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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Winland Underwood leaned forward over the table for two inside Café Renaissance and tried not to look too obvious. “Is it just me, or have people been staring since we sat down?”

      The dangerously handsome wizard sitting across from her grinned. His blue-gray eyes sparkled under the restaurant’s dim lighting. “I’d stare too, if I saw you walk in with somebody else.”

      She tried to look perturbed by his blatant pickup line, but it was impossible to hide a smile as she dropped her gaze to the table.

      Damn… I come looking for Hector Fang, prepared for a magical standoff. Belmont should’ve warned me about his disarming appeal instead.

      Winland decided to ignore Hector’s attempt at flattery. She leaned slightly over the side of the table and looked pointedly at the bundle of fluffy white fur curled up in a ball at Hector’s feet. “Honestly, I think they’re staring at her.”

      The wizard chuckled. “Let them stare. Nitya doesn’t seem all that bothered by it.”

      It was true. The arctic fox with startlingly intelligent golden eyes that Hector kept around as a pet hadn’t once lifted her head from the furry bundle she’d curled up into. Winland thought the creature may have fallen asleep.

      She snorted and sat fully straight again in her chair. “I can’t believe you got them to let her in with us.”

      Hector tilted his head and gave her a playful shrug, looking pleased with himself. “I’ve lived in St. Cloud for a long time. Plenty of opportunities to get to know the locals, including the owners of my favorite restaurants. It helps that she’s an incredibly well-behaved dog.”

      “Yeah, for a fox.”

      They both laughed, and Winland couldn’t help but wonder exactly how Hector had convinced an entire town that the animal constantly at his side wasn’t actually an arctic fox. She supposed it was a simple enchantment only strong enough for humans. Other magicals would never buy it.

      Before she could decide how to bring it up, their server returned with two glasses and the bottle of wine Hector had ordered—Candoni Chianti. The man turned the bottle so Hector could inspect it, and with a knowing smile, Hector nodded his approval.

      Winland didn’t quite know what to do while they waited for the server to open the bottle and pour a small amount into Hector’s glass for a first taste. It seemed rude to continue the conversation, but not saying a thing felt awkward.

      If Sarah could see me right now, she’d be laughing her ass off.

      It wasn’t that Winland was new to wine or restaurants, but she hadn’t spent much time in restaurants like this, drinking bottles of wine with a price tag like this. So she sat and smiled, and waited for the server to finish filling their glasses once her date had approved the vintage.

      My date. Jeez, how did this go from a personal quest to sipping wine under dim lights with someone like…

      She lost her train of thought as she stared at Hector’s face—his strong jaw, his full lips, the auburn curls that fell slightly over his eyebrows and a little below his ears.

      “Everything okay?” he asked with another soft chuckle.

      “What?” Winland blinked quickly, then laughed with him and reached for her wine glass. “Sorry. I guess I zoned out for a second. Cheers.”

      Hector slowly tilted his glass toward hers across the table, and while she immediately drank from the thin, delicate glass, her date swirled the dark wine around and around before dipping his head to inhale deeply through his nose. His eyes flickered up to her, and he paused with a coy smile. “It’s better if you let it breathe a little. Opens up the flavors.”

      “Right.” She set down her glass and mentally kicked herself for not having prepared for this date. Or any date. Or to be so easily swept off her feet by a Custodian who was supposed to be only a checkpoint on her way to finding the warrior witch calling herself Idys. “All those flavors…”

      Stifling a laugh that might have turned into a choke, Hector leaned forward in his chair and set down his own glass. “I get the feeling you haven’t been to a lot of wine tastings.”

      “You know, I’m more of a ‘grab the cheapest nice-looking bottle off the shelf to take home’ kinda person,” Winland admitted.

      “Hey, there’s nothing wrong with that.”

      Winland laughed at herself again and gazed around the restaurant so she wouldn’t get lost gazing at Hector Fang again. I swear, if I start blushing, I’ll never stop. “But I can still appreciate good wine, fine dining, and intriguing company. So thanks.”

      “You’re very welcome.” He picked up his wine glass and finally took a slow sip, staring at her the whole time.

      Clearing her throat, she picked her drink up again because she had no idea what else to do. “So.”

      “So.” Hector looked like he was about to burst out laughing, but he held it together like a gentleman. “Where are you from?”

      “That’s where we’re starting the conversation, huh? With generic Q&A?”

      “I did ask you out to dinner. And you said yes.” He gave her another playful shrug. “We can at least get through the generic questions before we dive into some of the more…complicated topics, right?”

      “Well, I guess that’s one way to start.” She buried her face in her wine glass again. She managed to stop herself from glugging it down like she would have if she were sitting with her best friend and a much cheaper bottle of wine.

      “Just to be clear, though, Winland.” The wizard leaned slightly forward toward her and briefly bit his lower lip. “I won’t ask you any questions I don’t genuinely want to know the answers to, and you don’t have to tell me any more than you genuinely want to share. Deal?”

      “All right.” She sat back in her chair and found herself already loosening up. “As long as this is an actual conversation over dinner and doesn’t turn into an interrogation.”

      “You mean like the conversation we had in my apartment yesterday?”

      Winland’s smile faded, and for a moment, she thought she’d made a tremendous misstep. This isn’t a date. I crossed a line tracking him down with Mom’s dagger, and now he’s trying to even the score.

      Hector’s brilliant grin lit up his face again. “I’m joking.”

      “Right. Of course you are.” She raised her glass toward him again and dipped her head in a playful salute. “I didn’t mean to interrogate you, by the way. I just had my mind set on one thing, and finding you turned out to be completely different than I’d expected.”

      “Oh really?” He seemed more entertained by her confession than anything else. “Care to elaborate on that?”

      “Maybe later,” she suggested.

      “Fair enough.” He paused to sip his wine. “I still am interested in hearing where you’re from.”

      “It’s not all that interesting,” Winland replied.

      “I disagree. You can tell a lot of things about a person by the way they answer generic questions like that one. Sometimes, those answers end up being pleasantly surprising.”

      “Right.” Pleasantly surprising like finding a gorgeous wizard on your way to finding your mom, who you thought was dead. Winland shook her head to clear it of those thoughts and focus on his question. “I grew up on Oriceran, actually. Or, at least, I spent most of my time there.”

      “And the rest of the time?”

      “The rest of the time, I moved through the gates to Earth and spent summers with my dad.”

      Hector raised his eyebrows, still looking genuinely interested. “That sounds like fun.”

      “Yeah.” She snorted. “Summers with Tur—with a dad like mine are a whole different definition of fun. But they were a cornerstone of who I am today. Honestly, if I had the chance, I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      Fortunately, her date didn’t seem to notice that she’d almost mentioned Turner Underwood by name. Not that being the old Fixer’s oldest child was that much of a secret, and Hector hadn’t reacted when she’d told him her last name yesterday. Unfortunately, when she mentioned being trained by Turner, it usually ended up driving the conversation in that direction, and that wasn’t what Winland wanted to talk about on a first date with Hector Fang. The first date she’d been on in who-knew-how long.

      Instead, the wizard focused on the broader picture of what she’d told him, which was why she’d said what she’d said. “You know, you don’t hear that a lot. Especially from other magicals.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That they wouldn’t have changed a thing about what they’ve done or how they’ve learned or where they’ve been. We live so long that there’s more than enough time to build up a stack of regrets. It’s refreshing to talk to somebody who’s so confident in their choices.”

      Winland opened her mouth, closed it again, and grinned. “Well, thank you.”

      Hector paused for another sip of wine, but he took less time savoring his drink in whatever ways wine connoisseurs enjoyed all the flavors. He looked well and truly hooked on Winland Underwood’s story. “What about your mom? I’m guessing she waited back on Oriceran for your return at the end of every summer.”

      Though he couldn’t have known how that would hit home, the question still caught her off guard—mostly because she couldn’t remember the last time she’d spoken to someone who didn’t already know that her mom had been gone for so long. Blinking quickly, Winland laughed self-consciously. “Um…no, actually. I lived with a guardian family on Oriceran. They took me in and raised me like I was another one of the Tabbott kids.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s good to hear.”

      “Yeah. Family is family, right? No matter how it got to be that way.” She took a much larger drink of wine than was probably appropriate for the first twenty minutes of a nice dinner on a first date, but by the time she realized it, her wine glass was already back down on the table.

      “I’m sorry,” Hector said gently.

      “For what?”

      “I obviously touched on a sore topic. That was unintentional, and I understand. I won’t ask any more about it,” he promised.

      “No, it’s fine. I… I haven’t been asked about any of that in a long time.” She pushed the mix of frustration, sadness, and growing excitement back down where it belonged—with what few memories she had of her mother and everything they contained. It was one thing to hunt down the warrior witch so Winland could confirm whether her mom was or wasn’t still alive. It was something different to be sitting at a table with a stranger and diving back into the days of her youth. “And you couldn’t have possibly known anyway. So don’t worry about it.”

      Hector studied her face. Another tiny smile appeared on his slightly pursed lips. “All right. I’ll take your word for it.”

      She chuckled. “I should hope so.”

      “Moving on, then, from the Winland Underwood of the past…” He waved his hand in the air, brushing aside everything they’d already discussed. “Where are you now?”

      “In a St. Cloud restaurant with a very chatty wizard who likes fine wine and…” She paused to nod at the spot beneath the table where Nitya was still curled up in a fluffy white ball. “…dogs.”

      Hector threw his head back and laughed. The sound rang through the restaurant and turned several heads. It would have turned Winland’s head too, if she hadn’t already been staring at him, and her enjoyment of the sound of his laughter brought a new flush of warmth to her cheeks.

      “You got me there,” he replied, shaking his head and chuckling until his laughter fully died back down again. “I guess I should’ve been a little more specific. What I meant to ask was—”

      “I knew what you meant,” Winland interrupted with a smile. “You’re not the only one who can make jokes.”

      “Thank god for that.” He held her gaze with an unnerving intensity behind his blue-gray eyes, and Winland had to distract herself with another long sip of wine—though not too long.

      He’s been on this planet a long time if he’s using Earth phrases like that. Interesting.

      When it didn’t seem like Hector was going to do anything else but stare at her, she set her glass down. “Right now, I live in Arkansas.”

      His mouth dropped open, and he tilted his head with a confused smile.

      “I know,” Winland responded. “One of those places people least expect to hear about. Not a very glamorous personal fact, either.”

      “Well, Minnesota’s almost of the same caliber in that regard. Why Arkansas?”

      Winland shrugged halfheartedly. “An opportunity presented itself, and it seemed like the best choice at the time.”

      “What about now?”

      “Now?” She couldn’t help but grin at the thought of all the magicals living and working and thriving together in East Calico Rock. Without her. “You know, it turned out to be so much better than I’d expected.”

      “One more thing you wouldn’t change, even if you had the chance.”

      “That’s right. My list of regrets is very short.” She found herself falling into Hector Fang’s gaze all over again, and it was even harder to haul herself back out than the last time.

      I seriously hope this date with a Custodian doesn’t get added to that list.
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      Winland collected herself with a deep breath and pulled away from the wizard’s alluring gaze to look around the restaurant instead. “What made you choose Minnesota?”

      “Ah. The tables turn. A large deciding factor was that it’s quiet here. For the most part. You know, when there aren’t beautiful Light Elves shouting at the alley wall of my apartment building.”

      She scoffed. “How dare they?”

      “They’re not all that bad.” Hector winked at her.

      Winland enjoyed the playful back and forth a lot more than she’d thought she would, but her training wouldn’t let her ignore the fact that Hector Fang had given her a classic non-answer answer before redirecting the conversation back to her. He’s good. And I almost wasn’t paying attention.

      She tapped the base of her wine glass and raised her eyebrows. “That can’t be the only reason you’re here, though, right? It usually takes a little more than a quiet town and the occasional loud-in-the-alley Light Elf to make somebody stay in one place for as long as you have. Especially for a Custodian.”

      Hector fixed her with that undeniably perfect grin again. “You’ve done your research on the Order.”

      “Enough to know Custodians tend to move around a lot for new assignments. You’ve been here for…what? At least thirty years, right?”

      He nodded slowly, his smile fading a little, and she thought perhaps she’d pushed one of his sensitive buttons the way he’d pushed hers about her mom. Hector clicked his tongue. “You’re right. Most Custodians do tend to move around. And yes, I’ve been here, in one place, longer than most of us get to stay anywhere. I’ve been here almost four hundred years. Which was after my original assignment from the Order sent me this way, if you can believe it. Not four hundred years in the same apartment, of course. Just in Minnesota.”

      The corners of her mouth turned down in consideration while she tried to hide her interest in what was between the lines. He’s definitely hiding something. And if it has something to do with Idys, she thought. Out loud, she asked him, “And how did a Custodian manage to stay in one place for so long when the Order likes to keep all its various parts moving?”

      “Because I asked to stay.” The wizard’s smile was a little dimmer now, a little more muted by sadness or nostalgia or both. Before Winland could think of anything else to say that might be a little more sensitive to whatever she’d touched on, Hector elaborated. “To be honest, Winland, I haven’t talked about this in a long time either.”

      “Oh. Well, we don’t have to go there if you don’t want to.”

      “I have no problem sharing it with you. Something tells me you’ll understand a lot more than most.”

      “Okay.” She swallowed, trying not to let her curiosity show. He’d stoked it into a raging fire at this point. So he’s hiding something big and wants me to know about it? Or is he planting something he thinks I want to hear?

      If she’d been anywhere else, with anyone else, that train of thought wouldn’t have been strange. Turner had taught her how to read people, and dissecting the way others shared information was part of that. On a first date, though, trying to gauge whether Hector Fang was lying to her felt a little on the paranoid side. The least she could do was keep her mouth shut and let the wizard tell his story however he wanted to tell it.

      “I was fairly new to the Order when Rhazdon showed her true colors here on Earth. I wasn’t there for the final battle, but the immediate aftermath, give or take a few hundred years? That was when I started to fully understand what the Order of Custodians was for. It was a complete mess.”

      “I bet.” Winland nodded in understanding, though half of her attention was taken up by the subtleties of information he was inadvertently giving her through a rather vague retelling. If he was old enough to be a custodian over eight hundred years ago, he was much older than he looked. Even for a magical, it was impressive.

      Hector went on, “I was sent this way with two other Custodians to help a small group of rebellious magicals against a straggling faction of Rhazdon’s followers. My brother Corey was one of those Custodians. We wiped the dark faction off the map, but in the end, Corey didn’t make it.”

      Winland’s heart sank. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you.” He fixed her with a tight smile. The look in Hector’s eyes didn’t show the kind of pain he would have felt if this had recently happened. She saw sadness there, yes, but it was the kind of sadness that lingered beneath the surface every day, dulled into a quiet undertone over time. He might like word games too much for her taste, but there was no way to fake what she saw on his face right now.

      It was the same pain Winland knew others saw in her own eyes every time she talked about her mom.

      “I made a request to stay put right here in this part of the country,” Hector explained. “The Order granted it. After all, the reason I wanted to stay was the same reason they were down one young, eager new Custodian. So they send me new assignments from time to time. When they’re out my way, of course. Or they’ll send me the occasional freelancer who enjoys a good challenge. And I get to finish what Corey and I started.”

      “I totally get it.” She nodded and kept tapping at the base of her wine glass. It would’ve felt a little odd to start drinking again after hearing a story like that, but when her date reached for his own glass, she figured it was okay to follow his lead. “You were right, by the way.”

      “Oh yeah? About what?” The way he said it made him sound like he was used to being right most, if not all, of the time.

      Winland shrugged. “I can’t speak for everyone, but I do understand. It’s hard to lose somebody, and it’s hard to know where to go from there.”

      He nodded and briefly closed his eyes.

      “Especially when it would be only too easy to fall into pointing fingers and blaming others for whatever does or doesn’t happen,” she added. “I know a lot of magicals who stepped into that trap after the giant mess the Dark Wizard made with his war. Some of them are still stepping into it, even now. That was something I had to work on for a while too.”

      That seemed to catch Hector’s full attention again, and his eyes narrowed above a curious smile. “How so?”

      “You know, I don’t talk to many people about this either. But something tells me you’ll understand.”

      That made him laugh, and before Winland knew it, she was talking to her unexpected date about East Calico Rock and the magicals who called it home. She shared with him why they’d founded it in the Ozarks of Arkansas and how one hundred and sixty-four magical refugees had come together to build a place that was more of a home for them than anywhere they’d been in a long time. Just telling him about it made her miss the place more than she had since setting out on the journey north two weeks ago. The more she told Hector about the place where the kemana’s Crimson Heart had drawn her, the more she found herself enjoying the conversation. The only other person she’d talked to about their new home in East Calico Rock was Turner, who was an excellent listener but always seemed a little distracted by something.

      Hector, on the other hand, gave her his absolute attention throughout all of it, even when her story was interrupted by their server bringing out their appetizer and later the main course of their dinner. Winland didn’t mention anything about the kemana crystal having chosen her as its newest magical connection, and she didn’t go into details about the wards around the town and the surrounding forest that currently kept the magicals of East Calico Rock safe and hidden. She did give him a summary of their unintentional reawakening of Ravener Delowry’s army and the help they’d received from Belmont Frasier and Minnie.

      When Hector asked questions as they ate, she knew he had been paying attention.

      “And that’s what led you to search for Idys, right?”

      Winland cut up another piece of her glazed salmon and nodded. “Yep. She was there with Belmont the first time they fought Ravener. She’s the one who helped lock up the entire army, though I’m pretty sure nobody realized it wasn’t a permanent fix. Not back then, anyway.”

      “But you and your hidden town of magicals managed to finish the job.”

      “That’s right.” She couldn’t hold back a proud smile at that. “It was touch and go for a while there, but we eventually pulled through.”

      “It’s amazing what can happen when even the smallest steps seem impossible to take. At least at first.” He quickly but neatly cut off another slice of his blood-rare fillet and paused with it skewered at the end of his fork. “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way. It’s nothing but pure curiosity on my part.”

      “Well, I did promise not to answer anything I don’t want to.”

      “Very true. So I’ll just ask. If you already defeated this imprisoned dark wizard and his army, why are you still looking for the witch who put him there in the first place?”

      Winland tried to keep her expression neutral. She hadn’t expected her date to so quickly pick up on the small holes she’d intentionally left in her story. “What do you mean?”

      “Not that I’m speaking ill of Idys, and based on everything you’ve told me, I’m still pretty sure you and I are talking about the same woman. She made a mistake sixty years ago with Ravener. Everybody makes mistakes. I just don’t see why you’d want to find her when you were clearly so much more capable of handling the same messy situation than she was.” Hector slipped the bite of steak into his mouth and waited expectantly for his date’s answer.

      Smiling, Winland finished off her second glass of wine and nodded. If I hadn’t spent my entire life learning how to keep necessary secrets, this wizard would have just backed me up into an impossible corner.

      A lie was always more convincing if it had a sturdy foundation in the truth—even if that ended up making it a half-truth or a separate variation of it. That was how Winland decided to answer this question.

      “When Idys and Belmont worked together against Ravener the first time, he thinks something unexpected happened with the kemana crystal.”

      Hector nodded and kept cutting up his steak. “Right. Besides the fact that it was accidentally leaking magic into the statue prisons until it unwittingly released the enemy again.”

      Winland eyed him intently. “Right. Besides that.”

      Is he making sure we’re on the same page, or is this another interrogation I almost didn’t recognize?

      Either way, the wizard hadn’t given her a reason to be suspicious other than his slightly off-putting tendency to switch between skeptical questioning and flirting with her. Not yet, anyway.

      She continued, “Right now, the crystal doesn’t have nearly as much power as it used to. When things settled down after the battle, we started thinking about how we could use the kemana again. You know, bring it back to life.”

      Hector looked up from his meal and smirked. “That is what they’re for.”

      “Exactly. If it’s possible, we think it would do a lot of magicals a lot of good to have the Ozarks kemana up and running again. A thriving city. It’s a lot more removed from an urban setting than most kemanas, but who knows? It might be exactly what people are looking for, like East Calico Rock is for us.”

      “I think it’s a wonderful idea.”

      “Yeah, well, there’s a lot more footwork that goes into it before we get there.” She absently took another bite of her salmon, still watching her date’s reactions for any sign he wasn’t buying her entire story. “Which is why I want to find Idys. Belmont wasn’t much help when I asked what they’d done to the crystal to imprison the dark wizard. He only told me that she was in charge of the spellcasting. So, if I can find her, I can figure out how to get the kemana crystal up and running again, and maybe we’ll have a new working kemana.”

      Most of her explanation was false, but Winland wasn’t ready to tell a stranger that after almost one hundred and seventy years of believing her mother was dead, she now suspected the opposite. It didn’t seem like an appropriate first-date conversation anyway, and if Hector Fang happened to have hidden motives of his own, she didn’t want to give him any more leverage over her than he already had.

      Searching for a witch she’d never met to get answers for a town she’d helped build sounded less desperate than following the trail of someone who might be the mother she hadn’t seen since she was five years old.

      Apparently, it was convincing enough for Hector. “Makes sense. And it’s quite the noble cause.”

      “Well, I might be doing this for a few selfish reasons of my own, too.”

      “Such as?” Noticing her wine glass was empty again, he grabbed the bottle to refill it again.

      When he’d finished pouring, Winland slowly slid her glass toward herself. “Things get a little…tedious in a town of only a hundred and sixty-four magicals. Especially after renovating everything in sight, discovering an empty kemana being used as a prison, and defeating one hell of an army without the use of any magic .”

      Now when Hector smiled at her, it was with the startlingly feral grin he’d fixed on her at the end of their first conversation in his apartment. “In other words, you got bored and jumped at the chance for another adventure.”

      Laughing, she lifted her glass. “More or less.”

      “Well then. To adventure.” He tipped his glass against hers for another toast.

      The wizard surprised her yet again with what should have been a perfectly predictable segue. “And I think my side adventure I’ve asked you to help me with is exactly what you’re looking for.”

      She scanned the table and couldn’t help but laugh again. “So you waited until the actual meal was over to bring up business.”

      “Not quite yet.” He stabbed his fork into the last piece of rare, red meat, looked quickly around, then leaned sideways in his chair and lowered his fork down toward the fluffy white ball of his pet fox curled up at his feet.

      Winland didn’t see the man feeding his four-legged friend off his own silverware, but she heard Nitya’s low mewl of gratitude followed by the quick snap of jaws and gentle licking that followed. He’s feeding his fox from the table. Well, if nothing else, this date had been amusing and somehow still good, all things considered.

      Hector returned his fork to his plate as if nothing had happened. He grinned at her and raised his hand to get their server’s attention. “I think we should have dessert first, don’t you?”

      Holding back a bubbling laugh, she nodded and drank more wine.
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      For the last several days of his surveillance, Erickson had only grown more and more frustrated with his complete lack of progress. Every day, he circled for miles around the powerful wards he’d found in the Arkansas Ozarks. Every day, he prodded and poked, casting spell after spell, trying to find some weakness in the protective bubble he meant to puncture. Every day, he felt the presence of the magical trail he’d locked onto months ago in a grungy diner in Georgia.

      Cinnamon and lemon.

      The scent constantly filled his awareness, driving him forward every day because he knew what waited on the other side of the wards’ protective bubble. Winland Underwood was only one name on the list of traitors he’d carried in his mind for almost a year now, but it was Winland’s trail he’d been tracking. Now that he’d locked onto it and the trail hadn’t shifted or gone cold in the last several weeks, Erickson was certain this was where he needed to be to get the job done.

      But no matter what he did, he couldn’t find a weakness in those wards.

      He was willing to wait, to take his time and ensure the magicals who had it coming to them would finally be brought to justice. Still, he’d been skulking around the forest around the border of the wards for a lot longer than he’d thought it would take, and even a wizard seeking vengeance still needed to restock his supplies.

      This was the second time Erickson had to make the hours-long trek to the closest civilized town. The first time, he’d bought himself a new set of camping gear with as much food as he thought he’d need, not expecting to find so many abandoned cabins in the woods like the one he was staying in now. This time, he’d brought his empty trekking pack with him to fill with food, bottled water, and toilet paper. The latter was not something he’d ever expected to have to stock up on during a hunting trip, whether he was hunting creatures of the forest or something a little more…intelligent.

      He needed supplies, though, and though Erickson didn’t enjoy skipping a day of making his exploratory rounds along the border of those wards, he wouldn’t be getting anything done if he ran out of necessities.

      He did allow himself one small luxury while he was in Pineville. Next to the small grocery store where he bought all his supplies was a Starbucks. Erickson had never been the type to stop by the coffee chain every day for their caffeine, like so many magicals he knew. Even some of the Silver Griffins’ senior agents had jumped aboard the coffee-craze wagon when a new Starbucks had popped up beside his branch.

      He thought of his old branch while he sat at a table by the window and sipped his medium-sized Americano. They’ll never take me back now. Not after I’ve been MIA for so long. Not after I’m done with those miserable refugees that everyone else overlooked.

      When that happened, it wouldn’t matter anyway. Erickson knew he could never go back to his old life as an agent with the Oriceran police force on Earth. He didn’t want to. More than that, he couldn’t look further into the future than the moment he finally broke through those wards, destroyed everything Winland and her escaped rebels held dear, and made sure they all got what they deserved.

      He could, however, take a few extra minutes from his already disrupted day to enjoy a decent cup of coffee. The two times he’d tried to boil coffee in a pot over a cookstove hadn’t been the same, and he’d given up.

      So for Erickson, this single cup of coffee in the Pineville Starbucks was a luxury he felt he deserved. From a more practical perspective—and Erickson had always considered himself a practical wizard—it would keep him warm and caffeinated for the upcoming hours of hiking all the way back to his hidden cabin in the woods.

      As he ruminated on his plans and how he would test the wards next when he returned, he almost didn’t notice that the scent of Winland’s magic had grown a little stronger while he sipped his coffee. When his next sip tasted more like cinnamon and lemon than espresso, he was immediately reminded of why he was here.

      With a grimace of disgust, Erickson looked down at his to-go cup of half-drunk coffee.

      This trail of magic had burrowed its way too far into him. Miles away from the wards, he would stop at nothing to break through. He couldn’t get away from it. It wouldn’t leave him alone until he finished what he’d come all this way to finish, and there was no turning back for Erickson. There hadn’t been for quite some time.

      Sighing in disappointment that even the small pleasure he took in a good cup of coffee had been taken from him, the wizard stood, slung the straps of his pack over his shoulder, and headed for the coffee shop’s front door. Without looking, he dropped the second half of a perfectly good cup of coffee in the trashcan.

      It never occurred to him that the magical trail he detected so strongly here was because Winland had been inside this same Starbucks two weeks ago before she had boarded a train.

      He stepped into the brisk February air and started down the main road out of Pineville and toward those damn wards.

      The cold didn’t bother him now as much as it had when he’d first found the wards he knew encircled the entire group of magicals who’d escaped him once. It was amazing what one could endure when one was on a mission, especially one that fueled a person’s reason for waking up every single day and was the last thought on their mind before they fell asleep at night. So far, Erickson had managed to warm himself with an abandoned shelter, a cookfire that was small enough not to draw attention, and the knowledge that his quarry was close.

      All he had to do was to keep chipping away at the wards. When he finally broke through, the rest would happen quickly and easily.

      Before he knew it, Erickson was off the main road and walking alone through the woods again. This particular section of the Ozarks hadn’t had any new snowfall for several days. Despite the cold temperatures, the bright sunshine spilling between the trees’ bare branches at this altitude was enough to melt a good amount of what remained from the last blizzard.

      The wizard picked his way carefully through the woods, stepping over the lingering patches of snow to avoid making more noise than he had to. The ground was damp and cold but not frozen, so his footsteps were silent enough.

      They were so silent that by the time he heard cheery voices coming from up ahead, he wasn’t close enough for the owners of those voices to have heard him approaching. They were speaking too loudly, laughing and talking and trudging along together. Erickson caught the sound of someone humming a happy little tune as four distinct pairs of footsteps continued down an old, seldom-used, poorly maintained road up ahead.

      Erickson knew what that road was, where it came from, and that it led to another bend in the wall of wards he’d been trying to conquer. He’d crossed this same road every single day on his exploratory journey around the wards’ borders, not to mention the two times he’d had to hike back into Pineville for more supplies.

      These four travelers apparently had no idea what they were about to run into. If they were human, the enchantments on those wards would simply make them lose interest in investigating any further, and they would turn away to go somewhere else, maybe confused as to why they were out this far or where they’d been trying to go before they forgot. If they were magicals, though…

      Erickson already knew full well what the wards had in store for magicals. The first warning was nothing more than a surprising little jolt of magical energy. Anything after that would be more painful and more frustrating for all of them.

      Curious about who these travelers were, he inched his way closer to the road, moving quietly and staying close to the thickest tree trunks around him. Just before this part of the forest opened out onto the road, a steep embankment made room for the road twisting along through the mountains. So when he reached the edge of the woods, Erickson stood a good six feet higher than the road, and it provided him with a perfect view of the four oncoming strangers who had no idea what was waiting for them.

      “Do you think it’s true?”

      “I don’t know, man. But you better quit asking me before I lose my patience.”

      “Aw, come on, Hayden. He’s just excited—”

      “He’s been excited since before we left, and that was a week ago.”

      “I’m still excited…”

      “Great. Keep it to yourself until we get there.”

      “Hey, you think they’ll have any Juicy Tune?”

      The group burst out laughing.

      “That’s what you wanna know right now? Whether or not they have a kids’ drink?”

      “Hey, it reminds me of home, okay? And we could all use a lot more of that right now, if you know what I’m sayin’.”

      Erickson sneered after the magicals ambling down the road, taking their sweet time about it. Two dwarves, a gnome, and an oddly gangly Wood Elf.

      If they were part of Winland Underwood’s group of disappearing magicals, they would have been incredibly stupid to expose themselves like this along a public road, where anyone could find them and hear their conversation. Erickson would have leapt off the incline, attacked the traveling group, and held them for questioning.

      These were clearly newcomers to this part of the Ozarks, though. Most likely, they already knew about the wards. If they didn’t, they’d figure it out within the next few minutes. Those wards, as far as he could tell, were impenetrable.

      They’ll get one hell of a surprise, that’s for sure. Then I’ll make my move. They won’t know nearly as much as those good-for-nothing refugees waiting on the other side, but I can still question them. They have to know something if they’ve made it this far.

      Erickson tensed, waiting for the four unwitting magicals to walk face-first into the wards and to be blasted back again by strong protective magic. Any second now, and he’d have his chance.

      “Oh, hey,” the first dwarf exclaimed. “I think this is it.”

      “Cool!”

      “About damn time. Come on.”

      The magicals kept walking, all four of them abreast because the road was perfectly wide enough and there weren’t any cars. The shimmering wall of magical energy that was barely visible let out a small crackle of red light when the first dwarf’s boot kicked up against the ward.

      Erickson was half a second away from springing off the top of the incline, but to his utter disbelief, the dwarf wasn’t thrown back and dispelled by the wards. He disappeared right through the crackling red light, followed immediately by his three companions.

      Every single one of them disappeared through the wards, just like that, without a trace. They’d passed through without uttering a single word of an incantation or conjuring an ounce of their own magic.

      “Whoo! That tickles. Did you feel that?”

      “Everything tickles you.”

      “Hey. It’s totally normal to be sensitive to that kinda thing. And you can’t make me feel bad about it.”

      “Aw. Good for you, buddy.”

      “Yeah, okay… Maybe save the nutso-woo-woo talk for when we actually get there, huh? Looks like we got a ways to go.”

      “Jeeze. Somebody’s a party pooper…”

      Having almost leapt down on the travelers he’d expected to be lying on their backs by now, Erickson had to fumble with a nearby tree branch to regain his balance. A layer of loose pebbles and dirt and damp leaves toppled over the edge of the incline and onto the road, but the magicals who’d disappeared straight through the damn wards still chatted obliviously and were none the wiser.

      Taking a few steps backward, away from the edge, the wizard glared at what looked like nothing but regular open air above the middle of the road.

      “How?” he muttered. “How the hell did they get through? Fuck.” Erickson spun and stomped through the bare woods, no longer caring how much noise he made or where he stepped. His face burned hot with rage, his fists clenched at his sides, and it took everything he had not to run to the wards and drain every bit of magical strength from his body just to hit that wall of magical energy all at once. “Fuck!”

      This wasn’t going at all the way he’d imagined when he’d first arrived in this part of the mountains three weeks ago.

      That should be me on the other side of those wards right now. I should be finishing this! But no. I have to stand here and watch a quartet of morons waltz right through with nothing more than a damn tickle. A tickle!

      At the end of his patience for the day—which he’d thought had a much longer fuse—Erickson roared in anger. The short echo of it carried into the bare trees, away from the four clueless travelers making their way to East Calico Rock without knowing how close they really were.

      For a moment, the wizard considered drawing his wand and taking out his frustration on the silent, bare trees around him that looked more like skeletons than living things. It would be quieter and make less of a mess.

      But his wrath had to be saved for the band of disloyal, treacherous, slippery refugees who kept besting him in unexpected ways. So he kept stalking through the trees, oblivious to where he was headed because it didn’t matter. In the dark with his eyes closed, he would have been able to find the wards’ borders. At this point, Erickson knew this area of the woods like the back of his hand.

      And, of course, the pull of Winland Underwood’s magical trail guided him in the right direction.

      Cinnamon and lemon.

      Fine. Maybe I underestimated them again. Maybe I need to take this in a different direction and call in a little…backup.

      The more he thought about it, the more his plan made sense.

      One wizard alone, no matter how righteous his cause, wasn’t enough to get through the powerful magic of those wards. Maybe it would be possible with two or three temporary partners at his side. Partners who, for all their shortcomings, were more adept and had more experience breaking into places and things that other magicals had locked up.

      Fortunately for Erickson, he’d tucked away multiple lists of Oriceran names inside his mind. The first, of course, was the list of refugees he’d been hunting—the descendants of Rhazdon’s followers who were as guilty as their family members who’d aligned themselves with her until the very end.

      The second list was the names and locations of the other Silver Griffins, which he’d traded in exchange for the names and locations of Winland and her miserable followers.

      And the third list, though he hated to admit it, was one he’d picked up since then. It contained the names of several magical criminals throughout the United States, which he’d carried with him for safekeeping and for which he finally had a use.

      Sometimes, you have to think like a criminal to get what you need, he reasoned.

      It never crossed Erickson’s mind that at some point along the way, he wasn’t just thinking like a crook anymore. He’d become one.
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      Winland woke up with a smile on her face and the memory of her date with Hector Fang playing over and over in her mind. After dessert, he’d gone on to explain his “side-quest adventure.” More importantly, he’d reiterated that the artifact she would be helping him recover would be immensely helpful for both of them.

      As far as she could tell, pausing her search for Idys and helping Hector clean up his insistent problem made sense. The Custodian would be one step closer to getting what he wanted, and Winland would be one step closer to knowing where the warrior witch had gone after her time working with Hector. After that, Winland and Hector would say their goodbyes, and that would be the end of it.

      Still, no use lying to herself about the secondary reason for her decision to stay.

      “Who am I kidding?” she muttered as she stared at the ceiling of her small but comfortable hotel room in St. Cloud. “Nobody.”

      Grinning at the ceiling, she couldn’t quite bring herself to voice the full range of her thoughts aloud.

      Just admit it, Win. You actually like the guy. Is he a little eccentric sometimes? Sure. Does he have a pet arctic fox without any convincing explanation for why that’s better than a dog? Okay, yeah. But he’s gorgeous. He likes you. He understands why you’re doing this, because he’s kinda doing the same thing too. It’s not like you went on a date with a criminal or anything. He’s a Custodian. We’re on the same side. And yeah, maybe you’re slightly more willing to help him out with his secret side project because it means you just get to hang out with him a little longer.

      Without exactly knowing why, she burst out laughing as she lay sprawled out on the hotel bed.

      She could clearly imagine what her best friend Sarah Moffett would say if she could see Winland. “It’s fun and exciting and he’s hot as shit, but pull yourself together a little, okay? Seriously, you haven’t even kissed the guy. This isn’t high school.”

      The mental image Winland had of the redheaded witch standing behind the counter of Common Grounds coffee shop, with her arms folded and her head tilted in exasperation, made Winland laugh even harder. Before she knew it, she had tears in her eyes and she could hardly catch her breath.

      Sarah’s right. Even if she’s just in your head this time. Get it together.

      Still chuckling, Winland pushed herself off the bed, checked the time, and realized she had plenty of it left to text her friend.

      
        
        Hey! Thought I’d check in. How’s everything going?

        

      

      After three weeks of being on the road and searching for Hector Fang, then finally finding him, Winland couldn’t believe that this was the first time she’d thought to reach out to Sarah—or anyone still in East Calico Rock—to see how things were going. She was still getting used to the town-wide electricity, internet, and cell service being back on. They were as reliable as in any other city in the US that wasn’t off the radar and hidden to pretty much everyone.

      Nor did she expect Sarah to text her back so quickly, especially at almost eight-thirty in the morning, when things at Common Grounds would be picking up.

      
        
        Hi! Great to hear from you! Everything’s good on the home front, Win. Nothing for you to worry about. You just focus on finding that witch, huh?

        

      

      Seeing her best friend’s voice so clearly expressed through a text made Winland grin, and she immediately typed up a reply of her own.

      
        
        I knew you guys could handle it. Update on my end: I found Hector Fang. Definitely not what I expected. In a good way. I think. We’re heading out today to find another artifact that should help me get a direct shot to the warrior witch, wherever she happens to be. Fun fact: apparently, she’s been going by the name of Idys for at least thirty years since she worked with Fang. Doesn’t mean much, but he’s pretty convinced she’s the same witch who helped Belmont with Ravener the first time.

        

      

      Only after she’d sent the text did she realize how long it had been since she’d had to communicate with her best friend through any other means besides in person. That was probably why she’d taken so long to reach out to Sarah in the first place. She felt a little self-conscious about the length and excited-sounded blabbing in her last text, but before she could draft up an explanation, Sarah replied.

      
        
        Sounds like you’ve got a lot going on! I’m so glad you found him. Seems like Fang’s exactly what you needed as a next-step contact. Keep me updated when you can. Business as usual around here. Ronnie says hi.

        

      

      Grinning, Winland opted for a much shorter goodbye before her time ran out.

      
        
        Give him a big, wet, sloppy kiss from me. Bonus points if it creeps him out. We’ll talk soon.

        

      

      She ended it with a heart emoji because it felt like the most appropriate thing to send to her best friend in the world, who’d been her foster sister on Oriceran way back when. Sarah didn’t send anything else, which was fine because it probably meant she’d gotten slammed with business in the coffee shop for the morning. Winland had other places to be, anyway. Right now, that meant being packed and outside in front of the hotel to wait for Hector to pick her up at nine a.m. as they’d agreed.

      Even a brief conversation with her best friend did wonders to put Winland in a good mood for the day. She’d already been in a good mood after last night’s date with Hector had gone so well. When the night had ended, neither one of them pushed the other to take things any further. She’d walked him to his car before she’d ordered an Uber to take her back to her hotel, and she’d agreed to help him with his artifact-recovery problem. He’d said he would pick her up this morning after she checked out, and they would start their drive north toward the elusive “artifact.”

      When she looked at her phone and realized she’d spent half of her remaining thirty minutes texting Sarah, she sucked in a hissing breath through her teeth and jammed her phone into the back pocket of her jeans.

      Here we go. Get it together. Pack the Bag, get all your crap in one place, check out, and wait for the insanely sexy wizard to pick you up for a two-day road trip. Nothing you can’t handle. You got this.

      After spending another five minutes hyping herself up in the bathroom mirror, she raced around her hotel room for one final sweep, stuffed the last few items of clothing into the Bag, and set off for the front desk in the lobby to check out of her room. Hopefully, it was the last time she’d check out of a hotel room for a while.

      But that was still a few steps ahead of where she was right now, and right now was the only thing that mattered.

      At 8:52 a.m., Winland walked out of the hotel’s front door with the Bag slung over her shoulder. She instantly recognized Hector’s Audi in the front row of spaces because she’d walked him to his car last night after dinner. Seeing him now, eight minutes early, sitting behind the wheel of his car, waiting for her, brought an involuntary grin to her face. Even if she’d been more aware of her actions, she might not have been able to keep herself from quickening her pace to get to his car.

      This isn’t another date, Winland. This is the business side of you and Hector Fang working together. So act like it.

      To her surprise, the wizard calmly and confidently opened the driver-side door and stepped out into the crisp morning air with a grin that matched her own. “Hey.”

      “Morning.” Winland reached his car and went straight to the trunk instead of stopping to greet him in a more personal way. “If you wanna pop the trunk, I’ll toss my bag in here, and we can be on our way.”

      Hector stared straight ahead as she passed him, a crooked smile on his face, and blinked. “Yeah. No problem.”

      She stopped by the trunk and patiently waited for him to open it. Instead of doing so from the front seat or with the key fob, the wizard joined her at the back of the car.

      Great. There goes trying to start off this side-adventure as strictly business.

      Hector paused beside her with his keys in hand and leaned slightly toward her, dipping his head. “I had a great time with you last night.”

      With the Bag still over her shoulder, Winland shot him a sidelong glance and hoped it didn’t look like she was egging him on. It probably did, anyway. “Me too. Thanks for dinner.”

      “We should do it again. Once we’re done with this one small job, of course.”

      “Right. Of course.” She nodded curtly and eyed the trunk.

      Apparently, that wasn’t enough of a cue for Hector Fang, because the wizard just kept staring at her with that knowing smile playing on his lips. He stood so close that Winland felt the heat radiating off his body along with the scent of clove and black pepper, which was probably a mix of his own physical smell and the traces of his magic.

      He’s not gonna do anything until I actually give him a yes or no on another date, is he?

      With a deep breath, she took the risk of looking up at him while he stood so close and smiled. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      “Good.” Finally satisfied, Hector leaned even closer toward her, and Winland thought this was a strange moment to make a move on her. Before she could decide if she should turn away or lean in for the kiss she thought was coming, Hector slid his fingers under the depression in the trunk and pressed the release button on the underside of the handle.

      Winland laughed and slid the strap of the Bag off her shoulder. Get your head out of the clouds, Winland. He brought up a second date in the future, and you need to focus on the present. So focus.

      The Bag fit snuggly in the trunk amid two thick, neatly folded blankets, a cooler, and a black carry-on bag that must be Hector’s.

      She tilted her head and studied the bag. “I thought this was just a quick trip across Minnesota.”

      He chuckled. “We’re not leaving the state, Winland. I promise. I just like to stay prepared.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “That’s an interesting piece of luggage.” Hector was eyeing the Bag in his trunk with surprising intensity.

      “Thanks. Pretty much the only thing I need when I travel.” Winland turned toward the passenger side of the car to get in, but his next question stopped her.

      “What does it do?”

      She turned back toward him with a playful frown. “It’s a duffel bag, Hector. You put things in it, zip it up, and carry it with you all in one place.”

      He finally tore his attention away from her magical piece of luggage to look at her with a raised eyebrow. “Well, your duffel bag is giving off a ridiculously high level of magical energy. So I’d say it’s probably a little more complicated than that.”

      Holy shit, he’s good. I know for a fact Dad enchanted that thing so it wouldn’t give off a giant energetic beacon.

      Despite her surprise—or maybe because of it—Winland answered. “Most people don’t pick up on that.”

      “I’m not most people, Winland.”

      “Ha. No, you’ve made that perfectly clear. I’ve had this thing forever, you know? And it’s actually…a bit of a family secret.”

      There she was, playing with the truth again. Turner had given her the enchanted duffel bag, but she had no idea where it had come from or how her dad had gotten it or why she’d never seen it before. The Bag was a secret her dad had kept from her for quite some time, just like he’d kept his hidden turn-of-the-century New York City in his DC mansion a secret from the rest of the world. In more ways than one, Winland felt responsible for keeping a few secrets about East Calico Rock and the magicals she’d carried there in the Bag.

      Hector’s curious frown melted into an irresistible smile. “I’d love for you to show me how it works.”

      She shot him a coy smile and reached up for the open trunk, because he obviously wasn’t going to shut it first. This whole conversation felt like a waste of time, talking about a duffel bag when they should be hitting the road.

      The trunk shut beneath her hand with a soft thump, and she shrugged. “Maybe later. Right now, we should probably hit the road.”

      Without waiting for a response, she rounded the side of the car and opened the passenger-side door, smiling as Hector’s surprised laughter echoed across the parking lot.

      She opened the door and found a bundle of fluffy white fur with an incredibly bushy tail resting in the front seat. Nitya the fox opened her mouth wide, exposing her sharp teeth in a silent snarl of warning as she stared at Winland with those wide golden eyes.

      Winland stared back at the creature and didn’t move.

      “Did you forget something?” Hector asked, still chuckling as he reached the driver-side door.

      “Nope. But I guess I should’ve assumed your fake dog would be riding in the front seat like a real one.”

      The wizard frowned, then realized what the problem was. “Sorry.” With an irritated sigh, he opened his door, peered into the car, and tsked. “Nitya.”

      The fox’s only response was a quick flick of her tail. She continued to stare at Winland.

      “Hey.” In a soft, crooning voice, Hector started talking to his fox in a language Winland didn’t recognize.

      She wasn’t fluently bilingual, but she could name every major language on Earth after only listening to a few sentences.

      That’s not even something you’d hear in the oldest regions of Oriceran.

      Halfway through the wizard’s soft crooning, Nitya finally released Winland from her golden-eyed stare and looked over her white shoulder at her master. Hector raised his eyebrows in warning, said a few more words, and nodded toward the back seat of the Audi.

      For a moment, Winland thought the wizard was trying to show off, that the words didn’t mean anything. How would an arctic fox understand a language that didn’t exist?

      Then Nitya let out a low, growling mewl and stood on the front passenger seat. Her white tail flicked as she turned, and Winland leaned backward to avoid accidentally touching the creature and triggering an instinctual reaction in a wild animal.

      The fox climbed nimbly onto the center console and jumped gracefully to the back seat. Instead of immediately curling up like Winland expected, the creature remained standing and stared at Hector now instead.

      With a tight smile, the wizard nodded at Winland. “Climb on in.”

      She was in her seat and already buckling up by the time he slid behind the wheel and shut his door behind him. He started the engine, and Winland knew she wouldn’t be able to focus on anything else until she voiced the only question on her mind.

      “What language was that?”

      “Hmm?” Hector looked at her with raised eyebrows.

      “When you were talking to your fox just now. What language was that?”

      “Oh.” He chuckled and grabbed his own seatbelt to strap himself in. “I spent some time with the Nenets people. A long time ago. Learned a few things from them, of course. It took a while to realize that Nitya’s more receptive to the language of that particular region.”

      Winland leaned slightly away from him toward the window and studied his profile. “So you were just speaking Tundra Nenets?”

      Hector looked as surprised as she’d felt when he’d recognized her duffel bag as something magical. His eyes widened and he turned his head to look at her. That disarmingly appealing grin flashed across his lips again. “You know your regional languages.”

      “Only theoretically.” She smiled sweetly back at him. “Can’t speak a lick of anything but English, though.”

      “Ah. Well, that’s easy to change. Maybe a little time-consuming and isolating at first, but I recommend full immersion. Picking up on the language goes from being a fun hobby to a necessity.”

      “Good advice. Is that how you learned Nenets from reindeer herders in the Russian taiga? By necessity?”

      Hector’s laugh sounded a little forced as he shifted into drive. “No. I just have a thing for languages. Ready?”

      She sat back in her seat again and gestured toward the front windshield with a sweep of her hand. “Ready when you are.”

      “Here we go.” The wizard pulled out of the parking lot.

      Looking out the passenger-side window, Winland pretended to enjoy the view of the icy St. Cloud streets and the bare, snow-coated tree branches passing them by. It was either that or stare at Hector Fang while she tried to figure out what his angle was.

      He’s lying. I know what Uralic languages sound like, and that was not one of them.

      Still, she couldn’t judge the guy on one seemingly white lie. After all, she’d told more than a few white lies of her own. Her reason for wanting to track down Idys was the first. She’d been just as vague and elusive as Hector when talking about the Bag, not to mention the incredibly non-committal answer she’d given him when he’d practically asked her out on a second date. “I’d like that.”

      Technically, that wasn’t a lie. She couldn’t say yes to something like that before they finished this side mission she’d agreed to join him on. The way that turned out would dictate everything—whether she could continue her search for Idys immediately, whether she could afford to stay in St. Cloud with Hector a little longer, and whether the Custodian would return to his apartment in a mostly quiet Minnesotan town and continue living the way he had for the last four hundred years.

      And right now, even after his blatant lie about a language that didn’t exist, Winland had a suspicion that if she said yes to anything with Hector beyond retrieving this artifact, it would only get harder and harder to leave.

      He shot her a quick smile as he rolled the Audi to a stop at the last traffic light before they would turn onto the highway. She smiled back and pretended to study the area around them. The red light seemed to last forever. The car remained silent as Winland, a wizard she’d just met, and an eerily intelligent fox set out on a journey she could never have imagined.

      This is gonna be a long ride.
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      The silence in the Audi as it raced north up Highway 71 lasted about an hour. After that, Winland couldn’t help but notice Hector shooting her curious glances.

      He clearly wasn’t going to bring up whatever was on his mind, so she finally turned toward him. “Do I have something on my face?”

      He grinned and dropped his head gently back against the headrest, one hand loosely gripping the steering wheel. “Not that I can see. But I can’t help noticing you seem a little tense.”

      “Huh. No, I’m just thinking.” Thinking it might’ve been a terrible idea to go on a road trip with a complete stranger and his fox, Custodian or not.

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      She shot him a playful frown. “People actually still say that?”

      “It felt like the right response at the time. Apparently not.”

      They both laughed, and she felt a little less on edge about taking her only available next step toward finding Idys—which just so happened to be in this particular car with this particular wizard. Sarah would tell me to loosen up right now. And she doesn’t give bad advice.

      She decided to answer his question. “Honestly, I’ve been thinking about how weird it is to be riding in a car right now. You know, with someone to an actual destination instead of just hopping in a taxi or something.”

      “Huh.” Hector frowned at the asphalt of the Highway racing toward them, but at least he’d stopped looking at her like she was a bomb about to go off. “That’s definitely something I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      “It’s odd, I know. I just haven’t done this in a long time.”

      “No cars out in East Calico Rock?”

      His question was clearly meant to be joking, but it still caught her off guard. “Actually, no. There is a rusted old Ford behind one of the old hunting cabins, but I’m pretty sure the thing was a shell before the town was abandoned sixty years ago.”

      Hector tilted his head in consideration. “Nobody’s bothered to go out and grab one for the town? I bet there are plenty of used car lots around the Ozarks.”

      Winland shook her head. “It’s been brought up a few times. But we haven’t been able to sign off on it when we’re still trying to not leave a paper trail for a hundred and sixty-four magicals.”

      “Right. I guess I didn’t think about it like that.”

      “It’s a different way of life, for sure.” Inhaling deeply through her nose, she looked out the window to study the snow-blanketed landscape rushing past them. “But we make it work. Once I find Idys, hopefully I can make it work with a lot more space for a lot more magicals, too.”

      “I can’t wait to see it.”

      When she turned away from the window to look at him in surprise, Hector was grinning. That sounded like genuine excitement and a lot of confidence that he would end up in East Calico Rock one day to witness the whole thing for himself.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but it wasn’t something she had to worry about right now. He shot her another glance before returning his attention to the road. He looked a lot less worried about what she might be thinking, and he didn’t seem to think it was strange to be talking like he’d join her on the trip back home, whenever that happened to be.

      When the new round of silence got to be too much again, Winland had to break it. “I know we went over this last night at dinner, but run me through the whole thing again.”

      Hector smirked. “Sure. I’ve been watching the last few magicals of the radical faction Idys helped me wrangle up thirty years ago. Finally figured out they’ve been keeping the Arthastol in Superior National Forest. Last time I went out to scout the place, it was empty. No sign of the old radical faction, so I’m guessing they either forgot about the thing or picked another fight with someone else and bit off more than they could chew. Luckily for us, that’ll make this quick and easy. We’re in, you help me get through the enchantments around the Arthastol, we take it and get out. Simple as that.”

      “Okay.” At least his story was the same today as it was the previous night. She propped her elbow on the armrest of the door and tilted her head until she could rest her temple against her fingertips. “And that’s all you need from me, right? Just rearranging a few enchantments and wards.”

      “Exactly. Very easy. Very simple.”

      Winland nodded, but now that they were on their way to grab this Arthastol she knew very little about, she couldn’t in good conscience keep going without knowing more. Or at least getting more about the wizard who’d roped her into doing this. She should have asked more questions at dinner last night, but she was way too distracted to think about it.

      Trying to sound as casual as possible, she asked, “Just out of curiosity, how long have you known where they put the Arthastol?”

      Hector tilted his head back and forth in consideration. “Five years, I think. Give or take a few months.”’

      “And this is the first time you’ve found someone to help you retrieve it?”

      With a crooked smile, he shot her another amused look before looking back at the road. “I guess I just had to wait for the right Light Elf to show up at my doorstep.”

      There he goes again with all the deflecting, Jasmine thought.

      Despite her growing suspicion that Hector wasn’t telling her the full story behind this artifact, she couldn’t help but laugh. The timing was convenient for them both. For that matter, walking through a short-lived hole in the failing wards around East Calico Rock with an entire community of magicals inside the Bag slung over her shoulder had been pretty damn convenient too, and it had worked out for the best.

      “Still.” She shrugged. “With something as important as this, I would’ve thought your Order would jump at the chance to send someone out here to help you with it.”

      Hector’s smile faded a little, and he took a deep breath. “You know, when it comes to large threats that need to be cleaned up quickly and quietly, the Order’s all over it. But they don’t do a whole lot to get involved in personal affairs.”

      “Even when your brother was a Custodian too?”

      “Yeah.” A tinge of sadness had crept into his voice now, and Winland wondered whether she should have brought it up. When Hector started talking again, his confidence had returned with full force. “I know what you’re trying to do.”

      “What?”

      He glanced up in the rearview mirror—to check the road behind them or perhaps for a quick look at Nitya—and nodded. “If I were you, I’d be a little skeptical too. You manage to track down the last Custodian who worked with Idys, who just so happens to have exactly what you need to find her. Only there’s a catch, because there’s always a catch. He needs help, you’re the only one who can handle it, and even a date with a good-looking wizard—a date I think went very well if we’re being honest—isn’t enough to justify the fact that you’re going out of your way to help a complete stranger with something you haven’t had the time to research on your own. It makes sense that you’re still a little suspicious. Unless, of course, I missed something.”

      Winland stared at his profile with a small surprised smile on her lips. “No, actually. I think that pretty much sums it up. You can’t read minds by any chance, can you?”

      Hector’s laughter filled the car. “No, and I wouldn’t want to. Jumping into the privacy of someone else’s thoughts would ruin all the fun. But if you want to know more about the Arthastol, Winland, all you have to do is ask.”

      “Right.” She swallowed and turned away from him to look out the window. She had no idea what expression she was wearing, and she didn’t want to give anything away.

      Okay, so I’m a little overly suspicious of everybody. Call that a character defect, right? He hasn’t actually given me a tangible reason not to trust him, so I might as well take it all at face value.

      As she mulled over her options—namely how much she wanted to ask and how much she might risk prying too far into Hector Fang’s past, when they’d known each other for less than forty-eight hours—she felt him looking at her again.

      “Okay, you got me.” She faced forward again and grinned. “Tell me more about the Arthastol.”

      “Anything specific you’d like to know?”

      She playfully rolled her eyes. “What it does. Why this radical faction of dark magicals has it. Why you need it. How it’ll help me find Idys. You know…all the details you already have.”

      “Ah. A simple request.” They both chuckled. The wizard readjusted his casual grip on the steering wheel. “The Arthastol is one of the most powerful reagents for tracking spells that I have ever personally laid eyes on. And I’ve seen a lot.”

      Winland frowned. “I thought you said this has to do with your brother.”

      “It does.” Hector cleared his throat. “You’re wondering why I’d want an incredibly powerful artifact for tracking spells when Corey’s been gone for almost four hundred years.”

      “Are you sure you can’t read minds?”

      From the back seat, Nitya gave another one of those strange mewling growls, and Hector gave her a quick look in the rearview mirror. “I think my brother was working on something big before he met his end. Something I don’t think the Order of Custodians was aware of at the time, and they haven’t been looking into it since. He never had the opportunity to tell me what it was, but I know he was about to.”

      Hector frowned intently at the road, and his grip tightened on the steering wheel with an audible creak.

      Recovering quickly, he shot Winland another tight smile and nodded. “So that’s a more complete version of why I haven’t left Minnesota in four hundred years. I’ve been looking for the unfinished business he left behind, which I know is still here. Whatever it was, he brought it with him when the Order sent us north into the aftermath of Rhazdon’s war, and I intend to find it.”

      The car fell silent again, but his words hung in the air.

      Winland nodded slowly. “I completely understand. Thanks for telling me.”

      “I told you I would.”

      “You know, I almost thought you’d end up telling me some kind of revenge story. I’d understand that too, but I also know chewing on revenge for four hundred years doesn’t exactly end well. Even if you get what you thought you wanted.”

      “Oh?” Hector’s small smile returned. “You’ve been through your own revenge story, then.”

      “Not exactly… But I do know what it’s like to lose family and spend every day thinking about them. So we have that in common too.”

      They sat through another long moment of silence as the Audi raced down the highway, heading north across Minnesota in the winter cold.

      Hector broke the silence with a small laugh. “I hope that helped smooth over any doubts you might’ve had about helping me with this.”

      Winland broke into a wide smile and dropped her head against the seat. “Well, you didn’t hesitate to explain it to me. So again, thanks for that.”

      “I have nothing to hide, Winland. Especially from someone who’s so willing to help without even knowing all the facts ahead of time.”

      “I didn’t want to push too hard.”

      “You haven’t.” When he looked at her again, his gaze lingered a little longer than was practical or safe for someone behind the wheel of a car going seventy-five miles an hour down a highway with two-foot snowbanks on either shoulder.

      She had to force herself to look away. She wanted him to pay attention to the road, and she didn’t necessarily want him staring at the new flush of heat in her cheeks.

      “What do you think this radical faction wanted the Arthastol for?” she asked. It felt safer and a lot less personal to change the subject.

      Hector replied, “When Idys and I were up here thirty years ago, I think the dark magicals were trying to track down other like-minded individuals. There aren’t many of Rhazdon’s original loyalists still around on either planet these days, but the damage she caused is long-lasting. Of course, you already know that, having led so many to a safe, secluded place like East Calico Rock.”

      “I don’t know if I’d say I led them, necessarily. I just helped get them there.”

      “That’s very humble of you.”

      She snorted and gazed out the window, shaking her head. This guy knew how to get rid of doubt while throwing on the compliments like nobody’s business.

      “Then there’s the other side of the coin,” he continued with a shrug. “Obviously, Rhazdon wasn’t the first dark magical to wage war on either Earth or Oriceran. She wasn’t the first who wanted to, either. Or the last. Just the first one to have made as much of an impact as she did.”

      “Very true.” Winland nodded. “It’s hard not to look at the bones once they’ve all been dug up.”

      Hector cocked his head, though he didn’t look at her as he contemplated her last statement. “That’s an interesting turn of phrase.”

      “Yeah, I know. I can’t remember where I heard it, honestly, but it stuck with me.”

      “I can see why.”

      Winland went over the phrase again in her mind. What she’d said aloud was only half of it. She vividly remembered hearing it in Turner Underwood’s voice the first time he’d had to leave her for a “job” one teenage summer, and it gave so much more context. “It’s hard not to look at the bones once they’ve all been dug up. So, is it better to bury them again and hope you dug a deep enough hole? Or to pick them up and carry them with you for a little while and take them somewhere you know nobody is watching?”

      The memory of it now almost made her laugh. At sixteen, she’d been so angry with her dad for leaving her alone in his mansion. Their intense training sessions were temporarily paused so the old Fixer could do what he did and help someone neither of them had met. Now, almost a century and a half later, she found herself bringing up the words she’d thought were only vague platitudes.

      Burying the past doesn’t do anything but start the clock all over again. It’s how we handle it when all the secrets come out that matters. Me realizing Mom may or may not still be out there. And Hector realizing his brother left him something he can’t ignore.

      Once again, Turner’s unconventional methods of parenting his oldest child were coming full circle. Winland would never have expected the world from her childhood and the world she was navigating now to meet in a car with a wizard like Hector Fang, on their way to help each other get what they both wanted.

      And if I told Dad what was happening now, he’d just laugh and wish me luck.
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      Winland had expected the drive to be a lot shorter than it was. They’d been on the road for hours before another snowstorm blew through, clouding visibility and emptying the highway more than it already was. Hector didn’t seem concerned about the worsening weather conditions. He’d lived through at least four hundred Minnesota winters and had probably seen a lot worse.

      When he finally exited the highway for a narrow frontage road twisting and turning along a small mountain range, she was relieved to think they were almost there. She quickly found out she was wrong.

      Their final destination in the Audi was little more than a dirt lot at the end of a long dirt road that had already gathered a good quarter inch of snow. The snow kept falling and didn’t show any signs of letting up.

      Winland drummed her fingers on the passenger-door armrest and looked around. “We’re stopping here to wait out the storm?”

      Hector pulled his winter clothing from the back seat and looked at her in surprise. He chuckled. “Well, that would only be a waste of time.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      He tugged on his black leather gloves and nodded up to the densely forested hillside on their right. “The Arthastol’s up that way, and this is as far as we can go on four wheels. It’s a bit of a hike, but I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t get going now.”

      Winland pressed her lips together and watched the flurry of large, sticky snowflakes that didn’t look any less harrowing now that they weren’t driving into the storm. “How far is a bit, exactly?”

      “Just a few miles.”

      “Hector.”

      He looked at her like a deer caught in the headlights, then sighed. “It’s an eight-mile hike through the Lutsen Mountains. Mostly uphill.”

      “In a snowstorm.”

      “Well, it isn’t always…”

      She wrinkled her nose and searched the snowy, windy end of the road around his car. “You didn’t think an eight-mile hike through the woods, snowstorm or no snowstorm, would’ve been a good piece of information for me to have before we got all the way out here?”

      The wizard’s eyebrows danced up and down as his expression wavered between confusion and irritation. At least, Winland thought it was irritation, but she’d only known the guy for two days.

      Then he finally settled into a thoughtful frown before asking, “If I had thought to tell you beforehand, would that have changed your decision to come with me?”

      “Well…no.” She gestured out the passenger-side window. “But I would’ve at least stopped to grab a few extra things for something like this.”

      Hector broke into another beaming smile. “I did tell you I like to be prepared.”

      Before she could say anything else, he got out and trudged around the side of the car toward the trunk. Winland heard the muffled click of the trunk popping open, and she stared blankly out the front windshield. “Right. Prepared. Who keeps hiking gear and extra blizzard-wear in their trunk on the off-chance that a random stranger’s gonna hop on board and say yes to a February mountain hike?”

      Nitya’s mewling growl from the back seat was an unexpected reply, and Winland jumped a little in her seat. She peered over her shoulder at the arctic fox.

      “Easy for you to say. You were literally born for this kind of weather.”

      The animal just stared at her with those glowing golden eyes, making Winland self-conscious about every part of this impromptu trip with a wizard Custodian.

      Now I’m talking to a domesticated fox who apparently understands a nonexistent language, she thought. This is getting off to a good start.

      The trunk thumped shut, and Hector rapped his gloved knuckles against the rear of the car. “It’s better to leave now in case the storm gets any worse. That way, we’ll have a few miles already under our belts before we have to hunker down through the worst of it.”

      “Oh, right,” she whispered. “Hunker down. Fun.”

      With a heavy sigh, Winland unbuckled her seatbelt. She stuffed on her winter hat, whipped her gloves from her jacket pockets, and wound her scarf as many times as it would go around her neck and the bottom of her face. She tucked the scarf into the collar of her long jacket before she pushed open the passenger-side door and climbed out.

      The wind howled down the mountainside and through the bare-limbed trees, blasting icy-cold air and snowflakes like frozen pellets into her face. She turned and almost shut the door on the nimble arctic fox, who’d leapt up into the passenger seat without a sound.

      Nitya hissed. It was a startlingly loud sound, and it bared a glimpse of her tiny, razor-sharp teeth.

      The hiss did what it was meant to do, though. Winland stepped away from the door and waited for the fluffy creature to pounce delicately down into the snow. After taking a few steps toward the rear of the car, Nitya looked over her shoulder at the surprised Light Elf. Her golden eyes still seemed to glow even through the haze of white pummeling down on them from the sky. She flicked her tail and trotted away into the blizzard to disappear through the trees.

      Okay, that right there was the wild-animal version of a hair flip if animals were capable of pettiness toward people. Winland thought in amazement.  That fox is something else…

      “Here.”

      “What?” She whipped her head away from the woods and saw Hector standing beside her with a thick parka dangling from one hand.

      “Put this on. I think it’s your size.” The wizard smiled sweetly. Winland almost asked how the hell he’d managed to fit a coat like that into the tiny carry-on suitcase in his trunk. Then she realized he’d already put on a matching parka of his own, which wouldn’t have fit in that suitcase. He was a wizard, and she supposed they were both entitled to their own magical secrets.

      As long as those secrets didn’t stand in each other’s way.

      “Thanks.” She took the parka, shrugged it on, and immediately felt at least ten degrees warmer against the violent cold. Pulling the fur-lined hood over her head added another five degrees of heat and drowned out the worst of the howling wind, although it was replaced by the sound of her breath and the swish of her hat against the inside of the hood every time she moved her head.

      Hector looked her up and down and nodded in satisfaction. “Yep. I knew it would fit. Those are waterproof boots, right?”

      Looking down at her boots, Winland laughed. “I may not have been ready for a blizzard, but this isn’t my first time walking in the snow. Or through the woods.”

      “Excellent.” He reached out toward the car with the key fob in one gloved hand, and the Audi made a pleasant little chirp as it locked. The flash of the headlights was barely visible through the thickening snowfall. Hector pocketed his keys and nodded in the direction Nitya had disappeared. “Ready?”

      “Can’t really say no, can I?”

      “You could. But then I’d probably tell you to wait in the car, and that’s a lot less exciting than where we’re going.” He shot her another brilliant grin and trudged ahead through the snow toward the trees.

      “Tell me to wait in the car…” Winland murmured, widening her eyes. “He’d regret that right away. I can tell you that much.”

      The gusting wind blanketed the mountainside with thickening snow flurries and howled down the mountains like it had a life of its own. Winland shook her head and followed the Custodian and his fox. She hoped he hadn’t “accidentally” underestimated how many miles existed between his car and this so-called secret hideout where they’d find the Arthastol.

      

      Even if they’d had much of anything to say, there wasn’t a lot of opportunity for conversation. All Winland could focus on was following Hector up the mountainside, moving through the wildly swaying trees buffeted around by the wind and the blisteringly cold snow. The idea of talking was less and less appealing the more they hiked. The howling of the wind that would have snatched away their words was enough to keep them both silent. It also made losing track of time that much easier.

      Soon, Winland was marching along on autopilot through the steadily thickening snow beneath her boots. I can’t believe I’m doing this, she thought. Hoofing around through the woods outside East Calico Rock is one thing. But now I’m out in the middle of nowhere, with a complete stranger, ready and willing to believe that he knows what he’s doing and that I’m not an idiot for trusting him.

      She looked up from the white-covered ground at her feet and searched for Hector. His silhouette was fainter now in the worsening storm, but she could at least still see him—until she had to lower her head to keep herself from being blinded by the constant gusts of frigid cold and snow being whipped into her face.

      Nobody does this in Minnesota in February. Hector’s insane for thinking this was a good time to come out here for a little magical-artifact recovery, even if it is the most powerful tracking spell reagent he’s ever seen.

      It took a lot more effort now to pick her snow-crusted boots up from the snow and put one foot down in front of the other. Winland couldn’t remember when she’d started to work so hard just to walk or how far they’d gone before this impromptu trek wasn’t just “a bit of a hike” anymore.

      “Hector!” she shouted through the storm. “Please tell me you have some kind of—”

      A particularly strong gust of wind barreled right into her face and sent her staggering backward. Her arms flailed around in the thick arms of her borrowed parka, and she almost fell over backward when her left foot got momentarily stuck in the snow.

      

      Gritting her teeth, Winland recovered her balance with a gloved hand against the nearest tree trunk. She peered through the blizzard, but the faint outline of Hector’s form slogging through the trees was gone.

      Maybe if she’d had goggles or some eye protection, she could have spotted the last traces of his footprints through the snow, but she doubted it. The wind blew so violently that even the upturned snow she’d just stepped in was almost filled in.

      “Hector!” she shouted again, but there was no way the wizard could have heard her now, even if he’d only been a few feet in front of her.

      Great. And I was crazy enough to believe that a Custodian who’s lived here for the last four hundred years actually knows what he’s doing.

      It wasn’t being stranded in a northern mountain blizzard that bothered her, though. Winland still had her wits about her, not to mention her magic. Thanks to Hector, she also had a warm parka that was specifically made to withstand this weather. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d been stranded in the wilderness. It was over a hundred years since the last time, but she knew she could handle it.

      What bothered her about losing a wizard in a snowstorm was the amount of time it would inevitably waste. Waiting out the storm. Slogging back down the mountainside afterward. Finding Hector again—or not finding him. What would she do if her only real lead to find Idys disappeared or couldn’t get them to the next step in either of their personal plans?

      With a heavy sigh, she decided to stay right where she was. She turned in a slow circle. She saw no sign of any living thing. Whatever animals still called these woods home during violent winter storms like this had already found their shelter and sure as hell weren’t coming back out again anytime soon. The only sound was the howling wind down the mountainside and her own ragged breath.

      Yeah, maybe I should’ve just waited in the car.

      She rolled her eyes and started working at the fingers of one of her gloves. Without being able to see a thing and not knowing where she was going, the least she could do was turn her back to the wind and summon a little fire, even if she had to hold it right there in the palm of her hand until the storm died down a little.

      By the time she’d pulled three fingers from her glove, a heavy hand came down on her shoulder from behind.

      Winland spun, staggering against the multiple inches of snow piled up around her boots and the base of the tree. She was just about to wail on the assailant with her fist—glove halfway off or not—before she realized it was Hector. She swallowed the urge to hit him and shouted, “Oh, come on! You couldn’t have called out a little warning first?”

      “I did!” he hollered back, even though they were standing two feet away from each other. “I’ve been calling your name for the last ten minutes. The storm’s getting pretty bad.”

      “You think?”

      His gloved grip on her shoulder tightened as he pointed with the other hand in the direction they’d been heading. At least, she thought that was the direction they’d been heading. “There’s shelter up that way. Maybe a quarter of a mile.”

      “And you saw it through the blizzard?”

      “No. But I’ve been here before. Come on. We can wait out the worst of it there.” Hector released her and trudged forward with his shoulders hunched and his head bent low—because, of course, they were still hiking uphill against the wind.
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      Winland fumbled to get her freezing fingers back in her glove as she followed Hector Fang. Trying to talk in a storm like this had made her aware of her frozen face and how little she could feel her own nose and lips. She made it a point to keep up with Hector’s urgent pace through the snow, although it left her gasping for breath and hating every frigid, burning inhale.

      She didn’t plan on losing sight of him again, that was for sure.

      When he eventually stopped, her first thought was that they were lost. Hector waved his arms and shouted, but the words were garbled before the wind swept them away.

      “What?” Winland yelled.

      It was impossible to read his lips or see what he was trying to show her, so she just kept fighting against the wind to reach him.

      I swear, if he says anything about having to turn around, I’ll start looking for Idys some other way.

      “…have to turn around!” The last part of the wizard’s otherwise incomprehensible shouting finally reached her, and Winland’s stomach sank.

      “Don’t say that!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I—” She grunted when her boot sank lower into the quickly piling snow than she thought it could go. “I am not walking back down this mountain with nothing to show for it!” Winland tromped the last four feet toward him, her chest heaving and sweat soaking through almost every inch of her clothes despite the fourteen-degree temperatures around her.

      She finally reached him, and through the shortest lull in the raging storm, Winland saw Hector grinning at her from inside the fur-lined hood of his parka. She realized the extra sound moving through the air wasn’t just a change in the whistling wind but was, in fact, his laughter.

      “This isn’t funny, Hector. I don’t care how long it takes. I’m not—”

      “Hold on. Just…just wait a second.” Still laughing, he leaned toward her until they were close enough that they didn’t have to yell anymore, and she could better follow his finger when he pointed. “There it is.”

      “What?” With an irritated frown, Winland searched the flurry whipping in every direction around them. “Just tell me. ’Cause I don’t—”

      “Shelter, Winland.” Hector grabbed her hand, or rather, the top of her wrist. Their gloves and parka sleeves made it impossible to feel anything but pressure and the cold seeping in.

      She let him pull her along, because if finding shelter in the middle of a blizzard like this one could make the Custodian laugh, it had to be something good.

      It wasn’t what she’d expected.

      Out of the blurry white nothingness, the black gaping mouth of a cave opened up in the side of the mountain. It didn’t look any warmer than where they were now, but it wasn’t cold and wet, either.

      When they staggered out of the snow, Winland finally caught her breath enough again to question him. “A cave? You were looking for a cave this whole time?”

      Though Hector was also breathing heavily from the strain, he wouldn’t stop grinning at her. “Well, you know, the Hilton didn’t have any vacancies.”

      She stared at him in disbelief, then they both burst out laughing. After pulling the warm hood away from her head and whipping off her hat, Winland turned to investigate the enormous cave they’d stumbled into. “How many times have you been here, exactly?”

      Hector shrugged, his breath misting in the air now that it wasn’t being whisked away by the wind. “Once or twice.”

      “And that was enough for you to find it in a snowstorm.”

      “Ha. You’re not the first person to tell me I have an uncanny sense of direction.” He walked in a slow circle to study the inside of the cave with her. “But yeah. That’s about right.”

      “So why were you yelling about having to turn back?”

      He stopped abruptly and looked at her with that mischievous smile, shaking his head. “I was making a joke.”

      “A joke.”

      “I thought you could hear me, Winland.”

      “And most people think it’s funny to have to turn around in a snowstorm?” On some level, she knew the whole thing had been a misunderstanding, but the rest of her couldn’t figure out how anyone would find their circumstances funny, especially when they’d almost been separated and Winland had resigned herself to carrying on without him—whether up the mountain or down it.

      “Well, first of all, most people don’t set out to do something like this,” Hector replied.

      “No kidding.”

      “And the joke was about finding the cave.” He gestured into the thickening darkness toward the back of their temporary shelter. “‘At least we don’t have to turn back.’”

      When she realized how thoroughly she’d misinterpreted his windswept words, she tried to laugh. All that came out instead was a snort as she tugged off her gloves. “Well yeah. I guess at least there’s that.”

      Hector looked worried now, probably thinking he’d brought a grumpy, humorless Light Elf stranger along with him on one heck of a ride. Winland flashed him a grin, though, and he burst out laughing.

      “Okay.” Whipping off his own gloves and shoving them into his pockets, the wizard turned toward the back of the cave. His voice echoed. “Let’s see how far this thing goes, huh?”

      Winland walked slowly after him. “I didn’t know waiting out the storm in a cave meant spelunking.”

      He barely turned back toward her. His figure had already dimmed in the darkness rushing in around him. “The farther we are from the wind and the snow, the faster we’ll warm up. Or we can stay here and cuddle if you want.”

      She snorted and unzipped her parka a little at the top. It was cold enough in the cave to feel good against her sweaty skin, but if she wasn’t careful, she’d quickly end up colder than she’d been in the middle of the storm.

      “All right. Well, at the very least, let’s get some light back here.” Winland summoned a fireball in her hand. Lately, she only used that to start a fire in the small dirty fireplace of her Victorian house in East Calico Rock—at least, before the whole thing had been magically renovated and central heating had become a permanent luxury for the town. Smirking at the thought, she turned in a slow circle before she followed Hector toward the back of the cave. “You know, in case there are any—”

      A loud warning hiss cut her off. With a shout of surprise, Winland leapt away from the glowing golden eyes and bared teeth glistening at her in the light of her conjured fire.

      Hector spun with his hand outstretched, as if that would help a wizard stave off much of a threat without his wand firmly clenched in it. Then his face lit up. “There you are!”

      The arctic fox remained sitting and didn’t offer the wizard any form of acknowledgment. She was too busy staring at Winland.

      “I’m guessing this one’s yours,” the Light Elf muttered, hesitant to break eye contact with the creature.

      “Not too many arctic foxes in Minnesota,” he replied. “And yes, that’s Nitya. No surprise that she found this place before we did.”

      “Or she snuck in here behind us.” Winland backed away from the fox that could have been a statue but for the slight flickering at the end of her bushy white tail. “Actually, come to think of it, I have a friend who pretty much does the exact same thing.”

      Snorting, Hector turned away from the cave’s back wall to eye her with an amused smile. “Does that friend happen to be a fox?”

      “Well, her husband would probably say yes. But she’s a witch.”

      “With light feet, huh? Interesting.”

      Finally feeling safe enough to turn away from Nitya, Winland raised the fireball in her hand for a little more light around them. “I’d call it more aggravating than interesting. But she’s always been that way.”

      “A lifelong friend.” Hector unzipped his parka a little more and walked the perimeter of the cave. “I’ve always admired people who can keep friends for that long.”

      “It’s not that hard when you find the right ones. Sarah’s been around with me through…pretty much everything, actually. She’s the one who got married and had kids somewhere along the way.”

      “I’m sure that probably has something to do with finding the right one too, don’t you think?”

      Winland turned toward him with a playful frown. “Maybe. I wouldn’t know.”

      For a moment, they stared at each other in the soft, flickering glow of her Light Elf fireball with the wind howling outside and the arctic fox keeping an eye on everything. Sheltering in a cave and talking about finding the one. That’s what we’re doing now. I don’t even wanna think about how this little side-trip could get any weirder right now because it’ll probably end up happening.

      Hector’s smile flickered as he studied her. He resumed walking around the edge of the cave, running his bare hand along the rocky wall. “Based on the way you said that, I’m guessing she’s part of this magical town in the Ozarks too.”

      “Actually, yeah. Runs the best coffee shop in town, too.”

      “How many coffee shops are there?”

      Winland snickered. “Just the one.”

      “Hmm. Sounds like tough competition.” His foot knocked against something dry and brittle-sounding, and he quickly stepped back as a soft white light bloomed at the tip of his wand. “Would you look at that…”

      “What?” She turned toward him, ready for anything. There was no telling what one might come across in caves. At least in the ones she’d explored around the Ozarks kemana and all the tunnels spreading who-knew-how-far away from it.

      Hector lowered the tip of his wand toward the cave floor and grinned. “Somebody left us some firewood.”

      “Huh.” Trying to calm her breathing after having expected something much worse, Winland eyed the mouth of the cave, where the early-afternoon light looked more like twilight through the blizzard. “Or they left it for themselves and didn’t necessarily expect to have company.”

      “Right.” Hector dropped into a squat to pile the old dry wood into his arms. “How many magicals do you know who live in caves?”

      She couldn’t tell if he was joking or serious. Either way, the question rubbed her the wrong way, and she had to take a few more seconds so she could respond without snapping. “A lot, actually.”

      The wizard paused in his stick-stacking and looked at her in confusion.

      “You’d be surprised how many other options there aren’t when you’re constantly living on the run.” She nodded at the bundle of wood in his arms. “Or how valuable a pile of sticks can be when that’s all you have to fall back on.”

      Hector took a deep breath, cleared his throat, and slowly stood. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive.”

      “Yeah, a little.”

      “I got caught up in my own excitement, Winland.” He shrugged with the bundle of sticks in his arms. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Hey, I’m not telling you not to be excited about a fire in a storm like this. But I can’t help wondering if someone’s expecting all that to still be here. Later.”

      “These things are so dry they won’t be better for much more than kindling anyway. I’d say whoever brought these here burned the good stuff and left us the bottom of the barrel.”

      Winland raised an eyebrow. “And you can tell all that from an armful of sticks.”

      He gazed around the cave before walking to the center, where he apparently intended to make a fire. “I’ve spent my fair share of time hiding in caves too. That was a long time ago, but the instincts tend to stick around.”

      Completely surprised by yet another confessed tidbit, Winland opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out. She gave a short laugh and joined him where he was building a fire with what they had. “Yeah. They do. Even when you start to think you’ll never need them again.”

      He looked at her, nodded, and didn’t say a word about her helping him build their little snowstorm fire by hand.
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      Two hours later, the storm still raged outside the cave. By then, Winland and Hector had figured out how to keep the thin, dry kindling burning as hot and as brightly as it could by using the least amount of wood. It required a new fireball conjured in Winland’s hand and tossed into the fire every ten to fifteen minutes, but so far, it was working. It kept her busy with something useful to do so she didn’t lose her mind cooped up in a cave with a stranger for who knew how long.

      Neither of them could predict when that would actually be.

      For all his talk of “being prepared,” Hector had only stuffed the pockets of his parka with a handful of granola bars and no water. This didn’t improve Winland’s mood.

      “You really had me going with the parkas,” she muttered before tossing another flaming orb onto the fire.

      He fixed her with a deadpan stare in the flickering firelight. Their little fire provided more light than the actual sunlight outside. “I take it you’re still hungry.”

      “And I should’ve eaten a bigger breakfast.”

      “Here.” He tossed another granola bar around the fire and sent it skittering toward her. “At least to combat the hangry.”

      With her legs crossed beneath her, Winland leaned back and propped herself up with her hands on the cave’s stone floor behind her, but she didn’t make a move for the prepackaged food. “I’m not so sure you thought this through all the way.”

      “I’d much rather have one less snack if it also means one less angry Light Elf sitting between me and the way out of this cave.” When she didn’t say anything, he gave her a sheepish smile. “Angry and beautiful.”

      Winland tsked. “They’re not mutually exclusive, you know.”

      “Absolutely not. I just prefer not to be the target of one of them.” Hector looked immediately back down at the fire, seemingly fresh out of charming one-liners and witty pickup lines.

      Four hundred years looking for his dead brother’s clues and living through Minnesota winters, and he’s this calm about being stuck in a cave with someone he doesn’t entirely trust? Yeah, there’s no way this is the first time.

      She couldn’t say why, but the thought was surprisingly unnerving. She had the distinct feeling that he’d done a lot of things in these mountains that wouldn’t necessarily make amusing stories. Maybe in this same cave.

      You need to cut it out with that kinda thinking, Win. Until this storm clears up, the safest place to be is exactly where you are. What’s he gonna do, anyway? Sic his pet fox on me?

      Winland’s gaze darted toward the wall of the cave behind Hector, where Nitya had curled up in a tight, fluffy little ball. The firelight flickered across her fur and glinted fiercely in her golden, eerily intelligent eyes. They were still fixed intently on Winland from within the curled-up bundle of the fox’s fur.

      Yeah right. That critter’s just waiting for a chance to pounce on me. Hector wouldn’t even have to say a word.

      The thought made her snort, and Hector looked at her with a curious frown. “Did I miss something?”

      “Nope.” Winland shook her head and smiled into the fire for the first time since they’d gotten it started. Even with magic, the process had taken too long and had been far more aggravating than either of them was willing to admit. “So tell me. Did you spend a lot of time in caves before or after your permanent move to the blisteringly lovely state of Minnesota?”

      “Both, actually,” Hector replied. “But the before trips made the after trips so much easier to manage.”

      “When you’re prepared.”

      He shot her what might have been a scathing look before smoothing it over with a patient smile. It reminded Winland a lot of Sarah Moffett when she was nearing the end of her patience with her teenage sons—or with her husband. Instead of snapping back with a snide remark, as Sarah might have, he simply pulled another granola bar from his pocket and tore the packaging open with his teeth. The crinkling of the cellophane wrapper echoed around the cave, followed by the muted sounds of slow, thoughtful chewing. “All right. I can admit I didn’t exactly…look ahead as much as I’m realizing I should have.”

      She tilted her head and studied him in the firelight. “I.e., the blizzard?”

      “I.e., the blizzard. Yeah.” With a heavy sigh, he stopped eating. He stared at the toothmarks in the granola bar he’d opened for himself, but he clearly wasn’t interested in eating. “Listen. The thing is… Well, I’ve known for a long time that I can’t do this on my own.”

      “Someone to help you take down the enchantments around the Arthastol,” she supplied.

      “No, that’s not what I mean.” Hector pressed his lips together. When he looked at her, he clearly had a hard time making eye contact, for the first time since he’d found her kneeling in the snow outside his apartment. “You know, I can handle battles. Big fights. Going up against the bad guys, you know? I never had a problem with that kind of thing. But the subtle stuff? Sneaking around. Gathering information. Hell, Corey would’ve called it building a case. That’s not…” He shook his head. “That’s never been my thing.”

      Winland leaned slightly sideways to get a better look at this face in the firelight. “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “Yeah, well, ‘fake it ‘til you make it’ only goes so far. That’s what I’ve been doing for the last four hundred years, give or take. I’ve been faking it.”

      “Hector…”

      “No, I’m serious. Just hear me out.” He fiddled with the granola bar wrapper again. “I haven’t been able to get the Arthastol on my own because I haven’t had someone else around to help me fill in the blanks. Idys probably could have. Actually, I’m sure of it.”

      “Why didn’t you ask her?”

      “We had our hands full with this faction of dark magicals,” Hector explained. “By the time I figured out what they were hiding and how it could help me, Idys was already gone. Moved on to bigger and better adventures, I imagine. The two of you are very much alike in that way.”

      That last sentence made Winland’s heart flutter in her chest. There are a lot of magicals out there in the world with a lot of similarities. Don’t let it get to your head. If Idys isn’t actually Mom…

      Still, now that the idea had sparked in her mind all over again, she couldn’t help but ask, “How well did you know her?”

      Hector’s smile flickered in the firelight. “Well enough to know she’s an insanely powerful witch who stops at nothing to get the job done once it’s started. Not well enough to have any clue where she would have gone next or what might have drawn her there. But I’d fight at her side again in a heartbeat.”

      Winland nodded slowly. “It’s good to know people like that.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      The cave fell silent again, punctured by the crackle of the burning kindling and an occasional sharp pop when the old, dry wood burst apart under the heat. Hector tossed two more small sticks into the warm blaze, and Winland conjured another fireball to keep the flames burning hot.

      “Don’t beat yourself up too much,” she advised gently.

      “For what?” Hector asked.

      “For faking it. I think everybody’s pretending to be something at any given point.”

      “You don’t seem to fall into that category, Winland.”

      She looked sharply at him but smiled in spite of herself. “Or maybe I’m just as good at faking it as you are.”

      “Hmm. I choose to take that as a compliment.”

      “Take it however you like, Hector. It’s the truth. You thought you could handle the subtler parts of following your brother’s trail for…whatever it is he found. And I thought I could handle protecting an entire community of Oriceran magicals all on my own.”

      The wizard tilted his head and studied her across the flames. “The way you’ve told it, I’d say you were pretty successful in protecting them.”

      “But I didn’t do it all on my own. That’s the point.” She couldn’t have said why, but it felt like the right time to say the rest of it out loud to this wizard who was still practically a stranger. Now that she’d started, she didn’t want to stop. “Honestly, it took me a lot longer than it probably should have for me to realize I just can’t do everything without help from anyone. And that it was never my responsibility in the first place. It sure felt like it, though.”

      Hector broke off another piece of the granola bar with his fingers. “Then the Custodian Belmont Frasier gave you my name and told you to find me in Minnesota, and you took off to find the warrior witch who could help you help everybody else. There seems to be a pattern there.” He popped the chunk of granola into his mouth.

      “No, I definitely didn’t just take off.” Winland snorted. “Trust me. I stalled a lot on that one too. Just couldn’t get it out of my head that the safe community I’d helped build wouldn’t be all that safe anymore if I just picked up and left to do what I had to do.”

      “To find me, you mean.” He fixed her with that beaming grin of his.

      “To find you so I could find Idys,” Winland clarified. “I think that’s an important distinction.”

      “Well. If you say so.” Hector surprised her again with another question she hadn’t considered. “So what was it that convinced you otherwise? What made you believe that all those magicals you’d helped find a new home didn’t actually need you to stick around in order for them to stay safe.”

      Winland closed her eyes for a moment, thinking back to the day she finally felt like everything would be fine after she left to find the Custodian Hector Fang in Minnesota. She surprised herself with a laugh. “They threw me a going-away party.”

      “A party…” Hector’s lips twitched into a smile, and then he was laughing with her. “That’s one way of showing someone you don’t need them around anymore.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      “Was it at least a fun party?”

      “One of the best, actually. And nobody seemed the least bit upset to see me go.” Staring into the flames of their slow-burning, half-magical fire, Winland started to feel a lot better about her current circumstances. She remembered how easy it was to turn any situation into a positive opportunity. She’d been doing that all her life.

      “And now you get to spend your time helping one more person who can’t do it all on his own, either,” Hector added softly.

      She looked up at him and grinned. “You know what? I was just thinking the same thing.”

      They gazed at each other over the fire for what felt like an incredibly long time. Hector took a sharp breath. “You know, Winland, I can’t help thinking this—”

      Nitya interrupted him with a sharp bark that sounded like something between a hyena’s laughing growl and a small dog’s yipping bark. Winland was instantly reminded of the Gnolls she and the magicals of East Calico Rock had fought and defeated—along with Ravener’s entire army—and the warmth of the fire didn’t do anything to ward off the quick shiver racing down her spine.

      Hector didn’t notice, though. He’d turned to stare at the arctic fox, who hadn’t made a single noise since they’d found her in the cave. For once, Nitya’s golden eyes weren’t focused unblinkingly on Winland anymore. Instead, she was staring ahead at the mouth of the cave and the brighter sunlight streaming through the opening.

      “Huh. And there you have it.”

      “What’s that?” Winland asked.

      He gestured toward the mouth of the cave. Only a light dusting of snow still fell from the sky, and the wind had died down, no longer howling through the mountains. “A short-lived storm, luckily for us. We still have plenty of daylight left. And we’re over halfway there…”

      Taking a deep breath, she pushed herself up from the floor of the cave and started to collect her cold-weather gear. “Then let’s go get that artifact.”

      “Great minds, Winland. I was just thinking the same thing.”
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      Ronnie Moffett peered through the slats of the shutters over the front windows of Common Grounds coffee shop. He tilted his head back and forth, squinting every time he found a new angle for a better view of East Calico Rock’s main avenue. “This is insane.”

      Behind the counter, his wife Sarah put the finishing touches on the drink she’d been making and reached for a to-go lid. “No, babe. This is what happens when secrets get out.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “Here you go.” Grinning, Sarah handed the finished coffee over to a wide-eyed, dirt-streaked gnome woman wearing at least four layers of clothing. “Enjoy it.”

      “Thank you.” The gnome clenched the coffee gingerly in both hands and inhaled the steam rising from the opening in the lid. She looked back up at Sarah like she was terrified of what the coffee might do to her now that she had it. “I…I-I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I don’t have any money—”

      “Neither does anyone else in this town.” Sarah winked at the gnome woman. “Welcome to East Calico Rock, my dear. Don’t worry about the rest of it.”

      “Okay. Yeah. Yeah, okay. Thank you!” For the first time since she’d stepped through the front doors of Common Grounds, the gnome woman actually smiled. Her entire face lit up with happiness and relief and gratitude, and she scurried out the front door cradling her large to-go cup of coffee. The little bell on the shop’s front door jingled at her departure.

      Only then did Ronnie turn away from the window to fix his wife with a raised eyebrow. “I feel like we’re doing this all wrong.”

      “Just a regular cup of coffee, babe,” she replied as she gestured toward the front door. “Folks need their coffee.”

      “Yeah, but usually when there’s some kind of attraction drawing people into a place, that’s when all the excitement and growth and, you know…money happens.”

      Sarah temporarily abandoned cleaning out the espresso machine and stuck her hands on her hips instead. “You’re worried about money.”

      “We are business owners. Are we not?”

      “Okay, Ronnie. Be perfectly honest here. Would you feel better about charging all these magicals for coffee?”

      The wizard pursed his lips and studied the shop’s ceiling in intense concentration. “No. Of course not. They don’t have any money, to begin with.”

      Sarah snorted. “So there you go. We don’t make actual money, and we feel better about ourselves.”

      “It’s not about the money, babe. It’s…it’s about…” He scratched his head in frustration, then sauntered across the shop toward her. “It’s about being legit. We’re the best coffee shop in town—”

      “We’re the only coffee shop in town.”

      “Yeah. That too.” He snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “And this is the Moffett family business now. All I’m saying is… If we’re not charging anybody for their large, double-shot vanilla latte with coconut milk and sprinkled cinnamon on top, doesn’t that just make us…” Ronnie’s gaze darted from side to side, and he leaned over the counter toward his wife before whispering, “Amateurs?”

      For a moment, Sarah studied his wide eyes, then couldn’t help but smirk. “I see what’s going on here.”

      “There’s nothing going on, babe.”

      “Sure there is. East Calico Rock gets slammed right back down on the map. We have absolutely no idea why, and now the pressure’s on because you take yourself very seriously. But will anyone else?”

      Looking slightly offended, Ronnie leaned away from her a little. He couldn’t end the conversation because he couldn’t pretend his wife wasn’t spot-on. “Will they, though?”

      “This, my love, is your first glorious experience with impostor syndrome.”

      “Impostor—” He scoffed and shook his head. “That’s not… That’s ridiculous. I’m real.”

      It took everything she had not to burst out laughing. “Of course you are. And you’re so invested in this place that a little bit of added pressure is starting to—”

      “No, no. I’m not an impostor. I don’t have any syndrome.”

      “Ronnie. That’s just what it’s called. When you—”

      “I’m real!” he shouted, stabbing a finger repeatedly against his own chest. He was too worked up to notice the gentle jingle of the bell as the front door opened again. “I’m Ronnie fucking Moffett!”

      Sarah muttered, “And now everybody knows it.” To the new customer, she called, “Hello!”

      A haggard-looking Wood Elf couple slipped through the door, gazing around with wide eyes. “Should we come back another time, or…”

      “Not at all. Anytime we’re open is a great time to stop by.” She clapped her hands together and walked down the counter toward them. “What can I get for you?”

      While the two new Wood Elves no one in East Calico Rock had ever seen before stammered through their coffee order, Ronnie folded his arms and stepped away from the counter, whispering. “Impostor syndrome? Impostor syndrome…”

      He stayed in the exact same spot while Sarah made drinks for the newest two magicals in town. He didn’t notice when the Wood Elves thanked his wife profusely for free coffee before they hurried out the door.

      Sarah watched her husband for another minute, pressing her lips together and trying not to laugh at the sight of Ronnie pacing back and forth in a tiny circle, mumbling to himself and occasionally gesticulating with his hands. When it was clear he wouldn’t snap out of it on his own, she figured she might as well step in to help. “Ronnie.”

      “No, no.” Her husband shooed her away, still aiming his contemplative scowl at the floor. “You finish helping the customers, babe. I think I’m on to something.”

      “Okay. Right now, honey, there are no customers.”

      He snickered and shook his head. “There are always customers. Even before we got swarmed with three dozen new ones all in the last week! They’re everywhere! And where are they coming from?”

      With an exasperated glance at the front door, Sarah approached her husband. He didn’t seem to notice she was in front of him until she grabbed the wizard by the shoulders and forced him to stop pacing. “Hey.”

      He finally looked at her. After being ripped from his fierce concentration, Ronnie stared at his wife in a daze as if he’d just woken up. A tiny smile flickered across his lips. “Hey…”

      “You are Ronnie Moffett,” she told him, nodding in encouragement.

      “Babe, I know who I am—”

      “You are a phenomenal husband.”

      “Aw…”

      “An incredible dad.”

      “Stop it…”

      Sarah tightened her grip on his shoulders and leaned toward him. “And a town leader of East Calico Rock.”

      Ronnie nodded, then smiled and playfully rolled his eyes. “Okay, keep ’em coming, babe. I’m actually kind of enjoying this.”

      She turned him toward the front of the coffee shop and firmly guided him toward the door. “You are going to go out there, get their attention, and set everything else up so our son and his friends can do their jobs.”

      “Oh yeah…” He bobbed his head and let himself be led to the door before he stopped short. “Wait, what?”

      “It’s two o’clock, Ronnie. Which is when everyone else in town will be waiting for your announcement and your quick explanation about what happens next. Just like yesterday and the day before and last week—”

      “Babe…” He turned to face her and gestured toward the door. “I’m in the middle of a crisis right now. I can’t go out there. I… I have impostor syndrome.”

      With an irritated sigh, Sarah folded her arms. “It’s not contagious, Ronnie.”

      “Really?” Frowning, he shot the front door another wary look. “Like not even a little?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Instead of spending who-knew-how long going around in circles with Ronnie as he decided how he felt about the unexpected changes to the town over the last three weeks, Sarah pulled out her wand.

      Her husband grimaced. “Aw, man…”

      “This is what we do now.” She drew a large triangle in the air with the tip of her wand. A trail of silvery-blue light hovered in the air beside her and stayed where she’d put it while she finished her husband’s pep talk. “This is part of the job.”

      “You know, I can’t help but wonder if Winland would say the same—”

      “Winland’s out of town, honey. And I’m your wife.” With raised eyebrows, she nodded toward the coffee shop’s front door.

      For a moment, Ronnie kept grimacing. Then he looked Sarah up and down and broke into his signature goofy grin. “And hot damn, how lucky did I get with that, huh?”

      “Flattery won’t buy you more time.”

      “Damnit.” The wizard drew himself up to his full height beside her and took a deep breath. “I was so close.”

      “Not even a little.”

      “You know, you are so beautiful when you’re angry.” When his wife didn’t offer any reply, Ronnie stared at the door and nodded in determination. “Good talk, babe. I feel so much better now. Let’s do this.”

      He jerked open the door so hard that it almost bashed against the inside wall of the shop. Ronnie Moffett didn’t care, because now he was fully focused on strutting down the sidewalk in front of his shop and along the entire row of buildings on the town’s main avenue. His wife followed close behind him, her wand raised and the silvery-blue triangle floating out in front of her.

      The second he stepped onto the gravel of the main avenue, Sarah swirled her wand around the inside of the floating magical triangle, and a metallic ring echoed up and down the town’s center as if she’d been clanging a bell made of iron instead of blue light.

      Everyone who was already outside in the bustling town center turned to find the source of the sound, while those who were inside shops and storefronts stepped outside into the surprisingly warm, sunny February weather.

      Every single magical in East Calico Rock could hear Ronnie Moffett shouting. “Okay, everybody! Can I have your attention? Over here, please! Listen up, because we only do this once a day.” He dropped his voice into a low murmur to add, “Like that’s not already more than enough.”

      Sarah finished clanging the bell and shot him a warning look.

      “Fine.” Clicking his tongue, Ronnie returned his attention to the town’s main avenue and the surprisingly large number of magicals filling it. He spread his arms and raised his voice again for everyone to hear. “To all our newest…newcomers, welcome to East Calico Rock!”

      A small cheer rose from the folks who’d been part of the community the entire time, but most of the new magicals who’d been steadily showing up in town over the last few weeks were silent. The newcomers looked shell-shocked after having made it to the town none of them had proof even existed.

      “Now, we want you all to know that this town is a safe place for everyone,” Ronnie continued. “Whether that’s right here in the middle of it all or off in the woods. And don’t think we don’t hear talk about the kemana, folks. Yeah, yeah. Everybody wants the Ozarks kemana. We know.” He shot his wife a sidelong glance with a crooked smile.

      Sarah gestured slightly down the avenue, where their older son Elijah Moffett was approaching with three of his teenage friends at his sides.

      “Right. Well. You’ve come to the right place. Let me tell you, the kemana isn’t just a story. No, sir! Anyone who wants a guide to the Ozarks kemana this afternoon, get with young Elijah Moffett over there. Yes, ma’am, they’re young, but I assure you, those boys know more about these woods and what surrounds this town than the rest of us combined. They’ll get you safely underground with that kemana crystal and everyone else already gathered down there. What’s that? Ah. No. No guides back to town from the kemana, so pay attention. You’ll have to remember the way back on your own.”

      With that as his cue, Elijah raised his arm high in the air and called out, “Everyone heading to the kemana, come join us over here. We’re leaving in five, people. If you miss it, you’ll have to wait ’til tomorrow.”

      Ronnie and Sarah watched their son and his friends become surrounded by magicals who’d just shown up in town and wanted a guided trek out to the kemana. The teenagers were incredibly gracious, answering questions and making sure all the new visitors felt like they were being heard before it was time to take off for the kemana. Elijah didn’t look back at his parents even once, which made Ronnie’s smile grow wider.

      “Look at him. All grown up. Leading random magicals all across town to help get them safely settled in.” He stuck his hands on his hips and chuckled. “Yeah, I’d say all this is going pretty well.”

      Sarah flicked her wand at the glowing silver-blue triangle in the air, and the whole thing dissipated in a second. “Says the wizard who was ready to throw in the towel less than fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Throw in the towel? Babe. Come on.” Ronnie spread his arms. “I would never.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “That was just…what? Performance jitters. No big deal.” He reached toward her, slid an arm around her waist, and tugged her playfully against him. “But I am all me now, baby.”

      Sarah barked out a laugh. “Reminder. We’re still standing in the street.”

      “Let ’em watch.” Ronnie planted a rough kiss on his wife's lips, which made them both laugh breathlessly.

      “Okay, five minutes are up!” Elijah shouted with his hands cupped around his mouth. “Next guided hike to the kemana is this time tomorrow, so if you need to be there today, now’s the time to come with.”

      A few more stragglers joined the group as the older Moffett boy and his friends led a dozen magicals away from the main avenue of East Calico Rock and on their way to the Ozarks kemana.

      With their arms around each other’s waist, Ronnie and Sarah waved off the group. He leaned toward her and muttered through the side of his mouth, “You’ve told Winland at least a little bit about what’s going on, right?”

      “Are you kidding?” Sarah kept her own tight smile on her lips as she murmured right back to her husband in the exact same way. “She’s already got enough on her plate. If she knew there were more magicals showing up en masse with zero explanation for how this town got back on the map, she’d abandon her search for the warrior witch and come straight back home. Again.”

      “Even if you told her to keep doing what she’s doing ’cause we’re handling it?”

      “Ronnie. It took a privately planned going-away party and a sendoff from the whole town to make her actually feel okay about leaving. A simple, ‘Hey, weird things are happening in town, we’re on the map again, but don’t worry, we’re handling it just fine without you,’ isn’t gonna cut it. Even if it comes from me.”

      “Yeah… You make a fair point.” He sighed heavily. “It’s not gonna be pretty when she comes back and realizes neither of us said a thing about it.”

      “Then it won’t be pretty, and Winland can just deal.” Sarah gazed around the main avenue and shrugged. “But if these other magicals weren’t supposed to be here, Ursula would never have let them just waltz right through her woods. The kemana crystal would’ve kept them out beyond the wards. We’re a safe place for everybody, whether Winland knows about it or not. Honestly, I think she’ll be thanking us for not crashing her witch-finding party.”

      “And this, my love, is why I’m so glad you’re her best friend and I’m not.” Ronnie gave his wife a quick kiss on the temple and headed back toward the front door of Common Grounds.

      For a moment, the redheaded witch just stood in the gravel of the main avenue and frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean, exactly?” she called.

      “Only that it’s your head on a platter, babe. That’s all.” The bell above the front door jingled, and Ronnie disappeared inside the coffee shop.

      Sarah scoffed. “My head on a platter. Right.” She wrinkled her nose and turned to head back into Common Grounds with her husband.

      Winland will find out about what we’re doing here when it’s the right time. I’m not letting anything come between her and finding that warrior witch, even if I have to tell my best friend a few little white lies so she doesn’t give up.
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      After hiking through the mountains in a raging blizzard, the remainder of Winland and Hector’s trek to the Arthastol’s current location was a breeze. Nitya trotted along at the wizard’s side, occasionally leaping into the snow-covered woods and disappearing for minutes at a time. She always came back.

      The snow finally stopped falling, and though it didn’t do much to warm up the mountainside or melt the snow, the sun came out from behind the clouds. Winland didn’t feel like she’d made such a stupid decision in coming all the way out here on foot anymore.

      Hector climbed over a fallen log and held out a hand to help her over it behind him. Winland took his hand and casually asked, “So this place… I’m guessing we’re looking for another cave or something, right?”

      “Sort of.” Hector held onto her hand a little longer than necessary after helping her over the log. He released her, and they trudged forward. “It’s more or less a cave now. I think at one point it was some sort of processing plant built into the mountainside. Or possibly a mine. I don’t think the place has been inspected in… I don’t know. Maybe fifty years.”

      “Oh. Great. So this is one of those precarious, unstable, possibly dangerous gems hidden in the mountainside that could potentially cave in around us before we have a chance to finish opening the wards around the Arthastol,” Winland clarified.

      The wizard slowed down to smirk over his shoulder at her. “Sounds like you’ve done this before.”

      She shrugged. “East Calico Rock is a lot more than just a town. Hell, two and a half months ago, the stairs in my own house weren’t safe enough to walk up.”

      “Oh yeah? How’d you fix that problem?”

      “I didn’t—not directly.” When Hector turned back to fix her with a confused frown, Winland shook her head and waved him off with a gesture to keep walking. “Someone wished my entire house into good condition. It’s…a long story.”

      He ducked under the lower-hanging branches of a pine tree. “Maybe after we get what we came for, huh?”

      “Sure. But I can tell you right now. It’s not that interesting of a story. Just a magical comedy of errors, actually.”

      “Hey, I enjoy your stories. I’m not picky.”

      Winland ducked under the branches behind him. “You know, I got the impression you were a little more discerning than that, but okay.”

      “With most other people, I am. But you, Winland, are…”

      She couldn’t quite see him through the thick growth of snow-covered pine boughs, and Hector’s unexpected silence set off alarm bells in the back of her mind. “Hector?”

      “Quietly,” he whispered.

      She made it through the trees and found him crouching beside a doorway that had been cut into the side of the mountain. The bedrock served as the tunnel walls leading into this abandoned processing plant. It possibly had been a mine, though it looked a lot more established than what Winland had seen of mines. The doorway was lined with steel bars to serve as a doorjamb. A massive slab of steel that served as a door was affixed to large, rusting hinges. Both sides were slightly dented and stained with rust streaks.

      Hector Fang did not look pleased.

      “What’s going on?” Winland whispered as she approached and crouched along the outer wall of the mountainside next to him.

      “This door is always closed when I leave this place and come back.” He shot her a sidelong glance and nodded toward the open doorway. “Looks like somebody else beat us here. We might have to fight our way through this.”

      “Fight?” Winland turned to scan the silent, snow-covered forest behind them. “We don’t even know who it is—”

      “I’m willing to bet quite a lot that what remains of that radical faction is inside this tunnel.”

      “But you don’t have any proof. You don’t know that for sure.”

      Hector frowned at something behind her, then met her gaze with a stoic determination. “I have a sixth sense about these things, Winland. You’ll have to trust me.”

      “Okay, listen. I’m all for—” She paused when Nitya’s white fluffy tail flicked against her leg. The fox didn’t stop to hang out with her wizard master and his new associate, and Hector didn’t bother to call the creature, either. He let her walk right into the open tunnel and disappear around the corner.

      No way is that fox just a pet. Or Hector wouldn’t have let her go in there when he’s so convinced this place is full of dark magicals trying to stop us.

      “You were saying?” Hector prompted.

      “Right.” Blinking quickly, she stopped trying to watch the strangely intelligent arctic fox at the end of the darkening tunnel and met the wizard’s gaze. “I’m all for fighting the bad guys. If that’s what’s going on and we end up standing toe-to-toe with dark magicals trying to get at the Arthastol for not-so-great reasons, okay. But I’m not okay with barging in and throwing attack spells before I know who they are. We need to be sure this isn’t just a group of magicals trekking across the mountains like we are, right? Or somebody who heard about the Arthastol and has no idea you set your sights on it first.”

      Hector slowly stood from his crouch and looked at her. “Just exactly what kind of proof would satisfy you?”

      “Overhearing a conversation. Finding their plans laid out on the floor. Watching them torture someone. Those would be pretty unequivocal.”

      The wizard pressed his lips together for a moment before answering, “So in the absence of unequivocal evidence, you’re not willing to do what has to be done so we can retrieve the Arthastol.”

      Winland pointed at him with a warning finger. “I didn’t say that. I said I won’t be the one to start a magic fight without knowing all the facts.”

      Clearly calculating something complicated, Hector studied her face, glanced down the tunnel, then peered around them through the woods. Fortunately, they were still alone out here. “Fair enough. But if someone else attacks first and starts that fight without knowing all the facts, you’ll help finish it. Won’t you?”

      “That’s what I’ve been doing my whole life, Hector. So yeah. If they attack first and we have to fight back, I’ll help you finish it.”

      He studied her a bit longer, then nodded. “Excellent. Then let’s go see who broke into this place before we did.”

      Winland looked quickly behind her into the woods and saw no sign of anyone else there, at least not outside. She stepped gingerly forward to follow Hector through the open steel door and into the tunnel.

      The tunnel itself was silent for the first several yards, but after it turned sharply to the right, she could pick up the first few noises from somewhere up ahead. The farther she and Hector walked, the louder those echoing voices became.

      The tunnel opened up into something that made Winland think of honeycomb. Large arches had been carved into the walls of the tunnels, opening up multiple doorless rooms within the mountainside. Each room seemed to connect with at least one other tunnel on the opposite side in addition to the one Winland and Hector traveled down now.

      More curious was that most of these extra rooms were being used as storage spaces. Some stacks of wooden crates had indecipherable number sequences stamped along the sides in faded black ink. A few crates looked like they were made of metal instead, or a combination of metal and wood. None of them were labeled for Winland to guess what was inside them.

      Some of the crates, boxes, and half-unpacked supplies looked brand-new. She tried not to stare at those as they passed, but the sight of them made this place feel strange.

      Hector thinks this place hasn’t been touched or cared for in fifty years. Maybe not. But with all this stuff… He’s either lying about how often he’s been here, or he had no idea someone else decided to move into this mountain.

      The thought of barging into someone else’s home or temporary lodging with no better reason than ‘We came for the Arthastol’ made her stomach drop.

      That’s what I thought happened with Belmont when he showed up in our town, and we had to play the whole ‘I’m a stranger, trust me’ game. If anyone barged into East Calico Rock saying they came for an artifact or a crystal or whatever… No. We wouldn’t let that fly. Not without seriously investigating what was going on.

      Winland felt like she might the one who would need to be seriously investigated.

      A light thump came from one of the extra carved rooms on her left, and she looked up in time to catch the barest, fleeting glimpse of the end of Nitya’s tail as the fox walked along a ledge at the top of a stack of crates. Winland gently nudged Hector’s arm, nodded toward the ball of fluff hopping down off the top crates before disappearing again, and whispered, “Should she be up there doing that right now?”

      Hector smirked. “The fox won’t give us away, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      For a moment, she thought he might be joking. But the wizard raised his eyebrows and gestured farther down the tunnel toward the sound of at least half a dozen jumbled voices echoing back toward them. “Shall we?”

      “Yeah.” She let him lead the way, though she couldn’t help but search the storage room one more time. Nitya was gone, or hidden, or had taken off to some other part of this strangely built processing plant constructed in the mountainside.

      I hope he’s right. Getting outed by an arctic fox isn’t on my bucket list.

      Finally, they reached the end of the tunnel, which opened into a massive chamber cut into the stone. Grated metal staircases and narrow walkways crisscrossed at various heights around the cavern, lending it an air of a bustling central hub. The half-dozen voices Winland and Hector had been hearing were only the start.

      Six magicals stood near the entrance tunnel, and about twice as many milled around inside the chamber.

      What were they all doing? Squinting for a better view, Winland crouched beside Hector at the end of the tunnel and tried to put the pieces together on her own. A faint red glow pulsed slowly at the far end of the chamber, but too many magicals stood in her way to see what was making that light. That had to be the Arthastol, but it didn’t look like anyone was trying to use it. They were just standing around.

      She couldn’t detect any wards, enchantments, or extra magic coming off the center of the cavern or off the crates and boxes stored away in the small stone rooms. There wasn’t a whole lot of magical security at all, which didn’t make sense if a radical faction of dark magicals was trying to build itself back up to what it was before Hector and Idys had taken them down the first time.

      Leaning toward him, she whispered, “I’m not sure these are the kind of magicals we need to be fighting.”

      “Yes. They are.” He narrowed his eyes and watched the magicals pacing back and forth across the cavern and gazing up at the high ceilings. Everyone here looked like they were waiting for something else to happen, and there was no telling what that might be.

      “They don’t look all that dangerous. And I don’t think anyone here would just shoot magic first and ask questions later. Not if we stepped out to say hello—”

      “Don’t.” The wizard grabbed Winland roughly by the wrist—not enough to hurt her but enough to get the urgency of his point across. “Those two Crystals at the far end with those satchels over their shoulders. I’ve seen them before. And at least three of those wizards on the right. They’re coming back, Winland. We can’t let them get to the Arthastol.”

      Suddenly, things got more complicated when Winland realized she recognized someone too. She couldn’t fathom a single scenario in which the man she recognized could have been considered a dark magical at all—it was the tall, expensively dressed wizard who’d found her in the alley in St. Cloud and given Winland a hundred-dollar bill before she’d found Hector Fang.
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      “Hold on,” Winland whispered. “Wait. I know him.”

      When Hector shot her a confused frown, she nodded toward the wizard she recognized in the cavern full of magicals Hector thought were part of a radical faction of leftover Rhazdon fans.

      “I met him in St. Cloud,” she continued. “His name is Riley Finch.”

      Hector peered at the wizard in question, then slowly shook his head. “Sounds more like an alias to me.”

      “Oh, and Hector Fang doesn’t?”

      He turned toward her, and his scowl teetered on the verge of looking insulted. “My name’s real, thank you very much.”

      “That’s not the point. What if you’re wrong about who these magicals are—”

      “I’m not wrong,” he snapped, though he still had enough presence of mind to make sure his voice didn’t get loud enough for anyone else to hear. “If you have a problem with it, feel free to head right back through that tunnel and wait outside.”

      Winland glared at the back of his head. “Is that what you want?”

      “No. But I don’t make your choices for you.” Hector didn’t look at her, only but kept scanning the massive chamber ahead of them.

      Okay, so tense situations with the possibility of a coming battle make him uptight and snappy. He’s not the first.

      Still, Hector’s explanation for why they had to fight these magicals didn’t sit well with her. There was no proof that anyone here meant her and Hector harm or that they meant to take the Arthastol first. It looked more like they were trying to protect the place.

      From magicals like us? Or someone else?

      “Come on, come on…” Hector murmured, his gaze darting back and forth across the cavern. “Where is she?”

      “Sorry…she?” Winland whispered harshly. “Are you expecting somebody else to join us?”

      “I certainly hope not.” He didn’t seem all that concerned about filling her in on what, exactly, he was waiting for, but he just kept searching the cavern.

      “Well, you’re waiting for something.” Winland nudged him in the arm again. “Hey. If I’m gonna stand here with you, I deserve to know what’s actually going—”

      “Shh…” Hector put a finger to his lips, then leaned away from the wall of the tunnel to peer into the cavern. The six magicals just inside the cavern stopped talking.

      “You hear that?”

      “Yeah. Sounded like it was coming from the west end.”

      “Man, there’s nothing at the west end. Just a bunch of old, empty, useless—”

      A metallic clang ripped through the cavern on Winland and Hector’s left. She shrank back against the wall at the sound, and the other magicals inside the cavern started shouting all at once.

      “Get it!”

      “What the hell is that?”

      “No, no. It’s over there!”

      “Damnit! This wasn’t part of the job!”

      “What do you see?” Winland asked. She’d been crouching behind Hector and currently had a terrible view of what was happening.

      “Looks like someone might’ve broken in,” he replied. “Or at least caught their attention.”

      “No, no, no!” a massive Kilomea shouted as he dove toward something along the other side of the chamber. “Don’t let it out!”

      “How hard is it to catch the damn thing?”

      “Hey! I want all tunnels blocked off!”

      More metal and wooden crates fell off supply stacks, the contents spilling out across the stone floor, making more noise and a bigger mess. More magicals shouted and raced in all directions, and still, Winland could see nothing of what was kicking up such a big fuss.

      As the chaos continued, Hector looked back at her with a devious grin. “Only if they attack first, huh?”

      “What?”

      “I’d get ready to fight back if I were you.”

      Before she could say anything in reply, another enormous crash came from a storage alcove on their right. The magicals inside the chamber shouted and raced around, some of them casting wayward spells just because it seemed like the right thing to do.

      As a dwarf and two other wizards raced across the mouth of the tunnel where Winland and Hector were hiding, the Custodian slowly rose to his feet and spread his arms.

      “Hector,” Winland hissed. “What are you—”

      The dwarf caught sight of Hector standing there like an open target and reached into his pocket for what Winland could only assume was a weapon.

      “We got a breach!” the dwarf shouted. Two wizards skidded to a stop and turned to face the Custodian and the half-Light Elf who’d apparently come to break up this little party.

      The wizard on the left wore maroon robes and was missing his right eye, which he had not bothered to cover up with an eyepatch. He whipped out his wand and brandished it at Winland and Hector. Blinding yellow light blasted from the tip of his wand, expanding and contracting like a slowly flapping butterfly.

      Winland dove out of the way, narrowly avoiding getting nicked by the first attack.

      Hector had leapt away with her, though he was already back on his feet with his wand in his hand, grinning like a lunatic.

      “Tunnel one! Over here!” the other wizard shouted. “Wizard and a Light Elf!”

      The entire cavern echoed with the deafening pounding of feet and spells being cast at the entrance to the tunnel.

      Winland pushed herself off the ground where she’d landed and dusted off her scraped hands. Instead of reacting the way Hector had assumed she would, she darted out of the tunnel entrance with both hands raised. “Hey! Everybody calm down for a second. My name’s—”

      A column of churning frost and razor-sharp ice fragments blasted toward her from one of the Crystals, barely missing her face. She leapt aside as more magic darted across the cavern in every color and magical flavor. She clenched her fists. Yeah. They attacked first, and nobody wants to listen. So I’d say now we’re justified.

      The faction of magicals who’d been guarding the Arthastol in the chamber—whether they were dark magicals or not—just wouldn’t let up with the blazing attacks. Winland conjured fireball after fireball in her hands and tossed them into the fray. The battle was chaotic and disorganized, as if the magicals who’d been waiting here hadn’t been prepared to handle intruders or anything else.

      They fought like they were all panicked beyond reason.

      Winland aimed her fireball attacks not to seriously injure their attackers but to get them to back away. Maybe even to run away.

      Hector wasn’t nearly as picky. He flicked his wand in every direction, sending red bursts of magical energy that took out one Crystal at the knee and sent the guy crashing to the stone floor. Orange sparks arched up into the cavern to meet the longer-range attacks thrown at Hector and Winland. Once Hector’s magic collided with others’, it consumed the energy out of the air and made their attacks useless.

      For a moment, Winland thought her new wizard friend would just keep deflecting and absorbing all the battle magic being flung their way, possibly with the end goal of getting the fighting to stop so they could sit down and talk about what was going on. Then she heard him laugh.

      It was not the sound anyone made when they were willing to put violence aside and reach a mutual understanding with someone on the other team.

      The Custodian’s mad grin made several of the closest enemy magicals stop in their tracks. Hector swirled his hand in a massive circle above his head like he was stirring a giant upside-down pot, laughing harder and louder.

      The walls of the cavern started to shudder. Chunks of stone and rains of dust shivered down from the walls and ceiling. More magicals shouted in surprise, warning others in their group. The whole time, Hector Fang looked like he wanted nothing more than to bring every single one of them to their knees. If he kept drawing the huge amount of power needed for the spell he was trying to cast, it could bring the entire underground facility down on their heads.

      “Hector!” Winland shouted. She tossed another fireball into the fray and ducked a small dagger thrown with surprising speed and accuracy from across the chamber. “Hector, stop! This whole place is—”

      She was too late. The Custodian finished powering up his spell and prepared to release the massive amounts of destructive energy he’d been pulling from everything around them. A burst of strobing silver light struck Winland in the center of her chest, and an attack spell blasted her back all the way across the chamber—away from Hector and his powerful magic, away from the blast radius of that magic, and away from all the other people who’d been caught up in this crazy spell fight without anyone knowing what was happening.

      Hector unleashed his spell a split second before Winland crashed against the far wall of the chamber. Green and silver and dark, smoky light spewed from the Custodian’s outstretched wand. The spell surged across the underground facility, toppling crates and boxes, bringing down more chunks of stone from the cavern ceiling and from the walls.

      Standing closest to Hector’s spell, the one-eyed wizard and his two associates were the first to be hit. At such close range, they were obliterated completely. The other magicals standing yards away were hit by the blast, but it was only enough to knock them off their feet and send them toppling backward into more supply crates and tools.

      For all the power that Hector had put behind his spell, it wasn’t massive enough to reach all the way to the opposite end of the chamber, and it didn’t touch Winland. She stared in disbelief at the Custodian, just like everyone else that was still standing.

      A blaze of purple light flared behind Hector’s eyes as he panted and scanned the rest of the unknown magicals he clearly considered his enemies. The light flickered away and he stepped forward, wordlessly daring anyone else to try fighting him after what he’d just displayed.

      This is gonna get really bad, really quick, Winland thought.

      Winland reached into her pocket for her wand and struggled to pull it from her long jacket hidden beneath the thick winter parka. She had to tug a few times before her wand came free, and when it did, she heard something small and metallic hit the stone floor behind her. She couldn’t turn around to check what it was. She was focused on reaching Hector.

      If he keeps this up, they’ll be digging up all our bodies for months. Assuming anyone ever finds us up here.

      She ran toward the Custodian she’d partnered with, who snarled at the closest magicals and started swirling his wand in a massive circle above his head again.

      The pause gave the other magicals an opportunity to decide if they’d fight again or make a different choice this time. They all made a different choice.

      With terrified shouts, the magicals who were still standing after their brief but intense run-in with Hector Fang booked it toward other tunnel entrances to make their escape. Hector launched a few last-minute spells after the terrified group, but it looked like he was having a little fun rather than trying to actually hit and injure anyone.

      As everyone else fled the chamber, Winland turned to scan the other side of the room. She got a brief glimpse of the tall, regal-looking wizard who’d found her in that alley and had called himself Riley Finch. He was wearing the same bowler hat above a suit similar to the last time she’d seen him. Before he darted across the mostly empty chamber after the others, she saw him stick something into his pocket. Finch looked back at her and met her gaze, then ran.

      He recognizes me too, Winland realized. So…what? The old magical who thought I was homeless and handed me a hundred bucks is part of a dwindling faction of dark wizard loyalists? Or was he here for a different reason?
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      In seconds, the entire chamber had emptied out. Hector launched a blinding silver light toward the other tunnel where the unknown magicals had escaped. His spell cracked against the stone archway at the mouth of the tunnel and brought most of it toppling down on itself to block that exit and entrance. He marched out into the center of the cavern and searched for survivors.

      Winland didn’t move. Part of her suspected that if she surprised the Custodian after he’d launched into a full-scale attack—and so clearly enjoyed it—Hector would inadvertently turn on her without thinking about it. The other part of her realized that in the heat of a magical battle, even in the immediate aftermath, it was hard to get anyone’s full attention.

      Just give him a little time, she told herself. He’ll calm down, and we can talk about what the hell just happened.

      What she didn’t expect was for Hector to throw his head back and fill the abandoned chamber with loud, full-throated laughter.

      Or he’s completely lost his mind…

      “How ’bout that, huh?” Letting out a low whistle, the wizard turned to face Winland, as if he’d known exactly where she was the whole time. “Those chumps didn’t know what hit ’em!” He was still grinning too, which made him look that much crazier. He looked at Winland and finally noticed she was at the opposite side of the chamber. “How’d you get all the way over there?”

      Taking a deep, calming breath through her nose, Winland looked over her shoulder at the place where her back had smacked against the wall. “I was hit, actually.”

      “What?” The wizard didn’t seem particularly upset or remotely apologetic about having led her straight into a magical brawl where she’d been tossed across the room by someone else’s wayward spell. “Huh. Whoever did it must’ve had terrible aim. But you’re okay, right?”

      “I think so. Mostly.” She gave her shoulders and back an experimental stretch, grimacing a little at the ache. “Thanks to your emergency parka, it probably won’t be any worse than a few bruises.”

      “Good.” His smile flickered. “You handled that well.”

      And you handled it like a psycho, Winland thought but didn’t say. It wouldn’t improve their situation or the odd little bond Winland and Hector had started to form over the last three days. After all, the magicals who’d been here had attacked first, and Winland wasn’t the kind of person who let something like that go. She pulled aside the front of her parka and slipped her wand back into the pocket of her long jacket. “Thanks. You looked like you were really enjoying yourself.”

      Hector snorted. “Well, like I said. I can handle the battles and the fighting. It’s what comes next that I’ve needed help with for quite some time now. Are you ready?”

      “If I’m not, I sure picked the wrong day to help you.”

      That made him laugh, and Winland couldn’t help but go over everything that had happened here again. Yeah, they attacked us first. But when did dark magicals trying to regroup on Earth run away from a fight? Especially when it’s on their turf?

      She turned and studied the facility, which was now empty of all the other magicals. The metal boxes, wooden crates, packages, and gathered supplies were still all over the place. None of the magicals they’d just fought off had seemed upset or worried about all their things being toppled over and messed with during the battle.

      In fact, they hadn’t seemed interested in what was around them in this underground chamber—almost like they didn’t have a clue what was inside the boxes or what they were doing here in the first place.

      What about Finch? Winland turned again to eye the place where she’d been tossed across the facility and thrown against the wall. He looked surprised to see me, sure. But not like he wanted to kill me. That’s not how an enemy looks at you…

      While she tried to figure out exactly what about this whole situation made her feel like she’d missed something major, Hector clasped his hands behind his back and sauntered across the chamber. He walked with his head held high, eyeing everything over the bridge of his nose and wearing an incredibly smug smile.

      He’s walking around down here like he owns the place, she realized. And maybe that’s just because he’s been here so many times before without having to fight anyone off. Or because he finally has the backup he’s been waiting for to help him get his hands on this Arthastol.

      After all Hector’s lucid, understandable explanations for why he needed someone like Winland to help him—his confessions earlier today, his story about his brother, even all the flattery he’d showered her with when he’d wanted to change topics of conversation—she’d believed that this was the right move for both of them.

      An abandoned location. Taking the Arthastol before any leftover members of the radical faction of dark magicals got their hands on it. Using the artifact to track down the gathered information and possible clues his brother had left for him before his death. Winland would use the same magical item to get a lead on where Idys the warrior witch was right now.

      But now that they were here and she’d watched Hector Fang vaporize three magicals before terrorizing the rest of this unexpected group straight out of the facility, she wasn’t so sure.

      I’ve let myself fall into a few other traps before, Winland thought with dismay. Especially when they were related to finding Idys, to maybe finding Mom out there, somewhere…

      “Winland.”

      The sudden gentleness in Hector’s voice made her turn to look at him again.

      With a knowing smile, he dipped his head. “You good?”

      “Yeah. Absolutely.” She swallowed and nodded, not wanting to give away too much of her own inner conflict. She could let Hector Fang keep thinking everything was hunky-dory while she figured out why all of this felt so wrong. “We made it this far, right?”

      “Uh-huh. We’ve got a little farther to go now. You’re still with me, right?”

      With nothing to say, Winland shot him two thumbs up and felt ridiculous the second she did so.

      He chuckled and turned again toward the opposite side of the chamber. He pointed at the source of the pulsing red light she’d almost forgotten about. “That’s where we go next. So let’s go.”

      She followed the Custodian and managed to catch up with him just before they reached the source of that glowing red light. Now that she had an unobstructed view, she could see it was coming from underneath yet another steel door set in the bedrock.

      “Have you actually been inside that room before?” she asked cautiously.

      “How do you think I found out I need help from someone who knows what they’re doing with this kind of thing?” Hector winked at her and took one more step toward the steel door. He pushed it inward, and the hinges gave way with an echoing, groaning creak that sounded a lot louder than it should have. Smiling, he gestured for Winland to step inside first. “After you.”

      She walked forward through the open doorway toward the pulsing red light. She could see where it was coming from.

      The Arthastol didn’t look like anything more than a glowing red cube floating up and down six feet in the air, but Winland knew something was very special about it. She felt it in her bones, zapping through every single one of her cells, racing through her veins with her blood and her magic. Her mouth fell open as she moved into the room with Hector close on her heels. “Is this…”

      He sounded almost dreamy when he answered, “Yeah. That’s the Arthastol. Right there and ripe for the taking.”

      “Except for the fact that it’s covered in at least two different kinds of protective wards and…five separate enchantments.” It didn’t occur to her how strange it was that she could accurately differentiate between the different types of protective magic around the artifact they’d come to retrieve. Normally, Winland could pick up on magical trails and notice the energetic changes in the air around her when magic took on a mind of its own—as it always inevitably did.

      Right now, though, she saw every single piece of magic that had been woven over and around this floating red box. Threads of glowing energy emanated from the object, tying themselves together in various patterns that represented those five enchantments and the two different sets of wards.

      How do I even know the difference right now?

      “See?” Hector shot her one of those perfect, gleaming grins of his. “This is why I had to have you with me. I never could have figured that out on my own.”

      “Figuring out what’s there isn’t the same thing as knowing how to deactivate it,” she muttered.

      “Well?” The wizard stepped up behind her, standing so close that she felt his body heat emanating from him in waves and cascading over her shoulder. He leaned down toward her ear from behind and whispered, “Can you deactivate it?”

      A shiver raced down Winland’s spine, but she didn’t think about what a strange reaction that was. “I’ll have to take a closer look,” she murmured and slowly stepped forward.

      “That’s the spirit.”

      If she’d turned around, she would have seen Hector Fang grinning at her with the same level of lunacy as when he’d obliterated three random magicals standing in front of him.

      Winland didn’t turn around, though. All she could focus on was that pulsing red box and the filaments of complicated magic around it. “This is…” She shook her head in disbelief, unable to look or walk away. “I’ve never seen anything so…intricate.”

      “But not too intricate for you to handle,” Hector crooned from somewhere behind her.

      Winland had lost all sense of time and space. She was no longer Turner Underwood’s oldest child who could have taken the new Fixer job because that was how he’d trained her. She was no longer a town leader of East Calico Rock. She no longer stood inside this underground facility. She wasn’t even there with Hector Fang, the last known Custodian to have worked with Idys the warrior witch.

      Nothing existed for her except the glittering lines of warding magic and enchantment energy.

      It didn’t even surprise her when she heard a new voice inside her head that beckoned her, promised her everything she’d ever wanted, teased her to the point of throwing herself at the Arthastol and handing over everything she was and everything she would be.

      “Winland?” Hector’s voice sounded incredibly far away.

      If she could have thought of anything but that floating red box, she would have said how similar this was to the time she’d spent in the Ozarks kemana communing with the Crimson Heart crystal with the full power of the Lapindril flowing through her and bringing up her deepest, strongest desire—the desire to find her mother, dead or alive. The desire to be certain about who the warrior witch was and how closely tied she was to Winland Underwood’s personal life.

      Almost three months ago, the kemana crystal had offered her an opportunity to hunt down every known Custodian who’d spoken to, heard of, or interacted with Idys, the warrior witch. The Arthastol offered her even more.

      “She’s right here, Winland,” the disembodied voice called out in her mind. “All you have to do is reach out and take me. Tell me what you want to know, and I will answer more questions than you could conceive of asking…”

      That was what she wanted to do, and there was nothing here to stop her from reaching out and seizing the Arthastol for herself, damn the consequences.

      “Hey.” Hector’s compassionate voice reached her once again, and the Arthastol’s hold on her awareness was broken when the wizard set a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      She replied in a husky voice, still staring at the floating cube covered in wards and enchantments. “Believe it or not, I’ve never felt better.”

      “Well, that’s a plus.” He chuckled, but it didn’t sound very convincing. Something was bothering the Custodian, but Winland was too distracted by the Arthastol’s promises to think about what it was.  He asked her, “So. Is this something you think you can handle?”

      It seemed like a ridiculous question. She almost burst out laughing. How could anyone stand here in front of this power in the Arthastol and not feel like they could conquer the entire world in ten seconds flat?

      But he was waiting for her answer, and Winland knew they couldn’t move forward until she gave it. A few unknowns still stood in the way, though.

      She turned hesitantly away from the Arthastol to look Hector Fang in his gorgeous, stormy, blue-gray eyes. “The magicals we fought. Are they all gone?”

      He reminded her, “You were right there fighting them with me—”

      “Because I need to make sure. If I do this, I can’t be interrupted.”

      Whether it was the urgency in Winland’s voice or something else, Hector’s smile faded a little before he nodded once. “Trust me. They’re not coming back anytime soon.”

      “How do you know?”

      The wizard’s eyelids fluttered briefly, and he cocked his head to the side like he was picking up on a new sound from somewhere very far away. “Like I said. Sixth sense.”

      “Right.” She peered around him to study the rest of the small room they were in and the doorway leading to the facility’s main chamber beyond.

      She saw no sign of anyone having stayed behind after that wildly chaotic battle that had been over almost as soon as it had begun. Winland still couldn’t shake the feeling someone else was in this place with them, that they were not alone.

      “I’m gonna go with your sixth sense, Hector.” She turned toward him again. “Please don’t make me regret trusting you on this one.”

      The wizard lifted both hands in concession. “I have every intention of helping you finish what we’ve started. But we really do need to hurry.”

      “You said everybody was gone.”

      “They are. When you leave survivors, though… They invariably go back to whoever calls the shots. I don’t think either one of us is all that interested in having another run-in with these guys, right?”

      “No.” Her gaze was pulled back to the floating red cube of the Arthastol bobbing up and down six feet in front of them. “Any chance you’ve been researching these enchantments in your spare time so I don’t have to start from scratch?”

      Hector’s soft laughter made her feel like she was back in her dad’s library, asking all the right questions and inadvertently amusing Turner more than either of them had expected before he told her to keep figuring it out on her own.

      You’re not in Dad’s library, and this isn’t training, she warned herself. Come on, Win, keep your head in the game.

      “I did as much research as I could, yes,” the wizard replied. “I wasn’t sure whether or not you’d find the extra information helpful.”

      “It’s always helpful, Hector.” The Arthastol pulsed with brighter red light as Winland took a step toward it, feeling as if she’d been sucked right out of this place and into a dream. “What do I tackle first?”
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      The tiny cabin in the woods that Erickson had been staying in for the last several weeks was small to begin with. With three massive, scowling new magicals added to the space, it was downright claustrophobic. Erickson had to stand his ground.

      Slowly twirling another toothpick between his lips, he looked at each of the criminals who’d made it out to his neck of the woods in record time. “I’m glad to see you all showed up.”

      The dwarf with bulging muscles and tattoos covering him from head to toe sneered. “If you’re happy to see us, I’m a Disney princess.”

      Sitting beside him on the lopsided couch was a Wood Elf who didn’t bother to hide his multiple irises flickering in all directions, and a pasty-skinned witch who smelled like she had no idea what a shower was. She snickered and nodded.

      Erickson’s lips twitched into a smile. Three terrifying magical criminals joking about cartoons and princesses. Maybe I haven’t fallen all the way down to their level after all, he reassured himself.

      “Listen.” He sat forward on the edge of the ratty recliner left behind in the cabin he’d taken for himself and folded his hands over his knees. “I know this is a strange situation. You get a call from a complete stranger who offers you just the right amount of money to take a job like this. Then you haul your asses all the way out to the middle of nowhere during the coldest month of the year. And I turned out to be nothing like what you expected. Am I right?”

      For a moment, the three magical lowlifes were silent while they considered what Erickson had just told them. Then the witch tilted her head and smacked her lips. “I thought you’d be scrawnier.”

      The dwarf snorted.

      “What?” the witch demanded. “I’m serious. He sounds scrawny over the phone.”

      The Wood Elf folded his arms and shrugged. “Only thing I’m expecting from you is to get paid my money when we’re done. You got a problem with that?”

      “I wouldn’t have made the offer if I did,” Erickson replied calmly. They didn’t need to know he didn’t have the money to pay them. By the time they figured it out, he would already have everything he wanted, and they could take whatever was left.

      “Fair enough.”

      Erickson almost smiled at that. It felt like forever ago since the first time he’d sat down with less-than-savory characters in the magical community, all for the exchange of names and locations—a list of criminals in the Silver Griffins’ database for a list of Oriceran refugees and where to find them.

      He’d been nothing more than a scared, sweaty agent back then. Now, he’d come all this way to get what he wanted. He’d evaded his former employer and coworkers. He’d gone back on his oath to serve the magical community in whatever way the Silver Griffins headquarters saw fit. He was fraternizing with three grubby, unappealing degenerates who would do just about anything if it paid well enough.

      He needed help. After weeks of diligently studying the wards around one town in these mountains, Erickson still had nothing to show for it. It didn’t help that he’d seen dozens of dirty, haggard, hopeful magicals pass through those wards in the last few days, and dozens more had probably done the same without him knowing.

      Whatever they had that Erickson didn’t have, that would soon change. With three of the most formidable criminals he could remember from that traded list of names—no matter how untrustworthy or distasteful—he would take those wards down. It was only a matter of time.

      “All right.” He sat back in his chair and eyed his three new associates crammed into the couch across from him. “First things first. The wards we’ll be working with are unlike anything I’ve ever—”

      “Hey.” The Wood Elf, who went by the name Critch, narrowed his multi-irised eyes and wagged a thoughtful finger at Erickson. “Hey, yeah. I knew I seen you before.”

      Erickson fixed him with a deadpan expression and blinked once. “That’s news to me.”

      “Nah, it was you. This sonofabitch was at the damn station one day when I got took in on some bullshit charges.”

      “Station?” The witch with stringy, burgundy-dyed hair who reeked of old banana peels and bread mold—otherwise known as Lulu Handle on the magical streets of DC— frowned at Critch and wrinkled her nose. “What station?”

      “The one they done brought me into back east.”

      “Wait.” The tattooed dwarf tilted his head in contemplation. Erickson thought his name was Hughie. “You mean the damn Griffin station?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Critch stuck his thumb out toward the dwarf and nodded at Erickson. “What he said.”

      “Now, hold on just a minute.” Lulu spread both her arms to block off both men sitting on either side of her. She looked at Hughie, then at Critch, and finally fixed her beady little eyes on Erickson. “You’re telling us you’re one of those fancypants agents who put folks like us away?”

      Erickson fought to not roll his eyes. “I haven’t told you a thing.”

      “Oh, yeah. He’s one of them.” Critch lifted his chin and studied their temporary employer. The multiple irises within each of his eyes moved independently of each other, sizing up the ex-Silver Griffin from every possible angle at once. “This ain’t some kinda trap, is it?”

      “Goddamnit…” Lulu stood from the couch. “I came out all this way for absolutely nothing. And I wore my good clothes for this too.”

      The guys snickered, and Erickson eyed the witch warily as he slid his hand under his thigh, where he’d been keeping his wand. “Please sit down. This isn’t a trap or a setup. I’m an independent—”

      “But you talk like law enforcement,” Hughie added. “Magical or human. Don’t matter. And now we’re sittin’ in a cabin in the woods with a stuck-up narc—”

      “I said sit down!” Erickson roared. He rose a few inches from the cushion of the recliner in his frustration. Before he knew it, his wand was clamped between his fingers with the tip aimed straight at Lulu, and he’d already cast the spell.

      The witch squeaked in surprise when she found herself tied up by the glowing yellow lines of magical energy snaking out of Erickson’s wand. They pinned her arms tightly against her sides.

      Erickson flicked his wand again and forced her to sit back down on the couch between Hughie and Critch. “Trust me. I don’t like having to do this.”

      Lulu looked down at the spell coiled tightly around her entire body, and when she looked back up at Erickson again, she was sneering. “You think this is the trickiest situation I done got myself into over the last two hundred years?”

      With a snort, Hughie rubbed his bald, tattooed head and said nothing. Critch eyed Lulu sideways, grimacing in disgust, and leaned as far away from her on the lopsided couch as was possible before the armrest kept him from going any farther.

      How in the world did these three get so high on the Silver Griffins’ Most Wanted list? They’re dumb as rocks. And they think I’m a giant pushover.

      “I’m only going to say this once, right here, to all three of you, so pay attention.” Erickson looked each of them in the eye. “I don’t work with the Silver Griffins. In fact, I had to go two months out of my damn way just to avoid any of their agents finding me. I’m not law enforcement of any kind. What I am is a wizard who’s deadly serious about getting this job done and already at the end of my patience for stupidity. I’m the guy who’s going to pay you for your time and skills in tearing down these complicated wards around my prize. And I’m the one who’ll give all of you the nod once we get inside.”

      “Your prize.” Hughie looked casually down at his fingernails while he picked dirt out from beneath them. “This ain’t some kinda buried-treasure bullshit, is it?”

      “Not the kind you’re thinking of, no.”

      “I heard there’s some hoity-toity kemana hidden all up in these hills,” Critch added flippantly.

      “What?” Erickson stared at the Wood Elf, who merely shrugged as his multiple irises darted all over the inside of the cabin.

      “I know. Don’t make no damn sense to me, neither. Fanciest thing out this way is your goddamn couch with our asses planted on it.”

      Lulu barked out a laugh and didn’t bother to try covering it up.

      “Where’d you hear something so stupid?” Erickson asked.

      “’Bout your couch? Well, I’m sittin’ on it—”

      “I mean a kemana. What kemana?”

      Hughie finished biting off the end of one of his fingernails and grunted. “Everybody’s talking about it. Even all the way out east. I seen three…no…four different bar fights break out four different nights ’cause some smartmouth assface kept tellin’ stories to the wrong kind of folks. But this dumpster with legs sittin’ next to me is right.”

      Lulu shot him a scathing look and tossed her greasy burgundy hair over her shoulder. That was a feat, seeing as she could barely move her head or her shoulders.

      Critch leaned forward again to catch the dwarf’s gaze. “What the hell’s so special about another damn kemana, huh? Ain’t we got enough of them pisspots all over the—”

      “Forget about the kemana!” Erickson snapped. He took another deep breath to calm himself and steadied his fraying nerves one more time. “Now I know there are at least a hundred Oricerans on the other side of those wards. Children and grandchildren of the Dark Wizard’s loyalists. The one I want, my prize, is the Light Elf Winland Underwood.”

      Lulu scoffed from within the constraints of the spell he still hadn’t removed from around her body. Somewhere along the way, she’d managed to get a piece of gum in her mouth, which she now chewed loudly for maximum annoyance. “Your prize, huh? What’re you gonna do? Tie her up like this and force her to marry ya?”

      Hughie and Critch tried and failed miserably to hide their amusement. The witch smirked at her employer turned magical captor, unaffected by the restraints and playing around with word games like none of this mattered.

      She thinks I’m an idiot. They all do. And I can’t get these lowlifes to do what I want if they don’t take me seriously.

      Erickson decided to meet them exactly on their level.

      He chuckled along with the three criminals he’d hired. “Yeah, I know. That’s pretty funny, right?”

      “You marrying a Light Elf?” Critch barked out a laugh. “Man, if you can’t loosen up a little, ain’t no woman gonna wanna spend the rest of her days lookin’ at that ugly mug.”

      Hughie and Lulu cracked up even harder. The dwarf’s low rumble of laughter and the witch’s high-pitched cackle filled the small cabin in the woods and echoed beyond the walls and through the trees outside.

      Erickson kept laughing with them as he tilted his head. “You know, if I were joking, this would probably be hilarious too.”

      The next second, he flicked his wand at the magically tied-up Lulu again. Her laugh morphed into an agonized scream as the coils of magic around her body crackled with blinding silver light within the magical ropes.

      Hughie and Critch jumped in their seats on the couch beside her. The witch kept screaming, her body bucking back and forth as Erickson’s spell kept her in place.

      The wizard started laughing.

      It was just a low chuckle at first, sounding of satisfaction and morbid amusement as he got the desired reactions from the other two. Every time Erickson looked at the growing expressions of horror on the three faces, the more hilarious this whole thing became, and soon he was roaring with laughter.

      “It’s funny, right?” he asked through a mad grin, still pointing the tip of his wand at Lulu while the witch writhed and shrieked inside the magical coils. “I told her to sit down. And I told you I’m fucking serious about this. Now look at you! All of you. This is funny!”

      When another insane-sounding bark of laughter escaped from the wizard’s lips, Hughie and Critch leaned forward on the couch and exchanged a wary glance over Lulu’s lap. The witch couldn’t stop shrieking while Erickson’s modified spell zapped her with blazing-hot energy all over her body every two and a half seconds.

      Finally, Erickson was able to calm his laughter, though he didn’t remove the torturous parts of the spell wrapped around the grungy witch on the couch. “Whew! Sorry, that just… That really got me, fellas. Funny. You know? And while I’m having a damn good time with all three of you—and I am, trust me—I’d rather get back to business until we’re all on the same page. Then after that, maybe we can take a little time for some more fun, huh? What do you say?”

      The smile on his face stretched tightly across his teeth. Erickson recognized in some part of himself that he was acting like a complete lunatic, but a new part of him understood the door he’d opened and what lay on the other side of it.

      He liked this.

      Gathering teams. Grabbing wanted criminals off the streets and making them do what he wanted. Taking a few terrible, lame jokes at his own expense before proving to his temporary employees how far he was willing to go to get the job done. That included throwing attack spells at the magicals who temporarily worked for him, maybe swinging a little heavy with the physical torture, and getting his point across clearly, succinctly, and with little room for future bullshit.

      The only thing that was slightly irritating now was the sound of Lulu’s choked-off screams as she suffered the pain of his spell.

      With a heavy sigh, Erickson flicked his wand at her one more time and disabled the entire spell. The yellow coils of light streaking with silver agony disappeared. The witch’s shrieks cut off with a ragged gasp before she slumped back against the couch cushions. Part of Lulu Handle’s reputation, though, was that she could handle just about any pain thrown at her for any length of time and walk away within seconds.

      This was why Erickson had chosen to make an example of her and not the creepy Wood Elf who watched everything way too closely or the walking tattoo of a dwarf. He’d figured Lulu could handle it. If the rumors about her pain tolerance hadn’t been true, it wouldn’t have mattered, because it would have meant all the other rumors about her were probably also false, including her reputation for breaking into almost anything protected by magical security.

      When Lulu finally caught her breath again, she growled in frustration without pushing herself back up into a sitting position first. “You’re an asshole.”

      “Takes one to know one, right?” Erickson made a show of slipping his wand back beneath his thigh in case it would help his temporary hires feel better. It didn’t seem like it did. “I think everybody understands how serious I am about this.”

      The three criminals crammed onto the lopsided couch looked straight ahead at the wizard who’d called them here to get the job done. None of them said a word.

      “Great. So here’s what’s gonna happen,” Erickson explained. “The three of you will help me get past those wards. Whatever it takes, we’re breaking through. After that, you’re free to do as you like. Take whatever you want. Hell, break whatever you want. But if I see any of you so much as look at Winland Underwood when we find those traitors, I’ll make Lulu’s five minutes here with a bonding spell look like jump-rope time on the playground. Which, if you think about it, also sounds pretty damn hilarious.”

      Nobody else was laughing anymore, but Erickson felt like he was really on a roll.

      “Any questions?”

      Hughie hesitantly raised his hand and muttered, “What’s on the other side of them wards?”

      After considering how detrimental it could be to add another lie onto the pile he’d already fed these degenerates, Erickson decided to go with the truth this time. “If you’re asking for specifics, dwarf, I have no idea. It could be anything. Judging by the fact that these wards are all the way out here in the middle of nowhere Ozarks, I’m guessing it’s probably not a stay at the Ritz Carlton. But I’ve been watching new magicals show up every day before they walk right on through those wards. There’s gotta be a couple hundred hanging around in their own private little bubble that you and I are gonna pop. The way I see it, if they’re fraternizing with the Oriceran traitors I tracked all the way up here, they might as well have turned on all magicals everywhere themselves. Don’t feel like you have to go easy on anyone.”

      Critch pursed his lips and nodded slowly, like this was something he had to take a little extra time to consider. Hughie shrugged. Lulu tsked and glared up at the ceiling. “So when do we start breaking those little bastards down?”

      Erickson’s grin no longer held the tight stiffness of wanting to look amused while still trying to get his point across. Now, he was genuinely excited about what was to come in the near future, and it showed. “Great question, Lulu. I was thinking…”
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      When Erickson chose the place where they would break through the wards around East Calico Rock, he had no idea that the place he’d selected was an area with high daily traffic. This was a recent change in the town’s daily workings and routines, because new magicals—both Oriceran refugees and those looking to leave their old lives behind and start over fresh—had been coming in by the dozens since the day Jenner Browly and Alforious Bernardino Cedarfist III, a.k.a. Bruno, had first stepped through those wards during Elijah Moffett and Sam Sanderson’s morning perimeter check almost three weeks ago.

      What Erickson also didn’t know about the wards was that even though the travelers he’d seen passing through without so much as a painful jolt of warning magic disappeared the instant they were on the other side of the wards, they could still see everything on his side, if they had bothered to turn around and look back at how far they’d come.

      Nobody did. They were fleeing the perils of living on the run in the hopes of finding a better life and a safer place. They were willing to never look back if it meant finding what they sought. Somehow, the tales of a massive, highly protected kemana in the middle of the Arkansas Ozarks kept spreading through the magical community in every state, city, and town, and they kept coming.

      Erickson was too caught up in his misplaced desire for revenge, and he still hadn’t picked up on the subtler aspects of why dozens of new magicals were being welcomed right to the other side of the wards and he was not. He happened to pick the right place along the wards’ border at the right time, so his break-in party coincided with the next group of newcomers to East Calico Rock making their way to the kemana entrance via a guided hike.

      Today, like every day since the necessity had first arisen, that guide for the hike was Elijah Moffett and his friends Louie Brightmon, Sam Sanderson, and Steven Cross. In addition to the daily groups they’d led through the snow-covered woods over the last three weeks, the older Moffett son and his friends had doubled down on their regular perimeter-check duties. Not only did they continue to make their rounds along the ward borders every morning, but now they did an extra shift at night as the sun was setting. They knew the entire area within the wards’ protective bubble like the backs of their hands, and they knew instantly when something wasn’t right.

      “Make sure you take a good mental picture of this one,” Steven called out to the group as he slapped a hand against a massive tree trunk. “We call this one Big Grandpa.”

      Sam and Louie snickered and shook their heads as the group following them laughed.

      “What if somebody cuts it down?” asked a middle-aged Wood Elf woman bundled in what looked like four different jackets and who-knew-how-many more layers underneath.

      Louie turned to look at her and flashed the woman a brilliant smile. “Nobody’s cutting down these trees, ma’am.”

      “Somebody always cuts down trees,” she countered, looking upset by the idea. “So if somebody cuts Big Grandpa down, how are we supposed to know we’re going in the right direction toward the kemana?”

      “Landmarks are important,” added a hobbling gnome who’d brought along an actual walking stick that was at least a foot taller than he was. “I’m pretty sure none of us would have gotten here without them.”

      A chorus of agreement came from the eight other magicals who’d joined the group today.

      Elijah tried not to frown. This was a perfectly valid conversation to have with the newest additions to East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana. Still, their discussion about what might happen if someone cut down trees in their new home was more unnerving than he’d expected.

      “Okay, okay.” Sam raised both hands in front of him in concession. “Those are valid questions, people, honestly. The answer has two parts. First, if Big Grandpa over here ever gets chopped up into firewood—”

      A terrified gasp came from the middle-aged Wood Elf woman who’d started the conversation, and several other new magicals echoed her sound of disbelief and horror.

      “Um…sorry.” Sam gave them all a sheepish smile before looking at Elijah for direction. The oldest Moffett brother shrugged. “Anyway, if the, uh…unspeakable ever did happen, we’ve got one more landmark right over there. And nobody’s cutting down Mickey Mouse anytime soon.”

      The young wizard gestured through the bare trees toward a massive rock formation no more than fifty feet to the northeast. The newcomers turned to study the allegedly infallible landmark, and a few of the brighter ones who’d gotten the joke within Sam’s reassurance chuckled to themselves.

      “What’s that?” the gnome with the walking stick asked.

      “Those are rocks, Harvey.” A bedraggled shifter man playfully nudged the gnome with a gentle fist. “These kids are right. Nobody’s cutting down rocks.”

      An incredibly lanky Azrakan—arguably the skinniest Azrakan anyone in this group, the kemana, or back in town had ever seen—thrust his hand in the air and waited to be called on like they were in an elementary-school classroom.

      “Uh…yeah.” Louie pointed at the Azrakan. “Go ahead.”

      “Why’s it called Mickey Mouse?”

      Several of the other magicals giggled at that.

      Steven broke into a wide grin. “Because it looks like a Mickey Mouse, man. That’s pretty obvious, don’t you think?”

      “What’s the second part?” the Wood Elf woman followed up. Her voice was raising in volume and pitch now that she was concerned enough to ask hypothetical questions.

      Louie turned toward her again and scratched the back of his head. “Huh?”

      “You said it was a two-part answer. Why we won’t get lost if this forest…” She lowered her voice into a frightened whisper. “If somebody cuts down the trees.”

      “Oh. Right.” The young wizard cleared his throat and nodded. “Well, the second part is probably the most important part. If anybody came out to these woods wanting to cut down trees, they wouldn’t even get close enough to try.”

      “Why not?” the gnome asked.

      Elijah’s friends turned to look at him for the answer to that question. His parents were, after all, town leaders of East Calico Rock, and he’d taken the lead with both the perimeter checks and these daily hikes out to the kemana entrance at the top of the bluffs overlooking White River.

      I really have to put it all out there for these guys, huh? At least they’re asking questions.

      Elijah fixed this newest group with a tight smile. “Because we’re lucky enough to have a Dryad living in these woods.”

      There was a collective gasp and murmur of surprise from the newcomers before all the questions started at once.

      “Where is it?”

      “How do you find a Dryad?”

      “Does it attack if we’re walking through the forest alone?”

      “Aren’t Dryads extinct?”

      “Why would it care about us?”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Okay. One at a time.” Louie stepped in front of Elijah as if to shield his friend from physical damage instead of this verbal bombardment. “One at a time, people. Let the wizard speak.”

      Elijah almost burst out laughing at that, but he managed to take his friend’s support seriously for the moment. “First of all, the Dryad in these mountains isn’t an ‘it.’ Her name is Ursula. She’s been helping East Calico Rock since the day Winland brought the original group out here to build a safe home for everybody. She likes to be alone with the trees, so don’t try hunting through the forest to see your first Dryad, okay? You won’t find her. The only thing Ursula cares about is that this little corner of the world stays safe. For everyone. You, me, the town, the kemana, the crystal, and the forest, obviously. But the wards around this entire area…”

      Elijah momentarily lost his train of thought when he caught a glimpse of something bright yellow moving through the trees on the other side of the rock outcropping they’d named Mickey Mouse. He frowned at the movement in the distance and tried to return his attention to the conversation. “But the wards…”

      There was somebody out there. What else would be that big and bright yellow in the middle of winter? If they were behind the Mickey Mouse, they were on the other side of the wards too, Elijah reasoned. Waiting to get in? Or waiting for someone to get out?

      “…help us if he’s gonna keep zoning out like that.”

      Elijah was aware of one of the new magicals talking, sounding irritated by the fact that their main guide was distracted from reassuring them that they were all safe—but he couldn’t bring himself to ignore this out-of-place detail behind the boulders.

      “Elijah. Hey.” Louie snapped his fingers in the oldest Moffett boy’s face. “You there?”

      “I’m totally here,” Elijah muttered softly.

      “Yeah, okay. Well, we’re getting questions about the wards, man. I’d try to explain how it all works, but you’re the only one who really knows about—”

      “Stop talking.”

      “Come on, dude.” Louie spread his arms. “I know you take this stuff seriously. We all do. But—”

      “Shh.” Elijah clapped a hand against the puffy winter jacket over his friend’s chest, then finally looked away from the boulder outcropping to meet Louie’s gaze. He whispered, “There’s somebody out there. Just behind the Mickey Mouse.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah.” Turning toward the rest of the group, Elijah raised his eyebrows and nodded at Sam and Steven. “Hey, guys. Come here for a second.” He and Louie walked a few feet away from the newcomers.

      “What do you want me to tell the newbies?” Louie whispered.

      “Tell them this is what we’re here for. And to be ready in case we need a little backup.”

      “Hold on just a sec, dude.” Louie glanced back at the group of magicals who had no problem trying to listen in on the private conversation. “Remember what happened last time you thought you had to fight somebody trying to get through the wards?”

      “Uh-huh. I also remember there’s a big difference between two loud, arguing dudes who walked straight through the wards and whoever’s out there obviously trying to hide. So go tell them.”

      Just as Sam and Steven joined them, Louie puffed out a sigh and turned to go talk to the group they were supposed to be leading to the kemana.

      “What’s up with him?” Steven asked. He stuck a thumb over his shoulder toward Louie.

      “I think we’ve got company,” Elijah murmured. He pointed toward the boulders, and the other two teenagers turned to look just as another flicker of bright yellow darted behind the rocks again.

      “A couple more newbies who missed the road into town?” Sam didn’t sound convinced that was what was happening here.

      Elijah slowly shook his head. “Only one way to find out.”

      Steven watched Louie telling the new magicals all about the border patrol’s current hunch that they might be coming up against a little trouble, but that Elijah and his friends had already handled a lot worse.

      “So just hang tight, okay?” Louie finished in a low whisper. “If there’s a real problem, you’ll know it. And just in case things don’t go the way we plan, the kemana’s that way.” He pointed straight north toward the edge of the woods, beyond which anyone looking for a kemana entrance would absolutely find the massive hole in the ground at the edge of an abandoned neighborhood with a spiral staircase twisting miles underground.

      All of the magicals stared with wide eyes at the four teenage boys who were the only things standing between them and possible danger as Louie returned to his friends and dipped his head. “Okay, so what’s the plan?”

      Elijah cast another wary glance at the boulders, where faint flickers of crackling red light were spreading across the barely visible shimmering wall of energy that made up the protective wards. “First, we go figure out what the hell they’re doing over there. And if the wards don’t let them in… we have a serious problem.”
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      Erickson and his hired magical thugs already knew the crystal’s wards around the kemana and East Calico Rock wouldn’t let them through, so when they reached the wards’ border closest to the kemana, they didn’t bother trying to walk through on their own.

      Erickson hadn’t expected to have to explain every single piece of his plan to three idiotic criminals. Now, Critch the Wood Elf, in his canary-yellow winter jacket, thought it was a good idea to walk along the edge of the nearly invisible warded wall to scan the area ahead of them.

      “What are you doing?” Erickson whispered. When Critch didn’t stop or reply, the wizard turned to the other two. “What is he doing?”

      Lulu shrugged. “I’m not his babysitter.”

      “Damnit, this isn’t a field trip,” Erickson hissed. “We have to concentrate all these spells in the exact same spot for them to do any damage at all. Get back over here.”

      The Wood Elf stepped slowly and silently toward the edge of the boulders to peer around them. “Hey. Hey, boss. I hear voices.”

      Erickson cringed at being called boss by the kind of person he would have arrested and taken to the closest SG station a year ago. “I don’t care what you heard. Get back over here.”

      Critch shrugged and shuffled back along the damp ground where the warm mountain sunshine had melted most of the snow by midday.

      “Right here.” Erickson pointed at the spot in the shimmering wall of opalescent light. “Right there where that patch of yellow moss is. We focus the breaching spells right there. Should burn a hole through this thing in just a few seconds.”

      Hughie looked the boulder over from top to bottom and raised an eyebrow. “And if it doesn’t?”

      Erickson glared at the tattooed dwarf. “I’m not paying you to cover contingency plans. Right now, the only thing you need to worry about is blasting that spell of yours right at that little patch of yellow moss until I say otherwise. Got it?”

      Rolling his eyes, Hughie turned back toward the boulders and the warded wall in front of them.

      “So are we doing this or what?” Lulu asked. “I am sick of standin’ around doin’ absolutely nothin’.”

      “Yeah. Now would be the time.” Erickson turned toward their target spot, but the swish of Critch’s bright-yellow jacket distracted him again. “Hey. You—what the hell are you doing?”

      “You don’t hear those voices?” The Wood Elf crept toward the edge of the boulders again. “I swear. Can’t see a damn thing out there, but I heard a bunch of folks talkin’ real scared-like. Then they just started whispering…”

      “We hiked all the way up here to the top of the bluffs because there’s nothing up here,” Erickson hissed. “Which means there’s nobody up here. Which means whatever you’re hearing, it’s moving across who knows how many miles to get to your perked-up little earholes.”

      Hughie snorted and Lulu tittered as she brandished her wand at the rocks, but neither of them wanted to get involved in this conversation.

      “Get over here!” Erickson snarled. He tried to keep his voice down in case there really was someone out there. If there was, they wouldn’t be able to see a thing with the boulders blocking their view, assuming Critch got back in line to do his job.

      “Man, I’m just thinkin’ somebody might see…” the Wood Elf mused.

      “Huh. He’s thinking.” Erickson growled in frustration. He needed a different tactic. “Lulu.”

      “Yeah…” The witch turned toward him, her sunken eyes growing a little wider.

      “What did you think about that fun trick of mine back at the cabin?”

      She tsked and shot Hughie a questioning sidelong glance, but the dwarf gave her no reaction. “You mean the one where you tied me up and electrocuted me for five minutes?”

      Erickson grinned and pointed at her. “That’s exactly it.”

      For a moment, she looked afraid to say anything. When she realized what her employer was trying to get across, she smirked at the back of Critch’s head and replied, “I think it’d be real fun to see you pull that trick on someone else. Like maybe a Wood Elf.”

      Critch immediately spun and trudged back behind the boulders, confirming he’d been listening the whole time. He just hadn’t wanted to follow orders.

      “You don’t gotta go that far, boss.” Critch rejoined the small team of criminal masterminds. “I’m coming.”

      “Don’t call me boss,” Erickson growled.

      “Ain’t that what you is, though?” Hughie tilted his bald head. “And if it ain’t, what the hell you want us to call—”

      “I don’t want you to call me anything! I want the three of you to shut up and do what I’m paying you to do!”

      Perhaps Erickson’s outburst was enough to get the whole group back in line again, or perhaps the criminals had simply run out of annoying comments and questions. Either way, all three of them faced the selected area in front of the boulders and waited for Erickson’s cue to begin.

      Clenching his teeth, Erickson flicked his wand and sent a short burst of probing orange light toward the wards. The shimmering wall crackled with faint red lines, just like every other time he’d tried to poke and prod and push through the magic keeping him out. The red lines faded quickly, and he nodded at the other three. “Give it everything you got.”

      Two seconds later, the air around them erupted with the roar, static hissing, and sizzling cracks of four powerful and destructive spells hitting the warded wall all at once. The wall blazed with red light, thick streaks of it racing up and down and to both sides like the growing blast radius of a slow-motion explosion.

      The day had a few hours of light left, and the sky was relatively cloudless for February in the Ozarks, but the red light of the warded walls being attacked consumed all other colors everywhere else. Critch’s bright-yellow winter jacket became a grotesque shade of crimson as the wards fought back.

      This was it, Erickson knew. He funneled his magic and his intention to break down these walls with as much focus and effort as the rest of his ad hoc team. This is exactly what I needed, he realized. It’s impossible not to break through now!

      The whirling gray blasts from his wand kept pummeling the wards, and he grinned—until the shouting started.

      “No, no, no, no!”

      “Get over there!”

      “Whoever it is, stop them before it gets any worse!”

      “What’s going on?”

      “This doesn’t look remotely safe at all. Who put these kids in charge?”

      “Should we do something?”

      “Someone’s attacking the wards!”

      “Elijah, what do we—”

      “Stop them!”

      Erickson and his team of criminals could hear everything,  but even without the boulders blocking their view, they wouldn’t have been able to see the group racing toward the boulders. Seeing the group of magicals running full tilt toward them wouldn’t have gotten Erickson and his fledgling posse to stop, anyway. They were already too far into casting their powerful, destructive, damaging spells for tearing down strong magic and breaching past it into places they weren’t meant to go.

      The first attack from the other side of the wards seemed to come from nowhere. One second, everything around him was blazing red as their concentrated magic burrowed into the wards. The next second, a ball of blinding white light appeared without warning in mid-air and barreled toward him.

      It struck Erickson in the shoulder and knocked him sideways. With a roar of frustration and effort, he kept his wand hand up and continued trying to break through.

      A fireball and a swarm of glowing yellow darts erupted through the warded wall. Hughie ducked sideways to avoid getting a fireball to the face but kept his hand on Lulu’s shoulder to help fuel her magic. Critch got a spray of magical yellow darts along the side of his thigh and calf and screamed before whipping his head toward Erickson. “You said no one was up here.”

      “Focus!” Erickson yelled.

      More attack spells materialized seemingly in mid-air from the warded wall. The ward had once been a shimmering bubble of opalescent light almost impossible to see head-on, but now it was an explosion of red lights streaking constantly in every direction. The wall shuddered. A low whine filled the air, and it sounded eerily similar to the cries of a wounded animal. The source of it all was the center of the blazing red lights where Erickson’s multiple attack spells were finally making a small dent in the wards.

      From the other side of the wards came a terrified voice. “Holy shit. Do you see that?”

      “Get ready!”

      A low chuckle bubbled up in Erickson’s throat.

      Finally. Finally! Now I can end this!

      He put a renewed surge of effort into his own spell, and with a deafening crack, he made a new hole in the Crimson Heart’s wards around the Ozarks kemana and East Calico Rock.

      Blinding light burst in every direction. The force of the rupture in such powerful magic knocked back Erickson and his team. The smallest of them, Lulu, went flying backward with a furious scream. Hughie and Critch were both knocked onto their asses. Erickson stumbled backward a few steps before he tripped on a broken hunk of rock behind him and hit the ground hard.

      The temporary break in the wards showed him exactly who had been flinging attack spells from the other side and exactly what he was up against now.

      Boys. They’re just kids. They thought they could take me on all on their own?

      He barked out a laugh when a glowing net of yellow ropes surged through the air toward him. Snarling, Erickson buffeted the spell aside with his wand and tried to get to his feet. The young wizard responsible for the failed binding spell widened his eyes when he saw Erickson already knew that one inside and out.

      The tall, dark-haired young wizard behind him darted in front of his friend and launched another spell. This one was more complex, and instead of trying to bind Erickson with ropes, the silver threads spewing from the boy’s wand morphed into silver chains the second they hit Erickson’s body.

      He growled in frustration and tried to counter this stronger binding spell, but the boy had already tightened the magical bonds enough to make Erickson feel like his arms would be sliced in half by the taut chains.

      Lulu screamed again and tossed attack spells toward the magicals who’d appeared from nowhere. A column of dark-purple light barreled into the witch’s stomach, doubling her over and knocking the wind out of her. She finally stopped screaming.

      Hughie was already racing toward the teenagers with magically augmented brass knuckles stretching across the backs of both fists. When the dwarf reached the edge of the boulders and saw the view behind the four boys, he staggered to a halt and gritted his teeth.

      Critch noticed the group of fully grown and pissed-off magicals surging toward him from behind the boulders. For all his talk of being the best at what he did, he did the exact opposite now. “Fuck this,” the Wood Elf shouted as he scrambled to his feet. He turned and fled back toward the trees.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” An old shuffling gnome with a walking stick taller than he was staggered forward. With a surprising show of strength, he slammed the butt of his walking stick into the cold, damp ground. A burst of blue light flared around the gnome’s stick before zipping down it and into the earth. The light traveled almost faster than anyone could follow, faster than Critch running away at full speed.

      When the blue light reached the fleeing Wood Elf, it erupted from the earth in a circle around him. Dirt and mud and rocks sprayed up in all directions before six lines of hissing blue lights coalesced six feet in the air to form a cage. Before Critch realized he’d been caught, he ran face-first into two of the magical cage bars and was blasted back on his ass again with a shriek of pain and surprise.

      A female Wood Elf took two steps forward from the group of adults and tossed two clawed hands toward Lulu. Her hands shook with rage as green light flared around them and behind the Wood Elf’s eyes. Lulu had just been starting to recover from being blasted in the gut when three tree roots burst from the ground. One coiled swiftly around her ankles and pulled taut. The second smacked her wand from her hand and wrapped around both of her arms, pinning them to her sides. The third surged up toward the sky before shooting down again to encircle Lulu’s neck. She let out a furious scream that was choked off by the dry tree root.

      The Wood Elf woman slowly raised her hands even higher, and the burgundy-haired witch was lifted two feet off the ground by the tree roots, coughing and sputtering while her feet kicked uselessly against the bonds around her ankles.
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      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” With his wand still pointed at Erickson to control the binding spell of pulsing silver chains, Elijah reached toward the Wood Elf woman with his other hand to get her attention. “Put her down.”

      “This is exactly what I was worried about,” the woman hissed back, her green-glowing eyes pulsing angrily. “You told us it was safe here—”

      “It is safe.” Louie stepped toward her with both hands raised in front of him. “And you just helped us keep it that way.”

      “They broke through the wards,” the old gnome grumbled. He readjusted his grip on the gnarled walking stick that was clearly a lot more than just a stick. The sizzling lines of blue light around Critch sparked and hissed. “The way folks have been going on about these wards, I was under the impression that wasn’t possible.”

      “It’s not supposed to be,” Elijah agreed calmly. “But apparently, these guys found a way around that. And we can’t make them tell us what that is if they’re dead.”

      The Wood Elf woman let out a low growl and maintained her magic’s hold on the kicking, struggling, choking Lulu. “The wards didn’t protect us. The Dryad never showed up. How are we supposed to believe you when you tell us this place will keep us safe?”

      Elijah didn’t immediately have an answer for that. He swept his gaze across the would-be invaders of the Crimson Heart’s protection—a sneering wizard tied up in Elijah’s silver chains, the dirty-looking witch floating two feet in the air within a snare of tree roots, a Wood Elf man in a canary-yellow jacket stained with his own blood, and one eerily muscular tattooed dwarf who just looked scared stiff—the answer came to him clear as day.

      “Because we’re here,” he replied. “All of us working together. Us. The town. The kemana crystal’s wards and the Dryad. We didn’t get any help today because we didn’t need it.” He looked at the Wood Elf woman again. She was hissing through gritted teeth but finally relented and lowered her hands.

      The tree roots around the witch dropped her back down to the damp earth, though they didn’t loosen enough for the woman to get her fingers on her wand again or escape from her bonds.

      “You hear that, boss?” the dwarf called over his shoulder.

      “Shut up,” the wizard seethed.

      “There’s a real-ass kemana in these hills.” The dwarf snickered at Elijah and his friends. “You got no need to fight me, boys. I’m surrenderin’ all on my own. So you can take me to this kemana you got hidden up here, and I’ll just sit back and enjoy the new digs, yeah? What d’ya say?”

      Elijah looked back at his friends, none of whom looked convinced by the dwarf’s remorseless attempts to surrender. The new group didn’t look happy about the thought of letting one of their attackers walk freely into what was supposed to be the safest kemana in the country, either.

      Steven jerked his chin up at Elijah. “Hey, man. Mind if I handle this one?”

      Grinning at his friend, Elijah shrugged. “Go for it. Just make sure he knows the terms.”

      “No problem.” With the group of adult magicals watching him in disbelief, Steven marched toward the tattooed dwarf with calm determination.  “So you’re surrendering, right?”

      “That’s right.” The dwarf’s lips twitched in amusement as he scanned the faces of all the magicals who couldn’t stand the sight of him.

      Steven chuckled. “Cool. Then here’s how this is gonna work.”

      The dwarf grinned. “I’m all ears, boy.”

      With a terrifying snarl and an intense silver light flashing behind his eyes, Steven cocked his arm back and landed one hell of a right hook to the dwarf’s jaw. His punch knocked the beefy dwarf out of the game and into unconsciousness.

      The second the dwarf’s heavy form hit the dirt, the shifter boy was already standing over him. “You broke into our home, asshole. You don’t get to surrender. That’s how this works.”

      Sam and Louie burst out laughing. “No way!”

      “Dude, that was insane.”

      With another low growl, Steven stepped away from the unconscious dwarf and turned to look at his friends with his eyes still glowing silver. He blinked quickly, and the light disappeared as he tucked his shifter magic back down beneath the surface for a little while longer.

      Elijah wanted to laugh with his friends, but he couldn’t let his guard down. He still had a seriously dangerous wizard tied up by the spell trailing his wand. That didn’t mean he was any less proud of his friends or the newcomers to the Ozarks. They’d stepped up to the plate as if they’d been doing this as long as the original townsfolk.

      “Well, that was…interesting,” the tall, skinny Azrakan muttered. Several other adults chuckled at that.

      The old gnome turned to face north, the direction they’d been traveling beyond the outcropping of boulders. When he took two steps forward, the cage of magical blue light around the Wood Elf man moved across the ground after him. The Wood Elf yelped when he realized he’d have to keep up with the cage or get tossed around inside it again.

      “Are we really that close to the kemana?” the gnome asked.

      Louie nodded. “About another fifteen minutes.”

      “You think there’s anything down there we could turn into a quick prison cell to hold these ignoramuses?”

      All three of Elijah’s friends turned to look at him, trying to hide their smiles. He knew they were all thinking the same thing; the old gnome had no idea how close he’d hit to the truth with a question like that.

      With a flick of his wand, Elijah headed in the direction of the kemana, dragging the wizard in chains behind him. “A prison cell in the kemana? Probably. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      The gnome wrinkled his nose in confusion. “What’s that, son?”

      “Never mind.” Shaking his head, Elijah led the group toward the mouth of the kemana entrance with four dark magicals in tow.

      He couldn’t help but smile. Nobody’s gonna tell me I jumped the gun this time. Doesn’t mean Mom and Dad’ll be super happy about this one…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Winland inhaled deeply through her nose and hardly noticed the musty smell of the processing plant around her. In fact, she hardly noticed much of anything beyond the floating red cube of the Arthastol and the pulsing lines of enchantments and wards crisscrossing all around the artifact to keep it safely in place.

      “Do you think you have a handle on it yet?” Hector asked gently behind her.

      She nodded slowly and reached toward her jacket pocket. The movement was automatic after so many times of slipping her hand into that same pocket to feel the smooth wood of her mom’s old wand and the reassurance it always gave her. The movement was hampered by the thick parka she’d put on over her jacket, and it brought her awareness back to the present and what was at stake.

      I don’t know how I can see all this laid out right in front of me or how I know what to do to break these enchantments, she thought. But this is what has to happen. We get this box out of the floating cage, and I get a path straight to Idys.

      “Yeah,” she added, in case the Custodian hadn’t seen her nod. “I have a handle on it.”

      “Good.”

      “Put your hand on my shoulder.”

      For a moment, Hector didn’t say anything. Then an uncertain chuckle escaped him. “I’m sorry?”

      Winland stared at the Arthastol and the lines of complicated magic holding it in place. “This isn’t your run-of-the-mill deactivation, Hector. I’m gonna need a little extra power.”

      “You want me to lend you some of my magic.”

      “And you want to get your hands on this Arthastol, don’t you?”

      “More than you can imagine…”

      She took another deep breath and slowly raised both hands out in front of her. “Then put your hand on my shoulder and help me out.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The hint of amusement in his voice sounded a little out of place for the powerful, complicated spell they were about to perform together, but Winland put aside the strangeness of it to focus on the task at hand.

      When Hector’s hand came down on her right shoulder, she instantly felt the warmth of his magic surging down her arm and across the top of her back, despite the winter parka being far too thick to feel any actual body heat. Winland sucked in a sharp, shuddering breath at the immense amount of power flowing through her—her Light Elf magic, her witch magic, and now the energy of a powerful Custodian wizard added to the mix.

      Here we go…

      Concentrating on the sensation of so much magic waiting to be used and her intentions to use all of it, Winland reached toward the line of glistening white magic that made up the first layer of protective enchantments.

      When her fingers were only inches away from gently touching the strands of magic, another surge of magic from a different source hurtled through Winland’s body with such force that it physically moved her. She shouted in surprise. Her concentration was broken, and the wizard immediately removed his hand from her shoulder.

      “What is it?” His concerned voice sounded far away.

      Breathing heavily, she waited for the surge of magic to hit her again. If it did, all the doubts she’d tried to sweep under the rug would be confirmed, because she recognized the tingling, thrumming buzz of magic reaching her here, all the way out in northern Minnesota.

      Hector stepped up beside her and dipped his head to get a better view of her face. “Winland?”

      “Something’s wrong,” she murmured, still staring at the suspended Arthastol but no longer truly seeing it. “I think—”

      The new source of magic shot through her again, stronger than before. A tight pain in her chest made her cry out, and she was roughly spun by an invisible force. She was facing the door to the Arthastol’s private security room. She stumbled urgently forward, but only because the Crimson Heart’s magic had given her another little nudge in the direction it wanted—all the way from Arkansas.

      “Are you okay?” Hector’s eyes widened. “Because we were just—”

      “Yeah.” Winland spun on her own and walked toward him. “I’m fine. Just a little—Whoa!”

      She staggered backward, her arms reeling as if she’d been shoved in the chest by a bully much bigger and stronger than she was. The soles of her boots scraped across the concrete floor of the small room before she lurched to a halt and was whipped around again to face the door.

      “Winland.”

      “It’s not—” Clearing her throat, she turned back toward him again. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “It’s hard to watch.”

      “Listen, Hector, I think we might need to—” She was going to tell him they might have to postpone freeing the Arthastol from its magical floating cage. Apparently, the Crimson Heart in the Ozark kemana didn’t want to give her even that opportunity. It latched onto her magic and repeated the same startling maneuver it had used to finally convince Winland she’d been chosen for the job.

      Accompanied by a much stronger buzz of energy, every single part of Winland’s body was illuminated with the crystal’s deep, pulsing crimson light. Her hair slowly lifted from her shoulders to stand on end, fanning out around her head and face like she was floating on the surface of a lake.

      Really? Right now? This can’t be happening…

      “What’s happening right now?” Hector asked. His eyes were wide as he looked her up and down. “What is this?”

      “It’s…complicated.” She turned toward him one more time. The red glow of her hands and face and every part of her body beneath her clothes drowned out even the glow of the Arthastol. She took another step toward him. “Hector, this—”

      The kemana crystal’s magic tugged her violently toward the door again, this time lifting her feet inches off the ground and propelling her forward. As it did, Winland saw something she’d hoped never to see.

      The image blasted into her mind’s eye with startling clarity.

      Four sneering magicals she didn’t know. Four different spells powered together and aimed at one point in the air in front of a giant grouping of rocks. The crackling red light surged up and down and out along the protective wards’ shimmering surface, then the crystal’s restored power momentarily buckled, and a small hole was opened…

      The Crimson Heart’s vision was gone. Winland was dropped from the air and back to the concrete floor again with a thump. She struggled to right herself and regain her balance as the pulsing red light of her connection with the kemana crystal snuffed out. Now she was just Winland Underwood, the half-Light Elf, standing there with her arms spread out to her sides in case she got knocked around again.

      “Shit…”

      “All right, listen.” Hector headed quickly toward her. “Whatever’s going on, we’re still on a time crunch here—”

      “No.” With wide eyes, she spun to face him. “I can’t do this.”

      “Excuse me?” He looked genuinely surprised by that, but she didn’t have time to explain how dire of a situation this was or what a massive mistake she’d made by leaving her community in the Ozarks alone—without her.

      “I…” She took another sharp breath and looked quickly around the room before shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

      “Winland, what happened?”

      “It’s a long story. If you and I ever see each other again, maybe I’ll have more time to explain.” She took off toward the open doorway leading into the facility’s enormous main chamber.

      “If we ever…” Hector stopped, turned to scowl at the hovering Arthastol, then let out a frustrated growl and stormed out after her. “What are you talking about?”

      “I have to go back, Hector. That’s it.”

      “Because you started glowing and floated around like some kind of spirit—”

      “Because East Calico Rock’s in trouble, okay? It’s not safe.” The rising volume of her voice filled the chamber with louder and louder echoes.

      “I thought you said the crystal’s wards were enough to protect everyone.”

      “Yeah, well, not anymore.”

      “Winland, stop.”

      She stumbled to a halt in the center of the giant cavern where less than an hour ago, they’d battled with a few dozen dark magicals trying to get the Arthastol for themselves. She had to give him something. She couldn’t leave like this.

      “I know. I know it sounds insane. And I know it’s probably beyond insane to expect you to understand, especially when I just can’t… I can’t tell you how I know. But I know. My town’s in trouble, Hector. And I may be the only person who has any idea that something awful’s happening right now. So I have to go. I’m sorry, but this is way more important than unraveling the wards around that Arthastol, and we’re both just gonna have to deal with that.”

      Once the words finished pouring out of her in a rush, she took another deep breath and waited for him to say something. The wizard’s expression gave nothing away, which didn’t make this any easier for her.

      If he doesn’t say something soon, you need to turn around, get out of this facility, and head right back down this mountain to the closest Starbucks, she told herself. Three… Two…

      “I know,” Hector finally replied and gave her a curt nod.

      She started to turn around again, then paused. “Wait. You know what?”

      “It’s absolutely more important than the Arthastol. I doubt anyone else is gonna find somebody like you anytime soon to help break those enchantments, so the Arthastol isn’t going anywhere. If your town’s in trouble, you should go. I promise I won’t try to stop you.”

      “Thank you.” Too concerned now about how much time she had left before something horrible happened to the town of magicals she’d left behind, Winland didn’t give herself any time to get lost in the wizard’s smile or to be flattered by his understanding. She swiftly crossed the cavern again, trying to figure out how she could make it back to East Calico Rock as quickly as possible.

      “But I am coming with you,” Hector added.

      Frowning, she looked over her shoulder at him as she kept moving across the cavern. “You really don’t have to do that.”

      “Of course I don’t.” He broke into a casual jog to catch up with her and flashed her that brilliant grin of his. “I want to. And I have a feeling you won’t say no to a little extra help, am I right?”

      A wry chuckle escaped her, and she shook her head. So this is how it’s gonna be, huh? The second Custodian in three months to come to the Ozarks because the Crimson Heart had something to say. “I appreciate that a lot, Hector. Really. But the help I’d need is really, um…specialized in this case.”

      “All right. Then how about help finding a quicker route down the mountainside?”

      Winland stopped in her tracks and slowly turned to face him with a deadpan stare. “Please don’t tell me there was always a better way up here and I let you walk me through a February blizzard for no reason.”

      The Custodian smirked at her. “Not exactly.”

      She shot him a tense, tight-lipped smile and cocked her head. “Not reassuring.”

      He dipped his head in what looked a lot like acknowledgment, then gestured toward the side of the chamber. “There’s a commercial garage on the east side of this facility. Last time I checked, it had at least one snowmobile.”

      Winland folded her arms. “And you want me to ride down the mountain with you on a snowmobile?”

      “Well, it would make the temporary postponement of our mutual plans a good deal less frustrating right now, don’t you think?”

      For a moment, she couldn’t think of anything to say. She didn’t know if she wanted Hector Fang to come all the way back to East Calico Rock with her, but she didn’t have the time to think about it before. “Fine. Do you know how to get there from here?”

      “After we go back down the tunnel the way we came, yes.”

      “After you.” She gestured for him to lead the way and almost laughed when the wizard took off immediately. Nobody can fake that kind of willingness to help, she thought. So maybe it’s not such a bad thing he’s coming with me.

      Fortunately, the steel door cut into the mountainside was open when they finally reached the end of the tunnel. Judging by the brightness in the sky, there was about an hour of daylight left and no sign that another blizzard was going to kick up again while she and Hector made their way down.

      Even so, Winland couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched from behind as they hurried across the layer of freshly fallen snow now glistening in the last of the sun’s rays. When she turned to look back down the tunnel, she saw no one.

      Of course not, she assured herself. You need to be vigilant, Win. Not paranoid. Plus, you saw Hector fight. He’s not letting anybody sneak up on him anytime soon.

      As they moved through the pine trees, she scanned the wilderness around them and called after Hector, “Where’s the fox?”

      “Nitya?” He shot her a crooked smile over his shoulder before ducking under another heavy, low-hanging branch. “She always shows up eventually.”

      “Even on the back of a snowmobile when we’re about to ride eight miles down to the highway?”

      Hector snorted. “Honestly, I’m more concerned about whether or not there’s enough gas.”

      “Oh, jeez.” With a sigh, she picked up her pace through the snow so she could catch up to the wizard who was going to help her get home, hopefully before it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Once Hector and the Light Elf witch had disappeared into the woods, a hint of movement came from the dark tunnel leading into the private facility under the mountain. At first, it was nothing more than a flicker of gold reflecting the last rays of sunlight. The flicker became two golden orbs a foot off the ground, moving steadily forward.

      When Nitya the arctic fox emerged from the tunnel entrance, it was almost impossible to distinguish her from the heaps of fresh, gleaming white snow that had piled up during today’s snowstorm.

      After taking a few quick, exploratory sniffs of the mountain air, Nitya leapt through the steel-lined doorway at the mouth of the open tunnel. She landed gracefully and without a sound in the fresh powder. Her fluffy white tail flicked back and forth while she paused to survey the woods and listen for her master. When she was certain she was alone, she looked casually over her shoulder at the massive door of thick steel stained with orange-brown rust on both sides.

      The next time she flicked her tail, the golden eyes that unnerved Winland so much pulsed with a deeper golden light that was unnatural for any animal. It was a light the fox and her master hadn’t yet let the Light Elf see. That wasn’t part of their plan yet.

      Two seconds later, a halo of the same golden light flared to life around the outline of the open steel door. With a grating shriek from rusty hinges, the door to the mountain tunnel lurched away from the exterior wall of the mountainside. Its continuous groans echoed through the forest until the door closed with great force. Anyone standing inside the main chamber of the facility within the mountain would have heard the echoing clang of yet another escape tunnel shutting and locking from the outside.

      But from where Nitya stood beneath the pine boughs heavy with newly fallen snow, the sound was little more than a muffled thump through the trees.

      Raising her tiny snout in satisfaction, the fox turned and gracefully trotted through the snow, following her master’s footprints. Her tail flickered back and forth behind her as if she were waving goodbye.
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      If it had been any other day, Winland might have abandoned all inhibitions and kissed Hector Fang when they found the small garage exactly where he’d said it would be. The snowmobile was hidden away within the garage, and there was plenty of gasoline.

      Once they got the snowmobile up and running, Winland swung her leg over the back of the surprisingly small vehicle to sit behind the Custodian. Hector tested the throttle, and the snowmobile surged forward over the fresh snow with a rumbling growl. Two seconds before he surged full speed ahead, Nitya leapt out of nowhere and landed with perfect precision on the back of the machine right behind her. Winland let out a sharp yelp of surprise.

      “Everything okay back there?” Hector called over the roar of the engine.

      “Your fox likes to hitch rides,” she shouted back.

      He looked over his shoulder at Nitya and grinned. “Looks like it, yeah.”

      Then they were off, racing through the trees and over the snow, away from the garage.

      This is way faster than slogging our way uphill through a blizzard, Winland thought. This is—

      She gasped, and her thoughts were interrupted when they went over a particularly bumpy patch. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Hector’s waist. The sound of his low chuckle was mostly whipped away by the wind rushing past them at blistering speeds, but what it left behind was audible enough.

      “Hey, who owns this thing?” she shouted against the wind.

      “Huh?”

      “Who does this belong to?” she repeated, raising her voice as loud as she thought it would go.

      Hector didn’t seem worried. “It belongs to us right now.”

      When she slowly loosened her grip around his waist, he must have taken it as a sign that she didn’t like what he’d said. He waited until they were clear of the trees and racing across an open patch of snow before he looked over his shoulder at her again.

      “Something wrong with the snowmobile?”

      “I’m not a thief, Hector. That’s not something I ever want to be.”

      Immediately, he pulled the snowmobile out of its whipping speed until they rumbled along the open ground, bouncing more violently than they would have if he’d maintained their previous speed. “No one’s been in that facility for years, Winland,” he told her against the wind. “Not anyone who actually owns the place.”

      “Still. You didn’t say anything about taking snowmobiles when you laid out this plan of yours.”

      For a few seconds, she wondered if he’d heard her. Then the snowmobile lurched forward as he hit the brakes. After they came to a complete stop, he turned as far around in his seat as he could to look at her. “You didn’t say anything about glowing red and having to run back to your town before the most important part of that plan.”

      “I told you I can’t exactly explain—”

      “That’s fine. I don’t need an explanation.” Pressing his lips together, he looked out over the open snow surrounded by trees in every direction, all of it reflecting the orange-red glow of a cold February sunset. “Just let me ask you this. When you and the Oriceran refugees took over what was left of East Calico Rock…homes, businesses, buildings, supplies, land… Was that stealing? Or was it a necessity?”

      Winland fought back the urge to punch him in the face. He was right.

      Instead, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Point taken.”

      “I’m so glad.”

      “Keep driving, wizard.”

      Hector laughed and faced forward again to rev the snowmobile up to full speed one more time. When they reached the tree line to keep going down the mountain, they were practically flying across the snow, sending great sprays of fluffy white powder up into the air behind them as they weaved between the trees.

      Here I am, arguing the semantics of ‘stealing’ while somebody just broke through the wards around my town to do who knows what. We need to get back there before whoever they are steals something else.

      The rest of their mad dash went by in a complete blur. They left the snowmobile between the trees at the end of the dirt road where Hector had parked his car. The drive south across Minnesota didn’t take nearly as long—the town of Duluth was nearby and had a Starbucks.

      That was all Winland needed. She knew she could handle it on her own from there. When they arrived at the Starbucks, though, she found out Hector hadn’t been kidding about wanting to come with her and help.

      “What about your car?” she asked. She slung the strap of the Bag over her head and shoulder.

      He shut the trunk with a muffled thump and hit the key fob’s automatic lock button. The Audi’s little chirp and brief flash of headlights lit up the mostly empty parking lot that was mostly dark with the sun now behind the mountains. “I don’t think my car’s going anywhere without me. Or the keys, for that matter.”

      “Right. And what about your…” She didn’t know what to call Nitya—a dog, a fox, a pet, or something else. After the day they’d had, Winland was certain that the Custodian’s little companion fell into the something-else category. That was something she’d have to figure out later.

      “She can handle it,” he replied with a chuckle. “I promise. And an arctic fox definitely isn’t the strangest thing I’ve seen on the train.”

      “True.” If he knew what the Bag could actually do, he’d probably agree that seeing a half-Light Elf carrying one hundred and sixty-four magicals over her shoulder to a new life might be the strangest thing.

      With a determined nod, Winland stepped around him and headed for the front door of the Duluth Starbucks. “Thank you.”

      “I’m a wizard of my word. Honestly, I don’t think of this as a delay or a distraction at all.”

      “Oh yeah?” She pulled her phone from her pocket and shot him a brief smile when he opened the door for her. “What do you call it?”

      “An opportunity to see something incredible. And who knows? Maybe someone in East Calico Rock knows a thing or two about tracking somebody else’s secrets.”

      That made her pause, and she couldn’t put her finger on why the Custodian’s last comment made her feel like she was missing something. He’s being optimistic, Win. That’s it. Don’t read any further into this. He wants to help, so let him.

      When she looked over her shoulder at him, Hector was smiling. The door swung shut behind him, and Nitya trotted silently across the Starbucks toward the short hallway with the bathrooms and the Employees Only door—like she’d done this a hundred times and knew exactly where she was going.

      The barista and two other customers in the Starbucks were oblivious to the arctic fox that only kind of looked like a dog traipsing around the store.

      “Yeah.” She gave Hector a quick smile, then returned her attention to her phone. “Maybe.”

      “Do you want a coffee?”

      “No thanks. Not now. I’m already wired enough as it is.”

      “Do you mind if I grab one?”

      “Go for it.” The smile felt tight on her face as she stepped aside to let Hector walk up to the counter. It disappeared the second she pulled up Sarah Moffett’s number on her phone and made the call. The line kept ringing and ringing, and Winland’s pulse quickened.

      Come on, Sarah. Just give me something…

      All she got was her best friend’s voicemail recording telling her to leave a message and that she’d be called back whenever Sarah Moffett felt like it.

      Winland tried Ronnie’s number too, but it was the same thing. Nothing but constant ringing and a recording of Ronnie singing his voicemail greeting to the tune of “Home On the Range.”

      Come on, guys. I know something’s wrong. Now I just need to know you’re okay.

      “Still nothing?”

      She jerked her phone away from her ear and turned to find Hector standing there with his coffee already in hand. She shoved her phone back into her pocket. “No. They’re not answering.”

      “Could it be a classic case of dead cell phones?”

      The word ‘dead,’ even in this context, made her grimace. “No. It’s ringing all the way through to voicemail. Which isn’t really something my friends let happen, so I’m just…”

      She had to turn away from the Custodian again, because talking about what she was feeling and looking into someone’s eyes—eyes like gray storm clouds with the sun starting to shine through—would most likely make her fall apart.

      So she cleared her throat and headed straight for the Employees Only door to get on the Starbucks train and get the hell out of Minnesota.

      Fortunately, Hector didn’t have anything else to say until they were sitting next to each other on the red velvet train car bench. Winland was on the verge of pulling out her phone again to try contacting her friends one more time, but Hector stopped her with a gentle hand on her wrist.

      “Hey.”

      She stopped trying to reach for her pocket and slowly slid her wrist out from under his hand. She looked up at him and forced herself to smile. She couldn’t remember the last time a smile had felt so helpless on her own face. “Hey.”

      “I’m sure they’re fine.”

      “You can’t be sure, Hector. I’m not sure.”

      “True.” He nodded, holding her gaze, and leaned a little closer. “But after what you’ve told me about your friends and your town and the magicals in it, something tells me they know how to handle whatever trouble they’re in right now.”

      “Something, huh?” She looked but couldn’t keep herself from returning her gaze to those stormy gray eyes of his. “Does this something happen to be your sixth sense again?”

      Hector shook his head. “Not quite in the same way, no.”

      “Right.” She sat back and closed her eyes. “Nothing we can do about it until we get there, I guess.”

      “And when we do, Winland, whatever you need from me, just ask.”

      She opened her mouth to thank him, unable to fully let herself imagine what help from him she might need once they reached East Calico Rock. Or what help her budding community might need from her. But before she could say anything, the robotic female voice of the Starbucks train came through the car’s overhead speakers.

      “This train will be departing in one minute. Please remain in your seats until the train has come to a full and complete stop at your destination. Thank you.”

      Beside her, Hector let out a long, slow sigh. Winland cracked open one eye and found him leaning back just like she was, with his eyes closed and a slight frown creasing his eyebrows.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. It’s been a long time since I’ve traveled like this.” Curled up in a fluffy white ball on the other side of him, Nitya let out one of her growling mewls before burying her face under her bushy tail.

      “What about your friend there?”

      Hector set his hand gently down on Nitya’s back. He didn’t pet her or grab her fur or try to pull her into his lap, but it was the first time Winland had seen him touch the creature since they’d met. The wizard swallowed thickly and muttered, “This is her first time. And if she doesn’t claw my eyes out after this, I’m sure it’ll be her last.”

      “Oh.” She couldn’t think of anything to say to that, and somehow, watching Nitya curled up beside her wizard with the Custodian’s hand pressed firmly down on her back felt like an odd violation of privacy. So Winland braced herself against the nauseating jolt she knew was coming and closed her eyes.

      First time I’m actually grateful this train moves faster than light.
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      If they’d been in any other town under any other circumstances when they stepped off the Starbucks train in Pineville, Arkansas, Hector’s offer to rent a car and drive them straight to the main avenue of Winland’s home would have been perfectly reasonable. But this was East Calico Rock they were talking about. The wards had been damaged. The town was under attack by someone. To date, the only vehicle that had made it through the kemana crystal’s wards was a delivery truck for a fake company with a human driver who hadn’t seemed remotely surprised by an entire town running amok under the influence of a stone rabbit’s magic.

      So she shot down the rental-car idea, which meant they had even more hiking ahead of them, this time in the dark.

      Hector didn’t argue, though he also didn’t look all that pleased about hoofing it miles through the bare woods during the coldest month of the year. Nitya, on the other hand, didn’t seem to care one way or the other, as long as she kept a good ten-foot distance between herself and her wizard. As the Custodian had predicted, the arctic fox hadn’t been happy to be blasted south across three states in the blink of an eye. Her fluffy white fur still stood on end after the journey like that, making her look like a blow-dried pom-pom even after she’d taken multiple breaks in their hike to groom herself. So far, her attempts to return herself to normal levels of fluffiness had been unsuccessful, and it did nothing to improve the animal’s already salty personality.

      When Winland found herself thinking about the personality of a fox, she almost laughed at herself.

      Now I know she’s not just a fox. Or a pet. Then again, she can’t be all that terrible if she gets rattled by a ride on Earth’s most terrifying magical transportation system.

      “Winland,” Hector called from behind her.

      “Yeah.”

      “Can we… Can we pause for just a minute?”

      “My people might not have a minute, Hector.” She kept marching through the bare trees. The snow cover in the Arkansas Ozarks had melted quite a bit more than the mountains in Minnesota, which made it easier to set an urgent pace while still being frustrated that she couldn’t fly. Or teleport.

      “I know you’re eager to reach them and find out what happened—”

      “I can’t keep stopping, all right?” Winland spun quickly around and spread her arms as she walked backward. “I appreciate your help. Really. And if you need to take a break, that’s fine. You can join me in town when you’re ready. But we’re minutes away from this edge of the wards, and if I have to wait any longer than necessary to make sure my town’s safe, I might blow something up.”

      Hector stopped walking and dipped his head in consideration. “I understand the feeling. That’s actually what I wanted to talk about.”

      Frowning, she slowed down so she could safely turn around again without tripping herself in the darkness. “What, about blowing things up?”

      A dry, humorless laugh escaped him. “As much fun as that is, no. I wanted to talk about the wards.”

      “Okay.” She kept marching through the trees. “We can talk and walk at the same time.”

      With a frustrated sigh, Hector grimaced and trudged forward after her. “How do they work, exactly?”

      “The wards? Come on, Hector. Your specialty may be massive battles, but I know you know how wards work.”

      “Humor me.”

      When he caught up to her and they were walking side by side, she shot him a quick sidelong glance. “They keep us safe.”

      “All right.” The wizard scoffed. “And I know you know more about them than that.”

      “Why is this so important for you to know right now?” Winland gestured toward the last few hundred yards between them and the edge of the kemana crystal’s wards.

      Hector began, “Well, I… If I’m being completely honest—”

      “Yes, please do,” Winland invited.

      “I haven’t had the best luck with wards in general.”

      She slowed her urgent march and frowned at him. “I really don’t think magic around a floating box in some abandoned factory inside a mountain is the same thing as magic around an entire town to keep its inhabitants invisible and alive.”

      “No, you’re absolutely right about that.” The wizard rubbed his chin with a leather-gloved hand, staring intently at the ground as they pushed on toward the wards. “They’re not the same thing. But the kinds of wards I’m referring to sound a lot like what we’re heading toward right now. The kind that has a tendency to make things…” He cleared his throat and clenched his eyes shut for a brief moment. “…particularly unsavory for me if I don’t at least have a baseline knowledge of how they work.”

      Winland stopped walking altogether so she could face him head-on and gauge how much of this stemmed from his own magical curiosity and how much of it was real. After only three days with the Custodian, she’d come to understand they were a lot alike in that way. They wanted to know things.

      I’ll have to figure out how willing he is to tell me what I want to know before I start spilling kemana crystal secrets.

      Pressing her lips together, she flicked her wrist and conjured a fireball in one hand. Hector blinked quickly and leaned away from the sudden light, though he didn’t step away from her or ask her to put the flames out. “Unsavory how?”

      His gaze darted back and forth between her face and the fireball floating in her palm. “Well, about as unsavory as if you used those flames as anything more than a replacement flashlight. On me.”

      “So what are you telling me, Hector? You’re…allergic to protective wards?”

      “That’s very funny.” He smiled tightly, but he didn’t sound amused. He sounded scared. “For the same reasons I needed someone like you to help me get the Arthastol. I would really like to know what’s required of me to get through those wards in one piece. So I can join you. Please, Winland.”

      The genuine plea in his voice and behind his eyes wasn’t something a person could fake.

      Winland took a deep breath and studied his face, weighing her options. Here’s one more person coming to me for help. No, he’s not a refugee, but he’s just as scared about something. What am I waiting for? A blood-oath that he won’t tell anyone about this place?

      She dipped her head and turned in the direction of the wards again. “Okay.”

      The wizard’s sigh sounded relieved. “Thank you.”

      With another flick of her wrist, she reabsorbed the magic of the fireball, and they were plunged into cold, quiet, fragile-feeling darkness once again. “Honestly, you shouldn’t have that hard of a time with these wards. All you have to do is walk right through them.”

      Hector tilted his head as he caught up to her again. “Really? That’s all?”

      “That’s all. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Well, that’s… I thought you said they were built to keep people out. Everyone.”

      “Those were the original wards. Once we defeated Ravener and his army, they…changed a bit.”

      “And that’s why you’re looking for Idys. Because you think she can tell you how the wards changed.”

      A frown flickered across Winland’s face before she wiped it off. Why does it feel like he’s trying to catch me in a lie right now? Or is he just putting two and two together and assuming the answer’s the same?

      She forced a chuckle and kept moving. “No, I’m looking for Idys so she can tell me what changes she made to the crystal. So we can get the kemana up and running again.”

      “Ah. Right. That is what you said.” Hector shook his head. “I guess I just assumed that crystal’s responsible for the wards around this place too.”

      “Well, it is.”

      “That, um…” He cleared his throat. “That doesn’t inspire a whole lot of confidence. You know, if you’re not exactly sure how they work—”

      “I know enough. Trust me. You’ll be fine. All you have to do is walk through them, okay? I guess on the most basic level, the crystal’s wards keep out anyone who might want to do harm to our community. Or to this part of the Ozarks. You know, a…a judgment by intention, I guess.”

      “All based on intention…”

      “Right. So you’ll be fine.” She took a few more steps forward before realizing the wizard had stopped behind her. “Hector.”

      “Yes?”

      “We really need to keep going. We’ll hit the wards in the next few—”

      The buzzing tingle of the Crimson Heart’s magic pulsed up through the ground into Winland’s feet. It was so much stronger here than anything she’d felt from the crystal beyond the wards—including her weird magical freakout before they were able to free the Arthastol. The sensation of the crystal’s energy racing through her body and the safety she felt in her connection with the Crimson Heart was a welcome change to the urgent concern she’d been traveling with for the last few hours.

      And with that new rush of magical energy came a brief pulse of crimson light flaring up within Winland’s hands.

      “…feet,” she finished dreamily before the red light winked out again.

      “Yes, I know.” Hector’s voice came from right beside her, which was strange because she hadn’t even noticed him moving. The wizard slowly turned his head to look at her and murmured, “I feel it too.”

      That snapped her from the dreamy, hazy state of her own thoughts brought on now that she was reconnecting with the Crimson Heart in a physical way and not just via their magic across three states. Winland narrowed her eyes slightly. “Feel what?”

      If he says he’s got some kind of kemana crystal radar, I…don’t even know what I’d do.

      Hector slowly gestured toward the air in front of them that occasionally shimmered with soft, opalescent light when they weren’t looking at it head-on. “The wards. That is some seriously powerful magic.”

      “Yeah.” Recovering from the strange sensation of feeling like she was heading in the wrong direction, she clenched her fists in determination and headed toward the wards. “Just not powerful enough to keep out four magicals intent on tearing a hole in them. Come on.”

      Crackling lines of red light bloomed around her as she stepped through the protective wall of magical energy. The crystal’s power blazed through her limbs, washing over her entire body until she was through.

      Yeah. Sure feels like being home, she thought in relief.

      When she turned to make sure Hector was behind her, she found him standing where she’d left him. The wizard’s eyes were closed, his arms hanging loosely at his sides and his open palms facing the warded wall. “Hector?”

      “Just a moment.”

      “Okay, look. I really don’t know what you’re worried about, but if my reassurances aren’t enough for you—”

      “You told me you have a very short list of regrets.” He took a deep breath. His eyes were still closed, and two fingers on his right hand twitched slightly. “I imagine that goes hand in hand with a very short list of fears as well. Unfortunately, we can’t all be so lucky.”

      “Right.” She swallowed and watched him trying to compose himself before walking through a protective spell so powerful that he could feel it. Can’t rush somebody to face their fears, Winland. If anyone knows that, it’s you.

      After thirty seconds of silence in the dark woods, with her on one side of the wards and Hector Fang on the other, she had to put the Custodian’s odd aversion to protective wards at the bottom of her own personal priority list. “Hey, take all the time you need. But I have to—”

      “I’m ready.” When he opened his eyes, she thought she saw the briefest hint of the same purple and silver light that had overcome him during their battle in the mountain.  Or it could have been a reflection of the opalescent light given off by the wards.

      And if the Custodian wanted to fortify himself with a little extra magic, so what?

      A slow smile spread across Hector’s lips. He rubbed his gloved hands together and stepped forward. “Better to face these kinds of things head-on, right?”

      “Absolutely.” The feeling of being watched washed over her again. She turned to scan the woods behind her as Hector Fang stepped through the wards and the crackling red light of the crystal’s magic flared around his form.

      Crimson light flared up inside her body once more, joined by the buzzing rush of the crystal’s magic beckoning her. Winland shook out her hands and didn’t have to try all that hard to tamp the crystal’s red-pulsing magic back down inside her where it belonged—though technically, it belonged in the Crimson Heart.

      We’re connected for life, right? That’s what Ursula said. Okay, crystal. I hear you. Just hold on a little longer, and I’ll be there.

      A massive sigh of relief cut through the silence of the night. She turned and couldn’t help but chuckle at the wistful and sheepish smile on Hector’s face as he looked around them.

      “Looks like that went pretty well,” she suggested.

      When he met her gaze, the disbelief in his expression vanished, and the Custodian grinned as he spread his arms. “He lives to fight another day.”

      “Huh. Well, I can promise you he won’t if he doesn’t stop talking about himself in the third person.”

      Hector’s laughter rang out through the bare trees. An owl hooted angrily from a nearby tree and took flight, appearing only as a slightly darker silhouette against an already dark February sky.

      If there was anyone here, they’d know where we are by now. At least the guy who’s gonna help me protect my town is feeling confident enough to laugh like nobody’s listening.

      “Come on.” She pointed northeast through the woods as he caught up to her. “Just a few more miles before we hit the center of town. Then we can figure out what happened and what we need to do to fix it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Winland and Hector began their trek across the cold silence of Ursula the Dryad’s woods, two golden rings illuminated in the brief flashes of opalescent light coming from the wards.

      Hector looked briefly over his shoulder as he matched Winland’s urgent stride, where he knew he’d find the arctic fox waiting for him. Nitya had been just as concerned as her companion about stepping through a set of unknown wards, but when he gave her a brief, subtle nod before turning around to join the Light Elf witch’s side, the white, fluffy creature with the golden eyes knew it was safe.

      Just in case, she waited for Winland to lead Hector out of view before she stepped delicately toward the wall of shimmering light. Once again, a golden light that was entirely unnatural flashed within her eyes, then the tip of Nitya’s nose breached the wards. Then she was on the other side, as safely as Winland and Hector had been.

      She’d passed the Crimson Heart’s judgment of her intentions, and now she was exactly where her wizard needed her to be.

      If anyone had been there to see the small, delicately fluffy arctic fox walking through the wards around the Ozarks kemana and East Calico Rock in the middle of the night, they would have found the sight of crackling red light blooming around the creature’s body odd. None of the other wildlife on these mountains and in Dryad’s forest made so much as a ripple in the wards when they crawled, slithered, hopped, flew, or pranced from one side to the other.

      It seemed the Crimson Heart did not consider Nitya the arctic fox to be a wild animal at all.
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      When Winland saw the warm glow of electric lights along the town’s main avenue, she broke into a run across the snowy forest floor. Hector might have shouted something to her, but she wasn’t paying attention to anything behind her.

      Her mouth ran dry as she raced toward the gravel road and the stone gate posts that served as the official entrance into East Calico Rock’s town center. Please let everyone be okay. If the lights are on, it’s either a good sign or it means I’m too late.

      She skidded to a stop at the edge of the town’s perimeter fence, where it opened to the main avenue. The soles of her boots slid along the slick gravel that had frozen over in the nighttime cold.

      Please, please, please be here. Please be okay.

      It wasn’t until she was halfway down the main avenue that she realized she was hearing the normal, regular sounds made by the denizens of East Calico Rock enjoying themselves in the early evening—laughter from groups of magicals walking the avenue, the clink of glasses and silverware on plates from behind closed doors, friendly conversation between neighbors, young children shrieking with laughter as they chased each other across the street and their parents calling for them to come back and at least put on a jacket. Nobody looked terrified. Nobody sounded like they were in any danger.

      Winland’s concern was not assuaged, though, because she’d seen the breach. The Crimson Heart had shown her a vision to make sure she knew what had happened.

      If anyone else knows about the breach, it’ll be Elijah, she decided. That kid’s been on it from the beginning, and even if the rest of the town has no idea, he would have told his parents.

      She raced down the center of the main avenue to avoid having to weave around the magicals bundled up for late-night strolls. As she passed the library, she thought she heard someone calling her name.

      Don’t stop. Get to the Moffetts. Figure out what happened.

      “Winland?” the male voice called again. “Oh, hey. It is you!”

      She glanced up at the town library’s front stoop but didn’t slow down.

      In the gentle glow of the exterior light, she recognized Jared Heartman standing outside the open library door. The typically shy Light Elf raised his hand as Winland darted past him. “When did you get back?”

      “I, uh… We’ll catch up later,” she yelled over her shoulder, hoping not to draw any more attention to herself. She couldn’t waste any more time.

      Having her name called out while she booked it at top speed down the main avenue didn’t help keep her return under wraps. Soon, what Jared had seen spread to every other magical in town.

      “Hey, look! It’s Winland!”

      “Did you have any idea she was coming back?”

      “I thought she’d be gone longer…”

      “Is that who I think it is?”

      “Hey, Winland. Everything okay? You look a little worn down.”

      “Did they say Winland? Wait, that’s Winland Underwood?”

      That last question caught her attention but didn’t immediately register in her mind as odd. Everyone in East Calico Rock knew who she was and had known who she was since before they’d settled here in the Arkansas Ozarks. By the time she realized how strange it was that someone didn’t recognize her, she’d already darted past the person who’d said it and was ten feet away from the front door of Common Grounds.

      I think you’re hearing things, Win. Focus.

      In her haste, she almost barreled right past the front door of Common Grounds coffee shop. Pinwheeling her arms to slow down, she slid across the gravel and pivoted back toward the door. Right before she reached it, the door swung open, and three magicals with steaming-hot coffees in hand stepped out.

      Winland couldn’t stop herself in time to avoid them and bumped against one of them before staggering aside.

      “Whoa. Careful,” the Azrakan warned.

      “Sorry. Sorry. Have a good…” She realized that all three of the magicals who’d come from her best friend’s coffee shop were new. She’d never seen them before. Without thinking, she turned to stare at the group walking out into the main avenue.

      The Azrakan she’d bumped into tilted his head, his crown of curved antlers casting sharply angled shadows across the gravel behind him. He finished her sentence for her. “A good night? Yeah, you too…”

      “Any idea who that is?” muttered the witch walking beside him.

      “Nope. Maybe she just got here.”

      “She looks terrified.”

      Winland frowned at the unfamiliar faces of the magicals walking slowly away from her. She blinked quickly and spun toward the coffee shop’s door. And now you’re hallucinating? Pull it together, Win. Whatever’s happening, you can deal with it.

      She didn’t mean to throw open the door as hard as she did, and when it banged against the inside wall of the shop, several magicals inside jumped in surprise and turned to stare at her. She didn’t recognize a single one of them.

      “Sarah!” She raced toward the counter, ignoring all the curious stares aimed her way. “Sarah, where are you? Ronnie?”

      “Winland!” The witch standing at the espresso machine behind the counter looked happy to see her, and she was someone Winland knew. But she wasn’t Sarah.

      “Penny.” Winland stopped short and turned around to scan all the other faces of the customers inside Common Grounds. They all stared right back. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just…taking a last-minute shift, I guess.” The young witch, who was usually busy running the daycare for the town’s youngest children, grinned. “I didn’t know you were back already. When did you get—”

      “Where are Sarah and Ronnie?” Winland’s heart thudded furiously in her chest, and she fought the urge to smack her tongue around inside her desert-dry mouth. “Penny, I need to know right now.”

      “They’re, uh… I…” Penny blinked furiously, then let out a self-conscious laugh. “Sorry. They’re not here right now.”

      “What about Elijah? Roman?”

      “Well, I think Roman went down to Caleb’s place back behind the old distillery. What’s going—”

      “Okay, then where’s Elaine?”

      Penny glanced at the half-dozen customers waiting for their coffee, mesmerized by the sight of a red-faced, wide-eyed, desperate-looking Light Elf in a parka that was too warm for tonight’s weather. “Sorry, Winland. Elaine went with—”

      “Chuck. What about Chuck?”

      “Um…no.” The young witch leaned forward over the counter with a concerned frown and lowered her voice. “Is everything okay?”

      Shit. Way to cause a scene.

      Gritting her teeth, Winland pushed herself away from the counter and straightened her shoulders. “Yeah. Everything’s fine. I just really need to talk to Sarah.”

      “Are you sure?” Penny’s genuine concern was almost too much to handle. “Because honestly, Winland, you look terrified.”

      “Terrified? No. No, I’m good.” She backed away from the counter and almost walked right into one of the strangers standing in the coffee shop Winland knew inside and out, just like she knew the rest of her town—but not everyone in it, apparently. “Sorry to interrupt, Penny. You can, uh…get back to helping all these folks.”

      She tried to grab her phone from her pocket, but the heavy parka she’d been wearing for half the day was too bulky and thick, and she was too flustered to keep sifting through multiple layers. With a frustrated growl, she stormed toward the back of the store, stripped off the parka, and hurled it at the wall with a heavy thump. She pulled her phone from the pocket of her long jacket.

      Three weeks. I’m gone for three weeks, and everything around here has changed. It’s like I stepped into a completely different town that’s only half like the one I left.

      Winland pulled up Sarah’s number and made the call. The line rang once before a rhythmic buzz came from the back counter beside Ronnie’s display case of day-old pastries. She watched Penny move toward the buzzing sound and pick up a cell phone.

      When the young witch looked at the caller ID, she broke into a grin before whipping her head up and searching for Winland. “Hey! It’s from… Oh.” Penny’s smile disappeared, and she returned Sarah Moffett’s cell phone to its temporary place on the counter. “Sorry.”

      “Penny.” It took everything Winland had not to lose it and yell at the young woman. “Why do you have Sarah’s phone?”

      “She left it here. I have Ronnie’s too, actually.”

      “And you didn’t think a bunch of phone calls from me was a good reason to answer?”

      “Oh.” Penny’s eyes widened, and her mouth worked soundlessly for a few seconds. “I’m sorry, Winland. I didn’t know you’d called. It’s been really busy around here lately, you know?”

      “Nope. Not really.” Winland’s voice rose in pitch as she forced a smile. She was certain she looked insane.

      “Yeah, it’s still busy, lady,” a middle-aged wizard called out from the line of waiting customers. “So how ‘bout you work out your problems somewhere else, huh? Hell, come stand in line and wait patiently like the rest of us. I don’t give a shit. Just let the witch do her job, why don’tcha?”

      The guy sounded confident enough. In any other situation, Winland would have had the presence of mind not to make a scene like this, but when she turned her tight, frustrated, confused grin onto the wizard, the color instantly drained from the guy’s face, and he took a step backward toward the front door.

      “Penny.” This time when she spoke, Winland couldn’t keep her voice from trembling in frustration.

      The young witch didn’t seem to notice as she grabbed a new cup to make the next order. She shot Winland a glance and grinned before returning her attention to the espresso machine. “What’s up?”

      “Where are they?”

      “Who?”

      Winland inhaled deeply through her nose to keep from exploding right there in front of everyone. “All four town leaders who aren’t actually in town and decided to leave their phones behind.”

      “Oh, yeah!” Penny tamped down the top layer of freshly filled espresso grounds like there was nothing out of the ordinary. “They all went down to the kemana a few hours ago. Not sure what time exactly, but—”

      “The kemana?” The weirdness of that statement ripped Winland from her unintentional staring contest with the Boston wizard, and she wrinkled her nose. “What the heck are they doing down there?”

      “Honestly, they wouldn’t say. Just asked me to fill in for a little bit while they went to figure out a few things. Oh, but hey. Winland. I should probably tell you—”

      Winland raced out of the door at the back of the shop that led to the staircase up to the Moffett family apartment, then through the door at the back of the building. She ran into the night toward the kemana entrance at the top of the bluffs.

      Penny frowned at the back door for a moment, then inhaled sharply and turned back to the next magical in line who’d been waiting longer than she should have had to. Penny grinned. “Gotta love a hidden magical town, right? I’ll have this ready for you in a jiff.”
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      Winland couldn’t remember the last time she’d run as fast as she was running toward the kemana’s entrance at the top of the bluffs. The icy night air whipped at her face and numbed her cheeks and nose and lips, but none of the physical discomfort registered.

      Something happened in the kemana, she reasoned. It has to be bad if they’ve all been down there for hours. So they’re trying to keep it a secret, right? Make sure nobody else in town finds out, so folks don’t start panicking all over the place.

      When she finally reached the kemana entrance, Winland realized she’d forgotten one minor detail back in town.

      Hector Fang.

      “Oh, come on…” She turned to scan the open landscape at the top of the bluffs between the kemana entrance and the tree line of the thick forest. She saw no movement or sign of anyone having followed her all the way out here.

      He’s a grown wizard. He’ll be fine. And you need to calm down, Winland. This is the panic everyone’s trying to avoid, so pull yourself together.

      Setting her jaw in determination, she rolled her shoulders back and headed down the long staircase that wound around and around as it descended into the cliffs and beneath the bed of the White River to the south.

      By the time she reached the halfway point, she’d calmed her breathing enough that she didn’t look or sound like a terrified, panicked crazy person returning to a town she didn’t quite recognize. At three-quarters of the way down, the sound of her own echoing footsteps disappeared beneath the rising echo of voices.

      Lots of voices.

      A warm, flickering glow lit up the bottom of the staircase where the partially caved-in entrance opened into the kemana proper.

      The light was strange enough, though the pixies and brownies who’d been living down here in their restored village amid the tree roots growing from the kemana walls could have been responsible for it. There weren’t enough pixies and brownies to make as much noise as Winland was hearing, though.

      What in the world…

      When she reached the bottom of the staircase, she had to pause for a moment. The echoing laughter, conversation, clinking of tools against stone, buzzing and humming of spellcasting, and someone singing made her wonder if she’d started to lose her mind. The shadows flickering back and forth across the opening in the partial cave-in could have been real, or she could have hallucinated every single unfamiliar face along the town’s main avenue and inside Common Grounds.

      But everyone’s down here. Sarah. Ronnie. Chuck. Elaine. They have to know what’s happening to the wards. Maybe that’s why all of this is down here. If they put their heads together, they could make one hell of an illusion.

      That didn’t make her feel any better, but she had to keep moving forward. The wards had been breached, the Crimson Heart had reached out to warn her about it, and nothing in East Calico Rock was the way she’d left it three weeks ago.

      Winland walked through the opening into the kemana’s massive cavern, ducking and turning sideways a little so she could fit through without scraping herself against the jagged rock on either side. What she saw made her freeze.

      The Ozarks kemana was no longer abandoned.

      Enchanted lanterns flickered gently in the air, bobbing along in random directions but providing more than enough light for everyone to see by. Among the floating lanterns were the glittering, multicolored orbs of pixies and brownies flittering back and forth. Some of them stopped to unload crates and supplies. Others let out tinkling laughter and swirled around each other, calling out good-natured jokes and the occasional helpful suggestion.

      The place was filled with hundreds of magicals. All of them were new, all of them smiling and laughing as they worked together to repair the abandoned homes, storefronts, and buildings. Winland didn’t recognize a single face, but she did recognize their expressions. It was the same as she’d seen on the faces of the one hundred and sixty-four magicals she’d brought here from Turner’s early 1900s New York City.

      It was the joy of finally having found a home, and it was everywhere.

      After a few seconds of staring in disbelief, she started breathing again. “Oh man…” she whispered.

      “Nice, huh?” A dwarf in all-black riding leathers with a ridiculously tall, spikey mohawk stopped in front of her and grinned as he stuck a thumb over his shoulder toward the rest of the bustling kemana. “Heard a bunch of rumors down south about this place. Figured I’d come check it out for myself, you know? Lemme tell yah, big difference between here and where I’m from. I’m not a huge fan of southern living, which I know probably seems a little weird ’cause everyone’s all hyped up about the heat and the temperate climate. But man, up here? These mountains go on for days, know what I’m saying?”

      Winland could only spare a glance at the overly excited dwarf before her attention was pulled back to the kemana that had filled up to at least half capacity in just three weeks. “Uh-huh…”

      “And holy shit, the roads! Ha!” The dwarf slapped his hands together in excitement. “Some of the best rides I’ve ever had up here. Twists and turns. Up and down. Don’t get me wrong. There’s something to be said about the straight shots where you can hit a hundred and twenty and not worry about flying off the side of a mountain, am I right? Still. This place isn’t anything like what I expected.”

      “That’s, um…” Searching the kemana for any trace of someone she knew, she tried to step around the dwarf, but he blocked her off again and spread his arms, still grinning like he had no idea the Light Elf standing in front of him had other plans down here.

      “You know what, though? Between you and me, whoever’s in charge of this place oughtta toss out the whole no vehicles rule, you know? Hey, I couldn’t give two shits about a cage, but a dwarf needs his ride on him pretty much at all times. And it’s killing me to leave my baby up top in the next town over. Had to stick it in a garage so I could get down here, but—”

      “Sorry.” Winland looked down at him and tried to smile. “I’m looking for someone, actually. Glad you made it. Maybe we’ll talk later.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Sure. No problem.” The dwarf sniffed and wiped beneath his nose with the back of a hand, then extended it toward her for a handshake. “Just in case you need it, the name’s—”

      “Winland?”

      The dwarf wrinkled his nose and scoffed before turning around in the direction of the voice. “No… It’s Charlie. What the fuck kinda name is Winland?”

      “Mine,” Winland muttered.

      “Oh shit. No kidding.”

      Huffing out a laugh of disbelief, Winland clapped a hand down on the dwarf’s leather-clad shoulder. She had seen Sarah Moffett heading toward her. “Nice talking to you, Charlie. Enjoy the…kemana.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Cool. Oh, but hey! What about…”

      She had no idea what he said next, because she’d stopped paying attention. The only thing Winland could focus on now was the sight of her best friend hurrying toward her—alive, unharmed, and smiling. She also looked incredibly confused.

      “Hey.” The redheaded witch laughed and spread her arms. “Who’s the dwarf?”

      “No idea, but he would not shut up.”

      “Ha! What are you doing back? I thought you—”

      Winland cut her off by pulling Sarah into a fierce hug and almost coming undone.

      “Whoa.” Sarah let out a nervous chuckle and patted her friend on the back. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re okay,” Winland whispered.

      “Of course I am. You, uh…” With a grunt, the witch tried to slip out of the embrace but couldn’t quite manage it. “Uh…Win? I love you. Just not the way you’re crushing my lungs right now.”

      “Right. Sorry.” Winland released her and held Sarah by the shoulders at arm’s length. “I just… I thought I was gonna find something a lot worse than this down here. Where’s Ronnie?”

      “Oh. Um…” Sarah looked over her shoulder. “You know, that’s a bit of a longer story. And one I should probably tell you somewhere a little more private. What about you?”

      “What about me?” After releasing her friend’s shoulders and lowering her arms, Winland slipped both hands into the pockets of her long jacket and shook her head. “I, uh… I mean, it was just the right time to come back. And I was gonna ask you if anything strange happened around here, but…” Gesturing toward the bustling kemana around them finished her sentence for her.

      Sarah stuck her hands on her hips and nodded as she surveyed the hundreds of magicals milling around and filling the once empty cavern with more life than it had seen in over sixty years. “Yeah. I’d say this definitely counts as strange.”

      “You’re telling me.” Winland shook her head in amazement. “What happened?”

      Sarah smacked her lips in thought. “Well… Like so many other impossible things, it started with a rumor, I guess.”

      “A what?”

      “Rumor. Story. Word of mouth?”

      “Sarah, I know what a rumor is. But how did that turn into all this?”

      “Honestly, I have absolutely no idea.” Sarah sighed, then nodded and smiled at a family of Willens rolling a massive hubcap across the kemana floor. “It started with two. Showed up in the morning before dark, walked right through the wards, got tied up by my oldest son and paraded through the town like full-blown criminals…”

      Winland interrupted her. “Wait, what?”

      “I know. Just a little overzealous. Like I said, Win, it’s a long story with a lot of moving parts. We can go into detail about it later if you want, but the main takeaway right now is that…well, it looks like the Ozarks kemana is up and running again.”

      “Because of a rumor.”

      “That’s what it looks like, yeah.”

      Winland’s mouth popped open in renewed surprise when she looked behind her best friend to find a team of magicals in all sizes—including pixies and brownies—hoisting up a sign to hang over a new bar called the Mountain Pint. “How did they all get here?”

      “By foot, mostly. Some tried to drive in, but we had a few guys out there…guarding the road.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Okay, let me put it this way. I knew Bert was a good shot with his crossbow. I just didn’t know how good until recently.”

      Anything Winland might have replied vanished from her mind. There just wasn’t room enough to process everything all at once. “Well, thanks for keeping the roads clear, I guess. Where are all these magicals from?”

      Sarah shrugged. “Everywhere. And you know, I thought they’d be a little disappointed when they realized they’d literally have to build a new life for themselves from scratch down here, but it’s been the complete opposite. More refugees and displaced Oricerans than we even knew were out there, Win. Somehow, they all heard this rumor about a hidden haven town in the Ozarks and a kemana that was safe for everybody, and they were desperate enough to give the rumor a shot. Honestly, it’s kinda blowing my mind right now.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.” Now that the shock was wearing off, Winland realized she hadn’t even mentioned the real reason she’d abandoned her search for the warrior witch and hoofed it all the way back here for an emergency that clearly wasn’t that pressing. “Listen, Sarah. Earlier today… I felt something from the crystal. Something wrong with the wards.”

      “Oh.” Pursing her lips, the redheaded witch glanced up at the pitch darkness below the kemana’s ceiling that was far too high above them to even see. “I was kinda hoping you hadn’t noticed.”

      Pressing her lips together, Winland stared at her friend and then replied, “I noticed. Start talking.”
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      Even though Sarah had been hoping Winland wouldn’t bring up the issue of the breached wards, she’d clearly already prepared an abridged version of what had happened earlier today during Elijah’s guided trek from the center of East Calico Rock to the kemana.

      “Don’t worry.” She placed a reassuring hand on Winland’s shoulder and nodded. “We’ve got it worked out.”

      “Really? Because four magicals ripped a hole in the wards, and there’s now a literal civilization underground inside those wards, where everybody down here actually believes they’re safe.”

      “They are. And I think—Wait.” Sarah folded her arms and tilted her head. “How do you know there were four of them?”

      All Winland had to do was slowly turn her head toward the pulsing crimson heart crystal in the center of the kemana, and her point was made.

      “Right.” The witch rolled her eyes. “You’re one with the crystal.”

      “Oh, come on.” Winland looked around at the hundreds of other magicals filling the wide-open space. Of course, none of them were paying attention to a weary-looking Light Elf and a witch having a private conversation. “It’s just weird when you say it like that.”

      “Winland, this whole thing is weird.”

      “Yeah, I know. Thanks.”

      “Okay, listen.” Sarah wrapped an arm around her best friend’s shoulders. “You’re worried about the wards. I get it. If I were you, I’d be worried too.”

      “You don’t look very worried.”

      “Well, I’m not you.” Smirking, the witch swept her arm to indicate the entire kemana in front of them. “But this is why I’m not worried.”

      “You’re not making any sense.”

      “Okay, let’s try a different tactic. The crystal showed you four magicals tearing a hole in the wards to get through, right?”

      “Yeah. And took over my body in the process…”

      Sarah grimaced. “You went red, didn’t you?”

      “Yep.”

      “Did your hair do that weird floaty thing?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Ugh.” The witch exaggerated a shiver, and Winland scoffed at her before they both laughed. “Did the crystal show you what happened after the breach?”

      “No.” Winland stepped away from her friend, forcing Sarah’s arm to slide off her shoulders, and narrowed her eyes. “You’re about to tell me what happened after, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. You know, it’s just my luck that my oldest son would be the one at the head of the group. Charging head-first into chaos. Rallying the—”

      “You sound a lot like Ronnie right now. You know that?”

      The witch’s mouth popped open in mock offense. “Wow.” She tossed her hair over one shoulder and cleared her throat. “Fine. It wasn’t just Elijah and his friends who handled those four dirtbags trying to break into our home.”

      “You mean they needed backup?”

      “No. They didn’t need it. But they had it.” Sarah gestured toward the foreign magicals around them from all walks of life and every city in the country, maybe even beyond. “Everyone who’s here right now was just as scared as the rest of us when we first got here. You remember that, right?”

      “I wasn’t scared.”

      Sarah shot her a deadpan glare, then they both laughed. “Everyone but Winland Underwood. But when it came down to brass tacks, Win, we didn’t need anything more than what we already had. My kid led the charge, sure. But the dozen newcomers he was leading to the kemana? They stepped in to help. I’m telling you, when I heard Elijah and some of the new folks had brought four prisoners down to the kemana, I had my doubts. But this was the real deal. The folks here…” She shook her head. “Winland, they’re just like us. Looking for a safe place to put down roots. And they’re willing to do whatever it takes to hold onto something like that.”

      Nodding, Winland studied her best friend’s face and couldn’t help but add, “I take it you’re referring to how those four trespassers were handled, right?”

      “I mean, they were caught. And apprehended.” The witch grinned. “But they’re still here. We have them in something of a holding cell down here for now. The plan was to keep them there and not do anything until you got back. And now you’re back.”

      “Yeah. I am.” Winland shot her friend a smile. She scanned the kemana one more time. A few dozen magicals had crowded around the kemana crystal, which pulsed with the healthiest, most vibrant crimson light she’d seen since the first time she’d set foot down here. Another large number of magicals had finished unpacking their things in the rundown, abandoned shops and homes from over sixty years ago. “Breach in the wards aside, Sarah, this is incredible.”

      “I know. I’d say thank you, but honestly, I didn’t do a damn thing.”

      Winland turned to watch another group of magicals enter the kemana with a caravan of enchanted cardboard boxes floating along behind them. “Neither did I.”

      “That’s bullshit, and you know it.” Sarah bumped her shoulder into the Light Elf and snorted. “I can’t say exactly how many folks down here have actually heard your name or think they know who you are. I don’t even know where the stupid rumor started or how, but that doesn’t change the fact that you’re the one who picked this place. You’re the one who made all this possible for every single magical down here. You know that, right?”

      “You know, I think that’s something I’m gonna need a little more time to get used to.”

      Once the train of floating boxes cleared the opening to the kemana entrance staircase, Winland’s breath hitched in her throat. A magical she recognized had found his way down here with everyone else.

      “So listen.” She cleared her throat and turned back toward Sarah. “I guess now is probably as good a time as ever to tell you about one more…visitor.”

      The redheaded witch’s eyes widened as she scanned the kemana entrance. “No way. Is it—”

      “My mom? No. That’s still a work in progress.” Winland turned back toward the entrance and caught sight of Hector wandering through the laughing, conversing magicals from all over the place. “But I did find Hector Fang.”

      “Okay…” Sarah frowned and stood on her tiptoes to get a better view, not knowing who or what she was looking for. “Why does it feel like you’re building up to something?”

      “I’m not building up to anything. I’m just letting you know that—”

      “There you are.” Hector had somehow made it through the crowd in just a few seconds. When he reached Winland, he settled a hand on her lower back and leaned toward her to murmur, “I thought I’d lost you.”

      Sarah froze, glancing back and forth between her best friend and the incredibly handsome wizard standing closer to Winland than a new acquaintance. She opened her mouth and closed it again.

      “Sarah Moffett,” Winland continued, “this is the Custodian Hector Fang.”

      “Right.” Sarah gaped at him and shot Winland another disbelieving look. “Nice to—oh.” She backed up when the sleek white fox stepped over her feet and looked up at her with glowing green eyes.

      Hector’s grin was as mischievous and feral as ever. “And this is Nitya. I think she likes you.”

      “Does she?” Nitya slinked away again, occasionally sniffing at other magicals’ shoes or boxes being unpacked, her fluffy tail flickering back and forth in an oddly convincing display of superiority. “Well, I guess the only real thing to say is welcome to the Ozarks kemana.”

      “Thank you.” Hector’s smile widened when he looked down at Winland. He raised his gaze toward the kemana ceiling. “I’m even more interested in getting to see East Calico Rock. A tour of the whole town, if you will. Winland’s told me a lot of incredible things about the place.”

      “Has she?”

      Winland tried not to grimace. Great. Her small talk is nothing but questions because she has nothing to say. And Hector never followed me into town. Or is he just being polite?

      “Hey.” She turned toward Hector. “I’ll meet you up top in, say, twenty minutes? I have to take care of a few things down here first.”

      “Why don’t we make it an hour? You just got home. I can entertain myself.” Hector flashed another grin at Sarah before turning and striding slowly but purposefully through the milling crowd. Nitya waited a few minutes before catching up to him at an agile trot.

      “Huh.” Sarah watched him for a moment, then raised an eyebrow. “I guess we can’t say your search was completely unsuccessful.”

      “He came back here to help with the breach. Obviously, I got a little carried away, thinking I was needed for an emergency.”

      “That’s what he told you, huh? I don’t think saving a town he’s never seen before was his actual reason for letting you bring him home—”

      “I’m not bringing him home…” Winland rolled her eyes. “That’s just something we’ll have to figure out when all this gets cleared up.”

      “Right. Just putting off one important thing for another.” Sarah smirked and stepped closer to the Light Elf. They watched the bustling kemana for a moment longer in complete silence. “So you have your Custodian friend with a pet fox here to help with the new residents.”

      “That’s a good thing, right?”

      The witch shrugged. “I hope so. But obviously, East Calico Rock is back on the map now. And we’re not alone.”

      Winland took a deep breath and let herself soak in the vastness of what that meant for every single magical here. She met Sarah’s gaze and grinned. “No, we’re not. Not anymore.”

      Hearing that phrase from her own lips was surprisingly unnerving. It brought on a strange sensation of déjà vu that wasn’t quite déjà vu. Where have I heard that before? Not that it’s a strange thing to say, it just feels…like it doesn’t belong to me.

      “Hey.” Sarah snapped her fingers in Winland’s face and pursed her lips when her friend actually jumped in surprise. “You are way too in your own head right now.”

      “Ha. That might be the understatement of the year, Mrs. Moffett.”

      “Uh-huh.” With a coy smile, the witch bumped her shoulder against Winland’s again and shrugged. “So. Your twenty minutes just got turned into sixty. What do you wanna do with them?”

      “Oh boy…” Winland swept her gaze across the bustling kemana one more time. When she slipped her hands into the pockets of her long jacket and felt the calming, reassuring smoothness of her mom’s wand right at her fingertips, she knew what she wanted. “You said the four magicals who ripped a hole in the ward are down here, right?”

      Sarah wiggled her eyebrows. “Uh-huh. In a holding cell. There’s an old gnome here with a giant walking stick. The guy doesn’t look like much, but when it comes to putting assholes in cages… I’m pretty sure theirs is quadruple-locked.”

      “Good. I think we should go pay them a visit. You know, welcome them to East Calico Rock.”

      “That, Ms. Underwood, is an excellent idea.”
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      Twenty minutes later, Winland couldn’t help but look back over her shoulder and hope no one else was there to introduce themselves, ask questions, shake hands, or thank her for “making all this possible.” Fortunately, she and Sarah were now alone and slightly removed from the growing population of the Ozarks kemana.

      “I can’t believe you took them into one of the tunnels,” she muttered.

      “Why not?”

      “Seriously? After all the trouble these tunnels caused for Elijah? And me. And pretty much the whole town… We already know the tunnels down here are bad news.”

      “Not this one.”

      “Sarah.”

      “Look around you, Win.” The witch gestured toward the enclosed walls and ceiling of the tunnel they were walking down and didn’t look sorry about the decision. “There’s nobody else here. We’re not parading four criminals around like a bunch of circus animals in front of everyone. Elijah and the group who brought these idiots in were actually pretty adamant about that, which is great. One less thing for the displaced magicals to be afraid of now. They’ve already had to be afraid of a lot.”

      “Honestly, Sarah, I’m a lot less worried about parading around criminals than I am about the safety aspect down here. We never even tested the kemana or any of the remaining tunnels to make sure they’re stable.”

      “No, you’re right about that.”

      “See? Then why—”

      “Ah-ah-ah.” Sarah thrust a finger in front of Winland’s face, and the Light Elf jerked her head away with a frown. “We never tested the kemana. But it’s been tested. And declared safe.”

      “By whom?”

      Sarah chuckled. “By the first two outsiders to find our invisible town. Admittedly, they’re also the only magicals who were dumb enough to try sneaking through the wards when my son’s the one heading guard duty, but they redeemed themselves.”

      Winland wrinkled her nose, not convinced. “And you trust them enough to take their word that the kemana’s safe enough for hundreds of magicals to live and work in it again? That these tunnels are safe enough to hold the only four magicals in the last sixty years who’ve actually been able to break through the wards?”

      “Please.” Sarah shot her a coy sidelong smile and lifted one shoulder in a playful shrug. “I don’t trust anyone a hundred percent. Except maybe you.”

      “Sarah, stop deflecting.”

      “Relax.” Sarah brushed her fiery red curls away from the sides of her face and sighed. “It’s safe down here. I promise. The guys’ names are Jenner and Bruno, and they were very convincing. Well, at least Jenner was. He did most of the talking. You can take it up with them if you like, but we also had a few pixies check it out for us. They confirmed everything, and I trust them a lot more anyway. Plus, they’re the same pixies who warned Elijah and his friends away from the tunnels the first time.”

      Winland shook her head. “Those kids weren’t even supposed to be down here.”

      “Yeah, and this kemana wasn’t supposed to be livable. But the past is the past, right? And now we have at least three times as many magicals as nine months ago, and they’re all right here, building community. Together.”

      “Okay. I didn’t say I have a problem with building community.”

      “No. You have a problem with the people around you being perfectly capable of making decisions that are safe and beneficial to everyone without needing your input or advice or approval first.”

      Winland stopped short in the tunnel and frowned at her best friend. “Well, go ahead and tell me how you really feel.”

      Sarah raised an eyebrow. “I just did.”

      They stared at each other for a few seconds longer, then Winland chuckled and closed her eyes. “You’re right.”

      “I know.”

      “You guys handled all this on your own. You’re still handling it. And sure, maybe I really didn’t need to come all the way back here to save the day or whatever. It sounds like Elijah and some of the new kemana magicals saved it just fine.”

      The redheaded witch folded her arms and grinned. “Yes, they did.”

      “So I guess I’m just…” Winland looked for the words to say what she wanted to say, but she hadn’t even tried to name it until now. She hadn’t had the time. Taking a deep breath, she ran her hand along the cold, rough stonewall. “I just feel like an idiot. That’s what’s going on.”

      Sarah laughed, which surprised Winland enough to make her laugh too. Their voices echoed away from them up and down the tunnel. “You’re not an idiot, Winland.”

      “I know that. I’m not talking about what I know.” Winland shrugged. “It’s not logical or rational. But I feel it.”

      Gazing at the tunnel ceiling, Sarah muttered, “Sounds like marriage. And parenting.”

      “Ha. Very funny.”

      “Right? And true. Especially with my boys. All three of them.” They laughed again, the mood sufficiently lightened once more, and Sarah slipped her arm through Winland’s before they started walking down the tunnel again. “Whatever you feel like, you’re not an idiot. If anything, you were just blindsided in a massive way, and that would make anyone question what they thought they knew about how things work.”

      “Blindsided.”

      “Yeah. You were gone for three weeks. You had everything set up here, working exactly the way you wanted it to work, and all the pieces were in motion so you could finally justify going after the warrior witch and not feel guilty about it.”

      Winland stared blankly down the length of the tunnel. “I feel like we already had this conversation before I left.”

      “Sure. But now you’re back. And everything you counted on being here is different than it was three weeks ago. New magicals everywhere. A kemana with a crystal that actually works and all the abandoned things being brought back to life. Nobody needing to be saved because you taught us how to take care of that ourselves too. I bet that felt like an alternate reality, huh?”

      Winland couldn’t help but laugh again at that. Her best friend had nailed it exactly. As usual. “You know, I actually thought I might’ve been hallucinating when I realized I didn’t recognize half the faces I was looking at.”

      “No hallucinations here. Just a little more action than I think any of us really expected.”

      “That’s one way of putting it, sure.” Up ahead, the tunnel curved around to the right, which didn’t make Winland feel much better about how far they were from the kemana proper and how deep into the tunnels they were.

      The most striking aspect of why she felt so silly finally hit her. “Okay. You’ve had such a great answer for everything else. Maybe you can help me answer this.”

      “I do love a good challenge.”

      Normally, the banter would have been fully appreciated, but Winland wasn’t feeling all that playful, especially now. “If these trespassers were caught immediately, and Elijah and the others took care of it so there was nothing wrong and no more real threat to everybody here… Why did the crystal tell me about the breach in the first place?”

      “Huh.” Sarah slowed down before they reached the curve in the tunnel. With her arm hooked through Winland’s, that made Winland slow down too. “Maybe it was, like, the crystal’s version of a security alarm, you know? Like an Amber Alert or Storm Warning.”

      Winland snorted and muttered, “Could’ve used a Storm Warning this morning…”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, I’ll tell you all about it later. And honestly, I had the same thought earlier. Like maybe the crystal just wanted to tell me what was happening so I’d know. So I’d be informed.”

      Sarah twisted her lips to the side and studied her friend’s face. “It makes sense, and something tells me you’re not satisfied with that kind of answer.”

      “Because I’m not.” Winland lifted her palm to study it, and now they stopped. Their conversation was turning out to be longer than their walk. “I don’t think it was just an FYI from the Crimson Heart. I mean, you and Ronnie told me everything was fine after two strangers walked right through the wards looking for something they heard about in a rumor…”

      Sarah looked at her in disbelief. “That’s because everything was fine. Not because we wanted to lie to you.”

      “No, I know that. And I’m honestly not even upset about that. You guys just didn’t want me to worry. Which, in retrospect, I appreciate.”

      “Well, you’re welcome.” Sarah glanced at the upcoming curve in the tunnel and frowned. “So what are you trying to get at here, Win?”

      “What I’m getting at is…” Winland wrinkled her nose and clenched her eyes shut, trying to figure it out for herself. It felt like the answer was right there at the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t spit it out. “After everything that’s happened since we got to East Calico Rock, especially the connection I have with the crystal… I really don’t think the thing would want to worry me unnecessarily, either. Or distract me.”

      “You think the kemana crystal wants things?”

      “Come on, Sarah. It chose me before I’d even picked this part of the Ozarks to be our new home. We’ve already covered that.”

      “Okay. Fair enough.”

      “And it knows what I want,” Winland continued. “It knows how important it is to me that I find the warrior witch, whether or not she is my mom. I don’t think the crystal would’ve wanted to distract me from that, either. And it still sent me a major warning signal.”

      “As in lighting you up like a red glowstick and playing with your hair?”

      “As in dragging me across the room and literally shoving me toward the door so I’d come back,” Winland explained. “That kind of major.”

      “Damn.” Frowning in thought, Sarah studied the walls of the tunnel again. Her eyes widened when she realized what Winland was trying to say before her best friend could figure it out on her own. “Wait. So you think there’s something else going on here. Like a different kind of threat?”

      Winland slowly dipped her head. “Yeah. Maybe… I mean, that’s kinda what it feels like now that I’ve actually put all the pieces together.”

      “What other danger, Win?” Sarah gestured toward the other end of the tunnel. “We have the intruders locked up and waiting for us to figure out what to do with them.”

      “Well then, maybe that’s it, right? Maybe the crystal wanted me to know that however we handle things with these intruders, we have to be careful about how we go about it.”

      “Okay… I’m all for following that train of logic. I just have no idea what it means.”

      Winland shook her head and slid her hands into the pockets of her long jacket. “Me neither.”

      “The crystal didn’t happen to give you any other clue as to how we figure that out, did it?”

      “Come on, Sarah. When is anything ever that easy?”

      “For us? Yeah. Not nearly as often as I’d like.” Sarah snorted, and the women continued down the tunnel to finally round the bend and finish their trek to the makeshift prison.

      “Okay, so what do we know about these guys?” Winland asked.

      “Not a whole lot. They won’t actually say much of anything. The dwarf likes to talk a lot, but it’s just for show. Hey, kinda like your new friend with the mohawk back in the kemana proper, right? How often do you meet two dwarves in one day who just don’t know when to quit?”

      “It’s a weird day for all of us, I guess.”

      When they finally reached the end of the tunnel, Winland was surprised to find an actual door wedged into the roughhewn stone walls—a steel door with cascading rust stains from years of neglect and disrepair, even so far below the surface.

      It looked so much like the door into the side of the mountain in Minnesota that, for a moment, Winland again thought she was starting to see things.

      “Hey,” Sarah murmured. “You okay?”

      “Totally fine.” Winland pointed at the door. “That is a steel door blocking off the end of the tunnel, right?”

      Her friend shot her a strange look and slowly nodded. “We think it used to be some kind of armory. And no, we didn’t lock them up in a room with full access to old Oriceran weapons. It was empty when we found it.”

      “I wasn’t concerned about that, but good to know just the same.”

      They stopped in front of the thick, rusty steel door, and Sarah gently nudged her friend’s arm. “Just a little side warning. You might wanna try only breathing through your mouth.”

      “What?”

      Sarah wrinkled her nose and reached for the thick lever to open the door. “Trust me.”
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      The groans of the door opening echoed so loudly down the tunnel that Winland almost expected bits of the tunnel walls and ceiling to shudder loose and rain down on top of them. Fortunately, that wasn’t the case, even when the heavy door banged softly to a stop against the tunnel wall.

      Okay. So the place is structurally intact, and we probably won’t be buried alive playing Magical Sheriff underground.

      The stench that came pouring out of the room beyond was overwhelming.

      Winland gagged and immediately clamped a hand over her nose. “What is that?”

      “Exactly what I warned you about,” Sarah replied, though the consonants of her words were garbled and stuffy as she took her own advice and breathed only through her mouth.

      “Damn.” Winland recovered enough to breathe through her mouth, though the stench of a full dumpster that hadn’t been emptied in weeks was still thick enough that she could practically taste the rot. She waved a hand in front of her face and hesitated to look into the room beyond. “This is part of their punishment, right? Being locked up in a place that reeks as bad as this?”

      The witch tried to smile, but with the stench filling the air and barreling down the tunnel behind them, she could only manage more of a tight grimace. “No, not quite. They did this to themselves.”

      “What?”

      “After you.”

      Scowling in disgust, Winland tried to ignore the sour burning in the back of her throat as she stepped into the dimly lit room beyond. The only light she could immediately see came from two enchanted lanterns floating just below the ceiling along the far-left and the far-right walls, both of them a dark, crimson red that made the place look like even more of a danger zone than it apparently already was.

      “Hey, hey, hey.” A dark figure staggered toward her. “This roob is off libits. You cad be back here—”

      “Ronnie?” Winland squinted, like that would make it easier to see anything in here.

      The figure stopped, and a tiny orb of golden light illuminated the tip of Ronnie Moffett’s wand, lighting up most of the space between them. His eyes widened, and that goofy grin of his flashed across his face, though it was smooshed by the giant wads of toilet paper stuffed up both of his nostrils. “Widlad! I didid doe you were cubbig dowd—”

      “Hey, it’s good to see you. But I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

      “Shut the door!” someone else shouted from somewhere in the back of the room, which was impossible to see because of the glowing light at the end of Ronnie’s wand.

      “Yeah, yeah. Sarah?” Ronnie called. “You got it?”

      “I got it.” The witch grunted and pulled the massive door shut behind her. It hit the doorjamb with a reverberating bang, then the room fell into a brief, still silence.

      “Hey, babe,” Ronnie started again as Winland’s vision adjusted to the low red light. “Whed did she cub back? I thought she was all the way out in Biddasoda—”

      “Ronnie. I love you. Take the toilet paper out of your nose.”

      “Dab. Sorry.” Snorting over and over like he was trying to blow his nose for real, the wizard dipped his head to quick pry the massive clumps of tissue paper from his nostrils. Then he wrinkled his nose and looked like he was on the verge of violently sneezing before he got control of himself again. “Good night, it’s awful in here.”

      “You’re telling me.” Winland pinched her own nose shut, then let go because she couldn’t exactly go about the rest of this journey through the kemana’s ad hoc jail with only one hand free. Just in case. “What’s—”

      “But it’s amazing to see you! Come here!” Ronnie swept her up into a suffocatingly tight embrace, pinning her arms at her sides and squeezing her like he thought she might disappear. “Oh man, I missed you.”

      “Thanks…” she croaked. “Ronnie, it’s a little—”

      “What the hell is all this?” The grumbling shout came from the same magical who’d barked at Sarah to close the door, and now the voice drew closer with a rhythmic, punctuating crack across the room’s stone floor. “You don’t close the door, you’re making a hell of a racket, and now you’re hugging? Stop that!”

      Winland caught a brief glimpse of a gnarled stick swinging through the air before it thumped down across Ronnie’s back.

      “Ow!” The wizard instantly released her and spun to face his attacker. “What are you—”

      “Who’s that?”

      “This is—”

      “Stop. Hush.” The old magical whacked his stick across Ronnie’s shoulder this time. With a grunt of frustration, Ronnie skittered away from the stick and the curmudgeonly gnome wielding it. Then the gnome thrust the butt of his stick against the floor with another sharp crack and tipped it toward Winland. “Who are you?”

      “Me?” She blinked in surprise as her vision adjusted to the glowing red lights above them. “Who are you?”

      The gnome grunted and righted his walking stick. “I asked first.”

      Ronnie sidled toward his wife, his bottom lip thrust out in a pout as he gingerly rubbed his shoulder. “Ow…”

      “You’re just gonna let him talk to you like that?” Sarah whispered.

      “Babe. He’s an old man with a stick. That’s like…the one kinda person you never wanna mess with.”

      “Do you two mind?” the gnome snarled at them. “I’m trying to figure out what’s going on here, and you won’t shut up.”

      “Hey, now wait just a minute,” Sarah started.

      “Well, I sure as hell waited long enough, didn’t I?” The old magical spun toward the Moffetts and tilted his head. “As I recall, I sent you out to get me a lightning stone from the apothecary. And instead, you come back with this bedraggled Light Elf who doesn’t even know her own name.”

      Winland laughed in disbelief.

      The old gnome craned his neck to sneer at her. “Ah. She likes to laugh, does she?”

      “Not instead.” Sarah reached into the pocket of her sweater and stepped forward toward the gnome. Ronnie stared at her with wide eyes and looked terrified for her, but didn’t step in to intervene.

      “I don’t speak nonsense!” The gnome spun toward Sarah and almost inadvertently swung his stick into the side of her head in the process.

      She dodged the blow and pulled her hand from her pocket. “I did both.”

      “What are you blathering about?” With a grunt, he deliberately swung his stick toward her hand this time, but she snatched it away again and glared at him. “Show me.”

      “Hold on.” Winland stepped toward them. “I don’t know who you are, but you can’t just—”

      “I can. I will. I am.” He thrust a crooked finger at her and squinted. “So figure out who you are first, and I’ll finish conducting my business, thank you very much.” When the gnome fixed Sarah in his suspicious gaze again, his stick swung slightly toward her one more time as he nodded. “Show me.”

      Sarah slowly opened her clenched fist to reveal a glowing blue gem the size of a quarter lying in her palm.

      “Eh…” the gnome grumbled. “Not big enough.”

      “Oh really? Well, I can certainly take it back. The apothecary doesn’t shell out refunds, though, so you’ll probably have to cough up more than double for a bigger one.”

      For a moment, it looked like Sarah Moffett and the gnome who acted like he owned the whole kemana were about to square off and legitimately fight each other. But the old magical just smacked the butt of his stick into the floor again and opened his other hand. “Bah! Give it here.”

      Sarah tossed the glowing blue gem at him, which he caught deftly before bringing it quickly to his mouth and testing an edge of the stone between his molars. He grunted and stuck the stone in his pocket, apparently approving of the exchange.

      Too surprised by this entire interaction to say much of anything, Winland stared at the stranger with a stick in the red-lit room. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she was aware of her mouth hanging open. Who was this guy? And why the hell were the Moffetts letting him boss them around like that?

      “Did you figure it out yet?” the gnome snapped at her.

      “I… What?” She looked back and forth between his wrinkled face and her friends, who didn’t look like they had all that much to say, either.

      “Your name, Elf.” The old magical shuffled toward her and squinted until his eyes were mere slits in the low red light. “Or does someone need to jog your memory?”

      “No, my memory’s fine.” She stared right back at him and tilted her head. “But I’m starting to think somebody should jog you.”

      Ronnie snickered and got dirty looks from both his wife and the old gnome.

      The magical with the stick looked at Winland and shook his head in disgust. “If you can’t get on board, get out.”

      “My name is Winland Underwood,” she added. “And I would really love to know—”

      “Underwood.” He narrowed his eyes again. “Under…wood…”

      She looked questioningly at Sarah, but the witch merely shrugged and shook her head.

      There was obviously a lot more to the story than Sarah had told Winland on the way. And I better get the rest of it really soon, Winland thought.

      The gnome grunted. “Then I guess you probably know all about this.” Rolling his eyes, he turned away from the three stunned magicals and hobbled back into the darkness, his cane clicking against the floor again.

      When the echo of his footsteps and his walking stick had faded, Winland turned with wide eyes to stare at her friends. “What the hell was that?”

      “He, uh…” Standing behind his wife, Ronnie pointed over her shoulder at the opposite end of the room where the red light didn’t quite reach. “He’s really good with that stick.”

      “Carmine,” Sarah explained, not looking amused by the scene that had played out. “That’s the only name he gave us.”

      “Okay… And why is he down here barking orders at everyone who steps through the door?”

      The witch shrugged and gestured toward her husband. “Because he’s really good with that stick.”

      Winland heaved a sigh and rolled her eyes. “Okay, seventy-five percent of everything since I got back doesn’t make any sense at all, guys. Please help me out here.”

      “Well, I guess right now,” Sarah added slowly, “if we had to give him a job description…”

      “Chief of Police,” Ronnie blurted.

      Both women stared at him and asked at the same time, “What?”

      “Of the kemana. Oh, come on, guys. He’s got the whole law enforcement thing down pat.”

      “Babe, he hit you with his stick. Twice.”

      The wizard snickered. “And he can do a lot more than that, am I right?” When he got blank stares from both of them, he turned to gape at his wife. “Babe. You didn’t tell her what he did with the stick?”

      “It’s like a giant gnome wand or something,” Sarah explained blandly. “I don’t know. But Carmine was with Elijah and the others when they caught the break-in, and the guy made some kind of cage…prison…thing.”

      “It’s insane.” Ronnie widened his eyes at Winland. “You’re gonna love it.”

      “It’s here?”

      “Yeah. How else do you think we’re keeping these creeps locked up down here, huh? Come on. We’ll show you.” The wizard headed toward the back of the room and pulled the wads of tissue paper from his pocket again. “I’m just gonna stuff these back in real quick—"

      “No.” Sarah thumped the back of his shoulder with the side of her fist. “You’re gonna deal with the stink like the rest of us, so we don’t have to deal with not understanding a single thing you say.”

      His shoulders sagged, but he stuffed the tissues back into his pocket and shuffled forward. “Fine.”

      The women followed him, and now that they’d been in the dark room lit by only two enchanted red lanterns for a few minutes, Winland could see a heck of a lot more. As it turned out, this alleged former armory had quite a few branching hallways of its own. She turned toward Sarah and raised an eyebrow. “Chief of Police?”

      “We’ll find a better name for it. But whatever we call him, the guy’s really good, Win. I’ve never seen anybody whip up entrapment spells like that. We can trust him.”

      Winland snorted. “Trust the cranky old gnome who beats your husband with a stick and called me an idiot?”

      “I mean, he wasn’t this cranky when we met him.”

      “Oh yeah? What did Ronnie say to him?”

      Biting back a laugh, Sarah shook her head as they turned down the closest hallway on the left and headed toward a glowing blue light. “Nothing. Honestly, I think it’s just from dealing with the smell.”

      “Huh. Yeah, we might all be that cranky pretty soon.”
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      Even though no one had explained why the kemana’s makeshift jail smelled like a trash heap rotting in the sun, Winland probably should have known the smell would get worse when they reached the actual room where the four trespassers were being held.

      When they stepped into the room at the end of the hall—which was also the source of the glowing blue light—the stench intensified so suddenly that Winland reeled away from the doorway and dry heaved in front of the Moffetts.

      “Oh god,” Chuck said from a corner of the room beyond. “Nobody puke. Please don’t puke. I don’t think I can take it.”

      “Is that Winland?”

      As soon as Winland was sure she wasn’t actually going to vomit, she straightened and saw Elaine in the doorway. The Wood Elf town leader was grinning as she stepped forward to wrap Winland in a tight embrace, though not nearly as rough and choking as one of Ronnie’s.

      “I had no idea you were coming back,” Elaine told her.

      “Last-minute decision, honestly,” Winland replied as she hugged the other woman back. They stepped away from each other, and she nodded toward the glowing blue light in the next room. “But by the sound of it, I could’ve stayed away for another three weeks.”

      “Still. It’s good to have you back.”

      “Pull yourself together and get in here, Underwood,” Carmine snapped from the other room. “Not that it’ll make much of a difference, but you’re probably curious what kinda shit-for-brains thought they could waltz right in here and take over the place.”

      “What, like him?” Ronnie muttered.

      “I heard that, wizard!”

      “Shit.”

      “Hold on a second, Winland.” Elaine stepped closer and tapped the space between Winland’s upper lip and her nostrils with one finger.

      A green light flared at Elaine’s fingertip, and Winland’s sense of smell was instantly overcome by an even stronger scent than the reeking, nauseating smell she’d been trying to ignore since Sarah had opened that first steel door. The new scent brought an overwhelming wave of dizziness washing over her, and Winland staggered backward against the wall. “Oh…fuck.”

      “I know.” The Wood Elf grimaced. “It’s a little disorienting.”

      “It burns! What—” Winland sniffed and wiped at her nose, which had instantly started to run. “What is this?”

      “Eucalyptus oil. Mostly.” Elaine looked over her shoulder, then lowered her voice. “And I’ve been growing a little something…extra in the indoor garden.” Elaine was in charge of East Calico Rock’s co-op market and urban farming

      “What, you mean liquid fire?” Winland widened her eyes and blinked hard, but now her eyes were watering at the intensity of the eucalyptus-something that the town leader had magicked into her face.

      “It only lasts a few minutes,” Sarah assured her.

      “Yeah, a few minutes too long,” Ronnie muttered.

      “It’s from one of the Oriceran seeds left over from, you know…” Elaine shrugged. “When the co-op got overrun. I have new tenants in the apartments above the market. You know, new magicals moving in.”

      “And you’re trying to smoke them out with this stuff?” Winland wiped the tears from her eyes, but the vomit-inducing smell coming from the next room was a little less pungent. Or maybe she just fried my sense of smell, and this is all I get, Winland thought.

      “No.” The Wood Elf folded her arms. “I was trying to find something that would cover up the smell they leave behind. Two shifter brothers in their early twenties. I should never have let them stay in the extra apartment upstairs, but they just looked so sad…”

      “Underwood!” Carmine barked from the other room.

      “I’ll be right there,” Winland hollered back before sniffing again. “Anybody have a tissue?”

      Sarah looked pointedly at Ronnie, who tried to look clueless before he huffed out an irritated sigh and reached into his pocket for the tissues he’d been stuffing into his nose. “Here.”

      She didn’t think twice before taking it and blowing her nose. She stuffed the dirty tissue into her own pocket and nodded. “Thanks. Now let’s go talk to these prisoners. I don’t think any of us wanna spend any more time here than we have to.”

      “Yeah, and some of us have a hot date waiting for us when we’re done,” Sarah muttered.

      Ronnie stared at his wife. “Babe. Did we have plans tonight, and you just never told me?”

      The witch shot Winland a knowing look and shoved her husband ahead of her. “Keep walking, wizard.”

      Hot date. That’s the last thing on my mind right now, but whatever. She can think whatever she wants about Hector. Who I just left in a kemana full of magicals neither one of us knows…

      When they stepped into the next room, the source of the blue light became clear. Three different cages had been erected at the back of the room, each of them made from bars of glowing blue light that crackled and hissed every few seconds.

      Beside the doorway, Chuck sat on a stone bench carved into the wall, leaning forward over his lap with his hands clasped between his thighs. Even in the blue light from the magical holding cells, the shifter man looked green with nausea. But he still nodded at Winland and murmured, “Hey. Good to see ya.”

      “Yeah, you too, Chuck.”

      Carmine remained standing. He grasped his walking stick with both hands and used it for support as he leaned slightly forward against it. He gestured with one hand toward the cages. “Here you go, Underwood. The pissants who tried to ruin our day this afternoon. Take a good look, huh? This is what pathetic and stupid looks like.”

      With that, the gnome cracked the butt of his stick against the floor again, and the magical blue bars of all the holding cells blazed ten times brighter.

      “Ah, shit!” A Wood Elf man in the middle cage wearing a puffy, canary-yellow winter jacket flinched away from the bars and threw both hands in front of his face. “You motherfucker.”

      In the righthand cage, a bald, muscular dwarf covered head to toe in tattoos blinked against the glare and offered two middle fingers in response to the light show.

      In the lefthand cage, the witch huddled in the far corner of the room hissed like an angry cat and lashed out with both hands. Red sparks flared from her fingertips, but they didn’t make it past the bars of her cage before the blue lights of Carmine’s incarceration spell popped and sizzled and ate up her poor attempt at an attack spell.

      The old gnome sighed heavily and gestured toward each of the cages in turn, starting on the right and moving left. “Hughie Tremor. This dwarf has as long of a rap sheet as they come, specializing in breaking and entering, grand larceny, and aggravated assault. Next in line is Critch Balsam. Fine specimen of patricide, fratricide, and bank robberies. And this slithering little snake over here…” He pointed at the witch in the lefthand cage. “Lulu Handle. Last time I heard that name, this little witch was running a hothouse in Detroit as a front for illegal gambling, which was a front for her drug ring. You have this grimy little entrepreneurial failure to thank for the unholy stench.”

      Lulu spat at the cage bars, which hissed and fried up her slimy projectile before it had a chance to make it through. “I’m gonna rip you apart, you miserable prick. After I take your little stick and shove it up your—”

      Carmine cracked his walking stick against the floor again, and the bars of Lulu’s cage flared even brighter before the witch was zapped with the same crackling blue magic from four different locations of her cell at once. Lulu screamed, and an even sourer stench filled the air. Winland hurried toward the old gnome.

      “Hey, that’s enough.”

      “You think so?” Carmine raised an eyebrow at her but stopped the attack on the witch.

      Lulu’s heavy breathing filled the room before she snarled at the kemana prison’s acting warden and the town leaders. “You’re all dead. Every single one of you. But you know who I’m gonna have the most fun slitting open?”

      “Nobody wants to hear a thing out of your rotting mouth, Handle,” Carmine warned.

      The witch grinned and fixed her dark gaze on Sarah and Ronnie. “That sweet little boy wizard who thinks he’s a real man. What’s his name? Oh, yeah. Elijah…”

      “Oh, you wanna start making threats, huh?” Sarah whipped out her wand and lurched toward the old witch’s cage. “How about a promise?”

      Lulu threw herself back against the stone wall and broke into a wild, terrifying cackle.

      “Babe, babe, babe.” Ronnie lunged after Sarah, grabbed her by the arm, and managed to hold her back. “Not a good idea.”

      “You heard what she just said,” Sarah hissed. “Is she locked up in a cage right now? Sure. But nobody gets to threaten my boys, Ronnie. I don’t care where they are—”

      “Pull yourself together, Moffett,” Carmine barked.

      Ronnie turned to stare at the old gnome while he held his wife back from killing one of the trespassers. “I feel like I’m pretty together right now, actually. You don’t need to hit me with your stick again.”

      Carmine’s upper lip curled in distaste before he nodded toward Sarah. “The other Moffett.”

      The wizard’s eyes bulged. “You’re gonna hit her with your stick?”

      “Good grief!” The gnome rolled his eyes. “How you made it this far in life is beyond me.”

      Winland stepped toward her best friend, who still aimed her death glare at Lulu Handle and hadn’t put away her wand. “Sarah.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “It might help if you put your wand away too,” Winland replied softly. “You know, so you don’t get too tempted.”

      Sarah took two deep, calming breaths, then slipped her wand back into the pocket of her sweater. Pointing at the captives sneering at her from within their cages, Sarah turned toward Carmine and shook her head. “If she steps outta line—”

      “Impossible,” he spat. “I’m right here.”

      “I said if.” Sarah’s nostrils flared. “You just let me know, and I’ll handle it.”

      The old gnome let out a bitter laugh. “Into corporal punishment, are we?”

      “Under incredibly specific circumstances, yeah. I wouldn’t have a problem with it at all.”

      From his place on the bench, Chuck looked at her in surprise. “Wow, Sarah. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      Elaine snorted. “I did.”

      “There were four,” Winland mused.

      “What are you talking about?” Ronnie asked.

      “Four magicals broke through the wards.” She turned toward Carmine and raised an eyebrow. “Please tell me you didn’t let one of them escape.”

      The old gnome peered up at her and grunted. “Well, now I’m just insulted.”

      “Yeah…” Ronnie scratched the side of his head. “That wouldn’t have gone over so well.”

      “So then, where’s the fourth?” Winland gestured toward the three pissed-off criminals sitting or standing in magical cages with plenty of room to move around. “It’s not like you guys ran out of space.”

      “Had to separate ’em.” Carmine sniffed and headed toward a door in the lefthand wall. “Maybe you can make more sense of this last fella than I can. Come on.”

      As the old gnome shuffled toward the door with his walking stick, Winland looked at the other town leaders and asked, “Why’d you have to separate them?”

      “Not us.” Chuck lifted both hands and sat up against the wall behind him. “We didn’t do any of this.”

      “Carmine had already set everything up by the time we got here,” Elaine added.

      “Even the smell?”

      Sarah sneered at the last cage on the left. “No. That’s from the bitch talking about cutting open my son.”

      “Wait, you’re saying the stench in here is—”

      “Lulu Handle.” Grimacing in disgust, Ronnie gestured toward the witch in question. “Smell just keeps getting worse the longer she’s down here. And no, Elaine, I don’t want you to burn my eyes out with whatever kind of crap you put on everyone else.”

      The Wood Elf folded her arms and rolled her eyes.

      “Okay…” Winland peered past her friends toward the other door in the wall. “So nobody has a clue why our chief of kemana police decided to—”

      The steel door clanged open, and all three criminals turned their attention to the old gnome.

      “Oh, nice,” Hughie grumbled. “Going to pay the big boss man a visit, huh? Leave us here all on our lonesome?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Hey.” Critch scrambled toward Carmine. For a split second, it looked like the Wood Elf in the bright-yellow jacket was going to wrap his hands around the bars of crackling blue energy penning him in, but he thought better of it and jerked them back. “Hey! Tell him we still want our money. Job got done! We’re in your little bubble now, old man. He still owes us our pay! Tell him that!”

      “But no cashier’s checks!” Lulu screeched.

      “Shut your nonstop traps!” Carmine bellowed as he cracked his walking stick against the floor again. The crackling, hissing bars on all three cages blazed with renewed magical energy. Critch was standing too close to his and got an extra jolt right between the eyes. Snarling, he staggered to the back of his cell and didn’t say another word.

      “Nevermind,” Winland muttered. “I think I figured it out.”

      “Underwood!” the gnome barked. “I thought I was slow. Are you coming or what?”

      “Yep.” She looked at the other town leaders and nodded toward the next door. “You guys coming?”

      For a moment, none of her friends said anything. They all looked a little scared, which wasn’t something she saw all that frequently—unless it was just Chuck.

      Ronnie shook his head. “Nah, Win. I’m parking it right here. Thanks.”

      “It’d be too crowded in there anyway,” Elaine added.

      “Okay. Anything I should know about this number four before I go in?”

      “Probably.” Sarah shook her head and shrugged. “But we don’t know anything about him.”

      “Right.” Winland turned toward the door to head after Carmine and let out a wry laugh. “Guess I get to go play Good Cop, Bad Cop with the chief.”

      “You’re the good cop, Win,” Ronnie called after her. “Don’t forget that—ow!” He shied away from his wife, who’d elbowed him in the side and now frowned up at him. “What?”

      “You’re not directing a movie, Ronnie. And it’s not her first time.”

      “Just a big ol’ lack of moral support around here, huh?”

      Chuck cleared his throat and pointed at Lulu the witch, who still sat against the back wall of her cell. “I blame her for that too.”
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      The first thing Winland saw when she stepped into the room behind Carmine was more blue light. After a few seconds, she observed the bars of the magical cell holding the fourth prisoner—the mastermind behind breaking through the Crimson Heart’s wards—were slightly different from the other three. Faint lines of silver flickered through this cell, lending more light to the small room that felt cramped with only Winland, Carmine, and the prisoner inside.

      Right now, the prisoner was nothing more than a huddled mass of shadow against the far wall of the cell. He hadn’t moved a muscle when either of his visitors had entered the room, and he didn’t move now.

      “What’s his name?” she asked.

      The old gnome smacked his wrinkled lips. “No clue.”

      “Really? You seemed to know an awful lot about the other three—”

      “Listen, Elf. I’ve spent my fair share of time taking a good, hard look at criminals like these ones, understand? I know how to find the information I need.”

      “Okay.” She shot him a quick sidelong glance. I gotta remember to ask him what he knows about the Order of Custodians. He’s not exactly a spry old gnome, but the silver here looks a lot like Hector’s magic back in the mountain…

      Carmine sniffed. “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “Well, you haven’t found the rest of the information you need.” Winland pointed out. “Because we don’t have the name of their boss.”

      “Is that supposed to impress me?” The gnome peered up at her with narrowed eyes. “Your incredible powers of deduction?”

      She fixed him with a deadpan stare and waited for the old magical to move on. He’s frustrated about this too, she reminded herself. Nothing personal.

      “Yeah. Didn’t think so.” Carmine sniffed again and gestured toward the door into the adjacent room where the other prisoners and four town leaders were waiting. “Everything you could possibly wanna know about the yahoos in there, we got databases for.”

      “We?”

      “The good guys. The straight shooters. Hey, I don’t need to explain myself to you, Elf. I’m the chief of police.”

      She stared at him for a moment longer, and when the old gnome broke into a crooked smirk, she dipped her head in acknowledgment with a tiny smile of her own. The chief wasn’t all that bad. They were just caught up in the same tense situation.

      “All right.” Winland nodded toward the cell. “So what does your database say about this one?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely zilch. The epitome of nonexistent.” Carmine cleared his throat. “Which makes this a scary freaking shitshow when you really think about it.”

      “We already have him behind bars.”

      “Oh, sure. That part’s fine. Out there, those deadbeats got all kinds of priors and nasty reputations to prove they deserve to be right where they’re sitting. Plus, we caught ’em red-handed. But that just ain’t the case with this guy.”

      Winland narrowed her eyes at the prisoner, who still hadn’t moved from his hunched position at the back of the cell. “Meaning what, exactly?”

      “Meaning the guy running the show on this botched job, the boss man… Not a criminal.”

      “Hold on.” She turned toward the old gnome and lowered her voice. “Should we maybe have this talk somewhere else?”

      Carmine scoffed. “Nah. I already told him everything I know, which isn’t much. Obviously, he’s not talking. But hey. I tried.” The gnome spread his arms and tilted his walking stick slowly toward the cell. “I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt. Tried to lay out all the pieces right here in front of his face and give him a chance to help me put ’em together. But I guess he’s just not smart enough to take a little help when he needs it. I mean, we already knew he was dumb enough to try breaking into our little corner of the Ozarks, but this takes it to a whole new level.”

      Our corner of the Ozarks? Winland shot the gnome a playful frown, but the old guy was being serious, and he didn’t smile about this. Didn’t he show up at the kemana for the first time today? And already, it’s ‘our corner,’ huh?

      The thought made her smile before she remembered where she was and what she was doing. She cleared her throat and wiped the smile away to get back to business. “And he didn’t say anything about why he brought a team of criminals to break through the wards?”

      Carmine shot her a scathing glance. “When I tell you he hasn’t said jack shit, Elf, he hasn’t said jack shit. Capiche?”

      It took a little more effort than she’d expected to keep herself from laughing. Finally, Winland nodded. “Fair enough. Maybe he’ll talk to me.”

      The gnome snorted. “Right. Knock yourself out, kid. At the very least, I’ll get a hell of a laugh watching you—”

      “Alone.”

      “Eh?” The wry smile left his face as he squinted up at her again. “Are you nuts?”

      Winland shrugged. “Well, that’s up for debate sometimes.”

      “Uh-huh. And just what the hell kinda results are you hoping to get by locking yourself up in a holding room with a squeaky-clean sonofabitch who won’t talk?”

      With a tight smile, she leaned toward the old gnome and swept her hand toward the door. “I guess I’m about to find out.”

      Carmine gripped his walking stick with both hands again and glared at her, his wrinkled lips puckered in stubborn refusal. “That’s a shitty idea.”

      “Okay. You’re entitled to your opinion. But you got your time alone with him. I’m not saying you’re not good at what you do, Carmine, but I’d like the same chance. Seeing as we’ll all be discussing what to do with these four before an actual decision is made—by all of us—I don’t think this is asking too much.”

      After looking her up and down in the magical blue and silver light, the gnome smacked his walking stick against the floor and grunted. “I’ll give you five minutes.”

      “That’s great, Chief. Thank you very much.”

      Whether or not he’d picked up on her use of his temporary working title as a joke, Carmine grumbled something unintelligible and shuffled from the room, his stick clacking against the floor with every other step. The door groaned on rusty hinges and shut behind him with a metallic boom.

      If that gnome actually wants a job in local law enforcement, he can have it. I’m pretty sure that’s something we’ll need around here now that the kemana’s filling up…

      Thinking about all the magicals milling around in the giant cavern of the kemana proper brought a surprising heaviness to the situation.

      We’re not just responsible for the hundred and sixty-four who stepped out of the Bag to start a new life in East Calico Rock. It’s a lot more complicated than that now, she realized.

      Winland shook her head, recollected her thoughts on the present moment, and stepped toward the silver-blue bars of prison number four’s cell. Still, the shadowy figure hunched over in the back corner didn’t move.

      “I know you can hear me,” she called. “I know you heard everything else that’s been said tonight. I’m sure you understand that we’re all here to figure out what to do with you and your three pals. So it seems a little counterintuitive not to speak up, doesn’t it? You know, make your case?”

      For the first time, the figure in the cell stirred.

      Well, that’s a promising start.

      “Listen, I can’t tell you there aren’t consequences for what you did. You broke through the protective wards around this place, which are there for a reason. You hired three other magicals to help you. You attacked a group of magicals who are all here, under my protection, thinking this is a safe place for people who don’t want to have to deal with this kind of thing anymore.” She took another step toward the cell, and the prisoner shifted again. “So far, it’s not looking good for you. That won’t change if we can’t get your side of the story, or at least your name.”

      When the prisoner gave her absolutely no reply, Winland sighed. “All right. It’s only been…what? A few hours? Maybe you need a little more time to think about it before you’re ready to talk. Trust me. I’m not going anywhere until you do.”

      She turned to the door to leave, but there wasn’t a handle on this side. She raised her fist to knock on the thick, cold steel.

      “Cinnamon and lemon,” the prisoner murmured.

      Winland stopped and frowned at the sound of the low, scratchy voice, certain she’d misheard what he had said. She peered at the dark shadow that was finally starting to move away from the back of the cell. “What was that?”

      “For a while, I thought I’d lost it. Four months, actually. But then, suddenly, there it was. Just as strong as ever.”

      Something niggled at the back of her mind as she listened to him speak, but she couldn’t place it. She had him talking, though, which was a start. “I don’t know what that means.”

      A low, morbid chuckle rose from his throat. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Okay. I’m fine with that. Why don’t you tell me about what happened today instead, huh?” She stopped a few feet from the closest bars of Carmine’s magical holding cell and tilted her head, trying to peer past the glowing blue and silver lines to get a good look at the previously speechless prisoner. “Or why you showed up at our front door with three other criminals and decided to attack first instead of sitting down to talk things out.”

      “Cinnamon and lemon,” he repeated before taking a long, deep inhale through his nose.

      The sound sent a small, discomforted chill skittering down Winland’s spine.

      “All the way from DC,” the prisoner continued. “That’s what I’ve been following. The trail of Winland Underwood’s magic. Your magic.”

      How the hell does he know my magic?

      Her eyes widened as she stared at the dark form coming closer to the bars of the cell. She fought to keep her breathing steady and to wait for the man to reveal himself, but something told her this guy wouldn’t be willing to reveal much of anything. “Who are you?”

      “Aw… You mean you don’t recognize me? That hurts.” He lunged toward the bars of the cell, stopping mere inches from the hissing, sparking lines of silver and blue light. His dark eyes were wide and wild, rimmed with dark circles, and the grin splitting his face made him look insane. Most likely because he was. “How about now?”

      No. Winland couldn’t believe what she was seeing. How did he find us?

      The wizard stuck out his bottom lip in a mocking pout and tilted his head. “What? You aren’t happy to see me?”

      Clenching her jaw, Winland spun on her heels and marched toward the door. If she didn’t leave this room immediately, she would do something she’d later regret, and they wouldn’t know anything more about their prisoners or what they were planning.

      She pounded three times on the steel door with the side of her fist and called out, “Carmine!”

      The wizard cackled behind her. “Aw, come on, Winland. I thought you wanted to talk.”

      It took everything she had not to engage him again, not to get caught up in this obvious game he was playing and lose herself.

      “We might not have another chance, you know. ‘Cause when I get out of here, I won’t be saying anything.”

      The door groaned and shrieked when the old gnome opened it from the other side. “That wasn’t even three minutes.”

      Winland barreled past him and stormed into the adjacent room.

      “I’ll be coming for you, Winland!” the prisoner shrieked.

      Lulu fell into another fit of cackling as Winland stalked past her cell. Carmine shut the door with another resounding boom and again cracked his walking stick against the floor. Another burst of blue light shot from one of the cell bars and struck the rank, burgundy-haired witch in the shoulder. She hissed but fell silent after that.

      “What happened?” Sarah asked as Winland stormed past her down the hall from the ad hoc jail. “Winland!”

      “I just need a second.”

      As soon as Winland disappeared around the corner and down the hall, Carmine clicked his tongue. “And I thought I was good at making people talk. Damn.”

      “What was that?” Elaine asked. “She doesn’t get that pissed that fast about anything.”

      “Yeah, I’ll go talk to her.” Sarah squeezed her husband’s shoulder before releasing him and heading for the hallway. “Just…stay here.”

      Chuck groaned. “Do we have to?”

      Ronnie turned to the shifter as Sarah hurried from the holding room. “Yes. We have to. Trust me, Chuck, when my wife tells you to do something, you don’t let that shit slide.”

      Elaine shot the wizard a sidelong glance and folded her arms. “Just like you don’t mess with an old man and his stick?”

      Ronnie looked over his shoulder at Carmine, who was glaring at all of them, and whispered, “Exactly.”

      Out in the hallway that twisted and turned through the old armory, Sarah broke into a jog. “Winland!”

      “Okay, fine. More like a minute. I need a minute.”

      “Hold on just a second. Hey. Stop.” When Sarah caught up to her best friend, she grabbed Winland’s wrist and forced her to stop. “I can help you, Win. We can help you. But you have to tell me what’s going on, ‘cause I haven’t seen you rattled like this in a long time—”

      “It’s him.” The Light Elf pulled gently from her friend’s grasp and paced up and down the hallway, shooting glances at the end of the hall where it turned toward the jail. “He found us. I don’t know how. We were so careful. We kept everything locked up…”

      “Hey.” The redheaded witch folded her arms. “I have no idea who you—”

      “It’s Erickson, Sarah. Erickson. You know, ex-Silver Griffin gone pissed-off revenge machine ’cause someone convinced him we’re all just as shitty as our ancestors who made bad choices.”

      “Wait, wait. Erickson…”

      “The guy who sold out the Silver Griffins. The hunter.” Winland stopped pacing. “This has to be ringing at least a few bells for you, Sarah, because I know you know what I’m talking about.”

      “He…” Sarah’s mouth worked soundlessly for a moment, then she looked back at the end of the hallway again and frowned. “That’s the fourth prisoner? Erickson?”

      “Yeah. It’s him.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I saw his face. I’ve seen him before. It was a long time ago, but I know it’s him. And he knows me.”

      Sarah nodded slowly, still trying to process the new information. “Okay, well, it could be worse.”

      “Are you kidding me? Sarah, a hunter found us!”

      “Yeah, and he’s locked up behind bars! Some seriously intense magical bars that I don’t think any of those nutjobs are gonna be breaking out of anytime soon.”

      “That’s not the point.” Winland resumed pacing up and down the hallway. “The point is that someone who wasn’t supposed to know where we are found us anyway. Erickson’s not the only magical out there angry enough and desperate enough to try to take out all their rage on innocent people. Refugees, displaced Oricerans, anyone needing protection. Our protection. Sarah, he’s not even a criminal, not in the usual sense. He didn’t actually succeed. But if someone else who knows what they’re doing finds their way to this kemana, to our town…”

      “Then we’ll deal with it the way we dealt with him and the lunatics he paid to help him. Hey, maybe this is exactly what the crystal was trying to tell you, right? You’re the only one who recognized Erickson, and you’re obviously the only one who could get him to talk.”

      “Yeah, but I have no idea what we’re supposed to do with him.” Clenching her fists, Winland stopped pacing and stared at her best friend. “We still have to be careful about how we handle this, obviously. I just…I have no idea what to do.”

      “Hey.” Sarah stepped forward and put a reassuring hand on Winland’s shoulder. “You don’t have to know right now. And you don’t have to take care of it on your own. I know you know that, but, like…just in case.”

      “Right. Thanks.” With a humorless chuckle, Winland nodded and turned toward the end of the hall and the steel door that would lead her back into the long, winding kemana tunnel. “You know what? I think you’re right.”

      This time, Sarah didn’t have a quick comeback. She watched her friend with wary concern, waiting for Winland to work this out in her head before any of them took any action.

      “Yeah, maybe this is what the crystal wanted me to see,” Winland continued. “But I don’t have time to sit around trying to figure out what a hunk of magical rock thinks I should do next.”

      “Wait. Where are you going?”

      “To have a chat with the Crimson Heart. I’ll see you at Common Grounds tomorrow morning. So don’t make Penny pick up an extra shift, okay?”

      “Winland.” The giant door groaned and shrieked on its old, rusting hinges as Winland hauled it open. “What do you mean you’re gonna have a chat? The crystal doesn’t—”

      The door banged shut again, and Sarah was left standing alone in the armory’s dark, empty front room lit only by two red lanterns on either side.

      “…talk.” She rolled her eyes and turned to rejoin the other town leaders and their newly appointed chief of kemana police. “Which apparently we’ll do tomorrow morning…”
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      It was a major relief to be out of the armory and away from the nauseating smell, no matter how much Elaine’s essential-oil enchantment had helped. Winland’s relief didn’t last longer than it took her to make it back through the tunnel and into the kemana proper.

      The place was still packed with magicals hustling back and forth, laughing and shouting at each other with good-natured jests or instructions for where to put more of their stuff.

      Winland had spent the better part of a year only among the other one hundred and sixty-four magicals that she’d led here. Now, being surrounded by at least three times that number was surprisingly overwhelming.

      Come on, Win. It’s not that big of a deal. You don’t have a problem with crowds.

      What she did have a problem with was having to wind her way around so many strangers just to get where she wanted to go.

      Some of the magicals smiled and offered brief greetings as she hurried past. Others just watched her in silent curiosity. A decent number of folks did both, then leaned in close to their neighbors and whispered their speculations about the Light Elf storming across the kemana.

      “That’s her, isn’t it?”

      “Winland Underwood. Who’s that? Are you kidding?”

      “Since when did the old Fixer have a kid?”

      “I heard she’s the one who started this whole thing. When? I don’t know. Like half an hour ago.”

      Winland tried to shove all the whispers out of her awareness as she slipped past magicals carrying supplies and levitating crates and handing out tools to make renovations. The juxtaposition of the much larger community down here working later into the evening—and probably the night—than the residents of East Calico Rock had ever worked wasn’t lost on her.

      They need sleep. Hell, we all need sleep. This has been one of the longest days of my life, and here I am, still trying to figure everything out by talking to a fucking crystal.

      Despite her irritation after having endured one bomb of a revelation after another today, she still couldn’t begrudge these folks their celebratory mood or their cooperative natures as they worked to turn what had once been a graveyard and a prison into a bustling, thriving magical city again. It just wasn’t what she was used to or what she’d expected. Certainly not this soon.

      For a brand-new community putting down roots in a kemana that needed a lot of work, a surprisingly large number of magicals crowded around the pulsing Crimson Heart in the center of the cavern. They weren’t paying attention specifically to the crystal itself. Those usually went overlooked in kemanas, because they’d just always been there, like part of the scenery.

      The magicals who’d gathered around the crystal to enjoy conversations with acquaintances and new friends, share a round of drinks, and make their plans had done so in the same way people gathered around backyard bonfires at large parties. They were here for the warmth, the comfort, and the energy radiating off the bright, pulsing, multi-faceted surfaces of the Crimson Heart. The closer Winland got to that inner circle of magicals who didn’t even seem to notice what they were doing or why, the more she felt the Crimson Heart’s reaction.

      A radiating warmth spread through her—happiness, contentment, a protective pride.

      The second she felt it and all the worries of her day washed away, she wanted to stay in that state forever. It would have been so easy, but she knew what she felt right now didn’t belong to her. It was the crystal’s. Over the last five months, since she’d first seen the Crimson Heart with her own eyes and connected with its magic to save her town, she’d come to realize how alive kemana crystals were.

      It wants, it grows, it feeds, and nurtures. But it just can’t tell me straight up what the hell I’m supposed to do now, can it?

      As she approached the innermost ring of magicals standing around the buzzing, thrumming center of a reawakening kemana, the last few in her way stepped absently aside as if they could sense her need to be closer to the crystal.

      Winland eyed the Crimson Heart, aptly named when it pulsed with warmth and red light that looked so much like blood, and stepped as close to it as she dared with so many witnesses around. Did you make them do that too? The crystal clears the way for Winland Underwood. Is that it?

      She didn’t get a reply. The crystal didn’t talk. It probably had no idea what she was thinking at it anyway.

      She remembered Ursula’s words from her first confusing and downright annoying conversation with the Dryad almost six months ago. “The Crimson Heart decides, and it has made its choice.”

      Right. The Crimson Heart made its choice, but it sure as hell didn’t pick the right Light Elf if all it wanted was a yes-man. Or woman.

      The longer she stood basking in the warm glow of the strangely sentient hunk of magical rock, the more her own frustration faded. Being called away from the facility in the mountains with Hector when they were so close to freeing the Arthastol, coming home to find the home she’d left only three weeks ago had already changed, and realizing the sanctuary she’d chosen and helped build had been so easily breached by one vengeful wizard whose misplaced rage had led him on a nine-month journey to hunt her down—it all faded.

      And yes, buried beneath all of that frustration and anger was a seed of fear she’d been trying for a long time not to nurture.

      Winland took a deep breath and let it slowly back out again. She stared at the kemana crystal’s pulsing crimson light.

      I thought this was just supposed to be a one-time deal, you and me. Connect with the Crimson Heart, bring its power back, defeat Ravener, and protect our home. It should’ve been easy after that. I should be using the Arthastol right now to find the warrior witch. And if Idys turned out to be my mom after all, then—

      The crystal’s light pulsed brighter than usual, joined by a growing hum that sounded like a warped guitar chord.

      Frowning, she casually glanced at the other magicals having their own conversations around the kemana crystal, but no one else seemed to notice the Crimson Heart’s odd reaction.

      Okay, what? What is it? You know I have to find her. You know I’ve done literally everything I could think of to keep this place safe, and I’ve let you do the rest. So if everyone’s taking care of it without me, why am I here? Why did you call me back?

      The crystal pulsed again, and this time, the warped musical chord buzzing around in Winland’s ears was louder and a little higher in pitch. She looked down and found her hands glowing red again as the crystal’s magic flared through her.

      “I don’t know what that means,” she whispered. “I don’t know what you want.”

      The crystal flashed with even brighter light, then twice more in quick succession. The thrumming buzz of its magic intensified inside Winland’s body, and she shook her hands out to keep them from getting any brighter.

      If you’re trying to show me something, crystal, just show me already. I can’t keep guessing, and I have other things to—

      A warm, firm hand came down on her shoulder. Winland blinked in surprise, and when she looked up and saw Hector Fang standing beside her, she wondered just how far she’d gotten sucked into this conversational trance with a sentient rock. “Hector.”

      The wizard smiled and removed his hand. “I know we agreed to meet up top, but I saw you here and wondered if something might’ve changed your mind.”

      “You saw me…” She looked quickly around and huffed out a surprised laugh. All the magicals that had been standing around the circle of crimson light cast by the kemana crystal were gone. The kemana wasn’t completely quiet or devoid of its new citizens moving back and forth to finish up their work for the day, but things had settled down. “Yeah. I guess I was pretty easy to find.”

      How long have I been standing here?

      A concerned frown passed across the wizard’s brow as he dipped his head slightly toward her. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” She looked back up at him and smiled. “It’s been a weird day.”

      “I know what you mean. Did you get everything figured out here with the…danger part?”

      “Ha.” It was easy for Winland to brush her previous concerns aside, because now a much stronger sensation washed through her and drowned out everything else. She was exhausted. “Yeah, I think it’s been handled as much as it was ever going to be. At least for tonight.”

      “Well, that’s good news. What happened?”

      Turning away from the crystal, she slipped her hands into the pockets of her long jacket and surveyed the kemana again. “It’s a long story.”

      “Well, assuming we don’t have anywhere else to go right now, I personally have plenty of time to listen. If you want to talk about it, of course.”

      “Thanks. You know what, though? Can I get a raincheck on filling you in? I’m way more tired than I realized, and I think I need to get a good night’s sleep in my own bed.”

      He nodded, his warm smile unchanging. “I completely understand. How about we meet up again tomorrow, and you can tell me all about it? Maybe show me around town a little?” Hector chuckled. “I haven’t quite had the chance to take a good look around.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Winland couldn’t help but laugh at herself. “I didn’t mean to leave you in the dust back there.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He ran a hand through his hair and gazed around the quieting kemana with her. “I found my way down here anyway.”

      “Yeah, how did you get here, by the way? It’s kind of a long trek in the dark.”

      “I just followed the signal.”

      Winland shot him a playful frown. “What signal?”

      With a coy smile, the wizard nodded toward the Crimson Heart. “The one shooting from the center of your kemana like a beacon. That crystal has one of the most powerful energy signals I’ve seen in a long time. Which I only picked up on after we crossed through the wards, by the way, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

      She looked back and forth between him and the crystal and couldn’t think of anything to say but, “It’s not my kemana.”

      “Hmm. A few of the other magicals down here seem to think otherwise.”

      Blinking at him in surprise, Winland found herself getting caught up in the Custodian’s stormy gray eyes and that alluring smile all over again. “Who exactly have you been talking to?”

      Feigning embarrassment, Hector folded his arms, looked over his shoulder, and leaned toward her again. “Was that supposed to be a secret?”

      “No, it’s not a secret.” Another tired chuckle escaped her. “But the other magicals down here don’t have any idea who I am. They’ve been down here longer than I have. And you know what? It would be great to figure out where all these rumors are coming from.”

      “The way I hear it, I wouldn’t call them rumors.”

      Winland stuck her hands on her hips and tried to give him an exasperated look, but she couldn’t quite manage to make it look serious. “You haven’t been confirming anything on my behalf, have you? Because if anyone has questions about Winland Underwood, they need to know they can come straight to me for answers.”

      For several seconds, Hector studied her face, his smile growing wider as he leaned slightly closer. Before she could lean away, before he got too close and reached the point of no return, the Custodian broke into his loud, unabashed laughter than echoed around the kemana with an almost perfect ring to it.

      Okay, what’s his game now, huh? Talking about rumors. Calling it my kemana. Leaning close and smiling like that… Did I think he was trying to kiss me?

      Once he stopped laughing and caught his breath again, Hector fixed her with his brilliant grin. “You were right about one thing, Winland. Or several things, most likely, but right now, I’m talking about here and now. This place.”

      She pursed her lips, trying to hold back another smile and failing miserably. “What about this place?”

      “I think it’s exactly what you intended for it to be. A safe haven. A thriving community. Even if they’ve been down here in the kemana longer than you have, I think the magicals down here already know who they have to thank for this second chance.”

      For a moment, she didn’t know what to say. She might have let the ridiculously good-looking wizard kiss her right there in the center of the kemana if he’d tried it. He didn’t, though, which was probably for the best. She cleared her throat and asked, “Why do I get this feeling that you keep slapping on the flattery when you want something.”

      “Ha! Honestly, I wasn’t trying to flatter you. This time. Just making a few observations. At the moment, I wouldn’t say there’s anything I want that I’m trying to get.”

      What the hell is that supposed to mean? He doesn’t want anything, or he’s already gotten it? Or he’s not even trying? Too tired to figure it out on her own and not in the right head space to keep bantering like this, Winland stepped away from him in the direction of the kemana entrance. “Well, in that case, I guess I’ll—oh!” She spun back toward him. “I’m so sorry. You need somewhere to stay.”

      “I take it your house is off the table?”

      “I…” Her mouth popped open, and she could only stare at him.

      Hector chuckled. “I’m kidding. Don’t worry about it.” He pointed across the kemana toward a row of storefronts with apartment buildings up top. “I had a lovely conversation with a firecracker of a witch who offered me her extra room for the night.”

      “Oh.”

      He wiggled his eyebrows. “I didn’t even have to convince her to let Nitya in with me. I think my hostess’ eyesight is failing in her old age. She did comment on how large of a cat I’d brought with me.”

      “Ha!”

      With a good-natured shrug, he added, “So don’t worry about me for the night. I’ll come find you in town tomorrow. Sound good?”

      “Yeah. That’s…” Now, a huge part of her didn’t want to leave. It was a bad idea not to, though, especially when she seemed to change her mind every five seconds. “Thank you, Hector. For everything. For helping me get back here. For just…being supportive without any strings attached. I really appreciate it.”

      “Well, I did say I was very much looking forward to seeing your home didn’t I?” The Custodian dipped his head again in a gentlemanly fashion that didn’t seem out of place and added, “And you’re welcome. Good night, Winland.”

      “Yeah. Good night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      She thought about Hector Fang on the entire walk home. She wondered if she should have handled things differently after how much he’d done to help her, even if he had made a first date a condition of that help.

      When she got home, she didn’t have any problem falling asleep. Almost the second her head hit the pillow, she was out.

      Winland Underwood dreamed.

      She dreamed of walking down the entrance tunnel in the abandoned mountain facility in Superior National Park. She dreamed about crouching beside Hector Fang, about seeing the old wizard Riley Finch, about watching the Custodian blast apart several strangers she wasn’t sure were dark magicals.

      She dreamed about the Arthastol—that floating cube hovering in the air and surrounded by enchantments and wards to keep it there, pulsing with a blood-red light that was almost like the pulse of the Crimson Heart, but not quite. It was a little darker, a little murkier. Promising her everything she wanted the second she managed to set it free.

      The Arthastol’s sexless voice rang out through her dreams, over and over.

      “She’s right here, Winland. All you have to do is reach out and take me. Tell me what you want to know, and I will answer more questions than you could possibly conceive of asking… She’s right here, Winland. She’s here. Winland, I’m right here!”

      And though it didn’t wake her, tears formed in Winland’s eyes and spilled onto her pillow while she slept. Because in her dream, the voice of the Arthastol had become the voice of her mother.
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        * * *

      

      In the last room of the old armory beside the Ozarks kemana, huddled against the back wall of his cell lit by buzzing blue and silver light, Erickson wasn’t getting any sleep tonight.

      He couldn’t get the image of Winland Underwood’s face out of his mind—the horror and anger he’d seen there when she realized who her pathetic little friends had locked away in this cage. The Light Elf hadn’t changed much since the one time they’d seen each other. That had been over a hundred years ago, and in the presence of the old Fixer, no less.

      Time had been kind to Turner Underwood’s oldest child. She wouldn’t get the same courtesy from Erickson.

      He had all the time in the world. Now, he meant to use it. To be ready.

      They’ll have to do something with me. She won’t leave me here to rot. Not now that she knows I’m here. And when she comes back, that’ll be my chance. Just a little more patience.

      He leaned his head back against the rock wall behind him and closed his eyes, waiting for a new plan to form in his mind. It always did. That was what had made him so good as a Silver Griffin, and it was what made him so good at calling the shots on his own now, even from within a cell.

      The only sound in Erickson’s solitary confinement was his own breathing and the constant buzz of the flickering bars penning him in, until the rumbling groan of rusty hinges and a heavy steel door banging open echoed toward him. Someone was coming.

      Tilting his head, he listened intently for the sound of footsteps in the other room beyond, where his imbecilic cohorts were being held. Apparently, those three were already asleep. Whoever had opened that first door wasn’t making any noise.

      The steel door to Erickson’s individual prison room groaned open, creaking and squealing on rusty hinges before it gently thumped against the interior wall.

      He lifted his head from against the wall and leaned forward, trying to see which traitorous scum of a magical felt lucky enough to test their luck in coming to him alone in the middle of the night. The room remained perfectly quiet. No footsteps. No sound. Not even a shadowy silhouette of anyone standing in the doorway.

      Frowning, the wizard leaned forward a little more.

      A small, furry creature with a fluffy tail trotted into the circle of blue and silver light cast by the bars of his cell.

      The critter was undoubtedly a fox, though its color was washed with blue light. When no one else followed the animal through the doorway, Erickson smirked and crawled slowly across the floor of his cell toward the bars.

      “Well, hello…” he cooed to the fox. At the sound of his voice, her ears twitched toward him and she looked his way. The fox seemed to be looking directly into Erickson’s eyes as she flicked her bushy tail in a surprisingly aloof manner for a wild animal.

      A wild animal who can open heavy steel doors all on her own? Erickson thought. I don’t think so.

      “How did you get in here?” he asked, keeping his voice friendly so as to hopefully not startle her away.

      To his surprise, the fox turned fully toward him and sat back on her haunches. For a full five seconds, she stared at the wizard behind those buzzing silver-blue bars. Then her tail flickered again, and a flash of golden light pulsed behind her luminous eyes in the darkness.

      Erickson sat back on his heels, raised his chin, and grinned.
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        The adventures don’t stop here. Join Winland and the residents of East Calico Rock in Five If By Flight.
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SEPTEMBER 14, 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: Are you still friends with people from your childhood?

      I am still friends with a number of people I went to high school with, which is amazing. I went to a private Episcopalian girl's school, St. Agnes and there was a brother school, St. Stephen's and I still hear from about five or more people every month. Once you realize there were only 45 girls in my graduating class, that's a pretty high percentage. 

      Like everybody else, without Facebook none of that would probably happen. Okay, I'd still be speaking to Jenifer Shockley and Mimi Beggs Larsen. Maybe Lisa Marshall too. My mother died in the same month as Jenifer's and I called to see how she was doing. She said she was standing in line to buy her mother's eternal underwear. We both had a momentary break from grief and could laugh. She's also the one who has been encouraging me to get a booth at Dragon Con and stay with her. Mimi checked on me last year during cancer and still sends encouraging messages. Then there's Joe Lamb all the way out in Seattle who sends me pictures of the water with a setting sun while he's kayaking. He also has the best memory of the bunch, recalling stories and small details that only come back to me from his retelling. Or Katherine Dols who showed up unexpectedly at my mother's funeral. A friendly face suddenly appeared that made the entire day easier. 

      Everyone I knew well enough to call a friend were also nice people and I still want to know them forty-five years later. Forty-five years!

      There's something uniquely valuable about the people who have known us since we were brand new teenagers. We carry each other's history in a way no one else will ever be able to do. We even see each other as not only the sixty-three year olds but also the fourteen or seventeen year olds. It's all still there. 

      Those four years of high school are just a fraction of my sixty-three years but had such a profound impact on the way I saw the world for a long time. High school is like that. We learn to drive and can get out in the world. And my world was Washington DC - a big world. We're expected to participate and stay present while keeping an eye on the future with a capital F. We are expected to make some of the biggest decisions with the smallest of life experiences. 

      One moment I'm Alice in Alice in Wonderland, the next I'm hanging out at the Fish Market downtown with friends, and the next wondering if I will ever be a journalist or an author. It's a lot. But right there with me are about a hundred other teenagers the same exact age who are going through the same thing. Besides college, it's the only time in our lives that we will have a mass growth experience with so many people to share all the details, good and bad. That's why those friendships last.

      And no matter how much I've changed over the years, and I've changed a lot, there's still some essence of who I was then - hopeful, ambitious, wildly creative, somewhat nerdy and full of energy. It's nice to be reminded once in a while not to lose sight of her. Love, Mom. More adventures to follow. Go Greens! (That’s for Jenifer – sorry Mimi)
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      Thank you for not only reading this book (and completing this series) but these author notes as well!

      It’s one week after Hurricane Kay blew through Cabo San Lucas.

      By ‘blew through,’ it actually side-swiped us from 200 miles away and dropped a lot of water RIGHT AFTER a tropical storm did the same thing a week earlier. 

      The last I looked, Kay was screwing up Southern California with rain they needed, but not in the way they requested, causing flash floods and mudslides.

      I just looked, and it seems what is left of Kay hit California Friday and Saturday (it’s Tuesday now), so I’m not sure how much rain is left for the mid-west United States from Kay.

      My wife watched one of the ‘Learning’ series and chose hurricanes. Then, during the show, it showed a worldwide map of the tracks of hurricanes over time. Seems the Pacific side of Mexico (where we are located) was a scrawly mess of tracks, and you couldn’t even see the land outline.

      She was not pleased. I just shrugged. I’m from Houston, Texas, and I’ve lived through some bad hurricanes. Now, I live in a cement house. It’s like being in the Big Bad Wolf story where I’m the pig that built with stone.

      Just don’t get me started on my cistern and water. I’m still trying to figure out a solution for that issue when hurricanes come through. 

      Reporter: “Mike, how do you feel about hurricanes blowing down your house?”

      Mike: “Well, Tom, I’m not too concerned. I have a house of concrete. Concrete walls surrounding the sides and Hurricane Shutters across all of the windows in the back and in the front.”

      Reporter: “How do you feel about your chances without electricity?” 

      Mike: “Well, if we can dodge anything major until the end of October, we will have a generator based on our gas tank all hooked up for emergencies. Until then, we pray.”

      Reporter: “Mike, Are you concerned with water issues?”

      (Old Ignorant Mike): “Tom, I have a 10,000 liter – 2,500 gallon cistern installed, and a human body only needs a little water to survive each day. We should be able to last weeks without water with no problems.”

      (New Wiser Mike): “Holy Shit, Tom. Did you realize if you don’t pay attention, the Desalinization plant could go down even when your lights are on?

      It only takes 24 hours of not paying attention and your pool and plant watering could eat a hole in your cistern the size of a pregnant cow. It’s frightening. The first thing I’ll do in the future when a storm hits is drop any auto-fill capabilities my pool uses faster than my wife screams for me if she sees a gecko in the house.”

      Or, you know, something like that.

      Take care of yourself with this wild weather around the world. I look forward to chatting with you in the next book!
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