wizard ignored Carmine’s comment and nodded at Winland. “I’ll see you later, then. Good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      Hector nodded at the old gnome as well, and even though he wasn’t wearing a hat, Winland could imagine him tipping it toward the much older magical fiercely scrutinizing him. “Sheriff.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      He turned and walked calmly back down the tunnel. Carmine squinted after him until the wizard turned the bend in the tunnel and disappeared.

      Once it was just Winland and the sheriff, the old gnome snorted. “He show you proof he’s a Custodian?”

      “Other than the fact that another Custodian from the very same order told me who he was and where to find him? That was enough for—Oh. Actually, yeah. I have Hector’s coin.”

      “You got a Custodian coin?”

      “Yeah.” She fished around in the right pocket of her long jacket where she’d placed the silver coin the day she’d finally found the Custodian it belonged to. But the coin wasn’t there. “Huh. Just a second…”

      Carmine smacked his lips. “No reason to keep up the charade, Elf. He’s gone, and I still ain’t convinced.”

      “No, I had it. It’s right…” When she found her left pocket was empty, too, Winland pulled it open to peer inside. “Huh. Must’ve fallen out at home or something.”

      “You even know how those coins work?”

      She let out a self-conscious laugh and shook her head. “I’m not a Custodian.”

      “Ha. That I believe.” He looked her up and down again, but all traces of his gruff scrutiny were gone. “So. Another little talk with that no-good, lowlife, traitor piece of scum called Erickson, right? Just checking to make sure I got the right prisoner in question.”

      Winland nodded. “That’s the one.”

      “Thought so. Come on in.”

      As the old gnome turned to let her enter, she looked over her shoulder one more time. She almost expected another warning shove, a burst of red light, a shock of magical energy, or an unexpected emotional surge from the Crimson Heart again. She hadn’t been able to shake that feeling of being watched, which was impossible. No one else was there.

      She knew that this talk with Erickson was the next step right in front of her. It might not have anything to do with the warrior witch or finding her mom, but it was about how Winland could do more to keep her town and this entire community safe. The rest would have to wait.

      Setting her jaw, she bit the proverbial bullet and walked through the massive iron doorway to follow Sheriff Carmine inside.
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      While most of the kemana had become almost unrecognizable in the last two days, the kemana jail hadn’t changed much. Except, of course, the fact that Winland no longer felt like she was going to vomit any time she accidentally breathed through her nose. Now that she didn’t have to worry about the stench of rotting garbage—which Carmine declared came from the burgundy-haired witch named Lulu Handle—it was a lot easier to take in the details of what the jail had become.

      The same enchanted red lights lit up the jail’s entry room. The only other change the sheriff had made was setting a small desk and chair against the far wall beside a metal filing cabinet that likely held Carmine’s personal effects. Beside that was a small, thin pallet on the floor, complete with a tidy set of bedsheets and a pillow. The lamp on the desk was on, giving just enough light to see the personalized space, most of the door they’d come in through, and half of the second door on their left that led into the actual jail cells.

      As Carmine cranked that door’s handle and the room filled with the groan of rusty metal and the creak of the giant slab of iron scraping across the floor, Winland stared at the desk and bed pallet. “Have you been sleeping down here?”

      “That’s what beds are for, Elf.”

      “Carmine, I’m sorry if you got the impression that serving as active sheriff here means you can’t actually leave the jail. Wouldn’t you prefer a new home in the actual kemana?”

      “I have one.” The old gnome grunted as he tugged on the door, which finally gave way by another few inches. With a sigh, he clacked the butt of his walking stick against the stone floor and waved her after him. “But until I get a couple deputies cycling shifts in here, I’m the one’s gotta stay.”

      “Deputies?”

      “Fine. Volunteers. Come on.”

      Yeah. We need to get this guy a few volunteers. And maybe a room divider or at least a curtain or something.

      The next room through the door, where Erickson’s three hired criminals were being held, was better lit than it had been two days ago too. The electric-blue glow from the magical bars of three cells still gave off most of the light, but now enchanted lanterns floated below the ceiling as well. The extra light helped to not make the entire holding room not feel so creepily foreboding.

      “Ooh, Hughie,” Lulu called from her cell. “Lookie who came back for a little more fun.” The burgundy-haired witch sat on the floor against the far wall, her legs crossed beneath her and her ratty hair more mussed than before. Her dark eyes gleamed at Winland from between the glowing bars of her magical cage.

      In the middle cell, the tattooed dwarf Hughie paced back and forth, the glow from his cell bars casting enormous shadows across the wall behind him. He stared at Winland too. “Just don’t know when to call it quits, huh, Light Elf?”

      Winland ignored them and followed Carmine across the room. The gnome performed a minor spell on the last door, and she had to stand and wait. She turned around to face the prisoners who thought it would be fun to taunt her. No doubt, their attempts to rile the new sheriff hadn’t panned out for them the way they’d wanted.

      “Whatever you want from that sonofabitch in there, you’re not gonna get it,” Hughie assured her.

      The Wood Elf in the canary-yellow winter jacket called from the farthest cell, “Take it from us. Asshole hasn’t even paid us what we’re owed yet. And he promised.”

      “Are you really gonna keep talking about your damned payment?” Carmine spat when he finished his spell on the door. “You’re locked up in jail, jackass. Money won’t help you anyway.”

      “It’s the principle of it, you old coot—”

      “You wanna talk principle with me, Elf?” Carmine spun away from the door and slammed the butt of his walking stick against the floor with an echoing crack. The same electric-blue light fueling all the magical jail cells burst from the tip of the stick, momentarily brightening the prisoners’ worn, haggard, dirt-smeared faces. “I’m starting to think you have no idea what that word even means.”

      “I know what it means,” Critch muttered before slinking away from the bars of his cell. “Asshole.”

      Lulu and Hughie hadn’t flinched at the sheriff’s magical threat. They both still stared at Winland, and Hughie stopped pacing to approach the bars of his cage. He looked her up and down, leering. “What’d he promise you, huh? You trying to make some kinda deal?”

      “All right. That’s enough,” Carmine grumbled.

      “’Cause whatever it is, Elf, when it’s time, the wizard’s not paying up,” the dwarf added with a dark chuckle. “You think we don’t know who he is? What he did to his own kind? How much you wanna bet trading those lists of names was the last deal that prick ever made good on?”

      “I said enough!” Carmine didn’t even have to move his walking stick this time. The blue light flashed at the tip of it, making the crackling lines of magical bars around Hughie’s cell explode with a blinding flash. The dwarf was zapped with a massive bolt of electric-blue energy that sent him staggering backward until he crashed into the far wall. “Nobody’s talking to any of y’all. So keep your damn mouths shut.”

      Lulu hissed back but didn’t move from where she sat cross-legged on the floor.

      Winland eyed each of the prisoners in turn but didn’t say a word. These are lifelong criminals. They’ve made names for themselves out east, and they came all the way here with Erickson knowing who he is and what he’s done. How much did he promise to pay them?

      The final door let out a deep, echoing metallic click before groaning and rumbling open. Carmine nodded for Winland to step inside. “I’m guessing you want the room again, right?”

      “If that works for you.”

      “Uh-huh. Just know I got eyes on that room, same as the other two. Conversation’s private, but I can’t go blind while you’re in there with him. You understand.”

      “What did he do to earn all the extra security?”

      “You mean blasting through those wards and getting himself locked up in here ain’t enough?” The sheriff snorted. “Hasn’t said or done a thing since the last time you dropped by. But I’m still the one making the rules, Elf. Now I’m gonna take my lunch in the front. Knock when you’re done.”

      Winland nodded, and Carmine clicked his walking stick against the stone floor again. The massive iron door closed all on its own.

      This room was slightly smaller than the previous one. Another enchanted lantern had been added here, too, which made the crackling blue energy forming the cell bars look more washed out than the last time Winland was here.

      On the other side of those bars, Joziah Erickson looked more washed out too. Or maybe that was because this time, Winland knew who he was and that she’d find him still there.

      She gave herself a moment to stand just inside the door, partly to see what Erickson would do and partly to let her vision adjust to the semi-darkness. While she was here, she didn’t want to miss a single thing. Sometimes, more could be revealed by how a person visibly reacted than by anything they did or didn’t say.

      Eyes open. Nothing’s too small to mean something if it makes sense. At least the big surprise is over, and he won’t catch me with my guard down twice.

      Erickson sat against the back wall of his cell, his knees lifted and bent and his forearms resting on them like he was taking a break in the middle of a long day of manual work. His brown eyes looked like pits in the darkness, occasionally reflecting the blue glow of his cell when he looked Winland up and down. His voice was low and gravelly when he spoke, but he didn’t sound nearly as insane as he had during her last visit.

      “There’s a chair against the far wall. I’m pretty sure the old man put it there for you.”

      She blinked in surprise. That’s really the first thing he wants to say to me?

      She pulled herself together to remain as impassive-looking as possible. “I didn’t tell him I’d be coming back.”

      “You didn’t have to.” A tiny smirk crawled across Erickson’s lips. “We both knew you would.”

      “Oh yeah? And how were you so sure of that?”

      “Because you just can’t help yourself, Winland.” The wizard snickered and pulled his head forward away from the stone wall. “That’s always been your problem, right? You just…can’t…help yourself.”

      She stared at him for a moment longer before moving toward the back wall of the room where there was, in fact, a folding metal chair propped up against the stone. He’s just trying to rattle your cage again, Win. And your job is to keep him talking.

      She brought the chair closer to Erickson’s cell, casually unfolded it, and sat on the cold metal seat halfway between the sizzling blue bars of light and the far wall. At that moment, staring at the wizard she’d known was coming after them since before she’d taken the Oriceran refugees from Washington, DC, Winland didn’t know where she was supposed to start.

      Another cryptic saying of her dad’s crept back into her mind. “The best place to start is usually with the truth. Even better if it’s the truth you know but they don’t.”

      It wasn’t about sharing secrets or trying to mess with Erickson’s head the way he’d messed with hers the last time. It was about making sure he knew she was serious.

      Thanks for the lessons, Dad. A hundred and fifty years later…

      Winland didn’t once look away from the dark, glittering eyes staring back at her. “As I’m pretty sure you noticed, I did not expect to see you here behind those bars the last time we talked.”

      Erickson chuckled. “Wish I could say the same.”

      “No, you don’t. But this time, Joziah, I’m sticking around until I feel like we’ve gotten as close to being on the same page as we’re ever going to get, understand? For as long as it takes.”

      The fact that he grimaced when she’d said his first name wasn’t lost on her. If she had to use that particular sore spot of his to get what she needed from him, she would.

      Erickson held her gaze for a long time after that, breathing slowly through his nose. He shrugged and removed his arms from his knees to let them dangle at his sides. “It’s your time, Winland. I’m clearly not running out of it in here.”

      “But you might be running out of time to get out of here.”

      Erickson’s right eye twitched, and that was the only reaction she was going to get right now. It was a reaction, though.

      “And before you ask, yes. I do have the ability to get you out. But not until I’m convinced that letting you back out into the world with a slap on the wrist is a better option than leaving you in here to rot. Which is probably what will happen. Sheriff Carmine built himself a bedroom in the front of this jail. He’s not going anywhere anytime soon. Neither are you if we don’t get whatever this is squared away. And I don’t have the time or the patience to sit here through all the head games you had so much fun with last time. If I feel like that’s where this is headed, I’m walking out that door.”

      Erickson glanced at the door in question, and he looked like a child trying to figure out how to fight or argue or sneak his way out of a situation. The likeness disappeared when he let out another low chuckle. “What if I don’t want to leave?”

      “Please. Nobody’s endgame is ever the inside of a jail cell. Especially not one like this. Of course, it’s nothing like Trevilson, but seeing as the organization responsible for sending magicals on Earth to Oriceran’s prison was torn apart from the inside out…” Winland spread her arms. “This is probably as good as it’s going to get for you.”

      She knew before she finished that she’d timed that one perfectly. Erickson’s eyelids had fluttered at her allusion to the Silver Griffins, which meant that he at least still felt something for all the witch and wizard colleagues he’d betrayed just to end up here in a jail cell. Now he knew that the day they’d briefly fought each other in an alley of a random town was the day everyone had learned who was responsible for betraying the Silver Griffins.

      Keep going, Win. You haven’t told him anything you both don’t know.

      “So now let’s talk about what you actually do want, Joziah,” she continued. “Starting with why you came all the way out to Arkansas.”

      Again, he clenched his jaw and grimaced at the use of his first name, but he quickly reverted to his expression of forced apathy. He clicked his tongue. “I assumed that was perfectly obvious.”

      “You’re hunting.”

      “I’m hunting.” The spiteful, partially amused sneer curling his lips made her want to toss a fireball through the magical bars of that cell and peg him squarely in the face with it.

      “How long had you been snooping around out there before you and your friends broke through the wards?”

      “A little over three weeks.” Erickson lifted his chin in defiance. “And no one had a goddamn clue I was there. Stayed in one of those conveniently abandoned cabins out in the woods and circled the wards every single day, trying to find a way in. And when I saw even more of you treacherous wretches making their way inside, thinking they were all safe and tucked away from everyone, there was no way I wasn’t getting in. Eventually.”

      Holy shit, that was the easiest confession in the history of confessions. And it has nothing to do with me. He’s actually proud of himself. Keep going.

      “Three weeks is a really long time to sleep in a musty old cabin and circle the wards.” Winland sat back in her chair and folded her arms. “Long days too. I used to make those same rounds every day myself.”

      After a long, heavy sigh, the wizard shook his head. “Just more time to build up the right kind of motivation.”

      “Why’d you wait so long to try breaking in?”

      “I didn’t. Threw everything I had at those damn wards. Did you know they’re weakest at the northernmost point by the kemana? Or at least that’s where they gave up the least resistance. I’m guessing you already knew that’s where we broke through.”

      Winland pressed her lips together and tried to look unconcerned about the whole thing. Northernmost point. He was pounding away at the northern wards every day, even before I’d left. That’s what the crystal was trying to point me toward the whole time, and I thought it was fucking encouragement to go to Minnesota…

      She wanted so badly to wash the sour taste suddenly filling her mouth, but she had work to do here first.

      “Of course I already knew,” she answered rigidly. “Tell me how you did it.”

      “Ha! You really thought you were safe, didn’t you?”

      For a long moment, she stared back at him. She glanced at the door. “That sounds a little like trying to play head games. Is that what you’re doing, Joziah—”

      The wizard hissed and spun away from the bars. “Stop calling me that!”

      “Why? That’s your name, isn’t it?”

      “A name I never wanted,” he spat. “A name ties you to your place. And that name isn’t who I am.”

      Winland frowned. I’d never heard anybody call him anything but Erickson, but Dad always used his first name. Leave it to the old Fixer to know just about everything the rest of the world doesn’t, but this is interesting.

      “What’s wrong with the name your mother gave you?”

      Erickson tilted his head and fixed her with another off-putting smile. “My mother was…confused. Thought it would be cute to name her son after her favorite Wood Elf composer from the sixteen hundreds. What a coincidence that the very first magical I took to Trevilson just so happened to share that name with both of us.”

      For a moment, she had no idea what to say to that. The wizard never used his first name because it was the same name as his first prisoner? Talk about sitting on his high horse.

      She raised an eyebrow and folded her arms. “I’m not sure I buy that story.”

      “Well, that’s the story you get.”

      “Fine. Go ahead and tell me the story of how you broke through those wards, then. I care a lot more about that one.”

      With an irritated hiss, the wizard rolled his eyes. “We used a breaching spell. Usually only takes two to cast, but I brought in the dwarf and the Wood Elf as extra battery power, just in case. Most of it, I’m guessing, was through sheer concentration of destructive magic on a single point.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him and tilted her head. “You made a battering ram.”

      “I made a battering ram.” He spread his arms and grinned. “That’s it.”

      That’s good to know. I bet Carmine knows something about putting a little extra armor on those wards for the future. Or something else just as good.

      Still, the fact that Erickson was giving all this information up so quickly and easily didn’t sit right with her. Winland knew he wasn’t lying, but she couldn’t figure out why.

      “You know, for a wizard who says he doesn’t want to leave this place, you’re being really generous with the details.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I didn’t say thank you, Joziah.” She leaned forward in the metal chair and propped her forearms on her thighs. “I want to know why.”

      “Why I’m being such a model citizen and cooperating so well while you play magical detective?” He snorted. “Because you haven’t asked the question you actually want to ask me, Winland. I figured we’d cut through all the bullshit just to get to that part a little faster. I hope that’s okay.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Erickson’s upper lip twitched before peeling away into a smaller, tamer version of the lunatic’s grin he’d fixed her with during their last little meeting. “Sure you do.”

      “Okay.” Winland stood abruptly from the metal chair and headed for the door. She didn’t bother to put it back against the wall. It wasn’t like anyone else was going to be in here to use it.  “You still wanna play games. Fine. Have fun playing all by yourself—”

      “‘Why me?’” Erickson hissed. “That’s your question, Winland Underwood. ‘Why this place? Why these magicals, of all the ones on that list? Why did he track my magic? Why does this whole thing feel so personal?’”

      She’d raised her hand to knock on the iron door, but he hit a bullseye with that last one. It was the thing she wanted to know before deciding what the magicals of East Calico Rock were going to do with their first hunter problem.

      Why did this whole thing feel so personal?

      She stood facing the door, debating whether or not to keep playing hardball with this damn wizard. He’d been so eager to tell her everything, to give her all the tiny details of the when, where, and how. He’d probably be even more keen to spill it all if she left him in here for another few days without any word as to whether or not she would come back.

      But then I’d have to wait a few days too. And with everything else going on, I don’t know if I can handle that.

      She turned to face the glowing blue jail cell one more time.

      Erickson was on his feet now, his face illuminated by the sparking, hissing blue bars. The shadows dancing across his features made him appear gaunt and crazed. He also seemed deadly serious.

      He looked like he wanted to give Winland his reasons as much as she wanted to hear them.

      “So you know the questions.” She shrugged. “I want the answers.”

      “Of course you do.” The wizard took another step so he was standing right behind the bars. “I didn’t just pick you by random, Winland. Maybe you’d like to sit back down for a little story time.”

      “As long as you stick to the point.”

      “Oh, I’m getting there. Trust me.” His dark eyes glinted as he watched her cross the room again to sit back down in the metal chair. If the bars of his jail cell weren’t made from volatile magic that would blast him back against the wall at the slightest touch, she was sure Erickson would have wrapped his hands around those bars to peer a little more closely at her while he started the story he’d clearly been dying to share with someone.

      Not just anyone, though. He’s been wanting to tell me. Like I’d actually have a clue what he’s talking about.

      Winland crossed her legs and folded her hands on top of her thighs. She raised her eyebrows. “So tell me a story.”

      Erickson snickered and stepped back away from the bars. “Actions have consequences. Your father taught you that. I learned it through half a century spent cleaning up the consequences of everyone else’s actions. Sometimes even tacking on a few new ones if some bull-headed magical didn’t want to learn their lesson well enough the first time around. Rhazdon’s actions had consequences. So did her followers’.”

      “I already know you’re trying to come after descendants of Rhazdon’s followers,” Winland interjected. “Lots of people are. And I know for a fact that there isn’t a single magical in this town who deserves to be punished for what their ancestors did eight hundred years ago.”

      “Everyone hears the stories about the great war and all the terrible things Rhazdon’s dark army did. How so many regular magicals turned against their own to follow the head honcho at the time. Whether they believed in the recognition and respect Rhazdon sought or just figured they’d be safer joining what they assumed would be the winning side. I don’t give a shit about any of that.”

      She slowly tilted her head. “Then what do you—”

      “Actions, Winland!” he snapped. “Actions and fucking consequences.” He sneered at her from between the bars, then tossed his hands in the air and started pacing across his cell again like he was onstage as the featured motivational speaker. “I know, I know. You want more specifics. So let’s get specific. One of Rhazdon’s followers had a particular knack for curses. How do I know that? No, I wasn’t there. But there are stories. There are historical records the Silver Griffins have had access to—had access to for thousands of years. And there’s anecdotal evidence, of course.”

      Winland watched the guy stalk back and forth on the other side of the bars. Shit, he’s acting like he’s the one interrogating me instead of the other way around.

      But she let him speak. She wanted Joziah Erickson to talk as much as he liked about why he was here and why he’d tracked her down specifically. If he hadn’t lost his mind already, maybe she’d learn something in this soliloquy that actually made sense.

      “Under Rhazdon’s orders, this magical laid several curses. Indiscriminately, of course. I hear dark magicals prefer the random selection of their victims, at least most of the time. Horrible curses. Now, we all know about the Dark Families having transformed magicals and humans against their will to build up their army. Everybody always looks at what’s right there on the surface!” Erickson smacked a fist into his opposite palm, then looked sharply at Winland and wagged a finger at her. “Beyond that, few people ever actually want to dig deeper. To look behind the curtain. They should. Because so many more actions just keep continuing, over and over, without any consequences.”

      Okay, maybe I was too late. I think he’s already lost his mind.

      “These curses, though, they went far beneath the surface. Meant to destroy lives from the inside out instead of through the vulgar means of regular warfare. Cursing entire families. Crippling their magic. Turning brother against brother. Hiding away for generations until one day, a great-grandchild who was never a part of any conflict whatsoever gets swept away in the turmoil without ever even knowing why. With no way to stop it. All because one of Rhazdon’s followers eight hundred years ago decided to have a little fun with laying curses that wouldn’t manifest for centuries. That’s how you cripple people, Winland. You let them think they’re safe, and when they’ve forgotten all about what it was like to even suspect danger, that’s when the most damage is done. Do you understand?”

      “I understand what you’ve told me,” she replied carefully. “But I don’t see what this has anything to do with me.”

      He stopped pacing to shoot her an eerily spiteful grin. “You will. I’m far from finished.”
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      She couldn’t guess what Erickson could possibly tell her next in his diatribe on ‘actions and consequences,’ but Winland had already sat through this much of it. She knew there was more. The crazed, rambling wizard resumed pacing across his jail cell, and, of course, his rant continued.

      Just like she’d known it would.

      “I can’t speak for all the victims of curses like those. I’m sure there are hundreds more. Thousands, even, when the ripples are allowed to spread who-knows-how-far over time.” He ran a hand slowly through his dark hair, then lifted a finger. “But I can speak for one. Ronda Balcom. Only a hundred and forty-three. Hair like a field of wheat blowing in the wind, and her eyes were the brown of the earth beneath it. Healthy. Vibrant. Brilliant. And she never backed down from a fight. Not even from the very last one, which she had no chance of winning.”

      Winland swallowed but didn’t say a word. Of course it’s a revenge thing. But all this just for one magical?

      “Even from before she was born, Ronda Balcom was fated to lose that final fight. Cursed to lose it.” Erickson’s voice had dropped into something barely above a whisper, and when he looked through the bars of his cage again, he wore so much pain and sadness that he was almost unrecognizable. “You’re starting to understand now, Winland, aren’t you?”

      “Starting to, yeah.” She nodded. “And hoping you have more.”

      He scoffed. “There’s always more. For those of us still here, anyway. Those of us left behind. This time last year, we were supposed to be getting married. Had everything planned out down to the fucking napkin. But Ronda never had a chance. We knew that long before the end, but that didn’t stop us from making plans. You’ve probably figured out by now that those plans never had a chance either.”

      The wizard paused, facing the back wall of his cell. He propped himself up with a hand against the wall and hung his head. He stood like that for so long that Winland couldn’t help but try to get through to him.

      “Joziah, I am so sorry about Ronda. Nobody deserves that. Not her, not you, not anyone. But that doesn’t change—”

      “I’m not finished!” he roared without moving a muscle.

      Winland glanced at the huge iron door keeping her and Erickson separated in this room from everything else around them, but she waited. He can’t do anything from behind bars like that. And we’re actually getting somewhere now, so sit tight and see this through.

      Erickson continued in a low growl, “What she deserved was to have a fighting chance. She deserved to have everyone around her rallying to her side, fighting for her, like she’d rallied and fought for them for decades. She gave her entire life to the Silver Griffins. We both did. And they didn’t lift a finger for her. They wouldn’t even try. There was…‘nothing they could do.’”

      “Is that why you sold them out?” Winland muttered.

      A tight, bitter laugh escaped him, and he turned again to face her. “Well, it made it easier for me. They deserved it. But toppling that pillar of justice from the inside out was a bonus. I did what I had to do to get that list. All your names, bundled up so nicely and neatly together on a few measly sheets of paper.”

      “We’re not names on a list, Joziah. The magicals here have families. They have lives. They’ve lost way more than they ever should have had to endure, just like you. Taking it out on them won’t change a thing about what you’ve been through, and it won’t make you feel better.”

      “No. Probably not.” The wizard nodded slowly, his crazed smile fading by the second. “But it will be right. It will be what so many other people in future generations deserve to have done for them because nobody else gives two shits about stepping up to do the right thing anymore.”

      No fucking way. He actually thinks he’s got a righteous cause on his hands.

      She chose her words carefully because they were on the cusp of getting to the actual point. She felt it in the air. “So this isn’t just about Ronda. You’re trying to do the right thing.”

      “Don’t insult me by throwing my own words back at me to convince me you’re paying attention, Winland. It is the right thing. Deep down, you know that too.”

      “Going after hundreds of innocent magicals because your fiancée was killed by an old family curse? No, Joziah. I can’t say I would call that the right thing.”

      “Please.” He snorted and started pacing again. “None of you are innocent. Every single one of you knows that, and you’re either lying to the rest of the world or you’re lying to yourselves. It’s interesting, though, that you’d mention families so many times, and so flippantly, too. Like they’re just some…” Erickson flittered a hand through the air in front of his face. “…some ethereal thing that can’t be seen or touched. They’re not.”

      “Well, there, you and I can agree.”

      “Then you’ll love this next part.” The wizard stalked slowly toward the bars of his cell again and tilted his head to study her from head to toe. “Those magicals eight hundred years ago who turned against their own to follow Rhazdon were never innocent. They couldn’t help themselves. They were drawn to the things no one should ever be allowed to do. They thought their actions wouldn’t have consequences, but they did. They always do. Those who came from them, these innocent refugees you keep going on about? They’re not innocent, either. That was the last thing Ronda taught me. She was never a part of Rhazdon’s war, but her great-grandfather was. He carried that curse. Passed it on. Three generations later, that curse finally hit its target. And the whole time, she knew how this worked. It took me a long time to figure out that when she told me it’s in the blood, she wasn’t just talking about herself. She wasn’t talking about her mother, or her grandfather, or her great-grandfather. She was talking about all of you. You and all your so-called ‘refugees,’ Winland, and you’re all the same.”

      She stared at him, trying to figure out where this was going. “We’re all just trying to live out our lives the best way we know how. Without constantly looking over our shoulders—”

      “And you should know by now that just isn’t possible!” he bellowed, stabbing a finger at her behind the glowing blue bars. “You’re not listening to me, Winland. It’s in the blood. All the ancestors of all these traitors you’re trying to protect had it in theirs too. It made them monsters! You’re all monsters! And the consequences of their actions, and their children’s actions, and their grandchildren’s actions will keep rippling further and further into everyone else’s lives if somebody doesn’t do something about it! Somebody should have done something about it eight hundred years ago before Rhazdon made her indelible mark, but no one did. As a result, hundreds of thousands of magicals have suffered. Are still suffering. They’ll pass that suffering on to all the generations after them, and it has to stop!” He paused to take a few deep breaths. When he continued, his voice had fallen back into a calm, low growl. “You and I agreed on this, Winland, because like you, like your family, they just…can’t…help themselves.”

      By the time he finished his rant, Winland thought she’d heard what she’d stepped into this jail to hear. Erickson was so twisted by the grief of losing his fiancée that he thought taking it out on the descendants of Rhazdon’s followers would right some massive wrong in the world. After all, if a curse could lay dormant in Ronda Balcom’s bloodline for so many generations, why couldn’t a hunger for dark magic do the same? At least, that was his reasoning, and he’d delivered it perfectly.

      She actually felt sorry for him. At the same time, she couldn’t leave that room without speaking her mind, without at least trying to help Erickson see that the stakes, the actions, and the consequences weren’t the same for everyone across the board.

      That she wasn’t anything like her grandfather, who had hungered for the kind of dark magic that had eventually killed Ronda Balcom.

      That the ends did not justify the means.

      She couldn’t have known that the better choice would have been to leave the conversation where Erickson had ended it and move on from there.

      Trying not to clench her fists, she stood and nodded. “I understand where you’re coming from, Joziah. Thanks for that.”

      He sneered back at her and said nothing.

      “I also understand that you really, honestly, deeply believe what you’re doing is the right thing. Maybe even the only right thing. But the rest of the world isn’t going to see it that way.”

      “Then the rest of the world should take a good, hard look at what’s really going on first.” Erickson sneered at her and clicked his tongue. “Maybe you should start with yourself. Your name is on that list with all the rest of them.”

      “I know it is. I know I had family fighting for Rhazdon in her war. I know my ancestors did terrible things. That does not mean I’m anything like them.”

      “And that’s the lie nobody ever wants to dig deep enough to find.”

      She stepped closer to his cell and gazed into his dark eyes. They glittered with the reflection from the sparking, electric-blue magical bars. “Say you’re right. Say the darkness really is ‘in the blood’ like that curse was in Ronda’s. Every single one of these refugees I brought here to keep safe because they are innocent still has another half to them. A good side. Sure, some of them were unfortunate enough to have both of their parents fighting on Rhazdon’s side of things, but that’s a very low number. They’ve suffered enough already just knowing that about themselves, and they haven’t done anything to prove your point. You were a Silver Griffin. You should know how justice only works based on actions someone has already taken. Not what they might do. Ronda was murdered for something someone else did, and she never saw it coming. If you had actually succeeded in punishing any of the refugees here in this town or this kemana, how are you any different from the magical who cursed her family?”

      Erickson bit down on his lower lip and grimaced. “It has to stop somewhere. The difference, Winland, is that I’m the only one with nothing left to lose.”

      Damn. It’s gonna be seriously impossible to try reasoning with this guy, isn’t it?

      She nodded slowly and forced herself to hold his gaze. “I can see that. The rest of these magicals, though? They still have plenty left to lose, and you didn’t give them a chance. Just like the Silver Griffins you used to call family didn’t want to help you and Ronda. Right?”

      Now he glared at her, his eyes brimming with a ferocious hatred, and another tiny flicker of a sneer rippled across his upper lip.

      “You haven’t seen the town or what these people are capable of,” Winland continued. “And I can tell you right now that it’s so much more than what’s in the blood, Joziah. I get it. Let’s look at another example, right? Me. Sure, I had family fighting for Rhazdon, but you know who my father is. You’ve worked with Turner. That’s a different family. Completely different blood. Completely different way of life. I know you know that. And while I didn’t know him, I do know that I am nothing like my grandfather. Meaning I won’t stand by and—”

      Erickson interrupted her with a sharp, piercing bark of laughter. The wizard fell into a fit of cackling laughter, spit flying from his lips.

      “Your what? Your grandfather?” He spun away from her to laugh some more, then whirled again and almost threw himself against the electrifying bars of his cage. He still had the presence of mind to stop himself before that happened, but in every other way, he looked as insane. “This whole time, you thought I’d come all this way because of something your grandfather did? Oh, come on!”

      “You think he’s the one who cursed Ronda’s family, right? That’s why you came after me specifically. You want to make my family pay for the loss of the family you didn’t get to have.”

      “At least you understood half of what I’m telling you. Way to put two and two together, Winland. You’re just so smart, aren’t you?” The wizard clenched his fists and shook them like a small child giddy with excitement. “Of course I’m coming after you for what your family did. But I don’t give a rat’s flying ass about your grandfather, girl. I’m talking about your mommy!”

      Winland’s blood ran cold. For a second, she couldn’t hear anything or see anything or even breathe. Then Erickson’s leering face—shadows dancing across his cheekbones and the glint of the cell bars in his blackened eyes—returned to her vision, and she somehow managed to whisper, “Now I know you’ve really lost your mind.”

      He leaned away from her and broke into an enormous grin, and he stared at her in a different light. His dark chuckle knocked around inside Winland’s head. “Oh… You had no idea, did you? Winland Underwood, the old Fixer’s daughter, running around without a clue that her sweet witch of a mommy followed right in her own daddy’s footsteps. And Rhazdon’s.”

      She could hardly find her voice. “You’re lying.”

      “I have no reason to lie to you. Not now. Not after we’ve shared so much with each other. I have to tell you how disappointed I was when I went looking for her and learned she was dead.”

      The whole time he spewed words at her, Winland tried to force her body to move, but it wouldn’t listen.

      “You know what we all called her, right? Turner Underwood’s favorite. Mother of his first and oldest.” Erickson laughed again. “If I’d been the one to kill her, maybe you and I wouldn’t be in this shitty little pickle together. Now it’s all on you.”

      The shock of the deepest, most debilitating thread the wizard had pulled finally shattered and fell away, and she was in control of herself again—or at least enough control not to cave to her previous urges of sending her own magic through his sneering face.

      “You’re never getting out of here.” Gritting her teeth, Winland whirled toward the closed iron door and half-stumbled, half-leapt toward it. Her fist pounded over and over against the cold, hard, rust-stained metal.

      Even above the pounding noise, Erickson’s voice followed her.

      “Aw, come on, Winland! This is what you wanted! We’re on the same fucking page now, aren’t we?”

      She didn’t stop knocking even when the door began to swing open with a rumbling groan. She had to physically shove it open the rest of the way. Red light blistered around her hands as she did so, and the uneven stone floor of the next holding room cracked away before the door swung violently open and boomed against the wall.

      Still sitting on the floor of her cell, Lulu fell into a fit of her own wild, cackling laughter.

      “Oh shit!” Hughie shouted as he approached the bars of his cell again to watch her storm across the room. “Didn’t get the kinda deal you were looking for, huh?”

      “I told you,” Critch hissed. “He’s a fucking liar. Whatever he says, he’s never gonna follow through with—”

      “Man, shut up about the damn money!”

      Winland hardly heard them as she stormed toward the door leading into the jail’s front room. Before she could reach that door, though, it opened to reveal Carmine standing right there in the doorway with wide eyes. He took one glance at her crimson-glowing hands and staggered backward to let her through. “What the hell did you do to him, Elf?”

      “I didn’t touch him.”

      “No shit. With hands like that, you wouldn’t have to.”

      “He’s fine.” She stormed across the front room, away from the old gnome’s little desk and chair and bed pallet where he slept at night, thinking he was doing everybody a service by keeping these criminals locked up.

      By keeping them alive.

      “Then what the hell did he do to you?” Carmine shouted after her.

      “He pissed me off!” At the final iron door to the tunnels and the rest of the kemana, Winland reached for the heavy metal handle. Her fingers never touched it, but the crimson magic flaring around her hands did. A violent bolt of it shot to the door handle and slammed it down with a metallic squeal, and the door flew open on its own to bang against the wall like the last one. “Nobody talks to that fucking wizard, Sheriff. Got it?”

      Carmine’s mouth popped open for a response, but before he could get out a single word, the door flashed with crimson light and slammed itself shut in his face.
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      Winland raced down the tunnel, her hands strobing with red light and a blazing heat burning away at every cell of her body. That only made her run faster. She couldn’t think about what she’d just heard or what she was supposed to do now.

      I have to get out of here. It’s too damn hot. I have to get up top!

      That was the only thing she would let herself think as she barreled down the tunnel and eventually spilled out into the kemana’s main cavern. The rushing in her ears drowned out the roar of noise coming from the kemana and all the magicals there who’d chosen to make it their new home. There were so many of them rushing around, laughing, greeting each other, working together and with their magic to build and improve and enjoy the fruits of their labors. So many smiling faces…too many.

      Winland couldn’t look at any of them as she staggered into the main space of the kemana cavern. It was more open, but it still wasn’t enough.

      I have to get out now!

      She hurried across the kemana, too confused and furious and reeling to notice other magicals calling out to her in greeting or heading her way. She bumped roughly into a shifter woman carrying an armful of something and muttered a quick “Sorry.”

      The only thing she could think about was that she had to get outside, up to the surface and the cold air and the space aboveground. She felt like she was about to pass out, or maybe explode. If she opened the dam on her emotions right here in front of everybody, she had no idea what might happen to the dam of her magic—and the Crimson Heart’s magic.

      She saw the widened archway leading from the kemana proper to the spiral staircase that would take her up to the surface. It was the only thing she could focus on, and she pushed herself to run faster through the milling crowd of smiling magicals.

      “Winland! Hey!”

      She didn’t instantly recognize the voice, but her mind immediately turned to Hector. Of course it was Hector. He followed her everywhere.

      She knew he was only trying to help, but she couldn’t stop now. She couldn’t bring herself to turn around and look at him to tell him now was not the time.

      “Winland?” The wizard had made it to her side anyway, and though she couldn’t look at him, she felt his curious smile grazing the side of her face. “I honestly thought you’d be in there a little longer—”

      “Not now, Hector,” she murmured.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “No. It’s not.”

      “Oh.” He blinked in surprise but kept up beside her just the same. “Well, would you like to talk—”

      “No. I can’t right now. I… I need space and air, okay? Sorry.”

      That seemed to get the point across, and Hector Fang was suddenly no longer at her side.

      That brought her only a little relief, but it was mixed with regret because she knew he’d end up asking her about it later, and she’d have to tell him something.

      What am I supposed to say? That the ex-Silver Griffin who wants to kill us just told me my mom fought for Rhazdon and killed his fiancée with a curse? What the hell is happening right now?
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        * * *

      

      Jared Heartman had been looking forward to going down to the kemana to deliver the supplies from town that the party-planning committee had asked him to bring. It was a chance to get out of East Calico Rock’s town center and move around a little more. Since the cold had set in for winter, he’d been spending most of his time in the library instead of in the community garden, where he preferred to be.

      Now that the co-op had three giant climate-controlled domes covering the large gardening spaces for growing more of the town’s crops, he could have gone back to the garden if he’d wanted, but working in the dirt with his hands under a magical green umbrella wasn’t the same as doing it under an open sky with the sun warming his back.

      Once he made it to the bottom of the kemana, though, he wondered if maybe he shouldn’t have sent someone else to bring the supplies to the planning committee. Too many people were down here for Jared’s liking, and he hadn’t made it halfway across the kemana before he missed the quiet and the solitude of the town library.

      “Jared! Hi!” A witch with short curly blonde hair who’d been at the town meeting and potluck last night approached him with a dazzling grin. “You’re early.”

      “Hey.” He frowned at her, trying to remember the name that went along with the face, but he couldn’t bring it to mind.

      The witch laughed, her blue eyes sparkling. “Dez. My name’s Dez.”

      “Right. Sorry. You told me last night when we talked, but I—”

      “Totally fine. There are a lot of new faces around here. Nobody can blame you for not remembering all of them.” After fixing him with an appraising smile that made him wonder how much longer it was going to last, Dez looked over her shoulder at the group of magicals standing around a large table, all of them poring over lists and designs and ideas spread out on the table’s surface. She nodded at the bundle of materials in Jared’s arms. “These came from the tailor, right?”

      “Mostly, yeah.”

      “Great. Everybody’s waiting to see what that gnome came up with. Let me help you carry some of that.”

      “No, that’s okay. I can handle it. Really—”

      Dez stopped him by grabbing the top third of the materials in his arms and slinging them into her own. She flashed him a coy smile. “I said let me help you.”

      She walked away toward the planning table set up in the middle of the kemana, and Jared frowned after her. “It’s just a bunch of fabric…”

      The blonde witch’s tinkling laughter filtered back toward him, and with a sigh, he followed her.

      They had to maneuver around more magicals down here than he’d expected, and soon Dez was leading him around the perimeter wall of the cavern, so they had enough room to walk alongside each other.

      “Come on. Catch up,” she called playfully over her shoulder.

      Jared looked around as he followed Dez toward the table and noticed the giant hole in the wall of the kemana coming up on their left. That’s another one of those tunnels, right? Pretty sure that one goes to the jail and the new sheriff. They should really put a sign in front of it or something, so people know—

      A woman barreled out of the tunnel entrance like she was being chased, her hands pulsing with crimson light. She stumbled across the floor, reeling like she’d been struck. Her eyes were wide, her jaw was firmly set, and she looked like she had no idea where she was. When he saw her face, he knew it was Winland.

      Crap. That’s not good.

      “Oh. Jared.” Dez bumped her shoulder against his and nodded up ahead. “I know you’re not on the planning committee officially, but what do you think about—” She grunted and stumbled forward as Winland brushed roughly past her. “Ow.”

      “Sorry,” Winland muttered without stopping.

      Something’s really wrong. She doesn’t do that to anybody.

      Frowning, Jared turned to watch Winland race across the kemana, her shoulders slightly hunched and her entire body tense. Her hands were still glowing.

      He’d seen that happen only once before, when the whole town came together to fight off Ravener’s army. He’d seen what that strange magic of hers could do when she let it out.

      “…awfully rude to bash her way through here,” Dez complained as she readjusted the pile of fabric in her arms. “Like she’s not even looking—hey, Jared, where are you going?”

      He’d already set his stack of fabric on the ground and taken off to try following Winland, worried because whatever had made her so upset had to be bad. “Winland!” he called after her. “Hey!”

      She didn’t stop or even slow down, and he almost lost her in the crowd. He had to swerve around a scowling dwarf pushing a wheelbarrow full of something, and when he saw her again, he stopped.

      Someone else had gotten to her first. Hector Fang stood a good head taller than Winland, and it was easy enough to pick him out in a crowd.

      Great. I mean, if he can help her out, that’s all that really matters. Doesn’t mean I have to like him.

      Jared didn’t expect to see Winland keep brushing through the crowd of magicals while the tall, dark-haired wizard stopped in his tracks. For a moment, Hector stood staring after her, then he turned and ran a hand through his hair, gazing around the kemana with an apathetic look.

      If that look could say something, Jared thought it would have been, “Oh well. Not my problem.”

      That made him dislike the wizard even more.

      He doesn’t actually care about what happened to her or why she’s so upset. Nobody who just lets a friend walk away with an expression like that actually cares about them. Why the hell is he here?

      Trying to puzzle it out for himself, Jared turned again and headed back toward the pile of materials he’d left on the kemana floor. He could ignore that other wizard when Winland was around, and right now, Hector wasn’t the real problem. Jared didn’t have any way of knowing how to help Winland, no matter how much he wanted to.

      When he returned to the spot where he’d left Dez and his armful of fabric, both were gone. A glance at the party-planning table showed him that the blonde witch had brought it all back with her and now stood over the table with the rest of them.

      I was gonna come back for it…

      His gaze fell on the tunnel entrance where Winland had come stumbling out in a daze.

      Something happened in there. In the jail. Crap, what if it’s Erickson?

      Jared hurried toward the tunnel entrance, running over the barest sliver of a forming plan if he got to the end of the tunnel and found that the hunter had actually escaped.

      Then what? Winland would tell everybody, right? She wouldn’t just run away without saying something. Are we gonna have to fight another battle just to live here? I mean, there are a lot more of us now than the first time, but—

      His thoughts were interrupted by yet another figure emerging from the mouth of the tunnel just before Jared did. He slowed immediately with a sharp breath of surprise, and the old gnome peered up at him from behind the heavy, squinting wrinkles around his eyes.

      “You trying to knock me over, son?”

      “No.”

      “Run right over me for free rein with the prisoners?”

      Jared shook his head.

      “Or maybe you were trying to go through me, eh?” The sheriff looked him up and down. “Big lumbering hulk of Elf like you.”

      Blinking in surprise, the Light Elf shook his head. Lumbering? I don’t lumber. “Sorry, Sheriff.”

      “Huh. Yeah, I bet you are. What’s your business here, son? Go on. You came all this way. Spit it out.”

      Jared waited until he was sure the old gnome was done barking at him. “Winland was just in there with you, right? In the jail.” When the sheriff only stared at him, Jared cleared his throat and added, “Winland Underwood.”

      Carmine snorted. “I know who you’re talking about, Elf. What I’m wondering is why you’re asking.”

      “I saw her running out of there like…like…”

      “Like her tail was on fire?”

      “I…guess so?” Wrinkling his nose, Jared briefly tried to imagine Winland with an actual tail before shaking it off because it didn’t work, and it wasn’t helping. “I think she was just really upset.”

      “Oh, is that all it was?” The gnome snorted again and readjusted his grip on his walking stick. “Uh-huh. You could say she was upset. Though I’d probably use some other word with a little more punch to it. That woman’s hands were glowing.”

      “Yeah.” Jared slid his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and tried to peer past the sheriff into the gently lit tunnel. “Is she okay?”

      “She walked outta here on her own, didn’t she?”

      “Well…what happened in there?”

      Carmine grabbed his walking stick with both hands now and leaned slightly against it for support. “Now that, son, is a better question. And the answer to that is I have no fucking clue.”

      “Do you think it’s something we should worry about?”

      The old gnome squinted and peered up at the Light Elf in disbelief. “Now, why the hell would we go and do something like that?”

      Jared shrugged. “I don’t know. I just… I’ve never seen her like that before.”

      “Well, you’d know her better than I do. But from what I’ve already seen, I’d say it ain’t exactly the best idea to go making a mountain out of all this. If you’re so worried about her, why didn’t you just go after her, huh? I’ll tell you right now, she’s got a hell of a lot more answers than I do.”

      “I tried.” With a heavy sigh, Jared turned and leaned back against the kemana wall beside the tunnel’s entrance. “Somebody else went after her faster.”

      “Uh-huh.” Carmine peered out into the busy crowd milling all over the giant cavern.

      Not too far away from the jail tunnel was the giant table surrounded by the party-planning committee, where a rowdy burst of laughter rose higher than all the other noise. Both Carmine and Jared directed their attention toward the table, where Hector Fang had joined the magicals arranging the town party. He leaned over the table with them, grinning from ear to ear and nodding while the other magicals laughed and joked.

      It didn’t escape Jared’s notice that the blonde, curly-haired witch named Dez stood right beside Hector, giggling with him and reaching out to touch his arm whenever she had the chance.

      He sighed and rolled his eyes before dropping his head back against the kemana wall as well.

      Carmine squinted up at him. “Let me guess.” He tipped the end of his walking stick toward the planning table. “That somebody else is the tall, dark, weirdly good-looking wizard starting the party a little early over there at that table.”

      When he looked back at the table and Hector’s gleaming smile, Jared couldn’t bring himself to look away. “Something’s really off about that guy.”

      “You know, I was just thinking the same thing myself about an hour ago.”

      Jared looked down at the old gnome in surprise. “Really?”

      “Yep. I mean, I get what everybody else sees on the outside. Perfect package and everything, I suppose.”

      Jared grimaced. I shouldn’t have asked.

      “Honestly, I flat-out just don’t like him,” Carmine continued in a gruff, matter-of-fact voice. “Laughs too much. Says too little that actually matters. Way too good-looking not to be up to something.”

      With a snort, the Light Elf laid his head back against the wall again. “That’s not a good reason.”

      “Sure it is. What gets me most is his furry little sidekick.”

      “The fox? Yeah, what’s up with that thing anyway?”

      “I already told you I have no fucking clue what’s going on, son.” The gnome smacked his lips and shrugged. “Except maybe for two things. One, that wizard over there’s got something up his fancy-pants sleeves. Now I don’t know what that is or if any of us are ever gonna figure it out, but I like him just as much as you do. So you keep an eye out, you hear me? And if you actually see anything that churns up more than just your suspicions, you bring it straight to me. Understand?”

      “Yeah. I can do that.”

      “Good.”

      They stood next to each other for another long moment of silence before Jared asked, “And two?”

      “Eh?”

      “You said maybe you know two things. What’s the other one?”

      With a grumbling chortle, Carmine nudged the Light Elf’s arm with the end of his walking stick. “Just that anyone with two eyes can see how you feel about her, son.”

      Jared swallowed thickly, and a flash of heat and embarrassment raced from his feet all the way up to the top of his head. He was about to say he had no idea what the sheriff was talking about, but when he looked down at the old gnome, he found Carmine smirking up at him.

      “Whatever you’re doing,” the gnome continued, “however involved you get, just make sure you’re doing it for the right reasons.”

      The Light Elf had to crack a crooked smile now that he’d been caught and wasn’t getting anything for it but a piece of good advice. He nodded and pushed himself away from the wall. “Yes, sir.”

      Carmine stayed where he was at the entrance to the tunnel, and Jared walked away through the crowd with his hands in his pockets. He’d be going back up to the library just to get away from all the noise and activity down here, but now he felt a lot better than he had even when entering the kemana this morning.

      I knew I couldn’t be the only one who thinks that wizard’s up to something. It’s not like I can just warn Winland without having anything to show for it. But I won’t be the only one watching Hector Fang anymore, either.
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      Winland thought she would feel better when she reached the staircase out of the kemana, but that only seemed to make it worse. Storming up the stone steps, one foot after the other, going around and around and never seeming to get any closer to the surface—that was a perfect recipe for making her even more furious, because now she was doing with her body what she’d been trying not to do with her mind.

      Erickson’s wrong. He has to be. Of course he’s full of shit. If people see that he got to me, it’ll only be that much easier for him to get to them. And then…

      And then a single twisted, misinformed, grieving wizard would take down a kemana of over three hundred refugees and a town of two hundred and fifty more?

      What would Winland do? Swoop in to save them? Turn her back because everything she’d thought she’d known about who she was and where she came from was a lie?

      No. Erickson’s the one who’s lying. There’s no way in hell my mom was a dark witch. That’s just not… It doesn’t…

      Her stomach lurched, and another overwhelming wave of searing heat surged through her as she pushed herself to climb so many damn stairs.

      The heat of so much magical energy inside her overpowered all her other senses, and the next second, Winland was stumbling forward over not stone but soft soil beneath her boots. The blast of cold hit her as she sucked in a lungful of frigid winter air. Her balance failed her, and she crashed to her knees in the dirt ten feet from the kemana entrance before letting out the scream that had been clawing its way up her throat since before she’d left Erickson’s holding cell.

      A blinding flash of red light erupted from her body and burst out in every direction. Puffs of dirt and dry grass and twigs sprayed away from her in a perfect ring, and the shockwave of the magical blast she’d let out rippled across the ruins of the dilapidated neighborhood that had once been the most affluent area around East Calico Rock’s town center. The houses still had the best riverside view, but none of them had been touched or included in the renovations.

      Two of those houses caught the blast of Winland’s and the Crimson Heart’s magic racing across the top of the bluffs like she was a detonated bomb. The siding and support beams of the first house’s front door cracked and splintered, and the rest of the building sagged against its own weight without anything to support it on that side. The roof of the second house peeled off entirely, scattering worn shingles and rotten wood and decades of detritus all over the homes around it.

      Over her racing pulse, the rushing in her ears, and her own gasping breaths, Winland barely heard the sounds of her outburst’s destruction behind her. Fortunately, no one else had been out here, so no one was hurt, and thanks to the soundproofing around the kemana, nobody down below heard the Light Elf’s scream, or the blast of crimson light ripping across the bluffs, or the crash and rumble of two abandoned homes crumbling down on top of themselves.

      But Winland heard it.

      Closing her eyes, she took a few more deep breaths of the icy February air and let herself kneel in the cold dirt. If the ground was damp from the most recent snowmelt, she didn’t feel it.

      Get up, Win. Walk it off. Get to the woods.

      She pushed herself to her feet and kept going, not paying attention to which direction she was walking in or which part of the woods might be the best place to get that solitude and silence she needed. She just put one boot in front of the other across cold earth and dry grass and the occasional patch of snow.

      Soon, the only sound around her was the soft clicking of bare branches in the breeze and the repetitive crunch of her boots across the snow that had piled up higher than in the open space beyond the tree line at the top of the bluffs.

      When she finally looked up, she was deep in a pocket of longleaf pines. The sun hadn’t had much of a chance to melt the snow in this part of the forest, where the trees kept their needles through the winter instead of shedding. Most of the boughs out here were still covered with a thick layer of snow from the last fall, which must have hit this part of the Ozarks a day or two before she’d come back to town in a worried rush.

      Stopping in the middle of the trees, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The cold air stung her nose and lips, bit at her cheeks, and sent a shiver down her neck with the next breeze. It was magical compared to the burning heat that had been filling her up from Erickson’s single-cell holding room all the way to the top of the kemana entrance. Finally, she felt like she could think.

      I can’t just take the word of one wizard who turned against everything he believed in out of grief. He can say whatever he wants, but if it’s all a lie, that’s all it ever needs to be. And if it’s the truth…

      She opened her eyes to peer around the silent, empty woods and the cold stillness of winter.

      If it’s true, I’ll just have to deal with it like I deal with everything else. That doesn’t change who I am or what I’m capable of. But I have to know.

      She walked a little bit farther through the trees, searching for the perfect spot. A massive longleaf caught her eye. Its lowest branches started at least four feet up the trunk and spread outward. Even in the warmer months, the heavy boughs would make a perfect canopy. In winter, with the fanned-out needles covered in so much white, unblemished snow, she would be practically invisible.

      When she reached that tree, she stooped low to walk beneath it. The top of her back brushed against the lowest branch and sent a small flurry of loosened snowflakes on top of her. Some of it fell down the back collar of her jacket and her shirt, but Winland welcomed the chill—like pressing an ice-cold bottle of water against the back of her neck in the middle of a hot summer day.

      Still crouching, she went as far back under the canopy of snow and pine needles as she could, sat on the ground at the base of the thick tree trunk, and closed her eyes.

      I need to know. It doesn’t change what we end up doing with Erickson, but it changes everything about looking for the warrior witch. For Mom. If she really was a dark witch—is a dark witch, maybe…

      Winland leaned back against the rough bark of the tree. It pressed sharply into her back through her jacket—there wasn’t really a comfortable way to position herself like this, but it was more comfortable than anywhere else she could have been right now. She was alone. It was quiet. She could hear herself think, and now she knew what the next step was.

      After leaning her head gently back against the trunk of the tree, Winland focused on the image of Turner Underwood she always carried with her in her mind. His wild white hair that had been thinning for as long as she’d been alive, the intensity of his eyes despite the years of wrinkles around them, his crooked hand bent around the top curve of his cane.

      The smell of him, his magic, and his study all rolled up into one. Patchouli and whiskey.

      She imagined him sitting in one of the armchairs in his study, his cane resting against the chair’s cushion beside his right knee, maybe with a glass of whiskey on ice in hand.

      Come on, Dad. If I’ve ever really needed your help, it’s right now. And it has nothing to do with jobs or hunters or my training or keeping everybody out here safe.

      The communication spell she and Turner used more often than phone calls or emails to speak to each other manifested quickly. The more she focused on her intention to talk to him, the more precise the image of him in her mind became. The low, warm yellow light from all the lamps he kept on, day or night, filled her mind’s eye. She could actually smell the worn wood in his study and the old leather with which he surrounded himself. That was when she knew she’d reached him.

      But her dad was either too distracted to respond immediately or just felt like making her wait a little longer. Turner’s eyes were closed as he sat in his favorite armchair, and it wasn’t a glass of whiskey in his hand but ice water instead. He lifted it slowly to his mouth, took a delicate sip, then settled the rocks glass covered in condensation on his thigh.

      Winland stared at the ring of dampness spreading through the pant leg of his slacks beneath the sweating glass.

      When her dad finally opened his eyes, he was already looking straight at her, and he broke into a pleasant smile that only showed half his teeth. “Hello, daughter. Always a pleasant surprise to hear from you. How did that business with tracking a Custodian go?”

      It took more effort than she’d expected not to scream at him from the get-go. “I’m not here to talk about that.”

      “Oh. I see.” The aging Light Elf’s gaze roamed over her face, then he took in her surroundings through their spell’s connection and frowned. “Where are you?”

      “I’m under a tree, Dad.”

      A small chuckle escaped him. “What in the world for?”

      “Honestly? Because I think it’s the only place I can be right now where no one will see me, hear me, or possibly get hurt if I end up…” She had to stop herself because the heat of her own anger and frustration—and a little of the Crimson Heart’s magic—was starting to boil up inside her again. The underside of the pine tree around her pulsed once with red light, but she managed to snuff out the crimson glow coming from her hands again so she could focus on this important conversation with her father.

      Turner’s bushy eyebrows drew together in a concerned frown, and his voice switched instantly from that of a lighthearted, eccentric old man enjoying his retirement to the no-nonsense firmness of the Fixer he’d been. “Winland, what happened?”

      Even after all these years, that tone of her dad’s voice was one of the few things that could steel her into hard, cold, logical thinking when nothing else seemed to work. She held his gaze and couldn’t quite figure out how she was supposed to start now that she’d gotten this conversation going. The truth is always the best place, right? Yeah, but this time, I’m the one who doesn’t know the truth, and I’m really hoping he does.

      Her only option was to launch right in. “How well did you know my mom?”

      Turner blinked quickly and slightly tilted his head. A surprised chuckle escaped him, which was an amazing feat on his part because he wasn’t smiling. “At what point?”

      “At any point that you knew her, Dad. When you met. Before I was born. After. Any other time you paid her a visit before disappearing again for who knew how long. How well did you know her?”

      “If you’d like to have a conversation, Winland, I’m happy to do so. But I do recommend changing your tactics right out of the gate.”

      She knew she was coming on too strong, but if she pushed her emotions any farther down than she already had, they wouldn’t stay down for much longer. “Where did you meet her?”

      One of Turner’s eyes twitched. “At a gala in Lebanon, New Hampshire.”

      “What was she doing?”

      “Standing there with a champagne flute in her hand, looking beautiful and—”

      “I don’t mean in that moment. I mean what was she doing with her life?”

      The old Light Elf slightly lifted his chin and straightened his head. “She was living it, Winland. Just as I was living mine.”

      Winland groaned in frustration and shook her head. “That’s not an answer.”

      “So why don’t you tell me what’s going on, and perhaps I can better tailor my answers to what you actually want to know—”

      “Listen to me,” she snapped. “I know you like having all your little secrets, and I know how much you like keeping them. But right now, I need you to cut it out with the vague, bullshit comments and the riddles and just talk to me like I’m a real person!”

      “Winland, why in the world are you so—”

      “Because Erickson’s here, Dad! He’s here. He tracked us down and broke through the wards, and he just told me ten fucking minutes ago that my mother was a dark witch slinging curses for Rhazdon, and I need to know what you know. I need to know the truth!”

      She was breathing heavily after that outburst, but she held her dad’s gaze because that was the only thing she could do at this point. Winland hadn’t yelled at her father like that since she was a little girl, and she couldn’t remember a time she’d cursed at him.

      That’s it. I lost my cool at the worst possible time and just blew my chances of learning anything from him. He’ll break this spell, and I’ll be on my own again. With the old Fixer’s scorn riding my back every step of the way now.

      Gritting her teeth, Winland prepared herself for the inevitable harsh lecture from her dad, followed by the warning she’d heard so many times in her life that if she couldn’t manage to control herself and her emotions, there was nothing he could do for her.

      But that wasn’t what happened.

      Instead, Turner stared at her, his face expressionless. He took another long, slow sip of ice water from his rocks glass, which was such a strange thing for him to do that Winland probably should have already recognized he was in an altogether different mood than usual.

      Not knowing what to do with the surprising silence and the fact that he was making her wait so long for any response, she couldn’t help but try to backtrack. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      “If your apology was even necessary in the first place, daughter, I would accept it. But it’s not.”

      She blinked at him in surprise and was vaguely aware of her body trembling as she sat beneath the tree and cast this spell with her dad. “What?”

      “However, I do hope that you’ll accept an apology from me before we get into this any further.”

      “From…” Her mouth opened and closed as she struggled to comprehend the unexpected turn their conversation had taken. “For what?”

      “First, for never having told you much about your mother in the first place. I’ve always known how badly you wanted to know her. No doubt I could have tried harder to give you some of that, and perhaps a small bit of information would have been useful to you.” With a slow sigh, Turner sat back in his armchair. The familiar creak of the wooden frame filled the silence. “And also because I honestly don’t have the answers you’re looking for.”

      Winland swallowed, breathed deeply, and held her breath to keep herself from falling apart. “What do you mean you don’t have the answers? They’re simple questions, Dad.”

      “They are. They’re also questions your mother never had the desire to answer, so I eventually stopped asking.”

      “You mean you don’t know.”

      Turner closed his eyes when he gave her a small, sheepish smile and a halfhearted shrug. “I mean I don’t know. That’s what my apology is for, Winland. The truth about your mother is one of those rare things I simply could not grasp.”

      Oh shit. He’s actually opening up to me about this. He never talks about Mom.

      Nodding slowly, Winland cleared her throat and gently pushed him a little harder. “Then what do you know about her?”

      Turner’s lips spread slowly into a nostalgic smile that made him look older than he already was. “Your mother… Hmm. Your mother was always such an elusive woman, Winland. Hard to catch. Even harder to hold onto. She darted in and out of situations whenever and however it suited her best. No attachments. Until you came along, of course, and then she loved you more fiercely than I’d ever seen her love anything. And that may be why I loved her so much, in my own way.”

      Winland’s nose burned with the oncoming approach of tears, but her eyes were still dry and her voice was still level and grounded when she asked, “Enough to ignore the fact that she was dark?”

      “Enough to not ask about the things she might have rather kept hidden. Even from me.” Her dad raised his eyebrows, making sure his daughter understood what he was saying. There was no surprise or irritation or even regret in his voice when he said it. Just a rare openness that only came along once every half-century when it came to the old Fixer—even when talking to his oldest child.

      Winland nodded and briefly dropped her gaze. “Okay.”

      “Now. I may not have been helpful in telling you what you wanted to know. But if you would like to share with me the details of what happened, I may be able to offer a few words of advice that may be helpful. I’ll leave that up to you.”

      “Right.” She took another deep breath and felt sure that she wasn’t going to start crying. She was in a much better place now to dive into this conversation with him. “Okay. As long as your words of advice don’t come in the form of more riddles.”

      Turner chuckled softly. “Despite how much I know you love riddles, daughter, you have my word.”
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      Winland hadn’t expected that recounting the events of the morning to her dad would be so easy, but it was. Turner listened intently, staring at something that was either stuck to her jacket or just a few inches in front of him that she couldn’t see. Occasionally, he nodded slowly or sipped his ice water, but he didn’t say a word the whole time she talked.

      Nobody ever said Turner Underwood didn’t know how to listen, even when he wasn’t listening for the undertones of what lay beneath everything that was actually said.

      As she told him about her conversation with Joziah Erickson, knowing her dad was really hearing her without trying to step in and correct her perception of the situation, the fear and confusion melted away. Only when she finished the retelling of everything up to this point did she realize that she hadn’t spoken to her dad like this in a long time. These days, whenever she reached out to Turner, it was usually to ask him a specific question about how to overcome a particular obstacle.

      This time, she just had to get it all out, and the only other person who knew her mom better than Winland was Turner. If anyone understood her dilemma and her surprise after what Erickson had told her, he did.

      “Then I just… I had to get out of the kemana.” She tried to find the best way to wrap up the entire story. “And I reached out to you.”

      “And attempted a remote interrogation. Yes, I remember.” His coy smile made her laugh, but Turner sat there in silent contemplation for a moment longer. He’d grabbed his cane at some point during her story and now turned it around and around in his hand by the shaft, occasionally lifting it to give it a light thump against the area rug beneath his armchair. “How did the Crimson Heart handle it?”

      Winland froze. “The what?”

      “You said no more riddles, Winland. Should I tell you what you told Erickson about mind games?”

      “No.”

      “Wonderful. So do feel free to answer the question.”

      A sharp laugh of surprise escaped her, and she stared at her dad in disbelief. “How do you know about all that?”

      “About your very real, incredibly powerful connection with the kemana crystal that was dormant and dying for over sixty years before you returned its full vitality?” He raised his eyebrows and slowly spread his arms. “How do I know anything, Winland?”

      “Ha. Right. You just do.”

      He thumped his cane down on the rug again and sat back against the armchair cushion. “So?”

      “How did the Crimson Heart react? It flared up in my hands again, and I got…really hot. That’s happened before. But it wasn’t anything new. Nothing to pay special attention to. Except…” She shook her head. “I wasn’t thinking all that clearly at that point anyway. It’s probably nothing.”

      “Or it’s probably something,” Turner prompted.

      She fixed her dad with an exasperated glance. Nothing is meaningless, right? Yeah, like I haven’t heard that straight from his mouth a million times. “I was freaking out a little. And climbing up a kemana staircase that already feels like it goes on forever doesn’t exactly get easier when you’re not in the right headspace. I think… I think the crystal might’ve picked up on that and…” Winland had to laugh at herself again because it sounded so nuts. “Transported me to the top. Maybe?”

      “Hmm.” The old Light Elf’s eyes widened. “That’s interesting.”

      “Sure, if it actually happened. Like I said, I was freaking out, and I wasn’t really paying attention to the details. My bad, I know. I dropped the ball after being told my mom was a dark witch.”

      Turner chuckled. “In this instance, Winland, I’d say your immediate gut instinct is probably the closest to the truth than anything else. It seems the Crimson Heart’s been operating that way as well.”

      “Yeah. Maybe. If it happens again, I guess I’ll know for sure.” After that, she had nothing left to tell her dad about her current personal dilemma, and Winland had to push herself to the next step. This was the part of the conversation they’d both been expecting, where she asked Turner for advice and he gave her some vague, unhelpful answer that only became useful somewhere down the line when it actually started to make sense.

      But the only question on her mind right now was the one question she’d been trying so hard not to ask him for a very long time.

      “It doesn’t make you any less capable, daughter,” Turner assured her. “Go ahead and ask.”

      Winland grinned at him. “Are you reading my mind right now?”

      Her dad glanced thoughtfully at his nearly empty glass with a small puddle of melted ice at the bottom. “Probably not.”

      “Great. So, then. What do I do now?”

      The old Light Elf nodded slowly, as if her question had taken him off guard and he had to take a minute to think about the best answer. “In this particular instance, I imagine there’s nothing you can do.”

      “Dad.”

      “Not physically, anyway. There are no action steps to take after this. Not now that you’ve reached out to the only person who might have had some answers but doesn’t.”

      She shook her head and sighed. “You said you’d be happy to offer good advice. Do I have to pry that out of you too?”

      “Hmm. Hardly. And this is good advice, daughter. The best I can give. Because whether or not what Erickson told you about your mother is true, the fact remains that there’s simply nothing you can do about it.”

      “Oh, come on—”

      “Ah-ah.” He lifted a single finger to stop her. “Not on the outside. Right here.” Turner slowly tapped the center of his chest with that same finger and nodded. “What you need right now is to figure out who you are. Yourself. All on your own. Without the influence of either one of your parents, good or bad. And let’s not kid ourselves here. No parent can ever say they were one-hundred-percent good at anything, including parenting.”

      With a snort, Winland rolled her eyes and sagged back against the trunk of the tree behind her. “Very helpful.”

      “Well, one day, you may find yourself staring at a tiny version of you and finally understanding what I mean by that.”

      “You know, right now, I’m pretty sure the full-grown version of me is more than enough.”

      Turner fixed her with a gentle smile and propped both hands on the top of his cane to lean slightly forward. “I know how difficult it is not knowing what to believe about your mother. But let me ask you this. What would knowing change for you? Right now.”

      She let out a long, slow exhale, closed her eyes, and whispered, “Everything.”

      “Pardon?”

      “It would change everything, Dad.”

      “And just why is that?”

      Here we go. I’ve been trying to keep this a secret for months, and I’ll never sound like I actually know what’s going on unless I tell him. Then who knows when he’d try to show up just to check on me. It’s been a few decades since the last time, anyway. He’ll figure it out on his own eventually, anyway.

      “Remember the last time we talked? When I asked you about ways to track somebody with only a name and general location.”

      “Going after your Custodian. Yes, I do.”

      My Custodian. Why does everybody keep saying things and people are mine?

      She had to brush that thought aside. It was only a distraction right now. “I tracked down that Custodian because he’s the last magical on any record to have worked with somebody else I’ve never met. A warrior witch, they’re calling her.”

      Turner raised his eyebrows in interest.

      “And I’m trying to find her because the last Custodian who came all the way out to the Ozarks to help us told me about her. She was here sixty years ago, the first time the Crimson Heart needed a little help, and then she just…moved on. After she gave him her sword as a…thank you gift, or whatever.”

      Her dad pursed his lips, his old face looking more and more like a puckered raisin. “Whatever the common thread is here, I believe you’ve let it slip through your fingers.”

      “It was mom’s sword.”

      Turner briefly narrowed his eyes, but that was the only physical reaction he had. “I see.”

      Looks like the old Fixer doesn’t know absolutely everything. He certainly didn’t know about that.

      Winland waited for him to say something else, but when he didn’t, her only option was to continue the conversation herself. “That’s who I’ve been trying to find. If she’s the warrior witch, then she’s been alive for all this time. Until at least thirty years ago, because that’s the last time somebody I can trust actually saw her.”

      “This Custodian you found.”

      “Yeah. I thought maybe…maybe she’s still alive. I know it’s a shot in the dark, but I couldn’t just let it go. But now? If Erickson’s right, that means I’ve been looking for somebody I’m not even sure I actually want to find. I mean, what he said she did… He’s making her the catalyst for everything, Dad. For him selling out the Silver Griffins to get the refugees’ names. To get my name. For him tracking us down all the way out here in the middle of nowhere and at least trying to kill us. If that’s who she is…” Winland swallowed thickly and shook her head. “If that’s who she is, then I’m searching for the wrong person.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because she’s my mother. Because I have her in me. I have her magic. I have her favorite wand. Hell, I thought I had her legacy, but now that might even be a lie. How am I supposed to live with that?”

      Turner set his empty water glass down on one of the obsidian coasters on the side table next to his armchair. “Well, Winland, what doesn’t kill you—”

      “If you say ‘only makes me stronger,’ I swear, I’ll—”

      “Don’t threaten me.” He didn’t raise his voice or look the least bit angry, but the sharp snap of his voice was the same strong, firm whip it had been when she was training under him every summer. Winland shut her mouth with an audible click, and her dad continued. “Though I can admit being very curious about whether or not the Crimson Heart might not just…pop you straight into my study so you could make good on whatever that threat would be.”

      She let out a humorless laugh. “Nobody’s popping anywhere, Dad. And I’m sorry.”

      “Hmm. I can also forgive my oldest child for going through what may very well be one of the most tumultuous moments of her life. On a personal level, of course.” Turner set both his hands on the top of his cane again and lifted his chin, looking pleased with himself. “And I was going to say whatever doesn’t kill you only gives you an opportunity to keep living. Another day. Another week. Another month. Another hour… Should you discover the truth, you live with it by living. Because the only other option is to not live, and I’m quite sure that’s not even an option.”

      Despite his dizzyingly delivered little mind-puzzle, Winland broke into a tired, crooked smile and nodded. “And those are my only options, huh?”

      “Well, there is a third. You could call off your search for this warrior witch and continue with your days as if Joziah Erickson had never planted such a poisonous seed in your mind in the first place.”

      “Wait a minute.” She frowned at him but couldn’t help a small, surprised smile. “Are you actually telling me right now to just…ignore it?”

      “I would never presume to tell you what to do. I’m merely offering a possible third option.”

      “Yeah, right. That’s about as much of an option as not living.”

      “Well, then. There you have it.” Turner readjusted his position in his armchair and cleared his throat. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      Winland barked out a laugh, and the old Light Elf chuckled through his nose, his eyes glittering in the soft light of his study as he watched her. “No. I guess we pretty much covered everything.”

      “Wonderful. Should you feel like telling me how it all turned out at some undisclosed point in the future, I would very much enjoy hearing about it. It’s good to talk to you, daughter.”

      “Yeah, Dad. You too. Thanks.”

      Turner slightly turned his head to eye her sideways, winked, and the spell between them was broken.

      After that, the woods around her seemed incredibly quiet. A slight breeze drifted through the pine trees and sent another small shower of sparkling snowflakes down on her shoulders and the top of her winter hat. She had no idea how long she sat there afterward, with her back against the tree and her knees drawn up to her chest, thinking.

      Multiple times, she almost convinced herself that the better option might be to stop searching for the warrior witch—to ignore Erickson’s outrageous claims that couldn’t be proven or unproven and pretend like she hadn’t heard a thing. Her gut pushed that option aside in favor of continuing what she’d started, though. Until she tried to imagine what it would be like to find her mom and see for herself if the witch was capable of committing the kinds of horrors Erickson was so convinced she’d committed.

      And around and around it went.

      Only when she started to wonder whether or not she should tell Sarah about all this new information did Winland finally make her decision.

      If I tell her about this now before I have any real answers, it’ll just freak her out even more. It would freak me out too if I found out my best friend’s mom was dark and might or might not have anything to do with me hearing her voice in my dreams.

      That made her chuckle. She took a deep breath and made up her mind.

      If her mom was a follower of Rhazdon like Winland’s grandfather, she’d figure out how to handle it when the time came. If Erickson was lying, though, the warrior witch might really be Winland’s mom, and that was a much better scenario. No dark witch who cast curses during the great war would end up helping someone like the Order of Custodians hundreds of years later. It couldn’t be both. One way or the other, Winland had always known there was darkness in her family. It hadn’t changed a thing about who she’d been or who she was now—just who that darkness came from. She’d worked hard her whole life to make sure she did the right thing, that she stayed in the light and didn’t end up following in her grandfather’s footsteps.

      Nothing about who Winland Underwood was could change because of someone else’s past.

      Who am I kidding? It doesn’t matter who Mom was or is. If nothing else, I’m Turner Underwood’s daughter. I’ll figure out what to do. I’ll figure out the truth. And after that, I’ll figure out where the hell to go from there.
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      For the next two days, Winland kept herself so busy that she didn’t have time to worry about what Joziah Erickson had told her. She didn’t think about anything other than what she was doing at any given moment, which was a lot.

      Early mornings at Common Grounds. Mid-mornings watching Caroline Star and the other volunteer gardeners and farmers working under the garden domes. Taking inventory with the new magicals in town of what they needed to make their new lives more comfortable and convenient. Then she grabbed the quickest lunch she could find in the closest place she could find it, inhaled her food, and spent the afternoons and evenings helping those same magicals find what they needed or use what they’d found to rebuild, renovate, and clean.

      Both nights, she had the same creepy dream about standing in front of the Arthastol and hearing her mom calling to her, but waking before dawn and hopping into an ice-cold shower shocked the dream right out of her. She was sure Sarah was having the same dream, because the redheaded witch still looked like she hadn’t slept a wink. They didn’t have time to talk about it, though. Apparently, someone in the kemana had heard that the coffee shop was open earlier than the morning town rush, and now that sliver of time first thing after opening was filled with magicals coming from the kemana for their coffee. Winland and the Moffetts had no chance to sit and chat.

      With those early-morning customers from the kemana, Sarah finally admitted that it looked like this was going to be the new normal. On the third morning after Winland’s chat with Erickson, Sarah looked like she wanted to crumple to the floor just for an excuse not to move.

      “What the hell were we thinking opening up this early with just the two of us?” she asked during a very short lull between the kemana magicals and those who lived in town.

      Ronnie downed his fifth shot of espresso of the morning and shrugged. “You always did like a challenge, babe.”

      “And you’re addicted to caffeine.”

      He shot her a quick look and snorted. “Duh.”

      “Or you could just change your hours and give yourselves a little more time in the morning,” Winland suggested as she returned her empty mug to the counter. “You know, to sleep in. Maybe sleep at all…”

      “No.” Sarah pointed at her. “What we need is some more bodies behind this counter.”

      Ronnie froze, took two careful steps backward, and stared at the floor. “When did you start hiding bodies behind the counter?”

      “Living bodies, honey. People. Help.”

      “Oh. Right. Except I’m not all that sure we could fit many more back here with us—”

      “To give us a break.” She shot her husband an exasperated look and shook her head. “I need more sleep. He needs more caffeine.”

      “I can start asking around for you if you want,” Winland offered. “I bet a few people would be pretty interested in starting as soon as tomorrow.”

      “Nope. We’re waiting till after the kemana party.” Sarah nodded firmly—the kind of nod she gave when she wasn’t going to back down from a decision she’d already made. Winland knew that nod very well. “Folks need their coffee, and I’m not sitting back on my laurels until everybody’s had however much they think they need to make this first massive undertaking a success.”

      “After the party, then.” Winland gave her best friend a warning look. “Promise?”

      Ronnie thrust his hand in the air and proclaimed, “Scout’s honor!”

      “Why, Mrs. Moffett.” The Light Elf stuck her hands on her hips and stared at him in mock surprise. “What a deep voice you have.”

      “All the better to make promises with—”

      “Stop it.” Sarah chucked a rag at her husband’s shoulder. “Before I throw both of you out.”

      “What’s mine is yours, babe.” Ronnie laughed and spread his arms. “Isn’t that how this works?”

      “Including promises,” Winland called over her shoulder as she headed out the coffee shop door. “Good luck. You only have one day left!”
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      By late afternoon on that third day, she realized she hadn’t spoken to Hector since the day she’d blown him off in the kemana after storming from the jail. She’d seen him around town a few times and exchanged quick nods and smiles from across the main avenue before they both got back to whatever else it was they’d been doing. He hadn’t shown up on her doorstep or tried to strike up a conversation with her, and she hadn’t gone looking for him. The only reason she was thinking about it now was that the house she’d been helping to build for two middle-aged Wood Elf sisters was finally complete.

      “Look at that,” one of them remarked as the entire work crew stepped back, dusted off their hands, and surveyed the final product. “Now that’s a house.”

      Her sister cocked her head and squinted at the completed renovation that was mostly new add-ons. “Does it look crooked to you?”

      “Stop talking.”

      The crew laughed, and after all of them thanked Winland profusely for her help—even though the newly remodeled house wasn’t theirs—everyone went their separate ways.

      For the first time in three days, Winland had momentarily run out of things to do to keep herself overwhelmingly busy.

      It made sense that Hector Fang would sneak into her thoughts now that she wasn’t pouring all her concentration and focus into volunteer work around the town.

      So it didn’t surprise her when she stripped off her work gloves, slapped them against the legs of her jeans, and turned to see the wizard standing against one of the crew’s worktables with his arms folded and that same appraising smile on his lips.

      “You never told me you built houses.”

      Laughing, she shoved her gloves into the back pocket of her jeans and walked toward him. “There are a lot of things I do that I don’t necessarily feel the need to talk about.”

      “Clearly.” Hector nodded toward the sisters’ finished home. “How long did that one take?”

      “Two days. And change. Don’t look so surprised. We can actually use magic around here now instead of trying to keep it bottled up all the time.” Winland turned to lean back beside him against the edge of the worktable and take another look at the house from farther away. “That’s why it took us four months to get everyone settled the first time around.”

      “You do realize that’s still remarkably fast for renovation standards, don’t you?”

      “Yep.”

      “Very impressive.”

      They stood in silence for another moment, and Winland realized she didn’t want silence if she could help it. That was a new experience for her, but so was dealing with everything she had on her plate right now. “What have you been up to the last few days?”

      “Helping the planning committee, actually.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “They refuse to tell me a thing about what this so-called ‘secret theme’ is supposed to be, so there’s no point in even asking. Honestly, it feels more like being an errand boy. I can’t even make out a general idea of what they’re whipping up based on what I’ve seen. I think they might’ve voted to only show me the most confusing parts when taken out of context.”

      “Smart.” Winland nodded slowly. “Sounds like the big reveal at the party will still be a surprise for everyone.”

      “I think so.”

      That silence returned, and she racked her brain for anything she could bring up that wouldn’t make her feel worse for having left him to his own devices in the town when he was only here because he’d come back with her from Minnesota to help her save it.

      Just get it over with already, Win. If you keep up this weird hot-cold game, it’s only gonna distract you from what you have to do.

      “Hector, I’m sorry.”

      When he didn’t say anything, she slowly looked up at him and found him gazing at her in surprise, his eyes wide.

      “I mean, I’m glad you’ve been doing your own thing with the party planning. As odd as that is to say out loud. And I hope I didn’t make you feel like I was just dropping you and running away the other day. You didn’t do anything wrong, so we’re clear. I just…needed some time to think a few things over. At the very least, I should have told you that. So I’m sorry.”

      The wizard’s surprise melted into that gentle, disarming smile of his, and he dipped his head toward her. “I had a feeling that was it. No need to apologize.”

      “Oh. That’s…” She laughed, relieved and more relaxed around him because of it. “Do you always know exactly what to say at the perfect time?”

      “Only when I’m not trying to rile you up.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Winland, I’m sorry too. I may have pushed you a little too hard the other day. You looked upset, and I wanted to help. Maybe a little too much. That is why you haven’t seen much of me lately. When somebody needs space, they just need that space. And I do hope you got what you needed.”

      “I think I did. Thanks.”

      “Happy to facilitate. And I have to admit that I’ve been more than a little curious about what happened the other day. You walked into that jail determined and with a plan, and you came out looking…flustered.”

      Winland scoffed. “Definitely not the word I would’ve used, but okay.”

      “Do you mind if I ask what happened with Erickson?”

      And there it is. The million-dollar question nobody else has bothered to ask me, and I have no idea if I’m even remotely ready to start talking to anybody about it.

      “I don’t mind that you asked,” she replied. “And you already saw me afterward, so I don’t have to explain what headspace I was in once that weird little chat was over.”

      “Just weird?”

      “Yeah.” She saw so much concern in his eyes that she wanted to give him an explanation. Just not the whole story. “I did talk to Erickson. I’m not sure how much any of us can do for him, because I really do think he actually believes that what he’s doing is right. He’s convinced that he’s justified in coming after descendants of Rhazdon’s followers, You know, just a little too…emotionally invested to be convinced otherwise. And he gave me a few surprises I really wasn’t expecting. That’s why I hightailed it out of there the way I did. But it’s nothing I can’t handle. I’m good. The town’s safe. Erickson’s still locked up, and I really don’t think he’ll give us a reason to let him back out anytime soon. So, you know… If you were worried, this is me telling you not to be.”

      Pursing his lips, Hector rocked slowly forward on his heels. “Fair enough.”

      “And you’re still planning to stick around until after the kemana party tomorrow night, right?”

      “Unless something else far more exciting comes up.”

      The craziest idea popped into Winland’s head. Instead of squashing it back down before worrying where the hell it had come from, she went with it. If nothing else, it would serve as another distraction.

      “Well…then maybe we should have that second date before something far more exciting comes up.” She slowly looked up at him to gauge his reaction and found Hector already grinning at her. “What? Not a good idea?”

      “I think it’s a very good idea. I just wasn’t expecting it.”

      “Why? You think just because I stormed away from you in the kemana, it means I’m not interested in a second date?”

      The wizard threw his head back and laughed. It rang through the woods around them and made Winland’s smile widen. “If I had thought that, I wouldn’t anymore.”

      “Good.” For a moment, she got lost in those blue-gray eyes of his again. She forced herself to look away. “Dinner. We’ll have to make it ourselves, but I think I know the perfect place.”

      “Then I’ll handle the dinner part.”

      “Great. Okay. Just, um…” She slowly stepped away from him and looked toward the back road that led to all the other dirt roads branching away to various parts of town. “I’m gonna go grab a few things first. Meet me back here in an hour, and then we’ll go.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Yeah.” She couldn’t stop grinning at him as she sidled away, and another hot flush crept up her neck. This one had nothing to do with anger or the Crimson Heart, fortunately. “See you in an hour.”

      She forced herself to turn around and make a beeline across the central avenue toward the main back road.

      That was unplanned. I guess if there’s one good thing coming from all that craziness with Erickson, it’s that I’m apparently ready for a second date. Shit, when was the last time I had a second date?

      A week ago, Winland would have second-guessed herself the entire walk back to her house. Instead, she smiled the whole way and picked up the pace to get there and back that much faster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Under any other circumstances, Riley Finch would have been overjoyed to see what people were now calling the Ozarks kemana. As far as he’d heard, the place had been abandoned for over sixty years, during which it boasted a sordid history and a solid red mark on any number of maps of high-priority magical sites.

      Before setting out to Arkansas to see if the rumors were true, the wizard hadn’t had time to double-check any of those maps. As a general rule, he didn’t make a habit of researching rumors or the minutiae of their details in order to substantiate them. He hadn’t done any research for these particular stories either, but that was because he hadn’t had the time.

      He’d also seen a few concerning things with his own eyes almost a week ago. It only stood to reason that he should make the journey to the Ozarks to see this budding new community inside a revitalized kemana for himself.

      As it turned out, the rumors didn’t do this place justice.

      Hundreds of magicals filled the kemana’s open cavern—smiling, laughing, talking, bartering, trading, and generally enjoying their time spent down here.

      Sure. Let them enjoy that time while they still can. If I’m right, there won’t be much more time left for them.

      In other words, if Riley’s suspicions lined up with the stories he’d heard bits and pieces of on the wind, his window of opportunity to get in on this before things got way too out of hand was short. In his line of work, rumors had the power to start a lot of things, good or bad. Most pressing among all the things he’d heard was the whispered account of one very specific magical having shown up in Arkansas and the Ozarks kemana.

      So, naturally, Riley had too.

      Now that he saw the sheer scope of this place, the wizard wondered how he was ever going to find who he was looking for. It wasn’t as populated as other kemanas, not by a long shot, but if the other stories were true, the magicals down here hadn’t had time to get to know each other well enough to point him in the right direction. Very rarely did a community of this size come together at once to rally and organize as quickly as he heard this particular community had.

      Riley Finch was, by nature, a realist. That didn’t mean he’d given up on optimism altogether, though, and he used that optimism as he wandered through the kemana, nodding and smiling tightly at those who looked his way or offered polite greetings. He was just one more magical they hadn’t had the time to get to know yet.

      When he reached a group of young people—compared to him, at least—gathered around an immense slab of wood propped up on stacks of cinder blocks to create a worktable, he managed to catch the eye of an attractive, friendly looking witch with curly blonde hair. Not that he was here to pay attention to attractive young anythings. He was far too old and had done far too much in his long life to be distracted by something as fleeting as youth and beauty, even among magicals. The dazzling smile the blonde shot his way looked like an invitation.

      Riley rolled his shoulders back and strolled toward the group, fully expecting to be laughed away or met with blank, clueless stares. Instead, every single young magical around the table looked up at him as he approached and greeted him with smiles.

      “Hello,” the blonde witch greeted him. “Haven’t seen you down here before. Did you just get in?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did.” Riley scanned the surface of the worktable. It was covered in bulleted lists, hand-drawn plans, and an eclectic assortment of ribbons, banners, fine-quality fabrics, and paint, all of them in bright colors but without any rhyme or reason that he could see. “This looks like quite the complex project here.”

      “It’s for the town party tomorrow night,” a young shifter man replied with a brimming smile. “Kind of a ‘welcome to the Ozarks’ thing. If you’re sticking around, you definitely don’t wanna miss it.”

      “He won’t be able to miss it,” the blonde witch added. “It’s right here in the kemana, but the whole town from the surface a few miles south will be here too.”

      “You say this is tomorrow night?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      Riley chuckled. “I see no reason why I wouldn’t still be here by then.”

      All the young people grinned, and another young wizard asked, “Anything we can help you with before then?”

      “Yes, actually,” Riley answered. “I have something of a personal dilemma on my hands, and I heard there’s a kemana sheriff down here who may be able to help. I was hoping one of you could point me in the right direction.”

      “That’s easy.” A young shifter woman turned and pointed toward the outer wall of the kemana cavern. “See that literal hole in the wall over there? That’s the tunnel to the jail. Sheriff Carmine’s the guy you wanna talk to.”

      “I see. Thank you very much.” Riley tipped his hat to the group of eager young people. “I’ll let you get back to your work.”

      “See you tomorrow night at the party,” the blonde witch called after him. “And good luck!”

      If he hadn’t felt so pressed for time, he might have paused and turned to at least acknowledge the young woman’s well-wishes. He still had so much more to do, though, and he’d only reached the first step in his last-minute plans. Depending on what this so-called kemana sheriff told him, he’d lay out his next few steps from there.

      Though they’d been willing and eager enough to help out an old wizard like him, Riley did wish the young people had mentioned something about how long the “jail tunnel” was. He had no idea what to expect about the timing or what he would find around each sharp bend in the walls carved out of the center of the bluffs rising above the White River. When he reached the massive iron door filling the entire tunnel, he could only hope this was the last stop.

      He saw no one there to greet him, so he banged firmly on the door three times with his fist. He had to wait so long for any response that he almost knocked again before the iron door squealed, stuck slightly on the stone floor, then swung most of the way inward to reveal a stooped gnome with a wrinkled face and a scrutinous frown.

      “Yeah?” the gnome grumbled. “What?”

      “Good evening.” Riley tipped his hat. “They told me you’re the sheriff.”

      Carmine snorted. “And?”

      “And I need to speak with you.”

      “Huh. Doesn’t look like you came all this way just for a chat.”

      After casting a glance over his shoulder, the old wizard spread his arms. “I prefer to talk first and take action later if the situation calls for it. May I come inside?”

      “For a talk?” The sheriff snorted. “Nope. I did the best I could in there with cutting sound and sealing doors, but with you?” He looked Riley up and down and sighed. “Right out here in the tunnel ain’t any less comfortable than on the other side of this door. Go ahead and take a seat.”

      Riley stepped backward to let the gnome out into the tunnel with him and waited while the sheriff struggled to haul the door shut behind him. The iron clanged into place in the doorframe, sending an echo ringing down the tunnel that seemed to go on forever.

      The sheriff turned, shuffled forward with his walking stick in hand, and thumped the butt of it against the stone floor of the tunnel. “Didn’t I tell you to sit?”

      The wizard flicked his wrist, and two chairs materialized in the tunnel, one beside each of them. Riley sat in one.

      Carmine stared at his own chair and shrugged. “That was a little extra.”

      Riley waited for him to sit. “I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t truly believe you might be able to help.”

      “Uh-huh. You and every other magical who tries to flag me down for whatever kinda personal problems they think they’ve got. So what’s yours?”

      “A problem of my own making, most likely.”

      Carmine scoffed. “Don’t tell me you’ll be wanting to file charges against yourself.”

      Riley wasn’t amused. “Unlikely. This is more a matter of addressing what hasn’t quite happened yet. I hope.”

      “Listen, if somebody told you I was a mind-reader—”

      “Nothing of the sort. I have, however, been told that you’re the magical to see if I had any…safety concerns.”

      Squinting at the wizard sitting across the tunnel from him, Carmine tapped the butt of his walking stick against the stone floor. “Keep talking.”

      “Truth be told, I followed someone out here. All the way from northern Minnesota, believe it or not.”

      “Sure. Sounds like a real blast.”

      Recognizing the old gnome’s penchant for gruffness served the same purposes as Riley’s preference for etiquette and civilized interactions, the wizard ignored his acquaintance’s sarcasm in lieu of continuing. “The trail of magic that led me here has incredible power. Intense. Something I haven’t felt in…well, quite a bit longer than I care to admit.”

      The sheriff snickered.

      “And I fear I’ve made a horrible mistake by ignoring my better judgment and not acting when I had the chance.”

      “So you followed a powerful magical all the way out here by yourself. Probably unnoticed, if I’m reading you right.” Carmine narrowed his eyes. “What makes you think the kemana sheriff’s interested in helping you stop this fella?”

      “In helping me…” Riley frowned, then realized the misunderstanding and shook his head. “No, no. I didn’t follow the trail with the intention of stopping anybody. Not as the priority, at least. I came out here so I could help her.”

      Carmine grunted in surprise. “Her?”

      “Yes. Winland Underwood. Do you know her?”

      “Ha. Well-dressed and a comedian, are you? Yeah, I know her. Just what exactly do you think she needs help with?”

      “A wizard named Hector Fang. I’m hoping you know him too. Or have at least seen or heard of him during your time here.”

      The old gnome smacked his lips twice and leaned back in his chair. “Uh-huh. Way I hear it, those two came into town together about five days ago.”

      “That would match up with my own account, yes.”

      “And you’re worried about Fang.”

      Riley nodded, grateful that he didn’t have to spell it out for the sheriff in so many words.

      After a long moment of silence, Carmine let out a gruff chuckle. “Did you know the man’s running around calling himself a Custodian?”

      A sharp pang of remorse shot through Riley’s heart. “Perhaps he once was. But I don’t believe that’s the case anymore.”

      “Yep. You know, I was figuring the same thing.”

      “This isn’t a matter of figuring anything, Sheriff.” The wizard reached into the side pocket of his tailored overcoat and removed a silver Custodian coin to show the old gnome. “Do you know how I got this?”

      Carmine leaned slightly forward in his chair to study the coin, then looked sharply at his unexpected guest. “If you’re showing it to me, I can only assume it ain’t yours.”

      “It’s not.” Riley pocketed the coin again and sighed. “I picked it up after a short but brutal skirmish up north. It wasn’t left behind on purpose, and I don’t think the magical who dropped it had any real idea what it means.”

      “Uh-huh. What were you doing there? Up north, I mean.”

      “The Order of Custodians has a certain interest in securing the protection of a particular item that… Well, let’s just say it’s in dire need of protection. Not only from those seeking it but also for their own protection.”

      Carmine nodded. “I get the gist. And you’re telling me this coin popped right out of Hector Fang’s pocket.”

      “No. It came from the Light Elf.”

      The sheriff looked genuinely surprised by that. “Now listen. Winland’s a good kid with a good head on her shoulders. Done more for this place than anyone else probably ever could have, and I’ve seen her in action. But she’s no Custodian.”

      Riley raised an eyebrow. “No. She’s not.”

      “But you’re trying to tell me Fang just handed it over to her? Any way you spin it, that doesn’t make sense.”

      “Looking at it from that angle, Sheriff, it does not. There is, however, another conceivable explanation.” The old wizard sighed. “I believe she was given the coin to help her find Fang. The Order hasn’t heard from him in quite some time. Longer than we would like, to be perfectly honest. And when I saw this coin fall from her pocket and not his, I knew something was wrong.”

      “With the wizard.”

      Riley lowered his head in concession.

      Carmine scratched the side of his wrinkled face. “Yeah, I picked up on that too. Can’t trust anybody who smiles that much and doesn’t have a single wrinkle in his suit. Mostly, though, it was that damn fox that tipped me off.”

      “I don’t know anything about a fox.”

      “If you only just got here, you might not.” The old gnome sniffed and grabbed his walking stick with both hands. “Pure-white little thing. Follows him around everywhere. Most of the time. Haven’t seen it for about a day, and I can’t shake the feeling the creature’s sneaking around all over the place without our knowing.”

      As soon as the gnome’s words were out, Riley’s heart sank, and a cold sliver of fear wormed its way through him. No. Fang would never have done this. It’s against everything we stand for…

      “You all right, there, pal?” Carmine tilted his head and squinted at the old wizard sitting across from him. “You’re looking a little pale.”

      The fear of what Riley knew to be true dissipated and was replaced by a white-hot boiling rage. “How dare he do this?”

      “Eh?” The sheriff glanced at the jail door, then down the long end of the tunnel stretching away from him. “I’m guessing all this talk about a creepy little critter means something to you.”

      “Unfortunately, it does.” The wizard’s fists clenched over and over in his lap. “I never thought I’d see the day…”

      When Riley finally recovered himself and managed to take a few more deep breaths, he met the gnome’s gaze and couldn’t wipe the grimace off his own face. “That fox is a dangerous creature. Almost just as dangerous as Hector Fang.”

      “Huh. Looked fluffy to me.”

      “It doesn’t matter what it looks. That thing is an abomination.” With a furious hiss, Riley tugged at his neatly trimmed white goatee. “Fang actually made himself a homunculus.”

      Carmine’s eyes widened, and for the first time, he looked as scared as Riley had felt. “Are you shitting me?”

      “I really wish I were. That would be so much easier for all of us.” The wizard shook his head. “Now that this has come to light, however, I suppose we’ve just confirmed that it’s so much worse than I feared.”

      “Hold on just a damn minute.” The gnome wagged a crooked finger at the other old magical. “You mean to tell me that wizard ripped a piece of his own magic out of himself and stuck it into a damn fox?”

      “Most likely, that creature didn’t even exist until he lost his mind and crafted it from nothing but himself. And it’s not merely a piece of his magic, Sheriff. It’s a piece of his soul.”

      “But that’s dark magic.”

      Riley slowly nodded, too stunned and too outraged by the discovery to do anything else.

      Carmine hissed. “And Fang’s a Custodian?”

      “Like I said.” The wizard spread his arms. “He used to be. Not anymore.”

      The old magicals sat there in silence for what felt like a very long time, each of them staring blankly at the tunnel floor. Then Carmine clicked his tongue. “Well, shit. What are we gonna do about it?”

      Riley took a deep breath and tugged on his goatee again. “We wait until Fang shows his hand. If he’s here, he’s here for a reason. And I mean to find out what that reason is. After that, then we strike.”

      “Uh-huh. Just the two of us? You think that’s really an exemplary plan?”

      “You’re the sheriff in this kemana, Carmine. I trust you can manage to pull together a small team of those you can trust and apprise them of the situation.”

      The old gnome’s lips twitched. “Possibly.”

      “Good. I heard there’s a massive party down here tomorrow night. Something tells me that may just be the distraction Fang’s been waiting for. We need to be ready by then. Is it manageable?”

      “Sure.” Carmine shrugged. “I already have a few folks in mind who’ll be ready and willing to help. I’ll set up a security team around the party tomorrow. All eyes open for anything.”

      “Good.”

      “You better be right about this, Finch.”

      Letting out a massive sigh, Riley shook his head. “For Winland’s sake, for all our sakes, I truly hope I’m not.”
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        * * *

      

      Unseen by either of the old magicals sitting in conjured chairs in front of the jail’s first door, Nitya silently prowled the tunnel. She’d recognized the tall, aged wizard with the top hat making his way through the kemana, and her curiosity had made her follow him. It was easy to hear his conversation with the crooked gnome from where she stood behind the last sharp bend in the tunnel walls.

      Her golden eyes flashed once with understanding, then she turned and padded silently back up the tunnel toward the kemana proper.

      New information was always useful in one way or another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “You did tell me I was full of surprises.”

      Sitting on the floor in front of the crackling fire in the fireplace, Hector laughed. “Well, I certainly didn’t expect all this.”

      Winland grinned as the wizard refilled her wineglass, then she lifted it in another toast. “To the good kind of surprises. Including the fact that I had no idea Hector Fang could cook like that.”

      He clinked his glass against hers. “To the good kind.”

      She watched him over the rim of her glass as she sipped the wine. She’d had to rummage around quite a bit to find it. “I know it’s not anything as fancy or pricey as our first time doing this—”

      “Don’t even think about apologizing, Winland. For any of it.” He leaned back on the pillows they’d propped against the front of the couch so they could sit side by side watching the flames. He raised his glass again to gesture toward everything around them. “When you said the perfect place, I hadn’t realized it wasn’t already perfect. An abandoned cottage in the woods turned into…this. Ambiance included.”

      “The ambiance only took a few fireballs on a pile of wood, so you don’t need to be that impressed.”

      He chuckled softly. “That doesn’t change the fact that I am.”

      They leaned against the pillows, so close to each other. With the warmth of the fire, the incredible home-cooked meal they’d shared, and now her second glass of wine, Winland felt like things might be headed in the right direction again.

      Just because I had one terrible surprise in my life doesn’t mean they all have to be bad. This one’s pretty good, actually. A second date with Hector Fang. And who knows what else?

      It took her a minute to realize he’d been gazing at her for quite some time, and she leaned slightly away from his warmth and the light scent of clove and black pepper to look up at him. “What?”

      His smile grew a little as he scanned her face. “I can’t help wondering how you manage to do it all.”

      “What, turn a rundown, abandoned cabin in the woods into something a hell of a lot better than an old distillery decorated by teenagers?”

      “I was actually referring to everything you do in general, but yes. Fixing this place up like this in fifteen minutes definitely makes the list.”

      Winland averted her gaze with a secret smile. “I had a little help.”

      “Oh? Is there a date-planning committee I wasn’t aware of?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Not a who. More like a what, actually.” She took another sip of wine. She realized she’d been leading him into the question she knew was coming. Up until now, she’d decided answering it was off-limits.

      Leaning slightly closer and lowering his voice, Hector murmured, “Is there any chance you’d be willing to tell me?”

      “You just don’t like not knowing anything, do you?”

      “Something tells me we have that in common.”

      Smirking, Winland thought about all the things they did have in common. They’d suspected each other of so many things when they’d first met, and those things had turned out to be wrong. She’d thought he’d be an old, quiet, regretful Custodian like Belmont Frasier. He’d thought she was an associate sent to check in on him and report back to the Order. It had taken a good deal of talking and being thrust together in close quarters on the same personal quest to figure out what the other person was actually trying to accomplish.

      Neither of them had been forthcoming with their plans or their intentions in going after the Arthastol, but Hector had dropped everything the second she had to come back to East Calico Rock, and he’d helped her get here.

      Oh, what the hell? The least I can do is share a little secret of my own. If he had any bad intentions through all of this, he would’ve done something by now. And he’s a Custodian, for crying out loud.

      “Okay.” With an easygoing chuckle, Winland gestured toward the tattered armchair in the far corner of the cabin’s main room. The Bag sat on it. “That’s how I managed it.”

      Hector followed her gaze and let out a curious hum. “With your luggage. Carrying things in a duffel bag. You know, I see it now. So ingenious…”

      Playfully rolling her eyes, she nudged him in the side with her elbow. “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “It doesn’t explain turning this entire cabin around in the span of fifteen minutes.”

      “Actually, it does. You said it yourself. The Bag has more magic coming from it than anyone else’s luggage because it’s not just a bag.”

      “Hmm. I was starting to get that feeling, yes.”

      “It’s enchanted. Obviously.” Winland gazed into the fire with a small smile. It didn’t feel nearly as wrong to share this with him as she’d expected. Probably because she’d never actually shared it with anyone before. “My dad enchanted it. I don’t know how long ago, but when he gave it to me, it turned out to be the best gift any of us had received in a long time.”

      “How so?”

      “It saved our lives.” Finally, she forced herself to look up into those blue-gray eyes. “It holds anything and everything you could possibly need to take with you,” she continued softly. “Anywhere. Infinite expansion.”

      Hector raised his eyebrows. “That’s quite the gift.”

      “Yep. Especially for the one hundred and sixty-three other magicals who spent two days inside it while one of us carried the entire community across the country. Where we landed here.” She gestured vaguely toward the room around them and the surrounding woods. “The Ozarks, obviously. Not the cabin.”

      “I knew what you meant.” He studied her face a moment longer, then his lips twitched into that knowing smile that made him look like he’d already figured out everything. “The one who carried an entire community here. That was you.”

      “Wow. There’s really nothing that gets past you, is there?”

      “Not with you, at least.” His smile wavered into something like a concerned frown as he studied her. “It takes a certain kind of person to be that one. A lot of responsibility. A lot of potential threats when everyone else is tucked safely away while you’re still exposing yourself to the rest of the world.”

      Winland chuckled. “Not to mention trying not to jostle everyone inside the Bag through doors or during a Starbucks train departure.”

      The wizard’s smile widened as he lifted his wineglass to his mouth. “Aha. So that’s how you got here.”

      “That was all we had.”

      Hector wasn’t done questioning her. Whether it was the wine, the food, the fire, or the fact that he’d still been so amazing through all the craziness, she wasn’t bothered by the fact that he kept asking.

      “Why you?”

      “Why me what, Hector?”

      “I’m guessing it wasn’t just because you drew the short stick. But you still took that bag and all the responsibility that came with it. And the risk.”

      “You mean, why didn’t I climb into the Bag with all the other refugees and let someone else carry me too?” She shrugged. “Honestly, that option never even occurred to me. Someone had to bring everyone out here to build a new life. A safe life. And it wasn’t like nobody else spoke up to do it before I could. I just…did.”

      “You’re something else. Did you know that?”

      Trying to hide her blossoming smile was a wasted effort. “I’ve heard that a few times, yeah. Even from you. Hector Fang, the Custodian who hadn’t left Minnesota in thirty years.”

      They both chuckled, then the cabin fell silent again, but for the crackling and snapping of the fire in the hearth and the sound of their easy breathing.

      That went way better than I thought. Anyone would be interested in the Bag if they knew it was more than just a piece of luggage. This whole time, he’s just been dangerously curious. Like me.

      Now that she’d shared with him the secret of how the original Oriceran refugees had made it to East Calico Rock, she didn’t regret it one bit. It felt right to open up to someone a little more like this. To open up to Hector specifically.

      That was what she was about to tell him when he inhaled sharply and shifted around against the cushions so he could face her more directly. When she looked up at him in surprise, the concern and the sadness in those blue-gray eyes took her off guard. “What’s wrong?”

      “Winland, I haven’t been completely honest with you about…well, quite a few things, actually.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “I realize we’re both entitled to our own secrets, so you don’t have to remind me. But sitting here with you right now, listening to you share even the small things with me… Not that transplanting an entire community of refugees is a small thing, by any means.”

      “Well, I imagine they were all pretty damn small to fit in that thing all together at once.”

      He let out a weak laugh and shook his head. “I am actually trying to be serious.”

      She nodded and told herself not to make any more jokes. “I’m sorry. Go ahead.”

      Hector closed his eyes briefly, sighed, then looked up at her with a pained urgency she hadn’t thought he was capable of showing anyone. “There are certain things I haven’t told you. For my own reasons, not because of you or anything you’ve done. In this search of mine to get ahold of my brother’s work, I’ve done things I’m not…especially proud of. Things a lot of people might think were entirely unjustified if they didn’t have the full scope of the story first.”

      Winland swallowed and slowly nodded. “Okay.”

      “The last thing I want is for you to end up hearing about some of these things from anyone else. I want you to hear them from me.” He leaned slightly closer, but for the first time since they’d met, Hector seemed incapable of meeting her gaze. “I’m not who you—”

      “Stop.” Winland placed a hand on his forearm, and he looked up at her in embarrassment and surprise. “We all have secrets, Hector. Good and bad.”

      He blinked quickly but didn’t say a word.

      “I don’t need to hear them all. Hell, I have plenty of my own, and if we start that ball rolling right now, we’ll be here all night.”

      A tiny smile flickered across his lips before he muttered, “I wouldn’t necessarily be opposed to that…”

      “I meant in this conversation.”

      “I know.”

      “And I don’t want to think about all the secrets I don’t know.” Winland slowly shook her head. “Not tonight. Right now, I want to relax and enjoy life a little. Focus on what’s right here in front of me. Because it’s good. And if I don’t know anything else, at least I know that much.”

      For a moment, she thought she might’ve gone too far.

      Just my luck, right? I finally jump, and it turns out it’s the wrong damn time.

      Hector reached for her wineglass, and she had to remove her hand from his arm. She didn’t fight to hold onto her drink but watched him in surprise as he set both wineglasses on the side table next to the couch.

      When he turned toward her again, she was ready to snap at him and tell him to just get it over with already.

      I went too far, didn’t I?

      Hector studied her face for another moment, took a deep breath, then broke into that brilliant smile of his as he leaned closer. “Full of surprises.”

      “You still think so?” she murmured, staring at his lips.

      “I like it.” He cupped her cheek and drew her in for a long, slow kiss that made her head spin even more than the wine and the fire and the feeling that something was finally going right for her.

      He pulled away a little and chuckled softly. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that.”

      Trying to catch her breath, she offered as much of a shrug as she could manage for being pressed so closely against him, overwhelmed by that scent of cloves and black pepper. “I’ll do you one better.” A wry, breathless laugh escaped her. “I couldn’t tell you how long it’s been since I even wanted something like this.”

      His smile widened as his gaze roamed all over her face. “Don’t tell me you’ve been waiting for me all that time.”

      “Ha. Don’t flatter yourself.”

      They both laughed, then Winland did something she never imagined she would have the time or the desire or even the opportunity to do. She leaned in and kissed him back, throwing caution to the wind.

      Tonight, Winland was taking a different kind of jump. She relaxed and let herself enjoy life a little, including a night with Hector Fang. Secrets or no secrets, good or bad, they both deserved that much. In an abandoned cabin in the middle of Ozarks woods, they could have one more secret together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      In the early hours of the morning, long after everyone in East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana had settled in for the night to sleep snuggly in their beds, Joziah Erickson stirred in his jail cell.

      He recognized the sound of that iron door’s metallic lock sliding away. If that hadn’t already woken him, it would have been impossible to miss the creaking groan of that massive door as it slowly opened into the single-cell holding room at the back of the jail.

      So. Another visit from that curious little fox, huh? I wonder if she’ll do anything but sit there and stare at me for hours like she has been.

      The imprisoned wizard pushed himself up off the hard, cold stone floor of his cell so he could at least sit and welcome the fluffy white creature who’d visited him four out of the last five nights.

      The glowing golden eyes he was expecting never emerged, though. This was not the fox.

      Instead, a tall, lithe figure in a long coat stepped into the holding room, his footsteps barely making a sound across the stone. Whoever he was, the man’s face was hidden in shadow, and he knew well enough to stay away from the constant, humming glow of the cell bars.

      Erickson lifted his chin to peer into the darkened circle where the stranger’s face would have been to show he wasn’t scared. He was paying attention.

      “A few days ago, you had a visitor.” The stranger’s voice was low and without emotion, and it seemed to sink into the walls around them instead of echoing off the stone.

      Erickson snickered, certain this man—whoever he was—couldn’t possibly know about the fox too. “I’ve only had the one. Winland Underwood.”

      “I don’t appreciate the way you chose to handle that visit.”

      After blinking in surprise, Erickson frowned at the stranger. “What are you—”

      “You upset her, wizard. Too much. That cannot happen again.”

      With a sneer, Erickson tilted his head and pointed at the shadow. “Is that who sent you? Because I can tell you right now—”

      “This is the part where I talk, and you listen,” the stranger interrupted.

      No flash of magic emphasized his point, no low growl of warning, but Erickson was smart enough to know that whoever this stranger was, he was the kind of magical who only said things once and didn’t offer second chances.

      So the wizard bit his tongue and slightly dipped his head in concession.

      The dark, shadow-covered oval concealing the stranger’s face tilted slightly with his head as he continued, “At the same time, I can tell you’re someone who’s looking for a very specific kind of revenge. Which is why you’ve been hunting so many refugees. All the descendants of those who followed much darker ways eight hundred years ago. You want blood for blood.”

      Erickson’s heart thundered in his chest.

      Finally. Finally, someone else who understands. This is what I needed.

      He forced himself not to break into a wild grin. He nodded once and muttered, “Yes.”

      The stranger stood so still and so silently for long enough that Erickson started to wonder if he’d misspoken. That maybe this was a trap. Then the hooded figure lowered himself into a crouch and propped his forearms on his bent knees. His gloved hands dangled carelessly from beneath the cuffs of his dark sleeves. It was a gesture to see eye to eye—if Erickson’s could have seen the man’s face in the first place—and showing who was really in charge around here.

      “What if I told you I had a better target for you than any of the refugees hiding in this place? They’re innocent, whether or not you believe that to be true. But if you had an opportunity to go to the source of all your pain and rage and take what you wanted from it, would you seize that opportunity?”

      The source? That’s not even possible.

      Erickson nervously licked his lips. “But that’s—”

      “A simple yes or no is all I require, wizard.”

      “Yes,” the wizard whispered. It sounded too quiet even to his own ears, so he repeated it, nodding vigorously. “Yes. Absolutely, I would take it—”

      “Good. All you have to do is follow these simple directions.”

      Erickson stared at the black hole where this unexpected new ally’s face was hidden from him and listened intently. The instructions were quite simple. Almost too simple.

      How is this supposed to get me what I want? I won’t just walk away.

      Still, he couldn’t help the feeling that this shadowy magical had other plans that extended far beyond the simple instructions Erickson was receiving now. Bits and pieces. That was how Erickson would take his revenge and make things right again.

      When the stranger finished, Erickson leaned slightly away from the glowing blue bars of his cell, hesitant to do much more than that. He still didn’t know why he was getting help now. Especially now.

      But he did know a good opportunity when he saw it, and this was a hell of a lot better than spending who knew how long in this cage while Winland Underwood walked free.

      “Any questions?” the stranger finally asked.

      “When?” Erickson whispered.

      “You’ll know when it’s time.” The man stood as fluidly from his crouch as he’d lowered himself into it, somehow keeping his face in shadow the entire time. He walked swiftly across the holding room without making a sound and disappeared through the open iron door. The door itself groaned as it swung inward all on its own before shutting firmly with a gentle thump.

      The metallic click of the lock sliding into place sealed the deal on this unanticipated new arrangement he’d just made.

      Erickson finally let himself smile.

      Staring at the darkness on the opposite side of the holding room, he lowered himself onto his side again to sleep yet another night on the cold, hard, uneven floor of his cell.

      But tonight, he drifted off to sleep in comfort.

      Very soon, Joziah Erickson was getting out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STORY CONTINUES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The adventures don’t stop here. Join Winland and the residents of East Calico Rock in Six If By Honor, coming soon to Amazon and Kindle Unlimited.
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SEPTEMBER 26, 2022

        

      

    

    
      I’ve started a project answering questions for my son about my life. I realized after last year’s fifth round of cancer, and then chemo this time that he was expecting me to die sooner rather than later. It’s been a lot for him to deal with and there isn’t much I can do to make it better, except tell him stories that I can leave behind – eventually. Hopefully, a long time from now. I’m going to let you guys listen in as well.

      So, my author notes for this year are going to be answers to questions and all of you can get to know me better, too. Maybe inspire, maybe give you a laugh along the way.

      Today’s question is: What was a significant experience that happened in the past year?

      I got better. No more chemo and I’ve started feeling normal-ish again. It comes back so slowly and I only see the progress over my shoulder. I’ve gone back to the gym and lifting weights and even running. Finally feeling like a whole person.

      Also, took in Bluebell, a sweetie blue pittie, who has cancer - the same cancer I had last year. The Universe loves irony, or maybe is totally oblivious to it. At least she gets to spend the last year of her life indoors for the first time in her life. Such a sweet dog. Lois Lane is not so sure. Love them both.

      Also, found a great therapist and trying ketamine, and found a great physical therapist. Feels like last year was about tearing down to the ground and this year is about very gradually building back up - but to something new. I feel curious and optimistic.

      There’s nothing I wish I had done differently but there’s something important I learned from trying, over and over again, to do things differently. Sometimes that will not be possible.

      Going through chemo (I survived chemo, not cancer), beat out of me the notion that I could decide how much I could do in a day or even an afternoon, or an hour.

      However, I love that I kept setting the bar impossibly high and going for it because I was also able to stop when I hit that wall and I never gave up. I didn’t sit down and bemoan where I was in life. Gardens were built and tended to, holidays were celebrated (and you know I decorated for Halloween with the help of Dusten the craftsman), walks were taken with Leela all over the city till she died in August. She loved to go anywhere she had never been before and so we did.

      I also got up and went to spas - a lot of them - and pushed forward, pushed myself, even when I was scared, even when I was tired, even when I was nauseous or in pain. At Post Ranch Inn in Big Sur they have a fleet of SUV’s on site that can be borrowed - and - can be used to ferry guests around the 100 acre property. I used that to my advantage and used my energy to walk somewhere, pushing myself to wander through the redwood forest and hug ancient trees, or visit the large gardens, and then get a ride back. It was brilliant.

      And, equally as wonderful and beautiful, when I hit my limit, I sat down and rested and refueled and thought about when the energy would return, the body would not be so nauseous, so painful. I accepted help when I could get it (and chemo will wear out a lot of people from helping. Want to find out who your real inner circle is - go through chemo and see who’s there in the end), and I made plans that were flexible, always flexible and rejoiced in every little thing I was able to do.

      Then, when I sensed the worst was passed I pushed again and showed up at the gym at an early morning weight lifting class - and began to rejoin life among others again. It was hard and sometimes ridiculous but there I was - and things got better, and better and better. I’ve even retained that newfound ability to be okay and celebrate the days when refueling is what’s needed, dreaming about what tomorrow may bring.

      There are good things that come out of every event in life - if we’re willing to look for them and not stare quite so much at what was painful and long and difficult. I know, for me, those gifts are some of my most treasured and deeply felt because I had to fight so hard for them. Love you, Mom. More adventures to follow.
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      Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

      By the time I decide what to write about…

      Okay, so normally I wouldn’t talk about something great in the last year.

      Why? Because I will forget ten awesome things and offend someone, I’m sure.

      But, I figure if I go ahead and admit up front I’m going to forget something that I did with someone they will forgive me ahead of time, so I’m going to talk about something particularly important to me.

      A house in Cabo San Lucas.

      Last August, my wife and I took possession of a house in Mexico that had been an almost five (5) year effort. I thought house building was slow in Texas…

      Well, to be fair it was one (1) year working on a condo (2015-2016) when I had started to earn enough money to move the deposit from the condo to the first house.

      Then, it was about 1.5 years on the house in Copala with updates, upgrades, and blueprint changes when… I upgraded us out of the local neighborhood.

      If you listen to my wife, there wasn’t an upgrade they offered that I didn’t like. It was (and I’m embarrassed to admit this) so bad I had both a grilling area outside the back door AND up on the roof of the house where you could sit and enjoy the view.

      I had to take that BBQ pit off the upgrade list when I found out how much it was going to cost and I had to pay in advance.

      Finally, one of the ladies helping us mentioned that for the new price on this house we could move into the houses in the neighborhood below (and a bit closer to the ocean) for just a “little bit more money.”

      Upgrade to another house? YOU BET!

      By this time, my wife was so frustrated with me that she put her foot down that there would be no more upgrades.

      This was in 2018.

      So, contracts were ripped up, money was moved to another house, more money was added to the down payment, and the third house was scheduled to be finished…in about 25 months.

      Summer of 2020… When COVID hit and stopped all building just months shy of the deadline.

      Finally, after a LOT of phone calls, issues discussed and overcome in multiple languages, we get to take possession of the house at the end of August 2021. Almost five years from when we started the process of purchasing the first condo.

      One week later, a tropical storm hit Cabo San Lucas. Really, life?

      Fortunately, nothing bad happened except my wife wanted an upgrade to hurricane shutters.

      Have you ever priced those damned things? Next time my wife gives me any @#%@ about my upgrades, I’m going to find the bill for the shutters and stab a finger at the final cost.

      I’m sure I’ll regret that action, but for five seconds I’ll feel vindicated.

      So, I’m going to say that accepting the keys to the house in Cabo San Lucas was the coolest experience for me in the last twelve months.

      I hope this finds you healthy and happy.

      Talk to you in the next book!
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