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      Winland Underwood’s boots crunched across the loose pebbles and uneven dirt surrounding the town limits of East Calico Rock, Arkansas. Most people would have thought a perimeter check around a ghost town in the Ozarks was a waste of time. Then again, most people didn’t know that East Calico Rock was no longer a ghost town.

      Her job was to ensure the town stayed isolated from the outside world.

      She passed the old oaks and hawthorns that cast much-needed shade over the northwestern edge of the town’s perimeter and took a deep breath of the fresh mountain air. So far, so good. That doesn’t mean we’re out of the woods just yet.

      A strong wind kicked up as she continued on the route she’d taken every day since leading the Oriceran refugees into the Midwest. Even after almost two months of the group calling the town home and doing their best to make it feel that way, Winland still refused to hand off the perimeter checks to anyone else. The way she saw it, the refugees were her responsibility. Until she could be absolutely sure that the magicals hunting the descendants of Rhazdon’s followers on Earth would never find them, the entire town would remain her responsibility.

      Winland stopped dead in her tracks when a prickle of residual magic raced across her skin at the town’s northwestern edge.

      Weird. Two months of walking past this every day, and I’m just feeling it now?

      Winland reached into the pocket of her long overcoat and pulled out her wand. A witch never went anywhere without her wand, but since Winland was only half-witch, the wand was only for emergencies.

      Still, the smooth rod of pecan wood, which fit perfectly in her hand, made her feel much more prepared for the unexpected tingle of magic washing over her.

      Where is this coming from?

      Winland stood perfectly still and scanned the woods that circled the town. Here, just north of the main road leading into East Calico Rock, the trees grew especially thick.

      Another light wind rustled the branches of the trees and filled the air with the whisper of nature Winland had grown used to over the last few months. Two blackbirds fluttered at the edge of the woods, tweeting at each other before they disappeared into the thick foliage again. Nothing else moved. Even Winland’s enhanced hearing, courtesy of her Light Elf half, didn’t pick up any sounds that were out of the ordinary.

      She turned her attention to the traces of old magic that had made her stop.

      With her wand at the ready, she took another step toward the tree line, letting her body do the searching for her. Another wave of tingling energy coursed up from the ground beneath her boots into her legs, and she stopped again to close her eyes.

      This magic was left here years ago. It’s barely even there, but there’s something else…

      She frowned and loosened her grip on the wand. The smooth wood swayed in her loose fingers, and when she opened her eyes to see where the tip was pointing, her suspicions were confirmed.

      There wasn’t any visible trace of the leftover magic, but when she took her next step toward the trees, the tingle grew stronger.

      “Hmm.” Winland squatted and placed her palm on the sun-warmed dirt. Another faint tingle of magical energy buzzed beneath her fingertips, but it didn’t do anything else. When she scanned the woods one more time, there was still no sign that anything was wrong or had changed. The ground, however, seemed to have collected an unseen pool of residual magic that was just concentrated enough to have caught her attention.

      It must just be because I’ve grown used to the place. Two months in, and I’m noticing the little things with a fresh perspective. It’s probably nothing.

      Still, when she turned away from the area where the magic was at its strongest, she did another brief sweep of this space around the town’s perimeter. That was all she needed to reassure herself. She slipped her wand back into her pocket and returned to the path that she knew like the back of her hand.

      If anything did give her cause for concern, she could handle it on her own. It wasn’t like she’d had no idea what she was getting into when she’d led the refugees to this ghost town to carve out new lives for themselves.

      She hadn’t been the only one, either.

      Her father had done a little investigation of his own before Winland had left him in his DC mansion to head west.

      “I felt a certain responsibility to make sure you checked off all the boxes,” Turner had told her. “I was pleasantly surprised to see that you had.”

      I’ve done this on my own, for the most part. If Dad didn’t think there was anything to worry about here, there probably isn’t. And if there is, I have everything I need to take care of it. Perks of being personally trained by the old Fixer.

      Winland straightened her shoulders and continued another half-mile south toward the main road that was the only entrance to East Calico Rock. That road hadn’t been used for sixty years, and before that, it hadn’t been updated since this early-1900s boomtown had lost its citizenry to a bad reputation for rough townspeople, even rougher trade, and the wild lifestyle that came with hosting ranchers, miners, and unruly frontiersmen.

      Now the town was home to a different kind of weary traveler. It would have had a different reputation, too, if keeping the location of the refugees’ new abode a secret hadn’t been priority number one.

      The sounds of the once-more-booming town came toward her on the wind, and Winland’s heart swelled with pride as she approached the edge of the town. It was lined with old buildings that had stood the test of time—for the most part, anyway.

      That was the first thing the group of Oriceran refugees had poured their focus into when they’d arrived. After everyone had gotten as settled as possible, they’d ensured the abandoned town hidden in the Ozarks was, in fact, abandoned. Then they’d restored as many of the rundown buildings as they needed to use immediately.

      Some of those buildings had proven difficult to clean out and repair without fear of the slanted, semi-rotted beams caving in on them or the floorboards giving way beneath their feet. Of all the edifices that had been left for them by the last of the frontier-era residents, only two had maintained enough of their integrity to be quickly repaired.

      On the west side of the main street, what had once been a large saloon was now the town’s most populated apartment building. Most of the refugees had moved into it. In addition to the rooms available upstairs, they’d sectioned off the saloon’s main area into another dozen private spaces just large enough to hold a bedroll and a few personal belongings.

      Those who hadn’t found a new home in the saloon received help from the rest of the refugees to gut, rebuild, and repurpose the sturdiest spaces available—the old tack shop, the butcher’s, and the jail. Some had cobbled together one-room huts, but those were few and far between, built only in parts of the town where the other buildings weren’t as well-preserved.

      The courthouse halfway down the main street on the east side had been the first building to show real signs of life within this budding new community. It had been rebuilt faster and with more enthusiasm than any of the refugees’ other accomplishments. It was now a rustic-looking co-op and market with a front door and shutters that were left open wide during the day to let in fresh air and sunlight.

      It also served as the perfect place to showcase the products of the garden they’d farmed as a community. A Wood Elf named Elaine had a surprisingly well-rounded knowledge of urban farming, and she had quickly become the ad-hoc manager of the market and the produce garden.

      Winland smiled at the first sprouts of green herbs finally growing in the window-box planters hanging from every open window of the courthouse’s second story.

      The place was busy today, as it was every day when there were so many mouths to feed. Much like everything else the refugees had had to build or grow for themselves, the market kept them going. Those who knew what to do worked in the garden. Others stopped by to browse what had been harvested and trade their few belongings or skilled labor for some apples or beans. Elaine was doing an excellent job of making sure every resident had the appropriate amount of daily rations.

      As Winland passed the courthouse, two half-Kilomeas stepped out the front door with cloth bags filled with their daily rations. Elaine followed them out, laughing at their comments, and leaned against the doorframe. Her light-brown eyes landed on Winland, and the Wood Elf raised a hand in greeting. “Everything looking good out there?”

      Winland flashed a brilliant smile. “Another day, another night’s sleep. You know what’s really looking good? Those sprouts up there in the window boxes. They’re growing fast.”

      Elaine peered at one of the planters. “Thanks. You know, they’d grow a lot faster if I could work a few quick spells…”

      “Elaine!”

      “I know, I know.” The Wood Elf chuckled. “If it has even a small chance of sending out a signal, no magic. Don’t worry, Winland. Those sprouts are doing everything all on their own. Promise.”

      “I wouldn’t say all on their own. You’re doing just as much work as they are.” Winland gave Elaine a goodbye wave as she passed the courthouse. The Wood Elf was already distracted by a shifter couple walking up the front steps with their three-year-old daughter.

      This isn’t even remotely the best place to raise a family, but it might be, eventually. As long as we all do our part and keep working together like this.

      Winland had no doubt the community would continue to build East Calico Rock into something they could all be proud of and that would allow for more regular R&R. Everyone here understood how important it was to keep their new home hidden and safe. Turner Underwood had taken them all in to provide shelter and protection after they’d fled Oriceran, and he’d made sure they knew how critical secrecy was.

      That was now his oldest daughter’s job.

      At the end of the main street was the old playhouse. Until two weeks ago, the building had been boarded up by the last round of townspeople, who’d converted it into a movie theater before they left. The refugees assigned to rebuilding the town had voted to convert it into a storehouse before winter.

      Of course, since Winland was their leader—she had been appointed by Turner and had accepted the job without hesitation—approving the vote and allowing work to start on the building was also her job. It only made sense that they would need a place to store the overflow of produce, firewood, and other rare commodities they would have to ration during the coldest months of the year. She’d approved the project almost as soon as she heard about it.

      A gnome named Monty had asked to carve out a small space at the back of the storeroom to use as a tailor’s shop. He’d had one on Oriceran.

      “I been patchin’ holes and sewin’ on buttons since I could hold a needle and thread, Miss Winland,” he’d told her, holding up his crooked but capable hands. “Can’t do much in the way of bespoke suits and party dresses, but I can make us what we need from day to day s’long as I have some private space to do it.”

      She’d agreed to let him work out of what had been the projection room. Monty knew the importance of not using more than minor spells to power his tricks of the trade. The gnome’s eyes had lit up like a child’s when she’d told him the town would be grateful to have his skills, and he’d volunteered to join the crew that would work on the playhouse’s renovations.

      That was where Winland was headed now. The boards had been removed from the glassless windows of the playhouse, and the work crew had cut a few tall, thin trees to use as support beams and scaffolding along the exterior walls to keep the more precarious structures from buckling the whole thing while they worked.

      The sound of hammers, nails, and saws and the buzz of a few minor spells spilled out of the playhouse’s front entrance, the doors to which had been removed due to being rotted. Shouted remarks and laughter followed. Winland headed through the doorless entrance to take a look at their progress.

      After she stepped through the doorway, she stopped.

      A hum of magical energy flickered across the back of her neck, raising goosebumps on her arms. Her fingers twitched toward her coat pocket, but she didn’t draw her wand. If the others saw her waving it, they’d know something was up. Then she’d have to deal with questions she had no idea how to answer. Not yet, anyway.

      That feels like the leftover magic I found by the woods. Old, yeah. Not nearly as strong as if someone had left it here last month or even before we arrived. But it’s not quite…

      None of the work crew seemed to feel like anything was out of place. If they had, they would have alerted her.

      With the sunlight spilling through the open windows and illuminating the storm of dust coming down from the rafters and off the walls, the lobby was well-lit despite the lack of reliable electricity in the town. The system worked most of the time, but a good storm could knock it out for hours.

      She couldn’t put her finger on what was wrong with the magic she’d felt as soon as she’d stepped inside the building. She stayed where she was and scanned the small, narrow lobby of the playhouse again.

      She cocked her head when two strange dark lines on the right-hand wall caught her eye. The sunlight streaming through the doorway made them obvious, and she found more hidden in the shadowy corner between the end of the lobby and the exterior wall of the theater.

      That was not part of the original wallpaper.

      Winland squinted and raised her hand as she approached the dark corner. For most magicals, conjuring a light took extra effort. For a half-Light Elf, it was a simple spell requiring very little magic, which was the only reason she was using magic inside the theater. Otherwise, she would have been breaking her own rule against casting spells that might draw attention.

      A soft white light bloomed at her fingertips and illuminated the dark corner. It wasn’t bright, but it was more than she needed.

      She took a step back and frowned at the collections of black lines. They had clearly been spray-painted on the walls. The paint was cracked and peeling, so whoever had decided to tag the defunct movie theater had done it some time ago. They also understood dark magic.

      Winland did too; she recognized the shape from one of her father’s Oriceran books. Anyone who’d seen dark-magic symbols would have known this for what it was. It only took her another five seconds of studying the symbol before she realized something was different.

      The jagged lines and concentric circles had one additional element that hadn’t been in Turner Underwood’s books—a short diagonal line cutting through two of the circles with thick dots at each end.

      Not that I’m an expert on symbols and wards, but I do know that anything added or taken away changes the intention and the result. She leaned toward the wall again, searching for other elements that shouldn’t be there if the magical who’d painted the symbol had been going for dark-magic channeling. Besides the diagonal line and two additional dots, nothing was different.

      It might not even be dark magic. All magic came from the same source on the same planet. Makes sense that there would be some overlap between ancient Oriceran symbols meant for the light and the dark.

      As the thought flickered through her mind, magical energy leaped from the symbol to Winland’s outstretched fingers. The surge of energy was only strong enough to make her gasp and retract her hand, though the light on her fingertips winked out. It had been the strongest zap of magical energy she’d felt that day.

      Three times today. Once by the woods, two here. What’s going on?

      She crossed the lobby to investigate the other corners, in which years of dust, mold, and rot had accumulated. She saw nothing else; only the one symbol had been spray-painted on the walls, but that didn’t mean it was harmless.

      If the hunters have found us, we’d know. They don’t play with their victims. Then again, I wouldn’t put it past them to set a trap.

      She returned to the symbol and pulled her cell phone from the other pocket of her overcoat. Cell service and internet were spotty at best in a ghost town that hadn’t been occupied since the early 1900s. Thank goodness there was still functional knob-and-tube electrical wiring.

      Even without service, a phone could still take pictures.

      Winland snapped photos of the symbol, making sure to get it from multiple angles. Then she turned off her phone to preserve the battery and stuck it back in her pocket.

      In a worst-case scenario, she could venture to Pineville, the closest town. It was less than five miles away, and it hadn’t been abandoned. A dead phone battery wasn’t the kind of emergency that warranted a trip like that, but if something really was afoot and this was more than just a years-old nonsense symbol left by bored magical kids trying to entertain themselves in a ghost town, Winland and her refugees had options. A phone call could be made from a town with all the modern amenities, including cell service and power.

      Not yet. This could be nothing, and I’m not risking our anonymity unless it’s our only option.

      “There you are.”

      She turned to see a young witch with fiery red curls standing in the doorway. Winland huffed out a laugh. “Here I am. Seriously, Sarah, I’m starting to think I’m the only magical in the whole town with the pleasure of being snuck up on by you on every corner.”

      “No, no.” Sarah placed a hand over her heart. “The pleasure is all mine.”

      The slight bow she offered Winland was comically formal, especially when the witch had tied the sleeves of her lavender fleece zip-up sweatshirt around her waist, and bits of splintered wood clung to her curls.

      Winland folded her arms and smirked. “So, I am the only one.”

      “Well, if nothing else, you’re the most entertaining when you’re caught off-guard.”

      “Very funny.”

      Sarah snorted and walked into the theater. “You’re my best friend and the leader of the Arkansas Renegades. There have to be some perks in it for me.”

      Winland chuckled. “Is that what we’re calling ourselves now?”

      “Not sure yet. So far, it’s stuck longer than the East Calico Rocketeers or Underwood’s Outlaws, but you know Chuck. Just when you think he’s settled on something, he changes his mind at the last second. Then we have to take a vote all over again. Every time.”

      “Perks of being a small communal society living on the fringes, right?” Winland walked toward her best friend and gestured at the open doors and the sounds of the dedicated work crew inside the theater. “And democracy.”

      “More like a dictatorship of indecision.”

      Snorting, Winland shook her head as they stepped into the massive inner room. “Doesn’t matter what we call ourselves as long as everyone sticks to the plan and we all pitch in to get the job done. It looks like you guys have gotten a decent jump on that today, by the way.”

      “Right?” Sarah grinned and put her hands on her hips to survey the crew’s progress. “No complaints so far.”

      Winland looked at the ceiling twenty feet above her and shrugged. “I don’t know. I kinda liked the sound of Underwood’s Outlaws.”

      Sarah playfully rolled her eyes. “You would. Come on. I could use some help getting the last of these mildewed chairs out.”

      Dusting off her hands, Winland followed her best friend down the steep decline of the theater’s center aisle toward the first row in front of the stage. That stage had been used first for plays and later to house the stretched canvas that was the movie screen. Once they got the last of the chairs out of the way, this room would hopefully be filled to the brim with goods the people in town would need to last through the winter.

      We’ve come so far, but there’s so much left to do. At least we’re doing it together.

      She had to force herself to ignore the brief, faint hum of magic that tickled her back. No calling her father, the old Fixer—not this time.

      Not until she was sure there was danger.
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      Ten miles due east of East Calico Rock, Belmont Frazier was hiking through the woods. Normally, he wouldn’t have had to venture this far from his two-room cabin nestled in the forest or move this quickly, but something was wrong. He’d been suspicious for the last few days, but today, the knowledge felt like a heavy weight.

      “Nothing to do but go find out for myself,” he muttered, then drew his arm back. The scuffed red rubber ball that flew out of his hand and hurtled through the trees was marred by dozens of toothmarks.

      The large black Newfoundland trotting along beside him let out a sharp bark and raced after the ball. She disappeared into the thick woods, only to crash through a nearby bramble bush twenty seconds later with the red ball in her mouth.

      “Good girl, Minnie.” Belmont nodded as his current companion, the most recent in a long string of female Newfoundlands—she was officially named Minnie IX—loped across the thick carpet of pine needles toward him. Her fluffy tail wagged furiously, and her tongue lolled from her mouth beneath the ball. “I think you broke a record with that one.”

      Minnie dropped the ball and sat in front of her master. Her tail whacked the pine needles, sending them flying in all directions.

      For a wizard of his impressively advanced age, Belmont had no trouble getting around the Ozarks on foot when it was necessary. For some reason, though, over the last few years, stooping to retrieve a ball gave his body a lot of grief.

      With a grunt, he picked it up, looked at Minnie, and chucked it into the trees again. He absently wiped the drool and clinging pine needles that adorned his hand onto the leg of his worn work jeans. His four-legged friend took off after her favorite toy. The ball, though, didn’t sail straight into the trees as it should have. Instead, it disappeared in mid-air without a trace.

      Minnie skidded to a stop where the ball had disappeared, spun in two quick circles, sniffed the ground, and faced Belmont. She let out a low whine.

      A faint, almost inaudible pop reached the wizard’s ears—and Minnie’s—before the red ball arced back into view and came toward Belmont.

      Minnie let out another eager bark and tore after her newly returned toy.

      Belmont narrowed his eyes at the space between two trees where the ball had performed its disappearing-reappearing act and kept walking. “Hmm. Looks like we covered more ground than I thought.”

      He gazed at the sun to judge the distance and time, then shrugged.

      Minnie trotted toward him with the rubber ball protruding from her mouth. When she dropped it onto the forest floor of pine needles, dead leaves, and fallen twigs this time, Belmont took off his backpack and held it against his chest. Bending over to pick up the ball wasn’t as grueling since he was staring at the invisible wards he hadn’t expected to come upon until midday—almost two hours from now.

      “Sorry, girl. No fetching now that we’re here.”

      The dog cocked her head and let out another whine as her toy was deposited into her master’s pack. It was replaced by a long, slightly crooked wand of blond wood.

      Belmont zipped his pack, slid the straps over his shoulders again, and reached down to scratch Minnie behind her ear. “You know the rules, but this shouldn’t take long.”

      He cleared his throat a few times, unfastened the top two buttons of his red-and-white-checked flannel overshirt, then flicked his wand. The ancient spell that flowed from his lips in barely more than a whisper was old Oriceran magic. Most magic of that type had been forgotten by magicals who no longer cared for such knowledge or had spent too much time on Earth to remember the powerful spells.

      That was another reason Belmont Frasier was here. It was part of his job.

      When he finished the incantation, a ripple of glowing light spread from the exact spot where Minnie’s ball had vanished.

      He clicked his tongue for Minnie to follow, which she did after a baleful glance at his pack. The wizard and his dog walked through the shimmering wards. As they stepped through, courtesy of his old-world spell, the light pulsed brighter for half a second. Then they, like Minnie’s ball, disappeared without a trace.

      Belmont smiled when he saw the small log cabin between the trees. It wasn’t visible from beyond the wards, but it looked just as he remembered it. Some of the bark on the logs had peeled off, and chips dotted the warped floorboards of the tiny front porch.

      “Time to see what this old codger’s been doing with all his free time. Eh, Minnie?”

      Minnie shoved her black nose into the underbrush, sniffed a few times, and sneezed violently. When Belmont approached the cabin, his four-legged companion was dutifully trotting at his side.

      As soon as Belmont opened the door, he regretted making light of the situation.

      It was impossible to miss the skeleton sprawled in the center of the room behind the worn couch. Flesh, muscle, and hair had been burned off, leaving only charred bones in the shape of a man, right where he’d fallen. Around the body was a perfect circle of burned wooden floor, the streaks of soot fading at the edges as if the blast had come from within the man’s body and exploded outward—because they had. “Oh, Sawyer.” Belmont sighed and studied the macabre scene he’d stumbled into. “What did you do?”

      Grimacing, he slowly crossed the small room to kneel beside the skeleton. The bones rattled and clacked together when he reached out with both hands to gently roll the skeleton onto its back. What he wanted to see was beneath the couch.

      He gingerly lifted Sawyer’s blackened right hand. On the pinky, barely hanging on after its owner’s thorough and unexpected demise, was the gold signet ring Belmont had known he would find. The top section of Sawyer’s pinky broke off and bounced under the couch before the old wizard could free the ring.

      He wrinkled his nose and gazed at the skeleton’s face. “Sorry, old boy. Hope you don’t hold it against me.”

      He retrieved the ring and slid it onto the pinky of his left hand, twisting it back and forth to get it over the last knuckle. The second the ring settled into place, a gentle golden light bloomed from the metal to surround Belmont in a halo of bright warmth.

      The gold light pulsed once before it sank into his skin and faded.

      Belmont bowed his head and took two deep breaths, then nodded and pushed to his feet. He studied the cabin’s small main room. “Well, Minnie, we might have to stick around a little longer than we’d expected. At least we know why Sawyer wasn’t responding.”

      The Newfoundland slid her front paws across the wooden floor until she’d lowered herself to her belly. Staring at Sawyer’s remains, she let out another sad whine.

      “I know.” He glanced at the signet ring on his pinky and raised his eyebrows. “We still don’t know what ripped open one of the seals. Doesn’t change our duty, though.”

      After another scan of the room, Belmont’s gaze returned to the remains of his old friend, gone far too soon. They’d all known the risks, though.

      “You were a good Custodian, Sawyer,” he muttered, offering his friend one more respectful nod. “Right to the end.”

      Almost as if Sawyer were still there, a flicker of movement came from beside the dead Custodian’s remains. However, it wasn’t Sawyer answering the wizard from beyond the veil.

      The cabin was well-insulated. There were no drafts seeping through the chinking between the logs, but another rippling shudder of dust moved across the wooden floor.

      Belmont paled and froze. Minnie looked at her master for their next move. The wizard lifted a finger to his lips and intensified his scrutiny of the cabin.

      A prickle of very strong, very dark magic skittered down his spine. His fingers twitched around his wand, but then he recognized it. It was a warning of the type of magic making its way through this part of the Ozarks.

      No.

      Belmont turned to face the open door. A wave of the same magical energy washed across his face, and he fought back the urge to spit.

      Not now. Not here. There’s no time!

      Heart pounding, the wizard snapped his fingers and stormed toward the door. Minnie leaped to her feet and ran after her master.

      After his boots were back on the forest floor, Belmont flicked his wand over his shoulder. The log cabin’s front door swung shut with a click.

      He might not be back for some time.

      Time was of the essence, but not for him. Belmont stormed back through the ancient wards encircling the cabin of yet another defeated Custodian and headed toward East Calico Rock.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost sunset when he reached the outskirts of the former ghost town. The repurposed buildings were impressive, especially the courthouse-turned-grocery store with a garden out back, but Belmont was drawn to the activity in the building at the end of the main street.

      Making himself invisible in a crowd, even the small crowd in this community, was simple. Not truly invisible, of course, but he’d had decades of practice blending in with modern-day magicals. No one noticed the rough-looking wizard in a flannel shirt and jeans walking down the narrow alleys between buildings and poking his head out to peer at the activity around the renovated storefronts.

      Minnie padded silently at his side, occasionally stopping to sniff at the new wooden slats nailed to the outsides of the refurbished buildings. When her master slipped between buildings to get a better read on the community’s activities, she stayed just beyond the row of stores until he returned.

      When they neared the playhouse, Belmont had a hunch that he’d find what he was looking for inside. After a quick glance around at the woods behind the building, he tapped his wand against the secret entrance these newcomers would never find. He and Minnie slipped inside and worked their way through the theater.

      The sounds of casual conversation, heavy objects being dropped onto piles, footsteps, and the groaning creaks of old wood being stripped out filled the building. These purposeful noises were muffled by the walls between the theater and Belmont’s hidden route to one of his favorite spots.

      When he reached the balcony, a sheen of sweat graced his hairline. He wiped it off and focused on the activity below. Minnie sat at his feet and watched as well, her nose poking through the balcony’s spindles.

      “How in the world did they manage to move into town without us noticing, Minnie?” the wizard muttered.

      The dog’s tail thumped once on the moth-eaten carpet that covered the balcony’s floor, but the sound was muffled by the ruckus below.

      Belmont nodded. “My thoughts exactly. The wards must be slipping.”

      Gritting his teeth, he wrapped his hands around the rail and quietly watched the comings and goings of newcomers who should not have lived here this long without Belmont being alerted to their presence.

      That, of course, was the problem.
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        * * *

      

      “Would you take a look at this?” Grinning, the half-shifter stepped across the playhouse’s stage with an avocado-green rotary phone extended in both hands. “What kinda tricks were they trying to pull with this?”

      Several other members of the work crew stopped what they were doing to watch the half-shifter toddle across the stage. Two burst out laughing.

      “That’s a phone, Chuck!” someone shouted amidst the laughter.

      “Huh?” He held the appliance out in front of him and frowned. “Says who?”

      Sarah cupped her hands around her mouth and added, “They’re props!”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” A giant Kilomea named Hershel lumbered across the stage from the back. In one hairy hand, he held out a Hawaiian Punch-red hula hoop that was bent in the middle. In the other, he tipped an old Coca-Cola bottle back and forth before raising it to his eyes. “I mean, I’d ditch the plastic circle too if it broke as easily as this one did. But the bottle? I’m pretty sure I can still see dried pop inside it.”

      “Oh, yeah?” a half-Crystal barked through her laughter. “Give it a sniff, Hersh!”

      The Kilomea delicately brought the bottle’s open top to his nose and sniffed, then jerked his head back and sneezed violently.

      The work crew started laughing again.

      Wheezing, Monty the tailor gnome pointed toward the theater’s right-hand wall. “Started a pile of all the whatsits the humans left behind. I got no idea what half the darned things are good for, but a full pile of useless junk might turn into half a pile of something worth our time. Go ahead and chuck ’em in.”

      Hershel and Chuck looked at each other and shrugged, then the Kilomea handed his findings to the half-shifter. Chuck hopped off the stage, balancing the items in his arms while trying to keep from stumbling into a pile of torn-up seats.

      “Don’t worry about picking which one to toss first,” someone shouted after him. “We’ll be here all night before you make up your mind.”

      The theater filled with chuckles again, and Chuck laughed with them as he approached Monty’s junk-treasure pile.

      Smiling and shaking her head, Winland pried her section’s last piece of loose rotting wood from the floor and stumbled back when it came free.

      Sarah tried to hide her amusement as the freed plank thumped onto the theater floor. She eyed Winland sideways and nodded. “Last crummy chair. Ready to pull?”

      Winland stepped back to take in their progress. “As soon as I clean this up. I see a concussion in one of our futures if we leave all this junk underfoot.”

      Sarah left one hand on the back of the last chair and propped the other on her hip. “Make it quick.”

      Soft light bloomed at Winland’s outstretched hands as she focused on the pile of discarded boards. It was just enough magic to make cleaning up a little easier. If someone else had cast a simple levitating spell, Winland wouldn’t have had an issue with the level of magic used. No one would pick up more than a faint trace of magical energy, and only if they were already practically on top of the settlement.

      Someone, though, had a big problem with it.

      “Hey, hey, stop! Cut that out! Are you crazy?”

      The scratchy male voice echoed through the theater. Winland had no idea who was speaking.

      “You! Light Elf! Oh, for the love of—”

      Winland’s levitating pile of wooden debris dropped to the floor with a clatter when she heard a sharp, urgent bark.

      “What?” She squinted toward the balcony, which was where the voice and barking were coming from.

      “No magic! No magic!” The old wizard who was speaking waved his arms. His scraggly white hair bounced as he gesticulated. The massive dog barking her head off beside him had propped her paws on the rail as if to back him up.

      “Who’s that?” Sarah muttered.

      “I have no idea, but no one in town has a dog like that one.”

      With a shrug, Sarah performed a minor spell of her own to move their junk pile out of the way.

      The wizard on the balcony shrieked, “Are you kidding me? Stop! You have no idea what you’re meddling with! Get out!”

      A rumbling groan echoed through the theater. The wizard was hopping up and down on the balcony and shaking the rail in frustration.

      One of the felled trees the work crew had brought inside to prop up the weakest points of the old balcony let out a loud crack.

      “Careful up there!” Winland shouted at the wizard.

      She didn’t expect the command to have any effect.

      He stopped moving and stood perfectly still. The large dog sat at his side. Winland thought she saw his eyes widen.

      She called, “Why don’t you come on down, huh? I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure… Hey!”

      The old wizard and his dog bolted, then disappeared through the balcony’s side entrance. Winland had an ominous feeling that letting the stranger get away would cause problems.

      “How do I get up on the balcony?” she asked the work crew.

      A Kilomea said, “Stairwell on that side,” and pointed to the right.

      Winland raced up the steep aisle toward the door. It cracked against the wall in the corridor when she threw it open. Before it bounced back, she darted into the dark hall, then stopped to get her bearings.

      She caught a flash of red and white flannel and heard the scrabble of claws as the wizard and his dog disappeared at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Hey! Stop!” Winland took off after him, trying to pick up her pace while avoiding the rotting boards that were likely to crumble beneath her weight.

      Another door banged open up ahead. She skidded around the landing of the stairwell, then barreled down a narrow, cramped corridor on the side of the building.

      The wizard’s footsteps and his dog’s clacking claws were still audible ahead of her. For an old guy, he was fast.

      She sprinted to the end of the corridor and heard another door shut. There was no sign of the wizard. Winland closed her eyes and felt for the stranger’s magical trail.

      What she had hoped to find didn’t exist. Every magical left a trail of energy behind, but that apparently didn’t apply to this old wizard or his four-legged friend.

      Her eyes flew open. “What?”

      She spun and listened to pick up where the wizard had gone. A door ahead and on her right creaked open and shut again with a soft thump. She raced that way and caught the iron handle before it could latch. When she threw open the door, she was staring at the main theater room and the work crew, all of whom had diligently gone back to work.

      Damn. He’s gone.

      Fighting to catch her breath, Winland scanned the theater again. There was still no sign of the wizard or his canine.

      Chuck walked past her with a lava lamp in his arms and shot her a quick grin. “Hey, check it out. I had no idea there was a door there.”

      She turned to eye the narrow door she’d burst through. It was covered in the same peeling wallpaper as the rest of the theater’s interior, clearly designed to be used by the staff and possibly the actors before them.

      I had no idea there was a whole maze of hallways around this room, but that wizard did.

      Swiping loose strands of her dark hair away from her face, Winland gently shut the door again, then headed back toward Sarah and the final chair that had to be removed before the rebuilding could begin.

      The redheaded witch spread her arms. “What was all that about?”

      Winland shrugged. “Best guess? We’re not the first magicals to call this town home since the humans abandoned it. I don’t think that old wizard likes a whole town’s worth of strangers moving in on his turf.”

      Sarah snorted. “So, he thought jumping around on the balcony and almost bringing the building down on top of us was a good way to hold a meet-and-greet? If you ask me, he’s been out here on his own for way too long.”

      They both chuckled, but Winland didn’t agree.

      He’s been here long enough to know his way around the theater’s secret entrances and was clever enough to shake me by hiding his trail.

      As Sarah grabbed the last chair and waited for Winland to join her, the half-Light Elf looked over her shoulder at the secret side door.

      She might be right about the wizard, but she couldn’t convince herself there wasn’t something else going on, especially when the tingle of magic she’d been feeling all day brushed the back of her neck again.
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      South of East Calico Rock, no more than a day’s hike for even the slowest magicals in Winland’s band of refugees, the White River made a sharp bend. The heavy rapids that had flowed northeast to this point turned sharply to flow south, and overlooking that stark directional change was an intimidating series of tall, stony cliffs.

      The Oriceran refugees hadn’t yet investigated this far outside the town. If they had, they would have found a town much smaller than their new home, precariously perched on the tops of those cliffs.

      Sixty years ago, the homes had been brightly colored, well-maintained, and filled with life. Now, they were almost as rundown as the buildings in East Calico Rock and also abandoned. Up here, though, in a small settlement that hadn’t existed for as long as the mining town had, most of the damage to the houses had come from the harsh winds.

      Since the homes had been left to the elements, nature had reclaimed the landscape. The trees that had sprouted in the cleared spaces were almost as tall as the woods covering the mountains and filling the valley below the cliffs. Creeping vines had torn off exterior panels and covered chipped paint. Few of the front doors remained intact, having been bashed in by the wind, rain, snow, and the plant life that was intent on recovering this picturesque spot.

      Nothing had stirred at the top of these cliffs for a long time, but today, there was movement.

      It started as a slow shifting in the ground around the house in the center of the neighborhood. The dirt churned in beside the home’s foundations, looking eerily like a bubbling pot of water, then the building let out a low groan.

      What remained of the shingles broke free from the roof and toppled to the ground. What was left of the siding shuddered and cracked off. An even larger ripple passed through the ground farther from the house, but before the house could protest further, the south-facing wall collapsed.

      After that, it was like a domino effect kicked off by gravity, the wear of time, and…something else.

      The thunderous crashes of splitting wood, falling debris, and crumbling foundation stones echoed over the valley. The sound carried for miles, though by the time anyone might have heard it, it would have faded to a low rumble that sounded like thunder.

      Humans would have called what resulted a sinkhole since none would have had a clue what to call the large hole that swallowed the home. The pit was perfectly round, and an ancient stone staircase spiraled around its sides into the depths of the earth.

      A light breeze stirred the debris around the gaping hole. When the wind gusted again, the heavy coat of leaves blew off the topmost steps. At the bottom of the stairs was a massive cavern. Some would have called it a city; at least, they used to.

      Now, the once-bustling kemana was as much of a ghost town as the town that had been built on top of it. The eerie silence was punctured only by the otherworldly howl of the wind soaring over the collapsed entrance.

      Not a soul stirred below. The hustle and bustle of magical city life didn’t exist here. No shop doors stood open to greet new and returning customers. No vendors wheeled rickety carts on squeaky wheels or levitated their wares behind them. No Willens stuck to the shadows in the darker, more rundown parts of the kemana where they usually built their ramshackle homes.

      The homes that had been built down there were nothing like what a curious magical might find in a Willen community. Usually, the small rat-like magicals piled their hoarded treasures into constructions in dark corners that were built of hubcaps, shiny glass bottles, wooden crates, shimmering cloth, and whatever else the Willens could get their hands on. The homes in this kemana were instead natural, formed from tree roots that stretched far below the surface. The houses were unusually small and would have been impossible to find if one didn’t know what they were looking for.

      Like everything else in this part of Arkansas, the tiny homes had been abandoned. Empty. Quiet. The pixies and brownies who had once called the Ozarks kemana home had fled sixty-odd years ago. They had been the only ones who’d escaped the day the kemana fell silent. Now, the tiny magicals were all but forgotten.

      There was still one sign of life—the only source of magic for miles. In the center of the kemana’s town square, a crimson crystal floated two inches above the stone floor. Most of the energy that had powered the kemana had been depleted, dimming the Oriceran stone’s crimson to a lackluster brown-red that looked like long-dried blood.

      The very center of the crystal, however, still pulsed with magical light. It was weak, yes, but it had preserved the last of its lifeforce for the last sixty years with a single purpose in mind. Like a dark heart beating within a dying chest, the beautiful crimson crystal pulsed slowly, sending its unique cry for help across the vast reaches of the Arkansas wilderness.

      For sixty years, the crystal had been eagerly searching for the magical who had helped it before. Two months ago, it had found Winland Underwood instead.

      The last two months had given the crystal what it wanted. It did not care that Winland and her refugees didn’t know about the kemana’s existence or that the crystal had been calling so desperately for so long. All it wanted was a new source of magic to awaken its latent power so it could restore the kemana and the city it had fueled to their former glory.

      The crystal’s only purpose was to live.

      For two months, it had drawn a steady, albeit weak, stream of magic from the refugees who’d made their home in East Calico Rock. They never used enough magic to alert the hunters or other magicals prowling the country to the location of their new sanctuary. Unbeknownst to the refugees, what magic they did use was more than enough to rebuild the crimson crystal’s strength. Piece by piece and wisp by wisp, the crystal grew stronger.

      The rosy glow in the crystal’s center now spread to the formerly cold, nearly dead outer edges. The stone had a new purpose.

      Because the sun did not reach far enough below the earth to provide light, even when the entrance was open, artificial daylight filled the nooks and crannies of the hidden magical city. For the first time in sixty years, the crystal had enough power to illuminate the kemana. The sight would have made some magicals fall to their knees and others flee the place in horror.

      Hundreds of statues carved from gray stone were lined up in neat rows, stretching from the crystal to the dark recesses of the underground chamber. The statues provided the only remaining evidence of what had taken place here.

      They had once been magicals. Full of life. Full of hope.

      Their stone forms were contorted into agonized shapes, their features twisted and changed to make them look like monsters rather than magicals—because they were.

      The largest statue was closest to the crimson kemana crystal. Even in the dim artificial light, and after decades spent beneath the surface, frozen in stone, every line etched into the commanding figure maintained the perfection of lifelike detail.

      A wizard had led the charge down here—a very large, incredibly powerful wizard. His face had frozen in a snarl of rage, eyes wide with fury, arms outthrust from his sides.

      The Ozarks kemana’s crystal had fought desperately to receive the aid it needed. It had served its purpose by not letting its last reserves of life-giving magical energy run out. It had also made contact with the one magical who could aid the crystal in its current time of need.

      The energy source did not know that of the streams of magic it drew to bolster its strength, not all of it entered the stone’s crimson depths.

      Some of it went elsewhere.

      Thirty seconds after Winland Underwood used a small amount of magic to lift the rotten wooden floorboards, the effects were felt in the kemana. The crystal pulsed brighter as it drew in magic from the surface.

      The overflow went to the empty chamber that was half prison, half mass grave.

      With sharp cracks, electric-blue streaks of light appeared across the kemana’s ceiling. They raced like vines across the bedrock, filling every available space with sizzling blue light.

      A resounding boom like thunder echoed around the walls, and a blue thread of magical energy that was thicker than the others shot toward the statues. The first strike went into the floor with a deafening hiss, throwing shards of rock in all directions and sending up clouds of dust.

      The second thread struck the largest statue.

      The wizard snarled in fury.

      As if the magic had met a will stronger than its own, the crackling blue light that hit the wizard’s shoulders froze on contact. Then it flowed down and wrapped around and around the wizard’s arms, torso, and legs. When the magic surrounded the figure, a low hum filled the kemana.

      The bright threads of life-giving magic encircling the wizard vibrated in their urgency to undo what had been intended as a permanent banishment. The electric hum grew into an earsplitting howl as more bolts of crackling blue energy shot down from the ceiling to crash into the stone floors.

      A low rumble came from within the statue.

      Two hairline cracks formed in the stone across the back of his left hand.

      Then, for the first time since the kemana was abandoned to the monstrous statues, he moved.

      In rhythm with the crashing bolts of the city’s first taste of magic in so very long, two fingers on the left hand of Ravener the Dark Wizard twitched.
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        * * *

      

      In the forest an hour’s hike from East Calico Rock, very little sunlight streamed through the massive pine branches during the day. In early fall, the woods were so thick that they captured most of the heat from the high-elevation sunlight and lost little moisture to the sun’s blazing rays.

      That made this the perfect spot for foraging.

      A shimmer appeared near the trunk of an old plum tree. Two seconds later, the Wood Elf crouching beside the tree stopped focusing on stealth and camouflage to focus on the jackpot he’d found.

      Jamie Ingram knew it was generally frowned upon to leave the safety of the town, especially without telling anyone. Especially alone.

      However, it wasn’t exactly a hard-and-fast rule like severely cutting their use of magic while the refugees tried to build a new life.

      There was nothing normal about pretending an empty town wasn’t just another cage. But these woods? Couldn’t get more natural than this.

      He’d spent the last two hours blending into his surroundings and the damp darkness of this thick stretch of woods. His brown skin took on the shades and textures of the trees’ thick bark. A little magic had to be used to mask the colors of his tunic and trousers, though he always wore green and brown.

      Blending into a forest and rendering himself practically invisible was second nature to Jamie. Blending in with the other refugees in their new hiding place? That was worlds more difficult.

      Also, none of the magicals in East Calico Rock knew the first thing about mushrooms.

      That was why Jamie had ventured out here.

      At present, he was squatting in front of an impressive grouping of mushrooms at the base of the tree. He licked his lips.

      This was one good thing about fleeing to the middle of nowhere. Turner Underwood couldn’t have grown fungus as beautiful as this in his shelter if he’d tried.

      The Wood Elf reached toward the cluster of ripe, damp, dirt-dusted mushrooms. He intended to harvest them all and cook some mushroom soup with a side of grilled mushrooms for dinner.

      Before his fingers brushed the full caps, which were bigger than his fist, something rustled in the underbrush. Jamie froze and studied the forest. He squinted at the dark tree branches, then at a cluster of bushes six feet away.

      This right here. This is what happens after you spend years on the run from hunters. These are the woods, Jamie. You’re a Wood Elf, and you’re not the only breathing thing in the wild. Harvest these puppies and go.

      Nodding, Jamie started gathering mushrooms. He managed to get two of the largest caps into the satchel strapped across his chest before focusing on the smaller and sweeter fungi growing beneath the big ones.

      The smallest caps made it halfway to his open satchel before the rustling noise came again.

      It wasn’t just rustling this time. Joining the noise was a sickeningly wet crunch and a shuddering rumble. To Jamie, it sounded like the low growl of a massive predator prowling the woods for unsuspecting Wood Elves. However, the sound didn’t come from just one source but from everywhere.

      Time to go.

      Still frozen in place, he forgot about the mushrooms and focused on disappearing as only a Wood Elf could.

      It was too late.

      Whatever was coming for him had found him. Jamie just didn’t expect a predator like this to come from the very ground beneath him. The damp earth rocked beneath his feet. He leaped up and would have scampered off, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      In seconds, the dark topsoil, the tree roots, the coating of pine needles and dead leaves, and the few pale strands of grass moved beneath him and knocked the Wood Elf off balance. A whirlpool forming in the middle of the forest should have been impossible, but that was exactly what happened. Before Jamie regathered his wits, the ground sucked him down.

      The plum tree was indifferent.

      Jamie Ingram was swallowed up before he had a chance to call out for help.

      The small, tender, slightly sweet mushrooms he’d been so excited to add to his dinner toppled back to the forest floor with playful plops. They provided the only proof that he’d ventured so far from the safety of East Calico Rock.

      Only when the dark, guttural laughter that filled the otherwise peaceful woods had died did the earth stop trembling.
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      “I don’t think it’s ready.”

      “Of course, it’s ready.” Ronnie Moffett winked at his wife and shot her his signature goofy grin. “Watch. I’ll prove it.”

      “No, no, no!” Sarah lurched toward the counter and the new coffee machine they’d finally received.

      Her husband was intent on showing her how prepared he was, so he flipped the power switch.

      The coffee shop lights that they’d only just gotten to work flickered and let out a warning buzz. The brand-new coffee machine sizzled and threw off a handful of sparks where the power cord was attached.

      “See?” Ronnie kept grinning. “The power works just…”

      The machine sparked again and let out a mechanical groan before a thin stream of acrid smoke rose from the brewing unit.

      Sarah stepped away from her husband with her hands on her hips. “You were saying?”

      “I was saying…” The wizard cleared his throat and glanced around what would soon be East Calico Rock’s only coffee shop—as long as they had working equipment to make the coffee. “The power works just like raising two boys.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You know, perfect in theory but a total mess in reality. Turns all those gorgeous red hairs on your head prematurely gray.” He laughed when she scoffed and playfully slapped his hand away from her curly red hair.

      “I don’t have a single gray hair, thank you very much.”

      “Well, not yet…”

      Sarah punched him on the upper arm and shook her head, but her husband’s laughter made it impossible to hold back a tiny smile of her own. It disappeared when she saw what the faulty electricity had done to their brand-new machine. “You do realize we can’t open a coffee shop without a coffee machine, right?”

      “We have a coffee machine.” Ronnie gestured at the still-smoking machine, then scratched the side of his head and shrugged. “Granted, it’s not in tip-top working order…” He shot her a sidelong glance. “How long do you think it’ll take to get a repair guy out this way?”

      “Ronnie, it took two months to get the coffee machine. Two months after we ordered it, to be clear.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I’d say at least that long for a repair guy if whoever we’d call wouldn’t laugh in our faces and wish us good luck. Even if we had all the money in the world, I don’t think we could pay vendors and mail carriers to drive out here any faster than they already do.”

      He thrust a finger in the air and grinned. “Then they already don’t.”

      “You’re hilarious.” Sarah pulled out her cell phone, but she already knew what she’d find. “Besides, today is one of those days without any cell service.”

      “It’ll come back.”

      She shot him a glare. “The most anyone’s gotten since we arrived in this town was two bars. Three times in two months.”

      “Hey, some places don’t have any!”

      “That’s not the point, Ronnie.” Sarah tossed a hand toward their new machine. “We’ve already told the town that the grand opening for Common Grounds is next week. And I’m sorry, but your pot-boiled coffee won’t hold a candle to this thing when it’s working.”

      The wizard tilted his head. They both studied the fritzing machine. Then he smacked his lips. “Yeah, those extra grounds stick in your teeth forever.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I.” To make his point, Ronnie grinned and slung an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Come on, babe. This isn’t the end of the world.”

      “Of course not. Just the end of our hope for a small return to normalcy while we’re out here in the middle of nowhere. And our little pipedream. Unless you’re about to tell me you’re backing out.”

      “Whoa, whoa. I would never.” He gestured at the coffee machine. “But I would suggest making a few minor fixes so we can get East Calico Rock’s newest coffee shop up and running on time. And to keep my gorgeous wife from leaving me in the dust, obviously.”

      Sarah frowned at the last remnants of smoke. “You’re not a mechanic. You’re not even a barista.”

      “Baby, I’m a wizard.” He stepped back and grinned. “That’s even better. No skills or specialized training required.”

      “Wow. You’re really overselling yourself, honey.”

      “You’re welcome.” Ronnie playfully nudged her with his elbow. “Come on. Just to get it up and running. Tiny spell. No one will even know.”

      Sarah tapped two fingers against her lips and muttered, “Winland did levitate a pile of wood in the theater the other day before that weird wizard yelled at us. So did I.”

      “Well, there you go. If Winland’s okay with a tiny bit of harmless magic, I am too.”

      “Okay, fine.” She nodded and headed for the paneless windows at the front of the shop. “But make it quick. And simple. Don’t get carried away.”

      Rubbing his hands together, Ronnie bent forward to study what he assumed were the most problematic parts of the coffee machine. “This isn’t my first magical rodeo.”

      Sarah pulled the window’s thick shutters closed to give them more privacy. “Do I need to remind you how you were with the megaphone? And the toaster oven before that? Which was not meant for warming your socks, by the way.”

      “I get it. I get it. And look! I found the problem.” Grinning, he slipped his wand out of his back pocket and pointed it at the machine.

      “Sweetheart, maybe you should double-check before you—”

      Rosy-orange light bloomed at the tip of Ronnie’s wand. When he touched the wand to the side of the coffee machine, a bright flash of light enveloped the machine. Something rattled inside, then the water heater at the top of the coffeemaker let out a loud hiss that startled them. Immediately following that was the deafening whir of the espresso maker kicking on, then the couple stared at a dark, steaming, fragrant stream of espresso draining into the cup they’d placed below the output vent.

      “Ha!” Ronnie slapped the counter and grinned at the machine. “It lives! And, good grief, does that smell like heaven!”

      Sarah gave a wry laugh. “To be fair, that was a surprising success.”

      “I choose to take that as a compliment.” Her husband turned toward her with that goofy, beaming grin of his and folded his arms. “Now you can stop worrying about opening day. I know it’s stressful, even with zero competition, and that’s saying something. Trust me, babe. This grand opening will go off without a hitch. I can feel it, so don’t even try to tell me you think there’s… Babe?”

      “Hmm?” Sarah would have looked at her husband, but she couldn’t pull her gaze away from the machine. The magic was acting very oddly.

      Normally, the glow from a magic spell petered out after the spell was complete, but Ronnie’s hadn’t.

      Instead of dissipating like it had every other time, her husband’s spell lingered. Faint traces of electric-blue lines zigzagged away from the coffee machine and crackled toward the wooden floor of the renovated coffee shop. The blue lines of magical energy didn’t leave a mark on the wood. Strangely, the streaking lines sank into the wood and, if Sarah had to guess, into the earth itself.

      In seconds, they were gone.

      The moment the lines disappeared, the wind kicked up outside, buffeting the hundreds of trees surrounding the town and filling the air with a roaring of leaves that sounded like a whisper. Or maybe it was the other way around…

      “Sarah?” Ronnie let out a nervous chuckle. “Oh, come on. It’s not that… Damn. It’s the cabinets, isn’t it?”

      “What?” Blinking, the witch looked at her husband and tried to fight off her sudden disorientation.

      “I swear I had it all perfectly level when I laid these out.” He squatted and opened the cabinet doors beneath the cash register. After shaking the frame of the first cabinet and finding it solid, Ronnie cocked his head and squinted at his handiwork. “Huh. It’s still level.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the cabinets, Ronnie.”

      “Oh, now you tell me.” He popped back to his feet and shut the cabinet door with a little more force than was necessary, then winced at the loud clack. “Then what? ’Cause if it’s not my passable carpentry skills, I’d say you look like you’ve just seen a ghost. Or a vision. Is that—”

      “No.” Sarah shook her head and flashed her husband a quick smile. “I just thought I saw something after you cast that last spell.”

      “Like?”

      “I don’t know.” She gazed at the closed window shutters, which didn’t do anything to keep out the cold air or drafts. “But something has felt a little…off about this place since we got here. You know?”

      Ronnie gazed at the ceiling as he considered the question, then shrugged and gently patted his stomach. “Well, my indigestion’s definitely worse at this elevation…ah!”

      He snickered when his wife grabbed a rag off the counter and chucked it at him.

      “I’m not joking, Ronnie.”

      “Neither am I.” The wizard straightened and gazed lovingly at his wife. All trace of his usual adolescent humor was gone. “Okay. I’m done. You’re obviously freaked out by something, so what did you see? Or…feel?”

      “Well, just now, I saw residual magic leaving your spell.” Sarah gestured at the coffee machine. “Not a lot, but I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “There has to be more.”

      “That’s what I saw—leftover magic falling and disappearing into the ground.”

      “Babe, come on.” He stepped toward her and settled his hands on her shoulders before rubbing her arms. “With our boys, you can’t expect me to believe a few leftovers made you look like that.”

      Despite her growing curiosity about those crackling blue lines of magic, she couldn’t help but chuckle at yet another bad joke from her husband. She met his blue-eyed gaze and smirked. “Look like what?”

      “Confused. A little scared. Maybe slightly constipated—”

      “You’re useless.” She pulled away from him.

      Ronnie pulled her back into his arms. “I thought it was the cabinets. What can I say? I panicked.”

      “Ronnie…”

      “If you don’t tell me what’s running through your head right now, I’ll still make you the best double latte in the whole damn town.” He winked and shot her the coy smile that had made her fall in love with him so many years ago. “On the house.”

      She stared at him, then, “Fine.”

      “Works every time.”

      Sarah glanced at the floor. “Like I said, I’ve been feeling something strange around here, not so much in the town as around it. Until five minutes ago. And no, it wasn’t just your wizarding brilliance at work.”

      Her husband snickered but didn’t interrupt her again. He looked a little concerned himself.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. It feels like magical residue that’s been hanging around since long before Winland led us here. Like, it’s…feeding on something. That’s what I thought I saw.”

      Ronnie was silent for several seconds, which was unusually long for him. Then he squeezed her shoulders, took a deep breath, and placed a gentle kiss on his wife’s forehead. “Babe, I think you’ve been watching too much Netflix again.”

      She scoffed and leaned back. “How’s that, huh? Streaming one minute at a time stretched out from sunrise to sunset on a good day for our seriously terrible wi-fi?”

      “I mean, it’s the most plausible explanation for what you just described.” He flashed her another grin and shook his head. “Magic doesn’t work that way, babe.”

      Sarah grimaced as he released her to turn toward their now fully functional coffee-slash-espresso machine. “I know that.”

      “Less bingeing, more beans. That’s what I always say.”

      “Ha. Since when?”

      “Since we have a seemingly endless supply of these.” He picked up a fresh bag of roasted coffee beans and wiggled it.

      “Okay, Mr. Bag ’o Beans.” She gave an exasperated snort when her husband made a formal bow, the bag of coffee beans still dangling from his hand. “I think it’s break time. We got a lot done today. I’m gonna go take a quick walk.”

      She made it to the door before Ronnie startled her with an urgent shout.

      “Hey, hey. Don’t you wanna wait for your double-shot latte? Just the way you like it.”

      “You know what, honey? You go ahead and drink that latte yourself. On the house.”

      Her husband sulked, which made him look more like a teenage girl who’d been grounded than a handsome, relatively young wizard. “That’s my line.”

      “Trust me, the last thing I need when I’m trying to clear my head is caffeine.” Sarah grabbed the doorknob and paused to shoot Ronnie as close to a perfect replica of his flashing grin as she could muster. “It might help you unpack the rest of those biodegradable go-cups.”

      He squinted, shook a finger at her, then got to work making the latte without another word.

      With a coy smile, she stepped out into the cool air and warm sunshine that filled the town’s bustling central square.

      Whatever I saw, it has nothing to do with binge-watching anything. Oriceran knows I love my husband, but when it comes to stuff like this, Winland’s a much better sounding board.

      The redheaded witch used her much-needed break to find her best friend. If Winland was in the mood for some outside-the-box thinking—and she usually was—they would throw a few ideas around.

      If she wasn’t, Sarah was still happy to get away from her husband’s terrible jokes for an hour or two.
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      The only structure in the town of East Calico Rock that didn’t have a purpose was an old stone marker in the middle of the main street. It looked like a boulder, and it had been placed in the center of a roundabout that had been upgraded from plain dirt to hard-packed gravel like every other road in town. Cars could fit on the roads, sure, and they could have easily made the turns around that central roundabout, but there were no cars here, away from civilization.

      Sarah passed this stone marker and cast a disgusted glance at it.

      If there’s no purpose for something, what’s the point?

      It was impossible to tell if the stone marker had been dropped into the middle of the town or if the town had been built around it.

      Sarah dismissed the question as a waste of brainpower and focused on trying to find her best friend instead. “Rose. Hey.”

      A pixie with short-cropped platinum hair glanced at Sarah and paused on her way to the market. She still walked around with a flower-print kerchief held over her nose and mouth when she was outside, even though the worst of the mold, decay, and dead animals had been cleared out of the abandoned buildings. Her voice was muffled through the kerchief, but it was as cheery as ever. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, of course. I’m looking for Winland. Have you seen her?”

      “Sorry.” Rose’s blonde eyebrows were the most expressive part of her face since the rest of it was covered. “I haven’t seen her since she headed out for the perimeter check this morning.”

      “Right. That was hours ago. Thanks any—”

      “You looking for Winland?” A grizzled dwarf with an eyepatch and a bad limp passed the women, squinting at them with his one good eye as he cradled a massive cardboard box.

      Sarah thought his name was Reynolds, or maybe Reginald, but she couldn’t be sure. She decided not to address him by name. “Yeah. Have you seen—”

      “Saw her hoof it into the library not half an hour ago.” The dwarf jerked his head toward one of the largest buildings in town. It had been crafted from carefully laid red bricks and had ornate trim around the front door and every window.

      “Great. Thanks.” Sarah nodded, crossed the main street, and made her way toward the library.

      She could probably have counted on one hand the number of times she’d so much as looked at the building, let alone entered it. A sanctuary of information and reading materials hadn’t been the most important building for the refugee community to work on when they’d arrived. Apparently, Winland was diving into the town’s old stores of knowledge for some reason.

      The library’s front door was heavy, and after jerking it open, Sarah stumbled into the mostly dark building. It smelled like old paper, mildewed seat cushions, and singed dust.

      The place was quiet except for rhythmic thumps coming from the small anteroom to the left of the front lobby, so the witch headed that way.

      It didn’t take her long to find Winland. The electricity that hadn’t been available in the front room worked in the small side room, but the large windows lining the far wall lit the room.

      Winland was on her knees in front of the closest shelves, which were empty. The books that should have been there lay in several large piles on the floor between the bookshelves. Winland muttered in frustration as she sifted through book after book, trying to return them to some semblance of order.

      Sarah stopped behind the bookshelf and folded her arms. “Normally, I’d blame juvenile vandals for something like this, but I can’t imagine any of the other refugees going to the trouble.”

      Winland kept sifting through the books, checking their spines for their Dewey decimal numbers and shaking her head as she set each volume where it belonged. “This really gets me.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “What kind of monster would leave library books like this?” Winland clucked her tongue. “Forget library books. Any books.”

      “I’d call that the kind of monster who has no idea they’re a monster.” Sarah fought back a laugh. “Not everyone knows about Winland Underwood’s love affair with literature.”

      “Oh, come on. I’m not the only one who feels this way. Maybe just the only one in town.” Winland placed another book on the shelf, then sat back on her heels and looked over her shoulder with a smirk. “Are you gonna help me or what?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.” Sarah could not claim to be as much of a book fan—or book nerd, depending on how you looked at it—as her best friend, but she was always there to lend a hand. For as long as either could remember, books had been part of the glue that had held their friendship together. On Oriceran, where their friendship had begun, Sarah and Winland had spent countless hours poring over the archives and record vaults as girls.

      They were destined to continue the ritual with volumes written by humans for humans.

      The witch hiked up her khaki pant legs and hunkered down next to her best friend to help sift through the books. After glancing at several titles, Sarah chuckled. “You picked a great section to start with.”

      Winland snorted. “Many of these shelves were overturned and dumped onto the floor. I just picked the closest one.”

      “And hit the jackpot.” Sarah picked up another book and smoothed her hand over the laminated front cover. “Oh, look. Remember this one?”

      “Reading it in the treehouse we built? Yeah, I remember.”

      “Ha. That thing collapsed after a week.”

      “It lasted long enough for us to read the whole book up in a tree.” With a nostalgic smile, Winland shook her head and picked up another book. “Oh, look at this one. The Adventures of Billy Brower.”

      “Wow.” Sarah snickered. “You had nightmares about ghosts for weeks after reading that.”

      “That’s a little harsh.”

      “No, Winland. It’s reality.”

      The next book Winland picked up made her bark a laugh. She held the book out to her best friend. “Your first crush on the main character of this fun little mystery series, right? Would you call that reality?”

      “Give me that.” Sarah snatched the old hardcover out of Winland’s hands and leafed through the first few pages. The spine popped. “No. I’d call this the best way to a teenage witch’s heart.”

      The witch handed the book back so the Light Elf could put it on the shelf with the others.

      “Hey, this looks interesting.” Sarah pulled a large book from the bottom of the pile. Several others slid toward the floor, to Winland’s chagrin. This book was bound in what looked like leather. The cover wasn’t laminated like most of the other books, but it had a library spine label. Frowning, she opened the book and tilted her head. “Have you seen this one?”

      Winland kept sifting through the book pile. “You know, as much as I would have loved to spend my day reading in the library—

      “You kept finding problems that needed fixing and got distracted. I know. If we find any books with their pages dog-eared—”

      “I have no problem hunting the monster down and teaching them a lesson in respect.”

      The women chuckled, then Sarah extended the brown leather book toward her friend. “Before us, this town was full of plain, ordinary humans.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “So, what’s a book about magic doing in this pile?”

      That made Winland look up. A thick section of her dark hair slipped over her shoulder, and Sarah fought back a laugh at the sight of two small gray dust bunnies clinging to her friend’s locks.

      Winland dropped her gaze to the book, squinted, and shook her head. “One more mystery for the list, I guess. Hard to believe anyone in the sixties would’ve read a book like this and believed what they read.”

      She took the book from Sarah’s hand, checked the decimal number, and set it on the appropriate shelf.

      Sarah sat back on her heels and scanned the room. “Winland, how did you find this place?”

      The Light Elf pointed with her thumb toward the front of the building as she continued sorting through books. “Giant sign over the door that says, Library.”

      With a snort, the witch eyed her friend. “I mean, the town.”

      Winland inhaled through her nose, lowered the book she was holding into her lap, and sighed. “Honestly? I don’t know. I just felt…drawn here, I guess.” She shrugged. “There’s something about this place. I can’t explain it.”

      Sarah studied her friend’s dark-brown eyes, then nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Maybe I was making a big deal out of nothing in the coffee shop, but I’ve felt something about this place too.

      Winland picked up another book, checked the spine, and put it in its proper place on the shelf. She looked intent on finishing the cleanup of this overturned library book pile.

      Sarah couldn’t bring herself to interrupt with more questions about magical residue and how pieces of Ronnie’s spell had been drawn into the floorboards in the coffee shop.
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      Two hours later, they finished reshelving the scattered book piles in the anteroom. Sarah pushed to her feet and dusted off her hands. “Check it out. Looks like a real library again.”

      “Almost, yeah.” Winland smirked at her friend, then nodded toward the building’s front entrance. “You know, the opportunity to explore the library hasn’t presented itself until today.”

      Sarah grinned. “Are you inviting me to explore with you or asking for permission?”

      “Neither, but I’m gonna go check out what the rest of this place has to offer. Feel free to tag along.”

      Winland headed back through the anteroom toward the front of the building. “You’re not going to ask me, are you?”

      “I don’t have to.” Winland’s voice echoed from the lobby. “But if you’re too busy to turn a library trip into an adventure with me…”

      “Ha!” Sarah hurried after her friend, gazing around the library’s front lobby. The electricity was still faulty, and the lights wouldn’t turn on. “You know, I can’t tell if that was a jab at the new coffee shop or me. Or Ronnie.”

      Winland laughed as they stepped into the large room past the lobby. The lights in sconces on the walls flickered intermittently, but they mostly remained on and provided enough light to see by. “How’s that going, by the way? Common Grounds.”

      “Oh, we’re holding our grand opening this week. Honestly, I haven’t seen Ronnie this excited about anything since...well, since we first got here.”

      “I’ve said this a million times, and I’ll say it again. You and Ronnie are—”

      “A match made in heaven? Perfect for each other? The best magical couple you’ve ever seen in your life?”

      Winland scanned the shelves of old newspapers and magazines and chuckled. “You forgot ‘the perfect magicals for the job.’”

      “Yeah, that too.” Sarah ran her fingers across the surface of the old wooden checkout desk on the room’s right-hand wall. “Speaking of matches made in heaven…”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “I’m serious, Winland. You know me. I’m always on the lookout for the next best thing. I think I found him for you.”

      Winland rolled her eyes and headed toward the back of the room. “I’m not—”

      “You might be, though, if you just looked around. Specifically, at that hunky Light Elf who’s been helping Elaine with the indoor planters in the co-op. What’s his name? Jared, I think.”

      Pausing to look over her shoulder at her friend, Winland raised an eyebrow. “Jared with the mohawk?”

      “Yeah, but hair grows back. I mean, have you seen the rest of him?”

      “Not really.”

      “Winland. That’s impossible.”

      “This coming from a happily married witch?”

      Sarah looked coy. “I have eyes. It’s not subtle when he heads into the garden without a shirt. Every day.”

      “Well, it sounds like I have to remind you one more time what a horrible matchmaker you are.”

      “Remind me?” The witch stopped to peruse some magazines from the 60s, pursing her lips. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Winland turned to face her friend and folded her arms. “Dennis.”

      “Oh, come on. That was fifty years ago.”

      “It turned me off taking your dating advice for another fifty years, thank you very much.”

      They stared at each other, then burst out laughing.

      “All I’m trying to say is that you should at least talk to the guy. The whole town will be at our grand opening, and if you need any help getting back into—”

      “Nope. I’m good.” Winland disappeared around the corner of the last shelf in front of the windows and saw a table with what looked like a clunky old desktop computer on it. Then she realized it wasn’t a computer. “Oh, wow. Sarah, come look at this.”

      The witch joined her at the table and scrunched her face. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Good old microfiche.” Winland patted the top of the screen and grinned. “Human technology has taken massive leaps over the last century.”

      “Okay, we gotta check this out. Does it still work?”

      After leaning down to peer at its base, Winland reached out to flip on the machine. “Oh, yeah.”

      Sarah was flipping through the notebook on the table that listed the dates and the major headlines from each roll of film. “There’s gotta be something in here worth looking at. Don’t get me wrong; this town is great. I would love to see what it was like back in the day. You know, before everything started falling apart and—”

      “Someone left a giant mess in the library for us to clean up?”

      The witch side-eyed Winland. “You’re not gonna let that go, are you?”

      “It’s an abomination, Sarah. Plain and simple.”

      Sarah pointed at the shelf against the wall beside the table. “I think the film’s in those crates. Look for the ones between 1960 and 1965. I want to read this story here. Listen to this headline. Boy Saves Fisherman from Deadly Rapids.”

      Winland approached the shelf and found the metal crate labeled with the appropriate years. She slid it off the shelf and muttered, “Sounds like something Roman would do.”

      “Are you kidding? That headline would be more like, Teenage Boy Terrifies Parents by Playing in Deadly Rapids.”

      “That’s right.” Winland returned and set the box of canisters on the table. “I keep forgetting he’s a teenager now.”

      “For the last month, and it’s already one month too many.” Sarah stuck out her bottom lip, which started trembling. She stared at Winland with wide, glassy eyes. “My baby’s all grown up.”

      Winland shot her friend a skeptical glance.

      “Okay, look for 1960. Maybe if I show Roman a story about saving people instead of terrorizing them, he’ll rethink the practical jokes he’s been playing on his father.”

      “You know, somehow, I can’t imagine Ronnie having an issue with that.”

      “Oh, he doesn’t, but I’m the one who ends up cleaning up the messes. Both figurative and literal.”

      Winland took two canisters out of the box, but they were the wrong years, so she set them aside and kept looking. “What about Elijah?”

      “He’s sixteen, Winland. If that’s not explanation enough, being sixteen means he’s way too cool for playing pranks. Ronnie’s dad jokes fall flat, and he doesn’t want anything to do with me, but if Rose asks him for a hand putting up a new door on her private hut, he’s all ‘yes, ma’ams’ and ‘happy to helps.’”

      “I mean, Rose is a pixie.”

      “Yeah, and she’s not either of his parents.” Sarah scoffed and swiped dust off the roller where they’d be setting the film. “I’m pretty sure that’s all he cares about at this point. What’s taking you so long to find that story?”

      “You know what? There is a lot in here. Give me…”

      Winland froze. The last microfiche container she’d touched had sent a small, electric buzz through her fingers and hands and up to her shoulder.

      Sarah chuckled. “Well, I can’t even begin to guess the end of that one.”

      “Sorry. Zoned out for a second.” After taking out the canister that had shocked her, Winland handed it to her friend and nodded at the film reader. “Let’s go with this one first.”

      The witch squinted at the label. “I said 1960. This is 1962.”

      “Yeah, I know. We’ll find that one later, but I have a feeling there’s something in this one that’s more interesting than a boy saving a fisherman.”

      “Such as?”

      “I don’t know, Sarah. Just a feeling.”

      “Uh-huh.” After scrutinizing the Light Elf for another second, Sarah turned toward the film reader. “You and your feelings. I swear.”

      “Oh, come on. My feelings have helped us out of a few tight spots over the years.”

      “Ha. Yeah, and now they’re picking the news stories we’re reading in an abandoned and vandalized library.”

      Smirking, Winland watched her friend take out the fiche and spool up the roll.

      After the film was in place, the screen filled with stories.

      Sarah snorted at the first headline. “Really? 1962 Predictions for Higher Crop Yields? How is this more interesting?”

      “Just keep going.”

      Sarah fed the film through the reader, pausing to scan new headlines as they appeared. They were largely uninteresting.

      Winland frowned at the screen.

      I get why symbols spray-painted on walls and a backlog of residual magic in the ground keep zapping me with energy. There has to be something on this reel that applies to us. Otherwise, the buzz doesn’t make sense.

      “No. No.” Sarah kept moving the film along, then a very different headline flashed on the reader’s screen. The witch was uninterested in looking at anything but the story she’d wanted, so she wasn’t paying attention.

      “Whoa, whoa.” Winland pointed at the screen. “Go back to that last one.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. I’m reading the headlines.”

      With a casual shrug, Sarah pulled the film back until the previous headline was centered on the screen. Local Monster, Vengeful Ghost, or Mere Excuses?

      “Huh.” Smirking at the headline, the witch elbowed her friend in the ribs. “Good thing one of us pays attention to mundane things, right?”

      Winland laughed and leaned closer to get a better look at the story. “It’s not like I’m holding you prisoner or anything. Feel free to—”

      “No way. This looks much more exciting than deadly rapids.”

      The women peered at the illuminated screen to read the unexpected article on rumors of the supernatural in East Calico Rock.

      The story centered around an old statue that had been placed in a public park a quarter of a mile outside the town limits. The rumors circulating through East Calico Rock, as well as this whole region of the Ozarks and Arkansas, was that the statue came to life from time to time, and within the statue was a monster that preyed on the town’s locals.

      “This is awesome.” Sarah tapped the curved screen with a nail. “Monsters inside statues? Makes for one hell of a story.”

      “And a way for folks to explain what happened to the town. Look at this.” Winland pointed at the screen and read aloud, “Some say the creature that emerged from its stony prison had had enough of strangers trying to make a new life for themselves in East Calico Rock. Several old-timers from Pineville claim to have seen this creature prowling the wide main street of the recently emptied town.”

      “Uh-huh. And it also says nobody believes the stories from these old-timers.” Sarah scanned the rest of the story, her lips moving before she found her place again. “Right here. The most widely accepted theory is that East Calico Rock has been a steady target for local gang activity intended to scare newcomers and drive them out. If you ask me, that sounds a lot more likely.”

      Winland cleared her throat and read the end of the article. “While the existence of a ghost in the ghost town or a monster in the park has yet to be proven, one thing is certain. East Calico Rock is empty. Whatever its citizens saw, felt, imagined, or experienced, something made them change their minds about living there. By the looks of the abandoned settlement, they left in a hurry.”

      The women stared at the screen in silence, mulling over the story.

      Then Sarah straightened and slapped the edge of the table. “Well. Talk about your sensationalism.”

      “Yeah, it’s more of an opinion piece than historical fact.”

      “You think?” Sarah set both hands on the small of her back and stretched, her spine popping in a few places before she let out a satisfied sigh. “A fun read, though.”

      “Maybe has a little more truth to it than most people think. Who knows?”

      “Winland. It’s a speculation piece on local ghosts and monsters crawling out of statues. What kind of truth are you talking about?”

      Winland huffed and shook her head. “Neither of those things, but you have to admit it’s kind of interesting.”

      “Which part? The ghost or the monster?”

      Winland elbowed Sarah in the side. “I’m talking about what was between the lines. Because I know you’re about to ask, that would be…” She counted each point on her fingers. “East Calico Rock was abandoned in 1960. Nobody knows why. And everyone agrees that it’s a strange way to leave a perfectly good town. Plus, I think we’ve seen enough to agree the last inhabitants of this place did leave in a hurry.”

      Sarah pursed her lips in thought. “You’re not wrong.”

      “I know.”

      They contemplated those unknowns for a moment, then Sarah cleared her throat. “Okay, I’m not saying I think it’s ghosts or monsters. But earlier today, something happened that—”

      The library’s heavy front door squeaked open, followed by a newly baritone voice. “Mom? Are you in here?”

      The witch grinned at her friend and turned her head toward the lobby. “Straight back as far as you can go!”

      Ambling footsteps approached, and the women walked around the bookshelf to greet the newcomer.

      “Hey, Elijah.” Winland folded her arms and leaned against the bookshelf.

      The sixteen-year-old wizard fixed them with a quizzical frown, though the traces of Ronnie’s humor—which seemed to be genetic in both the Moffett boys—lingered in a tiny smile on the teenager’s lips. “What are you guys doing in here?”

      “Investigating.”

      “Exploring.”

      “Swapping ghost stories.”

      Winland shrugged. “You know. The usual.”

      “Right…” Elijah peered around, looking more skeptical by the second. He shook his head and tried not to laugh when Winland shot him a wink. “Anyway, Dad’s heading to the co-op,” he added, speaking to his mother. “He told me to ask what you want for dinner.”

      “Oh.” Sarah clapped her hands and studied the ceiling. “Let’s see. What do I want for dinner?”

      Winland shook her head. “Good thing you married a wizard who knows how to cook, or your family would be trying to survive out here on Hot Pockets and Pop-Tarts.”

      The redheaded witch shot her a glance. “Those are two of the major food groups, don’t forget. I might argue they’re the most important.”

      “Yeah, they really got you far in life.”

      “Please.” Sarah looked at her son and spread her arms. “I also know how to order takeout. And delivery, which is preferred in case you were wondering.”

      Elijah snickered. “Yeah. If a delivery driver could even find us out here.”

      Winland thrust a finger in the air and added, “If we ever have enough cell reception to call them.”

      The teenage wizard raised his eyebrows. “Aunt Winland gets it.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about, son.” Sarah shot him a knowing smile. “Now, please go tell your father I want tacos tonight.”

      “Tacos.” Elijah’s stare moved back and forth between his mother and her best friend.

      Winland shrugged.

      Sarah plastered a grin on her face. “That’s what I said. You better not keep him waiting, either. Unless you’d rather have a giant salad fresh from the garden instead.”

      The kid wrinkled his nose, then spun and headed toward the front of the building. “No, tacos are good.”

      She cupped her hands around her mouth and called after him, “You’re my favorite firstborn son!”

      “Love you too.” Elijah tossed a hand in the air, then the heavy front door creaked open again, and he was gone.

      Winland barked a laugh.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “We have a garden. Urban farming. A private market with real food everybody pays for in trade or supplies. It’s like you’re trying to make fast food a thing here.”

      “Well, no one ever said I wasn’t a determined witch.” Sarah took a deep breath and sighed as she stared at the front door. “I really do miss Hot Pockets, though.”

      “Yeah, you’re on your own with that one.”
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      Ronnie leaned toward a planter filled with oregano sprouts and shook his head in amazement. “Well, stick me on a boat and call me Captain Moffett.”

      The gnome standing beside him at the co-op’s east-facing window squinted up at the wizard and snorted. “Say what now?”

      “Just look at those things, Wells. All the happy little sprouts. Look!”

      “Yeah, I see ’em, all right. I stopped by to grab a few veggies for my own dinner tonight.” Wells folded his arms. “But now I’m wondering if maybe you need someone to take a look at your head or something. You didn’t eat any of those wild mushrooms out in the woods, right?”

      “Ooh.” Ronnie shook a finger at him. “That sounds delicious. Are they poisonous?”

      “How should I know?”

      The corners of the wizard’s mouth turned down as he considered, then he shrugged. “You’re right. Probably not worth the effort.” He turned to the planters on the shelves bolted to the walls. “But these. These are so worth it!”

      Wells snickered. “You’re the coffee guy, not the head gardener.”

      “Ha! That doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate beauty where I find it. I tell you what; Elaine’s done a heck of a job in here. Look at this.” Ronnie pointed at the planters in turn as they passed them. “We got cilantro. Mint. Parsley. Rosemary. Dill. Fennel.”

      The gnome wrinkled his nose. “I hate licorice.”

      Ronnie barked out a laugh. “Which is made from anise. Fennel, my friend, is a different animal. A little earthier. Sometimes sweet. Not as overpowering.”

      “If it tastes anything like licorice, you can count me out.”

      “And these.” The wizard groaned in delight when he saw a large crate on a table. “Look at the size of these garlic cloves! Are you kidding me?” He picked up a massive, shiny clove of garlic the size of a baseball and cradled it in both hands. “The color. The shine through the skin. Oh, I could just kiss this—”

      “Put the garlic down and step away from the crate, Dad.”

      Startled by his older son’s surprisingly authoritative voice, Ronnie jumped. The giant clove of garlic toppled out of his hand and back onto the pile. He flashed the young man a wide grin. “Elijah! Let me guess. This is a stickup, right?” He lifted both hands in surrender. “I’ll admit you have me at a disadvantage.”

      Elijah smirked. “Not a stickup. Thanks for the idea, though.”

      “Anytime.” Ronnie dusted off his hands and nodded. “Though I’m curious to know what you have against garlic.”

      “Uh, mostly, it’s how much the stuff makes you stink. All night.”

      “Noted. Well then, if you’re not here to steal me for ransom, I’m guessing you talked to your mother.”

      “Yeah.” The boy shot Wells a quick look and tried not to laugh. The gnome had been frowning at Ronnie Moffett since the mention of the wizard’s sensitivity to garlic. “She wants tacos.”

      “Hey, that sounds delicious. I’ll just… Tacos?”

      Elijah shrugged. “That’s what she said.”

      “Tacos.” Running a hand through his short, wavy auburn hair, Ronnie stuck his other hand on his hip and turned in a slow circle. “Of all the nutritious gourmet meals I could make with ingredients here, she wants tacos.”

      Raising his eyebrows, Elijah shrugged again.

      “Son, did your gorgeous, brilliant, loving mother seem even remotely aware that our market doesn’t currently stock tortillas?”

      “You asked what she wanted. She said tacos.”

      Ronnie took another quick scan of the co-op’s inventory and sighed. “Fine.”

      “Without tortillas?” Wells chipped in. “Why don’t you just tell her it’s not happening and pick something different?”

      Ronnie and Elijah stared at the gnome in surprise, glanced at each other, and burst out laughing. The elder Moffett clapped a hand on Wells’ shoulder and gave the magical a good-natured shake. “You’re really bringing your A-game with the jokes today, my friend.”

      “It wasn’t a joke.”

      “Ah.” Ronnie removed his hand. “You have met my wife. If Sarah Moffett says she wants tacos, nothing in the world is going to change her mind or convince her that she’ll be satisfied with anything else. All right.” He nodded at his son. “Order received loud and clear.”

      “Cool.” Elijah looked at his father and the scowling gnome, then shrugged again. “I finished unpacking everything in the coffee shop, so I’m gonna go hang out with Sam and Louie.”

      “Doing what, exactly?”

      “I don’t know. Just hanging out.”

      Wells smirked at the boy. “Behind the old distillery again?”

      Ronnie looked down at the gnome. “Say what?”

      “It’s empty, Dad. Promise.”

      “Empty of moonshine, at least,” Wells added.

      Mr. Moffett swallowed thickly, then sniffed. “Well, go on, son.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You did your work. The rest of the day’s yours.”

      “Cool.” Elijah raced toward the market’s front door. “See ya.”

      “Don’t let those adolescent hooligans drag you into anything your dad wouldn’t do,” Ronnie called after him. “And don’t be late for dinner, or—” When his son disappeared through the front door, the wizard sighed and shook his head. “Or your mother will kill me.”

      “She might kill you for not being able to make tacos too,” Wells muttered.

      “Yeah, that too.” Chuckling, Ronnie turned back to the garlic. “But these will make it all worth it. I do love a good culinary challenge.”

      The gnome turned away. “Good luck.”

      “Hey. How about offering me an extra pair of eyes for the best ingredients, and I’ll drop off a few homemade tortillas at your front door tomorrow morning?”

      “I’m trying to get my shopping done, Ronnie.”

      “Excellent. It’s a deal.” The wizard clapped a hand on Wells’ shoulder again and strode between the rows of produce. “So much to choose from!”

      The gnome glanced around suspiciously, then followed his friend with a resigned shake of his head.

      In the back of the converted courthouse, where there were no windows and far less light, the larger vegetables and fruit had been neatly stacked in small cardboard boxes and random containers. Lining the wall up to the ceiling were more small shelves and planter boxes of anything and everything that couldn’t successfully be grown outside in the massive garden stretching around the building.

      Ronnie pointed at one of the larger planters close to the floor. “You ever try a strawberry straight off the bush?”

      “You put strawberries in your tacos?”

      “Ha. Don’t be disgusting. I just like strawberries.” The wizard reached toward one of the strawberry bushes, which were covered with ripe red berries. “I’m pretty sure they taste better in this town than anywhere else in the world.”

      “Can’t argue with you there.” Wells sidled up to the produce table and grabbed a handful of snap peas to slip into his canvas grocery bag. “Now that I think about it, everything in this town tastes better.”

      “That’s exactly it.” Ronnie gently brushed aside the thicker strawberry leaves, searching for the largest, ripest berries. “I just can’t wrap my head around why anyone would ever want to leave this place. It’s a paradise!”

      The gnome shrugged as he inspected a small but perfectly shaped ear of corn with bright gold kernels peeking from beneath the husk. “If they hadn’t left, we’d still be running.”

      “Very true. Oh-ho-ho!” Leaning closer to the strawberry plant, Ronnie grinned. “There you are, my little—”

      “Unhand the strawberry bush, Ronnie Moffett.”

      He leaped away from the planter and spun. “Elaine! Have you seen the size of those—”

      “Of course, I’ve seen them.” With a coy smile, the Wood Elf who was in charge of the market and the indoor farm squeezed past him with a large watering can in her hand. “I’m here taking care of them every day. By hand. Now, if we had reliable electricity to support a hydroponic system or the green light to use even a little semi-advanced magic, that’d be a different story.”

      “What a phenomenal job you’ve done,” Ronnie replied cheerily, though he’d been staring at the strawberry bush and hadn’t listened to the Wood Elf’s complaint. “You know, a few of those look ripe enough to—”

      “No. If it’s still in the planter, it’s off-limits.” Elaine tilted the watering can toward the strawberry bush, then tended to the row of planter boxes that were filled with wheatgrass. “We picked berries yesterday. They’re over there.”

      Ronnie stared in the direction she’d nodded, then rubbed his hands together. “That’s just what I’m looking for. Say, you don’t happen to have any tortillas, do you?”

      Her crooked smile faded, and she shot Wells a confused look. The gnome just shook his head and placed two large carrots in his bag before moving down the table for more ingredients. “Ronnie, we don’t grow very much corn.”

      “Yeah. Figures.” He took a deep breath and pointed at the other tables lining the perimeter of the large room. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Just don’t pick anything out of the planters.”

      “You bet!” Ronnie was striding across the room, but he gave her a thumbs-up in reassurance.

      Still shaking his head, Wells dropped a small purple onion in his bag and headed after the wizard.

      Elaine laughed and returned to watering the planters. “Admittedly,” she muttered under her breath, “the plants here grow better than any others I’ve seen in even the most complex setup. As long as certain magicals stop trying to harvest before it’s time…”

      Ronnie didn’t hear her remarks. He’d crossed the giant room and was perusing the food items and chucking ingredients into his canvas shopping bag as he saw fit. Wells kept some distance between him and the wizard, but he was still watching Ronnie out of the corner of his eye. He chuckled whenever the man let out another adoring exclamation aimed at the produce in his hand.

      “Ronnie!”

      The wizard looked up from the neat rows of small limes to the Azrakan walking toward him. “Theodore.” He glanced at curved, spiked horns that encircled the Azrakan’s head like a crown. “Looks like it is possible.”

      Theodore folded his massive fur-covered arms. “What are you on about?”

      “Oh. The uh…” Ronnie gestured vaguely at his own head. “Well, I was wondering if that impressive rack of yours gets caught in doorways and all the other stuff hanging from the…”

      Two middle-aged witches walked past, and they stared at the wizard with identical expressions of disgust.

      “Oh. Oh, no.” Ronnie pointed at the Azrakan’s head. “I’m talking about his rack. The horns. Because they’re—”

      One of the witches scoffed as she slipped her arm through her friend’s. They hurried away from him to continue shopping.

      “—on his head,” Ronnie finished in a dejected mutter.

      Theodore’s deep, rumbling chuckle filled the room. “Very smooth.”

      “Yes. Well.” The wizard cleared his throat. “It takes a high level of skill to manufacture a bungled misunderstanding like that. All in all, I’d say it went very well.” He smoothed the front of his shirt and glanced at the witches again. “Maybe next time I’ll get their names. Or I’ll ask my wife.”

      “Speaking of your wife…”

      Ronnie pointed at Theodore. “Careful.”

      “Ha. I was going to segue into asking about the coffee shop. Everything ready for the grand opening?”

      “We are on schedule.” He gave Theodore a thumbs-up. “It’s happening, and I expect you to be first in line.”

      “Yes. Me and my giant rack.”

      “Exactly. Wait.” Ronnie stuck a finger in the air. “That’s not—”

      A loud groan of wood interrupted him. Every magical in the co-op turned to see one of the tables buckle beneath the weight of the produce on its surface. The table creaked again, then broke in half with a deafening crack.

      The second it did, a grating shriek rose above thuds of the stacked produce boxes toppling haphazardly to the floor. A gnome who’d been standing a few feet from the broken table leaped two feet into the air before scrambling away from the mess. He shrieked again, darted back and forth like a squirrel that couldn’t make up its mind about crossing a busy highway, and then dove under a table on the opposite side of the makeshift aisle.

      The last of the vegetables stopped its roll across the floor. Elaine set down her watering can with a clang. “All right. Half a pound of free whatever-you-want for anyone willing to help me clean this up.”

      The startled silence in the marketplace disappeared as the magicals hurried to help.

      Ronnie and Theodore remained where they were. The wizard folded his arms and peered down the aisle, but the gnome who’d hidden under the table was a little too well-hidden. “That looked like Kent. Was that him?”

      The Azrakan scratched his head and let out a low, contemplative growl. “Didn’t get a good look at his face.”

      “Huh. I wonder how long it’ll take him to come back out?”

      Wells sidled up to them. “Last time, it took three hours and a case of beer to get him to crawl back into the daylight.”

      “Last time?” Ronnie frowned at his gnome friend. “I didn’t know there was a last time.”

      “Several.” Wells clicked his tongue. “Poor guy.”

      Theodore cleared his throat. “I feel like I missed something.”

      “Not really.”

      Ronnie wondered, “So, Kent’s always been like this?”

      “What? No. Of course not.” With the curious stares of the taller magicals focused on him, the gnome continued, “It just takes a little longer for some of us to get over the trauma. You know?”

      “From…”

      “History.” Wells looked at his friends, and he sighed when he realized they were clueless. “Can’t blame you for not knowing. It’s not like anybody wants to talk about this stuff.” He stepped closer to them and lowered his voice. “It’s hard to find a gnome these days who doesn’t remember being chased out of the mountains on Oriceran. At least, those of us whose families once sided with Rhazdon.”

      At the mention of the dark wizard’s name, Theodore hissed.

      “Yeah. Exactly. Worst part is, gnomes like Kent got chased out by other gnomes, and now he’s being chased by hunters on Earth too?” Wells clucked his tongue. “No wonder he’s skittish. Takes a while to get over.”

      “No kidding.” Ronnie stroked his chin, then offered his short friend a compassionate smile. “I’m sorry, Wells. If there’s anything I can do—”

      The gnome scoffed and waved the offer aside. “Nah, we’re all pretty much in the same boat now. Right? Hiding from hunters and living it up in a town stuck halfway between the past and the present.”

      “I bet opening that coffee shop will really help,” Theodore suggested.

      Ronnie smirked. “I told you it’s happening, but I’m not a freaking magician, okay? These things take time.”

      His friends squinted at him in confusion, and Theodore pointed at him. “You are a wizard.”

      “Yeah. Have to ration the use of magic by order of our fearless leader, though, so you’ll have to wait for—”

      “Pea pods?” The young witch who’d interrupted him stopped beside their small group, beaming.

      Ronnie shook his head. “No, I was gonna say… Oh. That was an offer, wasn’t it? Hi, Penny.”

      Smiling, she extended a basket of freshly picked peas toward Ronnie and his friends. “Yes, it was an offer. Just brought these in from the garden, so they don’t get any fresher than this. Go ahead. Take some.”

      “Well, thank you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Don’t mind if I do.”

      Ronnie and his friends each grabbed a handful.

      Penny stumbled under the sudden weight of their hands in the basket, then laughed as the magicals tried the fresh, crunchy, slightly sweet peas. “You know, my grandmother used to tell me that the best kind of magic was letting the soil grow something all on its own. The longer we’re here, the more I agree with her.”

      The crisp pod burst inside Ronnie’s mouth, and his eyelids fluttered as he let out a groan of pleasure. Wells and Theodore frowned and leaned away from him. The wizard grinned at Penny and shook his half-eaten pea pod at her. “Perfection.”

      “Thank you.”

      He then shook the pod at Wells. “I’m telling you, bud. There’s just something about this town…”
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      In his two-room cabin, Belmont Frazier chugged his second glass of water. His empty glass clunked on the wooden counter, and he wiped sweat and mud off his forehead with the back of his forearm.

      “Ah… That really hits the spot. You thirsty, Minnie?”

      The dog sprawled on the cabin’s only rug on the other side of the main room, which also contained the sink, counter, and cabinets that served as his kitchen. The sharp, rhythmic crunch of her teeth chomping on a massive deer antler was her only response.

      Belmont clucked his tongue. “Of course not. Not until you’ve ground that thing to dust, huh?”

      Her tail whacked the rug once, then she tilted her head in the opposite direction to get a better angle, and the noisy chewing continued.

      “Right. Just a few more finishing touches, then it’s back to work. Now, where did I put that hickory burl?” He searched the cabinets in the kitchen, then the small couch and the frayed armchair in the living area. He even looked under his bed in the cabin’s other room before he remembered where he’d stored the burl.

      Minnie didn’t look up as he crossed the room. He had to step over her to get to the opposite side. The dust-covered trunk against the wall creaked when he opened it and rummaged inside. He pulled out a hunk of thick, knotted wood and let the lid fall shut with a clap.

      “That’s the only way to keep you from getting at it.” He shook the giant burl at his dog, who stopped chewing and eyed her master with curiosity.

      When he stepped over her again to go to the armchair, Minnie lifted her head and sniffed the wood in his hand.

      “Ah-ah-ah.” Belmont pointed at the antler. “That’s yours. This one’s mine.”

      After her master settled into the armchair, the dog went back to her loud decimation of the antler.

      The old wizard barely noticed the sound. He had many more important things to consider.

      “Feels like everything at once.” He grabbed his wand off the side table and pointed it at the hickory burl in his other hand. The spell was quick and efficient. Soft red light flared at the tip of his wand, which he used like a pen to burn a simple and little-known symbol into the wood.

      Most magicals would not have recognized it, but to the Order of Custodians, their sigil was everything. Their calling. Their duty. Their willingness to put their lives on the line to ensure the protection of magicals on Earth and Oriceran.

      Just like Sawyer had put his life on the line.

      Belmont blinked when he completed the sigil and gently blew on the carved, charred lines, then set down his wand and the carving.

      “Oh, Minnie…” He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s all gone sideways, and I missed it. How did Sawyer see it when I had no idea?”

      The Newfoundland kept crunching.

      “I know. It wasn’t my job to know. It was his, and look where it got him.” Belmont gazed at the Order of Custodians’ symbol he’d etched into the wood, then glanced at the signet ring on his left pinky, which bore the same symbol. Absently, he turned it on his finger as he went over what he knew. “He did his part. There’s only one kind of spell that leaves the caster in that shape. Sawyer knew what he had to do, but the question is why? Why would he need to fuse a tear in the wards? What tore the hole in them?”

      Minnie paused to stare at her master, then licked her muzzle.

      “You’re right, as usual.” The wizard shook his head, then pressed his knuckles against his lips. Loud antler-gnawing filled the spaces between the thoughts Belmont shared aloud. “Sawyer had clearly been in that state for quite some time. A few months, by the looks of it. That means whatever ripped the wards open had impeccable timing. What are the odds that a tear in some of the most powerful warding magic occurred just in time to let that new band of traveling magicals into the town? Without alerting us to their presence, of course.”

      A particularly loud crunch came from Minnie’s part of the room, followed by two small thumps as bits of antler broke off and toppled onto the rug.

      Belmont pointed at his furry companion. “Unless you already knew something was afoot and kept it from me.”

      Minnie jerked her head up, cocked her head, and let her tongue flop out of her mouth for a few seconds of heavy panting.

      “No, no. I’m not blaming you. There’s no way you could have known. With the wards down like that, neither of us could have known…” He slumped in the chair and frowned at the area rug. “Sawyer found a tear in the magic and sacrificed himself to keep it intact, but his fix only lasted for so long. Now we have a much bigger problem on our hands, don’t we?”

      The Newfoundland kept panting at her master.

      “Yes. A much bigger problem. I need to think, Minnie. Let’s get some air.” The wizard pushed out of the armchair, snatched his wand and the hickory burl, and walked out the cabin’s front door.

      Minnie leaped to her feet and gingerly picked up the massive antler. She carried it in her mouth as she followed her master. The antler thumped on the doorframe, and the dog tilted her head enough to let her slip past. Then she trotted down the front steps after Belmont.

      When she joined him, the wizard was standing in front of the mound of upturned earth beneath which he’d buried his old friend. “To Sawyer Amberforth. May the suns never set on his memory.”

      He raised the chunk of wood and flicked his wand at it one more time. Soft golden light billowed around the burl, transforming the raw wood. The gnarled carving became a long, smooth, glossy rod. Dark striations broke up the amber-colored staff, the lighter pieces catching the light as the sun sank toward the west.

      At the top of the staff, the Order of Custodians’ symbol remained intact as a grave marker.

      With a tired smile, Belmont admired his handiwork, then slipped his wand into his pocket and stepped toward the head of the grave. He paused for another moment of silence with the transfigured staff in both hands. “Rest in peace, old friend, and know you did very well.”

      With one quick, powerful thrust, he buried the tip of the staff six inches in the earth. Another flash of golden light pulsed from the Order’s carved symbol, honoring the sacrifice of the wizard who had been sent to these mountains to safeguard and protect the town of East Calico Rock.

      With a nod, Belmont turned away from the grave and toward one of the greatest views the old wizard could have hoped to see.

      He stopped at the edge of the bluffs that overlooked the valley and the twisting White River. For over sixty years, the Order of Custodians had kept East Calico Rock free of magic. More importantly, they’d ensured that the abandoned kemana beneath these cliffs remained undisturbed.

      But something had disturbed the wards.

      Minnie padded toward him and sat at her master’s feet, panting happily around the antler in her mouth as they gazed at the sprawling landscape. The sunset’s orange light reflected off the calmer parts of the White River, which made the valley look like it was being cut in two by a consuming line of flame instead of life-giving water.

      Belmont reached down to scratch behind his furry friend’s ear. “We’re here, Minnie. I suppose that means we’ll take up Sawyer’s mantle, at least until I get those wards powered up again.” He looked down at the Newfoundland and narrowed his eyes. “Do you think those magicals who recently moved in will have an issue with being sealed inside the town?”

      Minnie closed her eyes and leaned against his leg so he’d know to continue the scratches.

      “I didn’t think so.” The wizard looked out across the valley again and hummed in consideration. “All right, then. We don’t need to know what happened, just how to fix it, so back to work. As they say, the Order never sleeps.”

      It took Minnie a moment to realize her master was going back to the house and hadn’t just stepped away from her. When she did, she let out a low whine and trotted after him.

      “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.” He held the front door open and nodded inside. “Hurry up, now. I’d be lying if I said we didn’t have all night, but I’d prefer not to spend all of it racking my brain.”
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        * * *

      

      In the darkest hours of the morning, just before sunrise, Belmont gave up hope of finding a solution to the problem with the wards.

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” The last of his spell books thumped onto the coffee table in front of the armchair, startling Minnie out of her nap. The wizard leaned forward to glare at the book’s tattered cover. “Why in the blazes does none of this work?”

      With a disgruntled half-grunt, half-growl, Minnie lowered her head onto her forepaws.

      All the spell books Belmont owned were scattered across every available surface, including the floor. The wizard massaged his temples and stared blankly at nothing in particular.

      “One of these spells should have let me strengthen the wards, Minnie. Every time, it’s like…it’s like…”

      The dog closed her eyes.

      “It’s like something’s trying to stop me. Like it’s pushing back because it doesn’t want the wards over the town to be strengthened. Either that or this unknown opposing force doesn’t want magic to be dampened again within the city limits.” The thought hadn’t occurred to him until then, but after spending all night throwing incredibly powerful spells at the wards with no success, this explanation was the only thing that made sense. “What do you think, girl?”

      A loud snore rose from the shaggy mountain of black fur that took up the center of the area rug.

      “Yes, it’s possible.” The wizard stroked his chin. “Wonderful. I’ve spent all night on useless spells when I should have been searching for the source of the resistance. Now I won’t be able to sleep, knowing something’s tampering with the wards on purpose. You should count yourself lucky, Minnie. If you could wield magic or read books or even speak, I’d put you to work.”

      Despite the mystery Belmont had just uncovered and the steadily increasing sense of dread filling his heart because of it, the wizard’s exhaustion won out. Fifteen minutes later, he was asleep in the armchair, snoring along with his dog.
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        * * *

      

      The Custodian had been so focused on the rip in the wards that it hadn’t occurred to him to check on the underground city those wards had been erected to protect. Deep below the surface of the earth, not quite two miles from Belmont Frasier’s lone cabin on the bluffs overlooking the river, the crimson crystal within the Ozarks kemana was hard at work.

      Very few historical records described how the crystals had been formed on Earth to channel Oriceran magic or what had created them. Kemana crystals weren’t sentient, but there was no denying the hint of intelligent life force pulsing within their glittering multifaceted forms.

      This particular crystal had known it would need help for some time. It had known the threat was returning even before a number of the grotesque statues that surrounded it began to move again. It had known that the magical whose presence it had felt, the half-Light Elf named Winland Underwood, could do what was required to maintain the balance. However, she had not answered the crystal’s call.

      The wards around the kemana and the town of East Calico Rock continued to weaken as the crystal redoubled its efforts to send a stronger signal to the surface.

      That signal would not have gotten through without the crystal chipping away at the protective magic that surrounded the town. It would not stop until it had its target’s full attention.
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      The next day, the town put its full resources into finishing the renovations of the theater so they’d have their storeroom ready to stock when it came time. With the grand opening of the Moffetts’ Common Grounds coffee shop in twenty-four hours, there was plenty of excitement going around. As an added bonus, that excitement gave almost everyone a tremendous boost of energy, which made the last of the renovations go that much faster.

      By the time everyone was ready to call it a day, the work crew and the additional construction volunteers filtered out of the theater, talking, laughing, and wiping dirt, sawdust, wood chips, and sweat off their faces. Winland and Sarah walked side by side down the road toward the Common Grounds storefront.

      The Moffett family had made their new home on the second floor of the building, and it was clear all four of them had pitched in to prepare for the grand opening in the morning. A long strip of white butcher paper served as a massive banner that hung over the front doors, its message drawn in large, slightly crooked block letters.

      Grand Opening! Welcome to Common Grounds.

      “Nice banner,” Winland said as they approached the shop. “Who’d you delegate that job to?”

      Sarah laughed and brushed her curly red hair over her shoulder. “Wanna take a guess?”

      “I mean, I have a twenty-five-percent chance of being right. I’ll go with either Roman or Ronnie.”

      “Ha! My husband’s handwriting is nowhere near that neat. Beaten by his own thirteen-year-old son.”

      Winland grinned at the sign and shook her head. “Your whole family’s doing really well here, Sarah. I probably couldn’t make a sign that looks as good as that. You ready for the big day tomorrow?”

      Sarah leaned against the closed front door and folded her arms. “Honestly? It’s a lot of pressure. You know, having to be the best coffee shop in town. Even worse when you’re running the only coffee shop.”

      “Just think…” With a wistful sigh, Winland stretched her hand across the space in front of her, painting an imagined panorama for both of them. “Every refugee in this town hustling up and down the main road, laughing, chatting, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. All of them with a cup of your coffee in their hands. The things we could do with a steady supply of caffeinated goodness day in and day out. Right?”

      “Yeah.” The witch snorted. “Just as long as nobody’s trying to find a good coffee shop with a wi-fi connection.”

      “That’s not on you.” Winland placed a reassuring hand on her best friend’s shoulder and nodded. “That’s something else we have to figure out. But until then, you’ll be running the best damn coffee shop in East Calico Rock, and if anyone says anything different, they’ll have to deal with me.”

      “If there’s anything left once Ronnie and Roman have a go at them.” Sarah shook her head. “I swear. Ninety-nine percent of the time, my husband’s a complete… Well, he’s a nerd. Kinda like you.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      “But that one percent? That’s when the warrior comes out. I mean, scary-protective, and willing to do whatever needs to be done for those he cares about.” Sarah’s smile faded into a contemplative frown, then she let out a wry chuckle. “A lot like you.”

      “Which is why I couldn’t be happier to have him on our unofficial official board of town leaders. You get to sit back and watch us steer this ship.”

      “Clear skies and calm waters so far, Winland. We couldn’t be more grateful.”

      They stood there for a moment longer, watching the last refugees head back to their homes for the evening.

      Winland put her hands on her hips and nodded. “It’s starting to look like a real town, huh?”

      “Like a home. Once we make all the behind-the-scenes improvements, the tourists are gonna run us out.”

      “Don’t get too far ahead of yourself.” Winland stepped away from the storefront, then waved. “I’ll see you tomorrow before opening time.”

      “Why before?”

      “Come on. You didn’t expect me not to be a part of this. Besides, when you’re trying to get everything ready with two teenage boys and Ronnie around, you’re gonna need all the help you can get.”

      Sarah opened the front door of the coffee shop and stepped inside. Her laughter echoed through the shuttered windows and followed Winland down the street as she headed from the town center toward her home.

      While most of the refugees had chosen to make their homes in the rundown buildings or build new small ones, Winland had chosen one of the houses that had been abandoned, along with everything else. It was an old, stately Victorian that had seen better days. She hadn’t been able to figure out what the original color of the exterior had been.

      In the two months since the refugees had come to East Calico Rock, she’d renovated part of the house. That didn’t mean the livable portion of her house was any bigger than what the other refugees occupied, but Winland Underwood valued her privacy and her personal space, which was hard to maintain as the leader of a large group of Oriceran refugees. They’d been living and working and surviving together with the common goal of not being killed for their ancestors’ crimes for a long time.

      Plus, she really enjoyed the twenty-minute walk home.

      Her new house was one of a few that had been built on the outskirts of town. Each had its own private drive stretching from a very short, very narrow back road behind the central square. None of those roads had been updated even to gravel, so she got to make the trip every morning and evening on a dirt road.

      Walking between dense trees on either side of that road let her gather her thoughts, decompress from the day, and prepare herself to settle down on her comfortable mattress on the floor with a cup of tea and a good book. Fortunately, the library had plenty of books she hadn’t read, so there was a steady supply of literature for her to consume and enjoy. Those last hours of the day belonged only to her.

      Right now, she was halfway through a new urban fantasy adventure series, and she smiled at the thought of curling up with the exciting fourth installment. She was ripped out of her thoughts by another humming tingle of magic across the back of her neck.

      She was barely halfway to her house. It was just before true dusk, and she scanned the semi-darkness around her.

      Again? Out here? What’s going on?

      She turned in a slow circle to be sure she was alone. She noticed that when she turned her head toward the west side of the road, the magical energy she’d been feeling for days raced across the back of her neck and tickled between her shoulder blades with greater intensity.

      She tested it by walking toward the right-hand side of the road. The prickling hum of unfamiliar magic got stronger. When a breeze conveniently blew toward her from the woods, Winland lifted her chin and sniffed the air.

      The scent of lavender was unmistakable.

      “Oh, yeah,” she muttered, peering into the woods. “That’s a magical GPS right there.”

      I’d be an idiot not to follow the directions.

      She scanned the road in both directions, but she was still alone. She stepped off the packed dirt and headed silently into the thick woods, following the trail left by the intensifying magic that pinged her now and then and the lavender-scented trail left by…someone. The scent grew stronger the farther Winland ventured into the woods.

      When she reached a copse of hickory trees, the magic was strong and vibrated through the grass, trees, and even the lichen around her. Most notably, the magical energy thrummed through the very air in this hidden grove. It was so strong that Winland’s dark hair stood on end and fanned out around her face.

      This is where it’s coming from, at least the buzz I felt on the road and the lavender.

      The scent was thick in the air despite the breeze.

      She studied the hickory trees, watching their branches sway and their leaves flutter. The place looked empty, but that didn’t mean it was.

      “I know you’re here,” she called firmly, scanning the trees and the spaces between them. “There’s no point in hiding.”

      She set her jaw in grim determination and kept scanning the grove. If her father had been here to see the look in her eyes, he would have known the futility of bargaining, reasoning, or arguing with his daughter. He would have given in to whatever she wanted.

      However, Turner Underwood was in DC, and whoever was watching Winland from within the hickory trees was a stranger.

      Raising an eyebrow, she slowly reached into the pocket of her overcoat for her wand.

      I have no problem magically forcing a little more visibility.

      She didn’t have to use a spell, though.

      In front of the largest hickory tree, which stood away from the others, something shimmered. It looked like a mirage, but Winland recognized the telltale signs of magicals revealing themselves. She considered that to be a Wood Elf thing.

      However, the magical coming out of the center of the tree was a dryad.

      Her long, spindly fingers, which were the color of the tree’s bark, emerged first. They curled around the trunk to help pull the rest of her out of the tree. Watching a dryad emerge from her home was like watching interpretive dance. The magical’s lithe torso moved with a languid smoothness, and her branch-like legs followed. Her toes flattened on the earth like quickly spreading roots, then the dryad straightened to her full height. A thick cascade of chestnut-brown curls spilled over her shoulders and down her back.

      She stood two feet from the largest tree, staring at Winland.

      The dryad was only as tall as Winland’s shoulder, but the fierce intensity of her luminous green eyes held a power that said she would not back down. A dryad, even one who was standing perfectly still, and filled the grove with a regal essence Winland had only experienced a handful of times in her life.

      The dryad’s green eyes flickered as she looked Winland over. With a wooden creak, she flicked her long fingers at the half-Light Elf and let out a series of low clicks that mimicked the groaning of branches swaying in the wind. “You’re a powerful one.”

      The dryad’s voice sent a chill down Winland’s spine, which wasn’t the worst sensation. She nodded at the magical.

      “Carry a mixture of strong magic within you.”

      Great. She can tell what I am just by staring at me.

      Winland wanted answers. What was happening with the magic around town? Why was she feeling new energy now after living here for months? What did the dryad want with her since she’d left a clear trail?

      She didn’t get a chance to ask. The dryad moved, and watching the motions of her long hands and the slight tilt of her head was mesmerizing.

      The dryad put her finger against her tongue before holding it up to the breeze while holding Winland’s gaze. “The wind is shifting. Not a good sign.”

      Winland managed to respond, “I don’t see how weather is a bad sign. Or maybe that’s a dryad thing I don’t understand.”

      “Change.” When the dryad lowered her extended finger and straightened her head, Winland couldn’t tell if the rustle of leaves and the faint creaking groan came from the hickory trees or the cryptic magical. “Around here,” the dryad continued, “any change is bad. For everyone.”

      Winland tried to piece together what she was being told while staying alert for magic like the tingles she’d been experiencing.

      The dryad’s eyes flashed a brighter green. It looked like she had blinked. “I assumed you knew, but you have no idea what you’ve walked into, do you?”

      That was all Winland needed to confirm what she’d suspected for the last few days. The knot that had been growing in her gut since she’d felt that first hum of ancient magic tightened tenfold. She tried to wet her lips, but her mouth was dry.

      Something is wrong in this town, or it’s headed there fast. She knows a lot more than she’s saying about it.
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      “Okay.” Winland nodded at the dryad. “Tell me.”

      The other magical’s expression didn’t change, but there was a hint of amusement in her voice. “You’re not ready for that.”

      “Then maybe you can answer a specific question.” Winland gestured in the direction of the dirt road leading to her house and also toward East Calico Rock’s central square. “What happened in this town?”

      The dryad let out what Winland thought was supposed to be a hum. It sounded more like the echoing crack of a frozen lake’s ice splintering. “Let’s start with something a little simpler.”

      “Fine. At least tell me what made everyone leave this place in such a hurry. It’s obvious that they—”

      “My name is Ursula,” the dryad interrupted, her expression unchanging and her tone strangely casual. When she gestured at the woods around them, the movement was like flowing water. It made Winland forget that being interrupted rubbed her the wrong way. “These woods are my home. The trees are my friends and charges. For thousands of years, I have remained. Everyone and everything else moved on, except the trees under my protection.”

      Winland swallowed. “That’s…a long time.”

      Ursula tilted her head as she returned her branch-like arm to her side. “A very long time. No one has seen my face or my home, yet you knew where to find me. I wish to know who trained you to do that.”

      She’s asking questions, and I’m supposed to just answer? Well, if that’s what it takes to figure out what’s going on...

      Lifting her chin, Winland rolled her shoulders back and held Ursula’s brilliant gaze. “Turner Underwood trained me. Tracking magic and knowing when someone’s watching me without showing themselves is the tip of the iceberg, trust me.”

      She’d had a lifetime of watching magicals recognize her father’s name and remember all the stories about the Light Elf behind the legend. Most of them were true at their core, if somewhat embellished. Winland expected to see some reaction from the dryad.

      She wasn’t disappointed, though she couldn’t have known how Ursula would respond to the revelation. She hadn't expected to see thin dark-green vines snake up the dryad’s legs, coil around her torso, spiral up her arms and shoulders, and curl around her face and through the shimmering chestnut curls.

      “The old Fixer,” Ursula muttered.

      In many of the stories she’d loved, characters’ voices had been described as sounding like dry leaves skittering across the ground. She finally understood what that sounded like.

      Of course, she knows about him. Everyone knows about him.

      Because most magicals didn’t know about her, she corrected their misconceptions about Turner Underwood—and who she was.

      “My father,” she replied firmly and slipped her hands into the pockets of her overcoat. The position kept her shoulders back, and it let her fingers brush her mother’s favorite wand. It wasn’t visible to others, but Winland drew her power from what both sides of her mixed blood had given her, what her mixed magic had given her. “My name is Winland Underwood.”

      Ursula’s eyes widened, then flashed the same bright green light. “Not who I was expecting, but perhaps even better.”

      A soft, bitter chuckle escaped Winland’s lips. They’d officially entered seriously strange territory. “How can you expect or not expect someone when you don’t even know who they are?”

      “Ah. Yes.” The vines that had climbed Ursula’s body writhed around her bark-like cheeks. “A worthy riddle. Tell me, you found this land and the settlement upon it on your own, did you not?”

      “That’s right.”

      “With very little effort.” The dryad lifted one finger to point at the Light Elf. The vines snaked down her arm and coiled around her extended finger, which looked like a twig at the end of a long branch about to burst into flower. “One might even say it was as if you already knew, yes?”

      For not expecting me, she seems to know a lot about me. That doesn’t usually happen. However she’s doing it, though, she’s not wrong.

      Gulping, Winland nodded.

      Ursula’s eyes flashed again. “You accepted the invitation.”

      Before Winland could ask what that meant, the dryad thrust both arms into the sky. The motion was made more slowly than most people or magicals moved, but compared to what she’d done so far, it felt fast.

      When her hands were at their fullest height above her head, the trees around them moved.

      Winland’s fingers closed on her wand, but she realized she’d been mistaken.

      They were not moving. They were growing.

      Every hickory tree in the grove rustled though the breeze had died. In seconds, each branch had sprouted double its number of leaves. The new foliage cast the grove in shadow, the canopy now thick enough to block the last of the day’s fading sunlight. However, Winland could still see.

      “The crystal knows its purpose and its effect,” Ursula continued. “An old mistake now bears fruit, and the time has come to find what was overlooked. To rectify that mistake.”

      Despite the lack of breeze, the leaves rustled as if to support the dryad’s words. Another chill trickled down Winland’s back like a snow-fed waterfall, but this time, the sensation was unpleasant.

      “Okay.” Winland nodded and scanned the grove. “If you tell me what—”

      “You must be that new resolution, Winland Underwood. You accepted the call. Now prepare yourself. Doing what has been asked of you will require every available resource and every ounce of power at your disposal. As long as you stay in this place you now call home, you will be tested. You will not succeed until the damage has been repaired.”

      Winland leaned forward in confusion. “You first called it a mistake. Now it’s damage, apparently. I can’t fix anything if I don’t know what it is.”

      Ursula’s eyes flashed as another tingling buzz of ancient magic brushed Winland’s neck.

      Those can’t be related. The dryad’s magic doesn’t feel like that weird tingle. But maybe they’re connected?

      “You will know the same way you knew where to bring those who look to you for aid.” Ursula bowed her head. “Not all damage can be seen. Not all those who are lost can be redeemed.”

      “Those who are lost? Are you talking about the other refugees and me settling in town? Because I... I mean, we don’t feel lost. This place feels more like home than anywhere else most of us have been. We’re not looking for redemption, just a safe place to live our lives.”

      It could have been a trick of the light flooding through the grove, but Winland thought she saw the dryad nod.

      “You are not the first,” Ursula replied dryly. “But you might be the last. If you succeed.”

      “In doing what?” Winland tried to step forward to get closer to the woodland magical. She wanted to demand answers. However, after her first step, she was unable to move any farther. It didn’t feel like the dryad was keeping her in one place, but Winland recognized that her will and her body were out of sync.

      It was not Ursula doing that. It was the trees.

      That didn’t make any sense, but even if she couldn’t move, she could still try to get the information out of this dryad. The dryad who hadn’t answered any of Winland’s questions.

      “What is the magic I’ve been feeling for the last few days?” she asked, trying to turn the conversation to something Ursula might consider simpler. At the very least, they were more detailed questions. “I’ve been getting traces of old magic both outside the town and inside it. Is that the mistake I have to fix?”

      Ursula closed her eyes, which was strange because she hadn’t blinked since she’d crawled out of her hiding place within the hickory tree. She didn’t offer a reply.

      Winland tried again. “What about that old wizard with the giant dog? Is he part of all this?”

      The only response was another loud rustle as if the trees were trying to hush her.

      “At least tell me who left the dark-magic symbol in one of the buildings.”

      The dryad’s brilliant green eyes flew open at that, and the vines around her neck caressed her cheeks.

      That had got her attention.

      “That was left here for me to find. Right?” Winland nodded, though she wasn’t sure if it was to convince her strange companion or herself. “The symbol was different from the original, but I felt old magic when I found it. Did the wizard put that there? Is that what I need to figure out? The mistake in the symbol?”

      “The longer you stay, Winland Underwood, the closer the past and the present draw toward each other. What you see and what you know can be two different things.”

      “Please.” It came out as a whisper, but it was better than letting her frustration take over and making her shout at the dryad to quit being so damn cryptic. “Please. If I’m here to help, you have to give me information.”

      “Do not be deceived by the source of power. Only intention will get you where you want to go.”

      “What?”

      “Take heed, Winland Underwood. When all seems lost, remember that the crimson heart chose to bury itself. To lose itself before it could be found again. You will find it.” As Ursula continued her vague warning, which could have also been advice, several trees let out creaking groans as their lush, full branches bent. The grove was strangely bright, given that the sun had just set. The trees reached toward the dryad as if they wanted to close in and carry her away with them.

      Winland scanned the trees, which were moving like plants on Oriceran, and muttered, “I have no idea what that means.”

      “When the time comes,” Ursula continued, “I will be waiting for you. Call on the crimson heart. Call on the trees. I will do what I can to assist you.”

      “Why not call on you? You’re the dryad, and I’m pretty sure I can’t talk to trees.”

      “They tell me otherwise.” Ursula’s eyes flicked toward the right-hand pocket of Winland’s coat. The pocket where her fingers were loosely curled around the pecan wand.

      Winland glanced at her pocket, maybe to draw her wand and make sure it was what the other magical was talking about.

      So, I need to learn how to summon a dryad at the last second? Is there a spell for—

      Subtle movement on the forest floor caught her eye, and she focused her attention there instead.

      The soft undergrowth was moving. The vines, grasses, clover, and dark-green moss were moving underfoot, drawing away from Winland and surging toward Ursula.

      With slow, languid steps, the dryad walked backward toward the tree from which she’d emerged. Her feet whispered across the ground like skittering leaves. Branches groaned even louder overhead and bent toward her to form a tunnel as she offered her final words.

      “Trying to follow me will prove useless, Winland Underwood. The trees will ensure no trace of my magic remains after this. Take great care where you walk through the woods. This grand game has changed.”

      “What game?” Winland was finally able to step forward, but in her haste, she stumbled. “What else is in the woods? Ursula, wait!”

      The dryad was gone. The trees had absorbed her into their bark and their branches. The branches that had bent toward Ursula straightened. Leaves rustled overhead, but now the breeze caused it.

      All the plants that had crawled across the forest floor returned. Even the short grasses and moss that had dug out from under Winland’s boots came back. She didn’t feel them move but watching it made her dizzy.

      Her hair dropped back down around her shoulders, no longer held aloft by the thrumming magical energy that had filled this grove when she’d stepped into it. The hum of Ursula’s magic was gone as she’d said it would be.

      Winland reached for it, but it was no use.

      Though it lacked magic, the warm early-autumn breeze sent another chill down her spine.
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      Winland forgot about her strange interaction with Ursula as she headed into town bright and early the next morning. She’d promised her best friend that she’d be there as a backup barista for the grand opening of Common Grounds, and the dryad had not warned her about doing anything with coffee beans.

      The sky was filled with the blue-gray light of dawn when she reached the front door of the shop. The entire Moffett family was up and ready for the day.

      When Winland stepped into the shop, both Moffett boys were shuffling around with their shoulders slumped and their eyes half-closed. Sarah and Ronnie had clearly sampled their espresso and were bustling around like the world would end if they didn’t get everything done right now.

      “You know, in any other situation, I would’ve shown up with coffee for everyone to get this party started.” She shrugged and choked back a laugh. “But that would feel like rooting for the competition today.”

      “There is no competition,” Ronnie muttered before draining the rest of his very strong latte.

      “I know, Ronnie. That’s the point of the whole… Never mind.”

      “I don’t get it.” Thirteen-year-old Roman stopped at the counter, folded his arms on the top, and rested his head on them. “Why do we have to open so early?”

      “Because people expect their coffee early.” Sarah furiously scrubbed at what looked like a stain on the new countertop, but it wouldn’t come out.

      Elijah gave a massive yawn as his eyelids drooped. “They expect a grand opening. Nobody wants to party before the sun even comes up.”

      Ronnie snorted. “Spoken like a teenager.”

      Sarah smacked the ineffective rag on the counter in front of her younger son, who was falling asleep. Roman jolted at the wet squelch, then groaned.

      “We’re running a business here,” she told them. “And coffee shops open early. If you can’t do that, you lose out on revenue from the busiest part of the day.”

      “Mom.” Elijah spread his arms. “Nobody here has any money. There is no revenue.”

      “It’s the principle, son.” Sarah nodded at the two small tables across from the counter. Each had two chairs for customers, which were currently upside-down on the tabletops. So far, nobody had mentioned that none of the tables or chairs matched. They were working with what they had. “Bring down the chairs, set out the little vases, and wipe everything down.”

      “I already wiped everything down.”

      “Well, do it again. I want to see my reflection in those chair legs.”

      Her sons eyed the mismatched furniture. Roman was still leaning on the counter. “They’re wood!”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Sarah shot Winland an exasperated glance and shook her head.

      Trying not to laugh, Winland approached the counter and leaned toward her best friend, lowering her voice so the boys would be less likely to hear her. “You know, coffee does wonders for everybody.”

      Ronnie spun. He had been setting out the freshly washed mugs—also mismatched in their faded 1960s colors. He shook his head. “I tried that. The boss said no freaking way.”

      “It’s just coffee. The whole reason you’re doing this, right?” Winland offered her best friend a grin. “They look like they could use a little pick-me-up.”

      Sarah raised an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting I serve my teenagers the kind of highly caffeinated drink most adult addicts, including present company, use to fuel their daily existence?”

      “Um… Well, I wasn’t thinking of it that way.”

      “No. They’ll be fine.” Sarah bustled toward the back and disappeared through the door that led to the Moffett family’s home above the coffee shop.

      One of the chairs thumped on the floor, and Elijah shrugged. “You tried.”

      “Coffee’s gross anyway,” Roman added as he sat in the chair his brother had just set upright.

      “Huh.” Winland turned to Ronnie, who was wiping down the espresso machine. He gave her a sheepish smile. “I haven’t seen her this stressed in a long time.”

      He shrugged. “I haven’t seen her put so much effort into something since before we started dating.”

      Elijah lifted down the rest of the chairs and frowned at his father. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “Sure it does. Your mother thought I was a waste of wizarding space and avoided me like the plague for months. I’ll tell you, boys; that was some serious dedication on her part.”

      “Then you started dating?” The older Moffett boy snorted. “How’d you finally convince her to do that?”

      “I didn’t.” Ronnie and Winland exchanged knowing glances, then he gestured at her. “Your Aunt Winland did. She told your mother to go on one date with me, sabotage it by being as bland and boring as possible, and generally do everything in her power to make it a terrible night so I’d finally leave her alone. For that, I will always be grateful.”

      Winland barked a laugh, then clapped a hand to her mouth.

      Roman groaned again and folded his arms on the table before laying his head on them. “You guys are so weird.”

      “Look at that!” Ronnie slapped the counter and grinned at his sons. They glared at him after the loud noise. “The sun’s not even up, and my kids are already dishing out the compliments. Winland, want a latte?”

      “Could I say no?”

      “Not even if you tried.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Despite Sarah Moffett’s nerves about the grand opening—and her sons’ complaints—when Common Grounds’ front doors officially opened, the entire family was wide awake, wide-eyed with excitement, and ready to prove to the town that they were the right magicals for the job.

      Sarah wore a contagious smile. Winland spent most of the morning trying not to burst out laughing while her best friend took on the role of hospitable barista and coffee-shop owner.

      It’s about time she had something to pour her focus into. This is exactly what the town needs.

      By 10:00 AM, every magical in East Calico Rock had stepped through the front door to get their first taste of what Sarah and her family could do. No one expected it to turn into a party or that the party would move out of town and down to the river.

      Apparently, this was what the Oriceran refugees had been waiting for—an excuse to stop all the hard work—the planning, renovating, and rebuilding—and let loose as a community for a little while.

      Two hours later, Winland was floating down the White River’s gentle rapids on an inflatable tube. Around her, other magicals were doing the same. Several had brought coolers with them, which they’d attached to their tubes with rope. The coolers bobbed along behind them in the water, and every so often, someone would crack open a new drink and thrust it into the air with a “Hey!”

      The cries were echoed by everyone else, shouts ringing out across the valley as cans of soda, bottles of beer, and thermoses filled with who knew what were shoved into the air.

      Winland grinned at Sarah, who was floating behind her. “Told you everything would go perfectly today.”

      “I can’t believe we hadn’t done this yet. I mean, Roman comes down here all the time. I’m sure the other kids do too. But as a town? We needed this.”

      “I can’t believe we had this many blow-up tubes lying around. Who found these?”

      Sarah took a thoughtful sip of her drink—an iced coffee from the gallons she and Ronnie had made and brought with them to the river—and shrugged. “Somebody brought them along from DC.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Well, I don’t remember Ronnie reporting anyone putting in an order for two dozen river tubes. Trust me, that’s something he would’ve woken me up to tell me.”

      Winland chuckled and dropped her head back on the sun-warmed rubber of her tube. “Why would anyone need this many? Or bring them across the country?”

      “You know, I’m just gonna chalk it up to being on the run and thinking every little thing could be useful at some point.” Smirking at her best friend, Sarah dipped her hand into the cool river water and gazed around. “Oddly enough, they were right.”

      Winland sipped the ice-cold watermelon seltzer that had come out of her cooler. “You won’t hear me complain.”

      “But I have heard you laughing all day. And now that we’re on the subject, I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”

      “Ask me what?”

      Sarah dipped her chin and pulled her dark sunglasses down her nose. “Is there something about the way I make coffee that amuses you?”

      Winland studied the witch’s face. Anyone else would have thought Sarah Moffett was serious and maybe even insulted. “Yeah. All of it amuses me.” She snorted.

      “You think I’m funny?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      They stared at each other as their tubes bobbed down the river along with everyone else’s. Sarah raised an eyebrow. “This isn’t working, is it?”

      “Not even a little.”

      “Damn.” The witch dropped her head back on her tube and shoved her sunglasses over her eyes again.

      Winland laughed and did the same. “You tried really hard, though. I’ll give you that.”

      “I shouldn’t have to try, Winland. It’s the death stare. I don’t have to try anything with the boys.”

      “Well, it probably doesn’t work on me because, you know, I’m not one of your kids.”

      “Thank goodness!” Sarah lifted her head and stared straight ahead, her face expressionless. “It works on Ronnie too.”

      “Ha! That’s on your husband.”

      “You mean, my grown child?”

      They started laughing, and the sound joined the shouts, high-pitched laughter, and excited screams coming from downriver.

      As the water turned Winland’s tube sideways, the river became much shallower. Small eddies whirled on either side, and the sandy banks stretched toward the long grass in the valley. Large trees provided plenty of shade for those who preferred it, and most of the town’s children were splashing in the shallows, even Sarah’s boys.

      “Hey! We have a swimming hole,” Winland exclaimed.

      The magicals who hadn’t opted to float down the river on tubes had set picnic blankets, folding chairs, and towels out on the beach and under the trees. Everyone cheered the fleet of multi-colored tubes bobbing down the river toward them.

      “Hey, Chuck!” Ronnie called from his tube behind Winland and Sarah.

      Drifting toward the other side of the river, the half-shifter heard his name and raised both hands in the air. Each held a different drink, and the guy had not one, not two, but five coolers floating behind him. “Ronnie!”

      “What’s up with all the coolers, buddy?”

      “Aw...” Chuck took a long gulp of each drink in turn and shrugged. “I couldn’t decide what to bring, so I brought it all.”

      Sarah craned her neck to look at her husband. “You couldn’t figure that out on your own? It’s Chuck.”

      Ronnie snickered. “You never know what’s going through somebody else’s head, babe.”

      “Whew. We can unpack that later.”

      Winland laughed and got a mock warning glare from her best friend.

      “You want something?” Chuck called.

      “When I run out, man, I know who to go to.”

      The half-shifter raised both drinks in salute again, then downed them as his tube bounced gently off the far bank before spinning slowly into the center of the swimming hole.

      While the children splashed in the shallower parts of the pool, adults hopped in to join them, holding their drinks aloft. Most were alcoholic beverages or iced coffee in go-cups from Common Grounds.

      “What did I tell you?” Winland smacked the back of her hand against Sarah’s leg as they slowed with the widening river. “A go-cup from your shop in every hand.”

      “Not every hand.” Sarah tried not to smile but failed. “But I’d call it a good start.”

      “Hey, buddy,” Ronnie called cheerily as Roman waded toward his father. “Having a good…whoa!”

      A massive splash echoed behind Winland, and she looked over her shoulder to see an empty, bobbing tube while water rained down around them. Ronnie’s head emerged and he gasped, blinking river water out of his eyes. “What the—”

      Roman burst up from below the surface in the middle of his dad’s tube. “Yeah! Woo! I got it!”

      “Hey, just a second,” Ronnie called after him. “Roman! That’s—” He slipped on the algae-coated rocks along the riverbed and fell back in.

      Most of the town’s attention had been drawn to the commotion, and the adults burst out laughing.

      “Come on, Ronnie! Don’t let him steal your tube!”

      “Looks like someone’s old enough to challenge the leader of the pack!”

      “Come grab a cold one, Ronnie. That’s all you need.”

      Roman reached the swimming hole, holding the tube around his middle. He screamed at the sky as he splashed through the shallow water, “Yeah! I freaking did it! Did you see that?”

      Kids his age headed toward him, laughing and wanting a go at the tube. The younger Moffett boy splashed faster, and any of his friends who got close enough to touch him were launched back into the water by the bouncy sides of the river tube.

      Then Roman spun and lifted the tube above his head. “I’m invincible!”

      The kids got out of the water, frowning at him. The adults burst out laughing again.

      Sarah Moffett growled. “I knew this would happen.”

      Winland laughed at Roman’s antics. “What, you mean puberty?”

      The witch glared at her. “Oh, it’s a chemical reaction, all right. Just not from hormones.”

      Without giving Winland an opportunity to say anything else, Sarah stood in the shallow water, hauled the dripping river tube up her body and over her head, and plopped it back into the water with a splash. Then she hoofed it through the river toward the southern bank, where most of the families and couples had set up for the day.

      “All right, people,” she called, her face almost matching her red hair from anger and the sun. “I need to know right now who’s been caffeinating my kid.”

      Several adults laughed, Winland among them, but their humor faded under Sarah’s mama-witch death-glare.

      “They’re in trouble now,” Ronnie muttered as he bobbed up beside Winland. He was using his wife’s discarded tube.

      “That look really does work on everyone.” Winland shook her head. “Except me.”

      “You’re one of a kind, Win.”

      Things got hairy when Sarah found the culprit.

      “Elijah Crichton Moffett!”

      The anger in her voice made Winland, Ronnie, and several other adults cringe despite not being the witch’s target.

      “Hey, Mom.” Elijah sat on the riverbank beneath a massive tree with his friends Sam and Louie. He was slurping an iced coffee that looked like it was mostly milk. It had clearly come from Common Grounds.

      “No. Uh-uh.” Sarah pointed at him. “Did you share that with your brother?”

      “Uh…” The sixteen-year-old wizard looked at his mom blankly. “I plead the Fifth?”

      She scoffed. “You’re a Moffett wizard, son. The Fifth Amendment doesn’t apply to you. Give me that.”

      “Mom…”

      Sarah flicked her hand, and her wand appeared. She aimed it at her oldest son. The iced coffee disappeared from his hand and reappeared in hers before she turned to find Roman.

      Her youngest son was back to playing King of the River Tube. He was chasing kids his size—and a few smaller ones—with the intention of knocking them over with his rubber armor.

      “Roman Theophilus Moffett. You too!”

      The boy let out a shrieking battle cry that caused his voice to break, but he shut up when the tube he’d been clutching around his middle splashed into the water twenty feet upriver.

      “Mom!”

      “Don’t ‘Mom’ me. Go get some water from your father.” They stared at each other, then the younger Moffett slogged through the shallows toward Ronnie.

      “Dad, I need water. Mom won’t let me have any fun.”

      Winland burst out laughing when Sarah shot Elijah another warning glare. Then the barista headed upriver to let the teenagers fend for themselves. She smirked at Winland as she stuck the plastic straw in her mouth and took a few sips of iced coffee. “Ronnie.”

      “Yeah?” Her husband stared at her like a deer in the headlights, holding a bottle of water just beyond Roman’s grasp.

      “This is really good.”

      “I knew it!” He dropped the bottled water into the river so Roman had to swim after it and waded toward his wife. “You just wanted more for yourself.”

      “And less for our sons who aren’t even…hey!”

      Somehow, Ronnie managed to sweep his wife into his arms and plop her down on the tube with him. They struggled to balance so they wouldn’t capsize, but Sarah didn’t spill a single drop of iced coffee.

      “Relax with me, babe.” He grinned at her. “We did it.”

      “If you mean we turned a grand opening into a river party where one of our sons tried to give the other a heart attack with espresso—”

      Ronnie smothered the rest of her tirade with a kiss, and that was the end of that.

      “Cannonball!” Beside the tree where Elijah and his friends sat, Theodore the Azrakan jumped off the bank and into the deepest part of the pool. The teenagers got soaked, as did several of the adults around them. No one’s good mood was ruined by the giant magical’s backsplash.

      Elijah and his friends seemed more than happy to use the chaos and the laughter to their advantage. After shooting a quick glance at his mother, the older Moffett boy turned toward his friends, who’d apparently smuggled in a never-ending supply of iced coffee. They just kept drinking it.

      Winland almost said something, but she saw movement at the top of the cliffs overlooking the valley. It was a flash of pitch-black, which could have been a wild dog, a coyote, or even a bear. When she saw white hair above a piece of bright-red cloth, she discarded the idea of a bear.

      That crafty old wizard and his dog, huh? If he’d stayed up there a little longer, I would’ve called him down to join us. Maybe later, after he realizes none of us are going anywhere and that this place can be a home for all of us.

      A game of tag broke out between the adults and the kids, snatching her attention from the bluffs.

      Everyone was screaming and growling at each other as they splashed through the swimming hole and the shallow waters. Chuck got tagged and laughed his head off, then went after a seven-year-old boy before changing his mind and reaching toward a smaller girl who was sticking her tongue out at him. Then he darted in seemingly every direction.

      The other adults let out a collective groan.

      “It’s tag, Chuck! Pick one!”

      “Make a decision and stick with it, dude!”

      “Tag a kid, any kid!”

      The half-shifter, who was renowned for his crippling indecision, turned to stare at the riverbank and shook his head.

      The children declared themselves the winners of the game as the adults laughed.

      Winland grabbed another seltzer out of her floating cooler, snapped open the tab, and guzzled it while trying not to choke when the kids tackled Chuck underwater.

      I was right. This was what we needed. I’m gonna make town parties a thing after this.
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      After the town party at the White River put all the refugees in such a good mood, Winland decided there was no better time to call another town meeting. She had no doubt the refugees would still offer constructive criticism and problems, but with everyone so well-rested and refreshed after taking an entire day off work to play, she figured there would be a much healthier mix of pros versus cons when they brought up new items to discuss.

      She spent the day after the party moving from building to building and business to business to check in with everyone. She announced the meeting during her visits.

      Only twice during the day did she feel magic scuttle across the back of her neck, but it was a lot easier to ignore when she was focused on which direction the town would take. Shoving the cryptic and frustrating run-in with Ursula out of her mind helped.

      If I know what the problem is, I can fix it, so I’ll start with clear-cut issues that have solutions.

      Every town meeting had been held in the mining processing plant on the southeast side of town. At this point, it was a tradition.

      The processing plant was massive, and half of it was underground. The bottom levels had been deemed unsafe, and the refugees weren’t mining anything, so the top floor had been repurposed.

      A quarter of the main room had been converted to grow crops of Brussels sprouts and heirloom beans. The rest of the room was filled with chairs in neat rows, enough to seat every adult and any of the older teenagers who wanted to attend the meetings. A small play area took up the back section, and Penny always volunteered to babysit so the adults could give their attention to the proceedings.

      “Do you want to give that up to somebody else tonight?” Sarah asked the witch as the DIY town hall slowly filled with magicals.

      “No, no. I’m good right here, Sarah. Thanks.” Penny finished stacking toys they’d found in abandoned homes and a new haul of small children’s books “checked out” from the library. With neither library cards nor computer systems to make sure the citizens returned what they borrowed, they were using the honor system.

      “Are you sure? Nobody made you the town’s babysitter.” Sarah gestured at her sons, who were helping Winland and Ronnie set up the last of their supplies at the makeshift podium. It was just a bunch of wooden crates stacked on top of each other. “I mean, it’s been a long time since I’ve been in charge of keeping toddlers from climbing out of the kiddie pen, but I remember how.”

      Penny chuckled. “You should be up there with Ronnie and the rest of the… What are we calling them?”

      Sarah shrugged. “The councilors. The leadership. The know-it-alls. I don’t think it matters.”

      “Chuck keeps bungling that vote too, huh?” They both laughed. Penny’s eyes lit up when the first young family made their way toward the back of the room with the town’s youngest citizen, a beautiful frost-dusted Crystal baby born a month before the refugees left DC. “I really like hanging out with the kids. The little ones. So until something happens…”

      A wistful smile broke out on the younger witch’s lips. Sarah followed Penny’s gaze across the room toward the crops. Jared was finishing work with the heirloom beans, and despite being inside, and although the old processing plant was one of the cooler places in town, Jared had forgotten his shirt again.

      “Oh,” Sarah muttered. She hid her smile. “Well, who knows? Towns grow quickly when everyone’s happy. Right?”

      “Yeah. Maybe.” Penny passed the older witch to grab the Crystal baby from her parents and started cooing and rocking the tiny girl.

      Sarah took that opportunity to catch Ronnie’s eye. He shot her a brilliant grin, but it faded when his wife nodded in Jared’s direction and plucked at her shirt. Ronnie eyed the Light Elf by the beans and shrugged.

      “Oh, for the love of... Go tell him.” She glared until Ronnie rolled his eyes and lumbered off to tell the strapping young magical to cover it up.

      The adults headed toward the rows of chairs, and Sarah did her part as the unofficial greeter. “Hi. Yeah, take a seat. Wow. Lawrence. You…got a lot of sun yesterday. Oh, Marnie, of course. Just send the kids right over there with Penny. I know. She’s great.”

      Winland made her way over to join Sarah. She didn’t give her best friend a chance to send her back up to the podium. “I know you’re gonna ask if I think you can’t greet one hundred and sixty-four magicals by yourself. Before you do, I know you’re perfectly capable. I’m only here because it looked like you were about to pull a fire alarm or something.”

      “What?” Sarah shot her a confused frown, then turned on her smile again to greet more people and point at available chairs.

      “You know, if the fire alarm worked.”

      “Winland…”

      “I’m just asking if everything’s okay.”

      With a sigh, the witch nodded at the garden. Jared was pulling Ronnie’s cardigan over his head instead of a shirt, which he apparently hadn’t bothered to bring with him. When Winland understood what Sarah was bothered about, her laughter echoed through the room. Several magicals turned to eye her in curiosity and amusement.

      “Why is Jared wearing your husband’s dad sweater?”

      “Because apparently, I married the only magical around with good looks and brains.”

      “Then explain to me why Ronnie’s wearing one of your Pink Floyd shirts.”

      “You know what? Things got especially busy at the Moffett house. I think he got a little frazzled and grabbed the closest thing.”

      Winland smirked. “You forgot to do laundry again, didn’t you?”

      “I mean, at least he has good taste in music.” Sarah grinned and shooed her friend toward the front of the room. “Get up there. He’ll freeze if he has to do it alone.”

      “No, he won’t—”

      “Winland,” Sarah hissed. “Go.”

      The elf made her way between the rows of chairs, smiling and nodding. She took pride in recognizing everyone’s faces, even if she didn’t know all their names. I will. Town meetings every two weeks will help. So will more town parties.

      The smallest kiddos were climbing all over Penny while the young witch sat on the floor and grinned. That made Winland smile too.

      Once everyone was seated, Winland, Ronnie, Chuck, and Elaine took their places at the makeshift podium.

      Ronnie waved. “Hey, everybody!”

      The room filled with soft laughter, and a few magicals turned toward their neighbors to mutter in low tones.

      “Yeah, yeah. I know.” He smoothed the front of his wife’s shirt, which was two sizes smaller than he was, and grinned. “I thought it was Elijah’s, and by the time I realized it wasn’t, we were on our way here. Jared, you’re welcome.”

      That got him several strange looks, including a clueless stare from Jared. The Light Elf could have passed as a school principal in Mr. Moffett’s cardigan if it wasn’t for his mohawk.

      “I don’t even know who Pink Floyd is,” Elijah called from the back.

      Ronnie pointed at his older son and raised an eyebrow. “Careful. We’ll talk about that blasphemy later.”

      That got another round of laughter. Ronnie smiled at everyone, then gestured at Winland and stepped away from the podium. “Got ’em nice and warmed up for you, Win.”

      “What would I do without you?” she muttered.

      “Run this place into the ground. Probably.”

      Winland stepped up to the podium to address the community, which was her responsibility. “Okay, first things first. Thanks for being here, as always.”

      “Where else would we go?” Wells called, his voice shaky.

      “Good point. I meant at the meeting tonight. I want to throw something out there before we open the floor for suggestions, comments, and concerns. After yesterday’s ridiculously successful grand opening of the best coffee shop in town—”

      The refugees let out a spontaneous cheer. One of the kids in the back whimpered, but Penny distracted her with a mostly intact mobile of chipped metal horses.

      “And the river trip after that,” Winland continued with a chuckle, “I’d like to propose holding town parties once a month. We can settle the details of each one at the preceding town meeting. I think we can all agree we deserve something like that a lot more often than we’ve been allowing ourselves. So, all in favor of—”

      “Yes!” The loud scooch of a chair across the floor rang out as Chuck leaped to his feet and thrust both fists above his head.

      Everyone stared at the half-shifter standing behind the podium like a victorious statue.

      Winland cleared her throat and looked at him over her shoulder. “I…didn’t finish the question, Chuck, but it’s awesome to have your—”

      “I won’t change my mind.” He dropped his arms and vigorously shook his head. “Not gonna happen. My vote is yes.” He dropped back into his chair, folded one leg over the other, and clasped his hands on top of his knee.

      “Didn’t expect that for another fifty years,” Ronnie murmured.

      Elaine burst out laughing.

      Winland turned back to face the crowd and nodded. “Right. Well, we know how Chuck feels. Unexpected but awesome. Now I’ll open it to everyone else. All in favor of a monthly town party, say—”

      The room exploded in a cheer even bigger than the one for the Moffetts’ coffee shop.

      Grinning, Winland folded her hands on the top crate of the podium and nodded. “I had a feeling everyone would be on board.”

      Yeah, this time, the meeting’s gonna be a piece of cake.

      After opening comments from the other leaders, except for Chuck, who apparently had nothing more to say, they opened up the floor to the magicals. Everyone was free to express whatever they thought, felt, needed, wanted, were concerned about, and were proud of. Tonight, the number who stood to address the crowd doubled.

      Ronnie replied to everyone while Elaine took notes.

      “We’re down to the last case of bottled water in our house. Not that we’re all that picky, but if we could establish a better water source for the town, that would make things a lot easier.”

      “Excellent point, Bruno. The humans who built this town came in before centralized water. If they could dig wells, so can we. Did you get that, Elaine?”

      “I would love to be able to depend on electricity working when and where I want it to. I mean, sure, I can go without heat and light, but when I’m in the bathroom doing my necessaries and the lights go out, it’s… It ruins the rest of the day, you know?”

      “Spotty electricity. Don’t I know it, Lottie! We’ll put a crew together to take a look at the power lines. If anyone has experience with electrical work and wiring, even getting shocked by a wall socket, come talk to me after the meeting.”

      “Do we have a doctor or a healer or anyone like that here?”

      Ronnie grimaced and leaned back from the podium. “Yikes. Lawrence, a little sunscreen goes a long way. And yes, everyone’s safety and health are our top priority, so here’s a call for anyone with even a little knowledge of magical healing.”

      “Can we rename the town?”

      “Officially? I have no idea, Ed, but feel free to stick your suggestions in the wish box.”

      “Beans and corn and cabbage are great, but I miss Oriceran food.”

      That got agreement from the rest of the magicals.

      “Don’t we all?” Ronnie chuckled. “Okay. I’ll reach out to my people on the Oriceran black market and put in an order for seeds. We’ll see what happens.”

      Chuck leaned forward and frowned at the wizard. “Seriously?”

      “No, Chuck, but we’ll figure something out.”

      After stating the crowd was finished, the leaders asked for announcements about new projects and businesses or skills and wares on offer. There were also shout-outs for required services.

      Winland watched as the magicals leaped at the opportunity to share. No classified section in a newspaper we don’t get and no listings on the internet we can’t connect to, so this is the next best thing.

      “Almost got my shop up and running. It’s in the projector room in the theater. Anyone needs holes patched or rips mended, I’ll be there. Hell, if we can reuse some of the better fabrics just lyin’ around town, I’ll make everybody new suits!”

      “Can you add a few inches to my Pink Floyd shirt, Monty? You heard him, folks. The tailor is open for business!”

      Everyone got excited, and magicals who usually didn’t say much during these meetings got up to share.

      “I found another patch of land we could use for farming.”

      “We’ve been homeschooling our daughters for the last three years. If anyone’s interested in forming a school group for the kids, let’s talk.”

      “I used to be a hairdresser, and I miss it like you wouldn’t believe!”

      “I could churn butter if we had any cows.”

      “Forget cows. Let’s get goats!”

      “After all day in the river yesterday, my toe fungus finally cleared up!”

      “Anybody wanna start a band?”

      “Let’s plant an orchard close to town!”

      Winland listened with an amused smile, but the mention of trees brought back the memory of her meeting with Ursula. Suddenly, the warnings the dryad had given her felt a lot more ominous than they had in the hickory grove.

      Everything we have to lose is right in front of me.

      “All right, all right!” Ronnie clapped for everyone to settle down. “I think we’ve covered the important stuff. Anything else to share?”

      “Great. Then the town meeting is officially adjourned. Help yourselves to the refreshments on the tables over there. And yes, that is Common Grounds coffee in the urn, so get it while it’s hot.”

      The room filled with low conversation and laughter as the community got up from their seats and milled around. Most of them eagerly took up the offer of coffee, cookies, crackers, and a hastily assembled charcuterie board.

      “Hey.” Ronnie put a hand on Winland’s shoulder, startling her out of her thoughts. “That was a good meeting.”

      “Yeah. It was.”

      “You look like you have something to say, Win. You know, we’re up here rather than in the crowd, but that doesn’t exclude us from the ‘anything to share’ option.”

      She snorted and shook her head, trying to smile and finding it harder than it should have been after such a successful meeting. “I don’t know, Ronnie. I guess I’ve been wondering why we’re here lately. If we’re…doing the right thing.”

      “Giving all these magicals a safe place to rebuild their lives?” He slid his hand off her shoulder and smirked. “That’s the definition of the right thing in my book. Besides, Winland Underwood doesn’t get cold feet, so feel free to spill what’s really going on.”

      “Just a feeling I can’t shake. That’s it.”

      “Uh-huh…”

      She watched the adults around the refreshments, the teenagers trying to sneak extra treats, and the toddlers racing toward their parents while still trying to cling to Miss Penny. “Everyone seems really happy here so far. Which they should, don’t get me wrong. We have a lot to be proud of and look forward to. At the same time, there’s still so much to be done. Not to mention the whole ‘ghost town abandoned again over sixty years ago’ thing.”

      Ronnie shot her a frown. “Where are you going with this?”

      Just say it. If anyone’ll understand, it’s your best friends.

      Winland turned toward him and met his gaze. “Did we pick the wrong town for this?”

      He didn’t immediately reply. Then his smirk got wider, and he gave her shoulder another reassuring pat. “You know, I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen you be certain about something. The kind of certain that makes people think twice about bringing up an alternative. Picking this town as our new home was one of those times.”

      “I know. I just—”

      “Don’t ‘just’ me. You picked this place for all of us and knew this was exactly where we belonged. It was like magic, Win. Just, bam. We all trusted you with our lives, so feel free to trust me when I tell you this. We’re in the right place.”

      “Yeah, okay.” She smiled at him, then turned away. “Thanks for the pep talk, Ronnie.”

      “Don’t mention it. Don’t forget new-town jitters are a thing.”

      “Ha. Well, it’s kinda hard to forget something I didn’t know, but I’m now officially enlightened.”

      The wizard twirled his hand before sweeping it across his torso in a ridiculously formal bow. It made her laugh.

      Then he abruptly straightened and shouted toward the refreshments table, “Roman! Those cookies are for everybody, son. Come on!” Ronnie shook his head and muttered, “He’s a bottomless pit. Both of them, and I’m not any better.”

      Before Winland could offer him reassurance in return, Ronnie stalked across the room to give his boys an earful.

      When he was gone, her smile faded.

      New-town jitters, huh? I wish I could believe that, but too many weird things have happened.

      Over the next hour, Winland wandered among the small groups of magicals standing in circles, enjoying their coffee and snacks and talking. Most of it was boring small talk or rumors about who was using which supplies for such and such a project.

      “If you’re looking for a saw, man, you should stop by Alex’s place behind the old mill.”

      “He told me yesterday he doesn’t have one.”

      “Well, the sound of him using it from dusk ‘til dawn says otherwise. Trust me. I’m in the converted barn right next to him. We’re neighbors.”

      “Hey, speaking of neighbors, has anybody seen Jamie lately?”

      “Which Jamie?”

      “The Wood Elf.”

      “Oh, yeah. Jamie Ingram, right? Naw, haven’t seen him. Not even at the river party, come to think of it.”

      “Hey, if it was anyone else, I’d say that’s weird, but the guy’s a loner and a Wood Elf. He’s probably off trying to get some alone time. I don’t think he likes crowds of any size.”

      “Yeah, he’s gone off once or twice before, but he always comes back. Oh, hey. Marnie. Your old man was a brewer, right?”

      “Unfortunately, he did not pass down the family recipe.”

      “Well, the distillery still works. At least, last time I checked, it did, but those kids have been in there a lot lately.”

      “I don’t know how to make booze, Tommy. Please stop asking.”

      Winland was surprised that no one else had felt any strange magic or seen anything off about the place. It wasn’t like she was the only magical among them who could tune into the energy of the natural world or magic. Her mind turned to her unexpected meeting with the dryad.

      “Not all damage can be seen. Not all those who are lost can be redeemed.” Nothing she’d said made sense, but she’d offered a lot of portentous warnings. They felt like the doomsday kind. Apparently, I up and accepted an invitation from someone or something I didn’t even know—

      “Hey.”

      Winland jolted. “Okay. Sneaking up on me in an empty building is one thing but in a crowded room?”

      Sarah grinned. “I don’t think it was my incredible stealth skills this time. More like you’re distracted.”

      “I’m good.” When she tried to smile, it felt like someone had taped her lips into the wrong shape.

      “Whoa.” Sarah leaned away from her. “That was short of convincing, and don’t ever make that face again.”

      That brought a genuine smile to Winland’s lips, but it still felt wrong.

      “Okay.” Sarah stepped closer. “I know that look.”

      “What look?”

      “The one you tried to hide from me throughout our childhood, Winland. Come on. You’re restless. Antsy. Flittering back and forth up here.” The witch tapped her temple.

      “Huh. I’m usually not this easy to read.”

      “Yeah, but you only have one best friend. Now that it feels like we’re finally out of the woods, so to speak, I’m gonna blame this on all those summers you spent with your father.”

      Winland looked at her friend in disbelief. “That was weirdly non-specific, especially from you.”

      “He trained you to always be looking for trouble. Not in a start-a-fight way, in a hypervigilant way. You always keep an eye on everything and put the pieces together to figure out the best exit plan if necessary.”

      Slipping her hands into her pockets, Winland shrugged. Her fingers brushed her mother’s wand, but it didn’t offer the comfort it usually did. “Remind me again why you didn’t become a shrink?”

      “Ha. Have you met my family?” Sarah gestured at the refreshments tables. She scowled when she saw Elijah towering over Roman. He had the younger boy in a headlock as he pulled pilfered cookies out of Roman’s pockets and popped them into his mouth. “Okay, case in point. But we’re not talking about me.”

      “I wish we would.”

      “Stop deflecting, okay?” The witch bumped her shoulder against Winland’s. “I’m just trying to say that I can see you’re going through something. Big feelings or whatever. I get it. You’re good at what you do because you’ve learned how to analyze events in your head for every possible scenario. But maybe this time, there isn’t any trouble to be found. And that can feel like trouble all on its own.”

      “You know, weirdly, that makes sense.”

      Sarah chuckled. “You’re welcome. Just try to relax, okay? You’re doing great. We all are.”

      “Can’t argue with—”

      “Elijah!” With a frustrated growl, Sarah stormed toward her children. “How many times do we have to have a family meeting about this? No wedgies. Especially in public. Let your brother go.”

      The magicals standing around the refreshments table laughed at the rowdy Moffett boys and called out encouragement. Winland smiled. These magicals weren’t related to her by blood, but she considered them close family.

      I still haven’t said anything about the magic I’ve been feeling, not to mention the dryad and her riddles. Until I figure out what’s going on around here, not saying anything is how I’ll keep them safe.
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      Over the next few days, Winland stayed aware of everything, all the time. The tingles of magic returned from time to time, but nothing stronger than that assaulted her. Still, she couldn’t help but feel like the clock was ticking, and she had no idea what it was counting down to.

      The townspeople were in good spirits, and many of them had found new projects on their own. When the work crew wasn’t focusing on a renovation, new construction, or planning a project for the public good, they worked on abandoned houses. They’d asked Winland if she wanted them to fix up more rooms in her Victorian house, but she didn’t accept.

      “Let’s focus on getting everyone into houses. I’m getting by just fine.”

      They didn’t question her decision, but she found work crews setting up at the homes closest to hers. They had started working their way in from the outlying homes toward the town’s center.

      Whatever it takes to make sure everybody has what they need and then some. I can sacrifice a little solitude here and there.
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        * * *

      

      Celeste Potter walked into Common Grounds just after lunch and grinned when she found Winland and Sarah sitting at one of the two tables.

      “Hey, Celeste.” Sarah stood and headed toward the counter. “Back already, huh? You’re usually a one-latte woman. Everything okay?”

      “What? Oh. No, I’m not here for more coffee, but thanks.” Celeste headed toward the tables. “I was looking for Winland.”

      “Huh. Did you hear that, Sarah?”

      “Yeah, I heard.”

      The witch smiled shyly, and Winland nodded at her. “What’s up, Celeste?”

      “Well, I was talking to Lisa Goldman this morning. The renovations on her house just outside town are pretty much done, and she told me your big old Victorian house is just down the road from hers. I’m heading over to her place and figured I’d invite you to join me. If you want to.”

      “Does she need help with something?” Winland asked.

      “No. This was just… I mean, she mentioned that the work crew said you didn’t want anything else done to your place. Maybe if you saw what a great job they did with Lisa’s house, it might give you ideas for sprucing up your place.”

      “I see.” Winland sat back in her chair. “That’s thoughtful of you, Celeste. Really. But I promised Sarah I’d help her in the shop today, so maybe another time. Tell Lisa I’d love to see how her place turned out.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Celeste nodded, still smiling. “I’ll tell her. Have a good rest of your day.”

      “You too.”

      “You sure you don’t want something for the road?” Sarah asked, gesturing at the espresso machine.

      “I won’t sleep tonight if I have anymore, Sarah. You’ll see me bright and early tomorrow morning.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      The younger witch chuckled and slipped out the front door. As soon as she was out of sight, Sarah’s smile disappeared. She sat back down and folded her arms. “I never said I needed your help around here.”

      “Yeah, I know. Thanks for being my scapegoat.”

      “Oh, come on, Winland!”

      “What? You know I don’t like anybody in my personal space. That includes a work crew in my house.”

      “If you can even call it that.”

      Winland clicked her tongue. “Look, I’m perfectly happy where I am, and the work crew’s better off focusing on renovations for families who need them. Nothing against Celeste or Lisa, but the thought of talking about sprucing up my house has no appeal.”

      Sarah shook her head and grabbed a damp rag from the cabinets under the counter. “It couldn’t hurt. You deserve to be comfortable in a place that’s worth getting comfortable in. Or where it’s even remotely possible.”

      “The house is fine the way it is.”

      “Winland. I love you. I mean no offense, but the place is a dump.”

      Winland stared at her friend. “It has good bones.”

      “Tell me that when the roof falls on you while you’re sleeping.” Neither of them could help but laugh at the idea. “It sounds ridiculous, but it’s not impossible. Treat yourself.”

      “Jeez, okay. If I do, will you quit bothering me about it?”

      “Sure.”

      “Fine.” Winland pointed at her. “I’ll think about it. Just not today.”

      “Right.” The damp rag sailed across the shop and landed with a splat on the table in front of Winland. “I guess you better help me, then. You know, in case anybody sees you and says something to Celeste or Lisa.”

      With a snort, Winland picked up the rag and got to work.
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      Celeste hummed as she walked down the narrow back road. The sounds of the other townspeople going about their daily business faded behind her.

      Maybe later, she said. I hope she was serious. Not that I’m a busybody, but it doesn’t sit right that the Light Elf who brought us here is living in the most rundown house of all and won’t let anybody fix the place up for her. Lisa might have a few ideas.

      The day was surprisingly warm, considering the nighttime chill starting to creep into the air at the transition between summer and fall. When the witch stepped onto the side road that led through the woods to her friend Lisa Goldman’s house, she started to sweat.

      Halfway through the walk, Celeste gazed longingly at the deep shade provided by the thick woods on either side of the road.

      The road takes a sharp curve up here anyway. What’s the harm in taking a little shortcut and enjoying it?

      Celeste usually followed the rules, at least when there was a chance she’d get caught, but a quick glance around showed nobody was watching.

      Staying out of the woods on the way to a friend’s house isn’t an official rule, anyway. It’s so hot…

      Fanning her face, she turned off the road she’d walked countless times in the last three months. The thick carpet of leaves crunched underfoot. Celeste sighed in relief the instant the blazing-hot sun was off her back and face. Birds twittered in the trees and a soft wind rolled through, rustling the branches and kicking up dry leaves left over from last fall. She kept humming the wordless tune that had been stuck in her head all day, not noticing that the farther she headed into the woods, the quieter they got.

      She only realized how eerily silent the forest was when a new sound made her stop.

      A low, guttural grunt echoed through the trees, turning up at the end like a growling laugh.

      What is that?

      After searching the cool shade around her, Celeste kept moving.

      The sound came again—a growling laugh, like the creature couldn’t decide if it was angry or amused. This time, though, the noise didn’t come from up ahead but from behind her and to the right.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d say that was a hyena.

      She turned to eye the trees she’d just passed, but nothing stirred.

      Another guttural laugh echoed toward her, then another, and another. The sounds seemed to be coming at her from every direction. She turned from side to side, trying to find the source and face it head-on because it was growing closer.

      Something dark and hairy moved between two trees on her left. A blurred streak of black and gray darted behind a thick wall of bushes behind her. When the first creature revealed itself, Celeste froze.

      I guess I don’t know better.

      The thing looked like a massive hyena with a long, jagged snout. It was covered from head to toe in patchy black and gray fur with dark spots. The worst part was that the creature prowled upright on two legs instead of all fours. Torn, stained rags that might once have been pants dangled from its hips and legs. It was barefoot, and its feet were elongated paws tipped with three-inch claws that dug into the earth with every step. It was the height of a full-grown man.

      The creature stalked through the trees, no longer trying to hide its presence. That guttural laugh filled the air again, and the hyena-thing’s throat bobbed with the sound. A beam of sunlight spilling through the leaves made the creature’s eyes glint with yellow light.

      Celeste drew her wand and held it at the ready. “Stay back. I mean it.”

      The hyena’s next grunting laugh sounded like human laughter. It was echoed by half a dozen more from every direction.

      The other hyenas stepped through the trees and closed on the lone witch.

      Dipping her chin, Celeste tightened her grip on her wand.

      The first hyena snarled and lunged toward her.

      Orange light bloomed at the tip of Celeste’s wand as she cast an attack spell to blast the creature away from her. The spell nearly made it to his chest but fizzled out.

      “What?” Celeste stared at her wand, which gave the attacking hyena the time it needed to reach her.

      A massive hand-paw swiped at her shoulder.

      She cried out and dropped to the thick layer of dead leaves and decaying underbrush on the forest floor. The other hyenas surrounded her.

      “No! Get away from me!”

      Their hairy hands pawed at her. Grunting laughter came from every direction. One of the beasts grabbed her ankle and started dragging her across the ground.

      Hissing, Celeste violently kicked at the thing and felt a brief moment of satisfaction when her foot connected with flesh, but she didn’t have time to celebrate that small victory. The creatures thrust their long snouts into her face, their snapping jaws filled with rows of sharp teeth. One of them got too close and received a solid punch to the snout for his boldness.

      He yelped and stumbled back, and Celeste thrust her wand at the next closest creature. This time, he was close enough to receive the full blast of her spell. The orange light of her attack magic struck his throat, and his laughter changed to a squelching choke as he dropped to the forest floor, clutching his neck.

      She tried to get up, but a paw batted her from behind, and she sprawled across the ground face-first. Dust puffed up around her face, and though she couldn’t see it through the dead leaves and dirt the hyenas had kicked up, she felt her wand slip out of her fingers.

      “No!” As she scrambled to find her most powerful tool, she didn’t see the largest hyena come up behind her and grab her ankles.

      Celeste screamed and clawed furiously at the ground to find her wand, but it was too late. The hyenas who walked like men dragged her across the forest floor. She tried kicking again, but the creature who’d seized her had wised up. Celeste couldn’t get any force behind her legs, her hands couldn’t get purchase to stop her from being dragged away, and now she was without a wand.

      “Let go of me! Whoever you are, whatever you want from me, you won’t get it. Do you hear me?”

      The hyenas just laughed as they dragged her through the trees.

      Being dragged backward on her stomach made it almost impossible to look around, but Celeste finally managed to lift her head, and she forgot to struggle. On her left, she saw one of the hyena’s faces—at ground level.

      The creature’s head only protruded from the forest floor enough to show its yellow-glinting eyes and the sharp curve of its snout. Then it disappeared under the ground.

      That’s where they’re from?

      Celeste shrieked in frustration and renewed determination since she thought she knew where these horrid creatures were taking her. “Stop! No, you don’t… Help! Help! Can anybody hear me? Help!”

      The hyenas came to a stop, though it had nothing to do with the witch’s desperate shouts. The creature hauling her dropped her ankles and let out another series of grunts that ended in a mix between a high-pitched giggle and a choking cough. The others grunted in reply, and Celeste scrambled onto all fours.

      Before she could get off her knees, a paw-hand grabbed the back of her shirt and tossed her. When she hit the ground again, she was six inches from a gaping black hole in the forest floor. It was big enough to allow the walking hyenas to pass through, so it would admit a young witch.

      “No.” Celeste shoved off the ground and whirled to kick the closest hyena’s knee. He screeched in agony and stumbled sideways. Snarls and growls rose from everywhere, and the witch took off through the trees. “Somebody help me!”

      The necessity of finding her wand had escaped her mind.
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        * * *

      

      Half a mile from Lisa Goldman’s house, the volunteer renovation crew was almost finished setting up the scaffolding on a three-story home. The intention was to turn it into separate dwellings, each floor being one apartment. They had their work cut out for them.

      “Hold it right here, Bert.” Hershel nodded and patted the long wooden pole they were inserting, which was a straight, strong tree trunk they’d cut and shaved.

      Bert shuffled toward the Kilomea, shaking his head. “Why in the world are you asking me to hold this thing up? I’m a dwarf. You’re—”

      “Help! Can anybody hear me? Help!” The scream had come from nearby, and it made the magicals on the work crew pause and frown at each other.

      Chuck held his hammer out to the side and cocked his head. “You all heard that, right?”

      “Yeah. Sounded like—”

      A bestial screech echoed through the woods next, then the female voice shouted, “Somebody help me!”

      Stanley spun, and his hammer thumped to the gravel at his feet. “That ain’t a game. Let’s go.”

      Bert, Hershel, and the two other people on the work crew dropped their tools and took off after Stanley. He was a scrawny Crystal, but he didn’t let that stop him.

      Chuck glanced at his hammer, blinked, then stared after the rest of the crew.

      “Dammit, Chuck! Somebody needs our help. Get a move on!”

      The indecisive half-shifter gritted his teeth and stormed after the others with the heavy hammer clenched tightly in one hand.

      As the work crew raced through the woods, snapping branches, crunching twigs, heavy footfalls told them where to go. The woman who’d called for help screamed again.

      They also heard strange grunting laughter from more than one throat.

      “No, no, no!” Chuck shouted. The others stopped to look at him, and he pointed to the left. “You’ll miss her if you keep going. She’s that way. I can hear her.”

      Nobody asked Chuck if he was going to change his mind about that. In a pinch, he was just as determined as the rest of them. No one could compete with a shifter’s acute hearing.

      They raced through the thick underbrush in the new direction. Thirty seconds later, a terrified, dirt-stained, panting witch with leaves and twigs in her light-blonde hair stumbled through the trees. Her eyes widened when she saw her rescuers, but she didn’t stop moving.

      “Celeste?” Hershel scanned the woods behind her. “What’s going—”

      Four laughing monsters crashed through the trees. They didn’t stop moving either.

      Hershel roared and charged, unsurprised to see creatures none of them recognized. His eyes burned yellow, and he delivered a crushing blow to the wiry-haired snout of the first hyena he met.

      “Celeste! Hey, I gotcha.” Bert grabbed the terrified witch and hauled her away from the fight as the rest of the work crew converged on the hyenas.

      Stanley sneered at the creatures and lifted both hands toward them. “You’re done.”

      A thick column of frigid ice and wind surged from his palms. The three hyenas who weren’t in a fistfight with Hershel stopped short, but the Crystal’s attack sputtered out before it could do any damage. Chunks of ice dropped to the forest floor, frost spread across the layer of dead leaves, and that was it. The sounds that followed his aborted effort were like human laughter.

      “What?” Stanley snarled and tried again, but only a few puffs of foggy mist rose from his hands. “That’s impossible.”

      Two of the hyenas charged him, and the other magicals on the work crew—a wizard named Dale and a muscular Wood Elf named Cassandra—hurried to the Crystal’s aid. Dale tossed churning flames at the hyenas, but they missed and disappeared before they hit the nearest tree.

      Cassandra called on her nature magic. It failed her too. Instead of the tree roots she’d meant to pull out of the earth to help them, only a tiny twig burst from the ground with a puff of leaves and a weak pulse of green light. It did nothing but distract her.

      Before any of the magicals could try again, the hyenas pounced. Dale shouted in surprise when one hit him in the chest and knocked him onto his back. Cassandra got in a good punch on the beast that was in her face, but it kicked her with a powerful sharp-clawed foot and she crashed into a tree.

      Hershel roared and pummeled the largest of the monsters until the hyena clamped its jaws on his furry forearm.

      Celeste darted toward the fight, but Bert tugged her back.

      “Stay behind us. We won’t let them hurt you.”

      “My wand…”

      He frowned at her as their friends and the walking hyenas punched, kicked, and scratched each other. “They took your wand?”

      She shook her head, still trying to catch her breath. “I dropped it. And these holes, Bert…”

      “You dropped your wand in a hole?”

      “No! Those things are—” Celeste shrieked and jumped out of the way when the largest hyena sent Herschel hurtling past her and Bert.

      The Kilomea hit two trees as he flew, knocking several branches loose, and landed in a thorn bush with a roar.

      Bert bared his teeth. “That’s it. Stay here. I’m going in.”

      “Wait. Our magic is not working.”

      “I’m a dwarf.” He stalked toward the hyenas. One of the beasts broke away from the scuffle and leaned so far forward that it looked like it was about to drop to all fours.

      The thing stayed on its hind legs as it ran toward Bert, doubled over like its spine had fused that way.

      The dwarf let out a blood-curdling battle cry as he charged, but the hyena swung its hairy forearm toward Bert and bashed him with a clawed fist. Bert let out a wordless cry as he landed on his back and slid through the dry leaves. When he stopped, he was lying at Chuck’s feet.

      The half-shifter stared down at him.

      “Dammit, Chuck. If you’re not gonna fight, why’d you come out here… Ah!”

      Another hyena grabbed Bert by the boot and swung him in circles.

      Chuck tensed, every muscle in his body growing rigid, then growled. “Screw it.”

      With a battle cry of his own, he ran toward the hyena who was swinging Bert. His eyes flashed silver, a furious growl rose from his throat, and he shifted as he leaped at the creature.

      Except he didn’t shift. Instead of landing on the hyena’s back as a full-grown gray wolf, he slammed into the creature as a human and knocked the air out of his lungs. His hammer dropped into the leaves.

      Bert cried out again as the hyena dropped him on the ground before spinning to snarl at Chuck.

      “What the hell?” Chuck stared at hands that weren’t a wolf’s paws, then noticed the oncoming hyena. His hand came down on his hammer.

      One mighty swing at the oncoming hyena’s face and blood sprayed everywhere. The creature’s growl morphed into an agonized shriek as it spun away from Chuck and dropped to the ground. It didn’t get up again.

      “No magic? Fine!” Bert shouted. “Use whatever you got!”

      He pulled a compact piece of black metal from his back pocket. It looked like a pocketknife. At the click of a button, the metal unfolded faster than the eye could follow, and two seconds later, Bert the dwarf was holding a full-sized longbow in his hand.

      Chuck stared at the weapon, then looked at his hammer again. “That’ll do.”

      Hershel finally untangled himself from the bushes. With a violent jerk, he yanked what was left of a broken branch off the tree and swung it around to point the jagged, splintered end at the oncoming hyenas. Cassandra pulled a dagger from her belt. Dale slapped his pockets, searching for something he could use as a weapon.

      “What are you doing?” Cassandra hissed.

      “Yeah, I got nothing.”

      “Then find something.” She and Hershel launched themselves back into the fray. Dale picked up a rock slightly bigger than his hand before he dove into the battle.

      Bert fired arrows from his instant longbow, though it was hard to get a good shot in when the rest of the crew got in the way. When he did fire, the dwarf hit his target every time, but he could only shoot at legs, arms, and tails.

      The hyenas yowled and snarled, taking punches while trying to avoid being shot or bludgeoned with fists or rocks or hammers or impaled by branches.

      From farther into the forest, more guttural laughter came toward the battle. The creatures fighting the work crew replied with the same sounds and stepped back.

      “Come on!” Chuck shouted, swinging his hammer in front of him. “Bring it, you… I don’t know what the hell you are!”

      The hairy beasts exchanged a few more grunts, then fled back through the forest. One of them paused to yank an arrow out of his thigh and chuck it against a tree before racing after the others.

      The woods were eerily silent. The only sound was the work crew’s heavy breathing.

      “What were those things?” Stanley muttered.

      “Never seen one before in my life.” Hershel tossed away his tree-branch spear and turned to Celeste. “Are you okay?”

      “Barely. I’m just really glad you guys were out here. How did you know?”

      Bert propped his mechanical longbow against his shoulder and pointed toward the houses. “We were just starting on that crazy-huge three-story back there. Heard you screaming.”

      “Right. Good thing somebody did. Thank you.”

      “Really?” Chuck spread his arms in disbelief. Cassandra and Stanley stepped back to avoid being hit by the hammer he still clutched. “Nobody’s gonna ask the only question that matters right now?”

      “Why didn’t my fireball work?” Dale replied.

      “Or any of our magic?” Cassandra closed her fist and looked at it, turning it back and forth.

      “No.” The shifter scowled. “Where in the name of Trevilsom did the dwarf get a freaking bow and arrows? He pulled them out of his pocket. Is no one else concerned about that?”

      Bert pushed the button on his weapon, and the metal longbow’s segments folded back in. In seconds, he was holding what appeared to be a fancy Swiss Army knife. He looked at the crew and shrugged. “What? I know a dwarf with a thing for gadgets and tech.”

      “And invisible arrows?”

      “No.” He patted the breast pocket of his button-up shirt. “They shrink too.”

      Chuck stared at the bow device until the dwarf returned it to his back pocket. “Think that dwarf buddy of yours would make me one of those if you introduced us?”

      Bert snorted. “Fat chance. Last I heard, he’s retired in Florida. I also don’t think he’d like you very much.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “We should get out of here,” Hershel interrupted. “Via the road, I think.”

      “Not before I find my wand.” Celeste scanned the empty woods. “I dropped it where they attacked me. And yeah, I know none of our magic is doing what it’s supposed to do right now, but a witch needs her wand no matter what.”

      “Right. Find the wand, then get the hell out of here. We’ll stick together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Beside the crimson crystal that had worked to seal him in a prison of stone and perpetual agony, Ravener the Dark Wizard was awake. There was much to do, so he couldn’t waste a moment of his newly acquired freedom.

      So far, the returning magic had awakened a small army of Gnolls—three dozen. Their rhythmic, growling laughs echoed around the kemana as they continued the work he’d sent them to do. That wasn’t nearly enough to retake what was his, but Ravener had spent sixty years locked within stone. Many of his soldiers still were.

      Once he’d been an impatient, hasty wizard. Now, he had to make sure he did things right every step of the way.

      After studying the hundreds of grotesque statues stretching to the far wall of the kemana, Ravener turned his attention to the group of hyena-like Gnolls and snapped his fingers. “Bring me one.”

      The largest Gnoll let out a yip of consent, then grunted at the others. The kemana echoed as the mutated creatures spread the word. As the message was spread, the pathetically weak magicals who huddled beside a potion shop got the picture.

      A young witch screamed when a Gnoll pawed her arm and dragged her away from the other magicals. Ravener’s furry-snouted minions closed on the other magicals, who were trying to reach out to the witch and pull her back. The hyenas growled at the terrified victims, who were trying to be brave and failing.

      Some of the magicals were cracked on the head or struck in the gut by the ends of the crude spears in the Gnolls’ paws. That shut them up, and the largest hyena approached Ravener with the whimpering, gasping witch in tow.

      The dark wizard studied the creature who would be his highest-ranking officer until he freed his true army.

      That one wasn’t limping the last time I saw him. Looks like the pathetic magicals aboveground put up more of a fight than we expected.

      When the Gnoll and the terrified prisoner reached Ravener, the witch was catatonic but for the trembling of her entire body. All the color had left her cheeks, and she stared blankly ahead.

      Or maybe she was staring in horror at the grotesquely twisted stone army.

      Ravener stroked the witch’s cheek with the back of a finger. She didn’t flinch, but she gasped. “You won’t feel a thing. Probably. If you do, it won’t last very long.”

      “Hey!” One of the prisoners stepped out of their huddled group. The male Wood Elf had long brown hair, bright green eyes, and a satchel strapped across his chest. He stopped short of the Gnoll guards but glared at Ravener. “What are you doing to her?”

      Ravener turned toward the prisoners and let out a low, sneering chuckle. “Accepting her sacrifice, as I plan to do with each of you. I can think up something more painful for you, Wood Elf, if you don’t keep your mouth shut.”

      One of the Gnolls snarled at the Wood Elf and shoved him back into the mass of terrified magicals.

      Shaking his head, Ravener eyed the trembling witch in front of him and snapped his fingers at another Gnoll. The hairy creature shuffled toward a stone statue at the head of the line. Thin silver manacles inscribed with simple but powerful magical symbols were clamped around the statue’s wrists.

      While the Gnoll checked the manacles, Ravener produced an identical set from the pocket of his robes and clapped them on the witch’s wrists. He wasn’t gentle, but if he’d hurt her, she didn’t give any indication.

      Scared stiff. Well, at least I don’t have to force her into silence. I never imagined magicals would be so…docile these days.

      Once the restraints were in place, Ravener leered at the witch and leaned toward her. “You’ve entered the dawn of a new age, little witch. I’ll be the first to welcome you into it and the last voice you ever hear.”

      He reached toward the cuffs digging into the young woman’s wrists and muttered the trigger spell. The runes etched into the delicate silver glowed with an ominous red light.

      The witch gasped, but nothing else happened.

      Ravener eyed the lead statue. It also remained unchanged.

      It should have been instantaneous unless I missed something…

      “You.” He pointed at the Gnoll standing beside the statue. “How hard is it to put a metal bracelet on something that doesn’t move? Fix it.”

      The creature’s laughing grunt of apology was almost too low to hear. The Gnoll did as he was told and double-checked the manacles on the statue. Then he nodded at Ravener.

      The dark wizard focused on the witch again and repeated the incantation. It was old Oriceran magic from a time most living magicals didn’t remember.

      Once more, the runes shone with a dark, blood-red light. This time, the witch whimpered.

      “Don’t fight it,” Ravener bellowed as the power of his magic burned in his hands, growing stronger as the incantation did its work. “It’s much easier if you don’t—”

      A burst of cold, dead energy shot into his hands and up to his neck—the cold of a powerful spell snuffed out before it could be completed.

      Impossible. The magic of this place freed me. Why is it fighting me now?

      With a hiss through bared teeth, Ravener seized the young witch by the wrists and pressed his palms against the manacles to ensure his magic went where he wanted it to go. He shouted the third attempt, and when the runes again blazed with red light, he felt it.

      Heat. Energy. Power. He was seizing control from this weak, useless magical the way it had been seized from him.

      At the last second, his victim came to her senses. She breathed in and looked Ravener dead in the eyes. “What…”

      The manacles on the statue glowed, and the spell was complete.

      The wizard jerked his hands off her wrists and stepped back to watch his success unfold. The witch’s features morphed. Her smooth complexion developed pockmarks. Her brown eyes moved farther apart, now shadowed by a protruding brow and thick, disheveled hair. In the next five seconds, she gained two feet in height and broadened almost to Ravener’s size. She looked nothing like the witch anymore.

      Her shape was that of the screaming statue wearing the other set of manacles. It wasn’t the trembling witch anymore but an ogre who had served Ravener the Dark Wizard to the seeming end and would do so again, starting now.

      The ogre drew a deep breath through his flared nostrils, then dropped to a knee and bowed his head. His voice was a rumbling growl when he muttered, “Ravener.”

      The dark wizard eyed his mutilated soldier, one of the many who were imprisoned in stone within the barren kemana. “We have a lot of work to do.”

      The soldier didn’t look up or say anything else, which was for the best.

      Ravener studied the statue that a minute before had been the ogre. Now, it was the shivering witch he’d pulled from his group of sacrificial victims. Every detail of her face was etched into the stone with perfect clarity.

      The prison they thought could hold me was not foolproof. The stone wants the essence of a magical to hold, and that’s what it has. Just a different essence.

      The satisfaction of having successfully completed the transference evaporated when the wizard realized how difficult the single spell had been to perform. It should have been easy. Ravener was, after all, one of the most powerful magicals to step foot on either planet.

      He wanted to scream and bring the walls of the kemana crashing down around him. However, if the magic of this place could make a transference spell fail twice, the retribution he wanted to exact would have just looked like a tantrum.

      We’ll make do. Blocked magic or no, I will recover what’s mine.

      “Remove those cuffs,” he told the ogre, who was still kneeling before him. “Then pick another sniveling prisoner and bind them.”

      The creature bowed his head again, then stood and headed toward the group of kidnapped magicals. As he snapped first one cuff on a wrist and then the other, the ogre let out a slow, dark chuckle that carried almost as much sadism as his master’s.
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      Though the people in East Calico Rock were perfectly content to make do with what they had, a rare evening of full electricity that didn’t sputter out without warning was worth taking advantage of.

      At dinnertime, someone brought out an old portable movie projector and started to fiddle with the machine. When it was clear the device still worked—and the power hopefully wouldn’t be shorting out on them anytime soon—other magicals joined in to create something fun and relaxing that didn’t have to be voted on in a town meeting.

      Magicals spread blankets on the lawn just outside the movie theater. Pure white sheets were hard to come by, but they were found and had been erected on a makeshift stand to serve as a giant movie screen. Fortunately, one of the refugees had held onto a Bluetooth speaker, and the town came together and added their technology to what had been left behind. Through trial and error, they connected all the pieces needed for an outdoor movie night

      It would probably be one of the last warm nights before autumn set in, and everyone came. One of the parents went through the movie reels in the library and selected Mary Poppins, which had just come out when the former citizens abandoned the town.

      The children sat in front of the makeshift screen with their legs crossed and tried to follow the storyline. The adults spread out on the grass. Couples had brought wine and picnic baskets. Families shared food before the kids went back to sitting too close to the movie screen or ran their energy out up and down the main street.

      The teenagers gathered in small groups behind the adults, talking, laughing, and trying to pretend they weren’t interested in watching the movie.

      Winland and Sarah sat together on a picnic blanket in the grass with a giant picnic basket and two bottles of wine, which they had intended to share with Ronnie. Sarah’s husband, however, had taken off the instant Elaine arrived with a few crates of just-harvested vegetables and fruit.

      Elaine was giving out fresh snacks to celebrate the occasion, and Ronnie joined the crowd gathered around her pop-up stand. When Sarah realized he wouldn’t be returning soon, she picked up his half-empty wineglass, downed the contents, and refilled hers. It took her a few seconds to notice Winland staring at her. “What?”

      “Rough day? Or are you just trying to get back at your husband because he ditched you for vegetables?”

      “Oh, stop. Wine was invented to be consumed. Apparently, that’s what Ronnie thinks about vegetables, but it’s fine. He’s entitled to his insanity. Want more?”

      Winland held out her glass. “Why not?”

      “That’s my girl.” They toasted, sipped their wine, and leaned back against the pillows they’d stacked at the edge of the picnic blanket. “So, how are you doing?”

      “I’m having a picnic with wine and watching a movie outdoors in a town that generally doesn’t have electricity. I’d call that pretty good.”

      “You know what I mean, Winland.” The witch sipped more wine. “You’re less jittery than you were at the town meeting, but it’s a bad idea to assume anything with you.”

      “Ha. Good to know.” Winland smiled at the children sitting so calmly in front of the projector screen. “You know what, though? I feel better than I did at the town meeting.”

      “Because there’s no trouble to be found?”

      “Maybe.”

      Sarah reached into the picnic basket for a handful of the potato chips she’d been hiding from her husband and sons since they’d first come to town. She glanced at Ronnie, who wasn’t paying attention to his family, then crammed the handful of chips into her mouth. “That wasn’t a convincing maybe.”

      “Ew.” Winland brushed crumbs off her pant legs. “It’s not that I’m convinced there’s no trouble. More like I look at us and think everything’s gonna be okay. That it’ll all work out.”

      “It’s been working out.” The redheaded witch washed down the chips with a large swig of wine. “Better than any of us really expected, I think. Turner would be proud.”

      That made Winland’s smile widen, and she nodded. “Yeah. You know, if East Calico Rock had a whole magical city hidden in one of its old houses, he’d feel right at home here.”

      Sarah snorted. “Honestly, I’m pretty sure there’s only enough room for one Underwood around here. Of the two of you, you’re obviously my favorite.” Her smile faded. “I bet your mom would be proud of you too.”

      “Hmm. Maybe.”

      “Oh, come on. Again with the maybe?” Sarah took another long drink, then propped herself up on her elbows and looked at Winland. “What makes you think she wouldn’t be?”

      “I don’t know. We could start with the fact that she’s been dead for a little over two hundred years. Or that I was five when the hunters got her, and I barely remember her anymore.”

      “That’s not the point.” Sarah leaned toward her friend. “She’d still be proud of you.”

      “You hardly knew her.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” The witch’s red curls bounced against her shoulders as she shook her head. “I know you, and I know your father. I can pinpoint the traits you inherited from him, so I have to assume the rest came from Turner Underwood’s favorite lady companion.”

      Winland laughed. “So, I don’t get to own my traits?”

      “Come on, Winland. Every part of who we are comes from somewhere, and we don’t get to choose that. We do get to choose what we do with it.”

      “Oh, boy. You’re getting philosophical now. That might be your last glass of wine.”

      “I’m fine.” Sarah blinked, held her wineglass in front of her, and laughed. “Probably. Hey, speaking of your mom…”

      “You mean there’s more?” Winland frowned.

      “Shut up. I’m just wondering. Do you still have the wand?”

      Winland reached into her pocket and drew out her pecan wand, which had been made from the trees her mom had planted on Oriceran after falling in love with them on Earth.

      The women stared at the smooth wood, and Sarah sighed wistfully. “Good. I’m glad you kept it.”

      “Well, I couldn’t just give it away.”

      “Does it still work?”

      Winland leaned back in disbelief. “Did you really just ask me if the wand works?”

      “You know what I mean.” Sarah downed the last of her wine, then tried to sneak another pour into her glass. The pour was successful. The sneaking, not so much.

      Smirking, Winland gently flicked her mother’s wand at the darkening sky over the town. Dazzling pinpricks of light bloomed from the tip and shot into the air above the children, who were enraptured by the old movie. The soft white lights hung suspended in the twilight air, twinkling stars setting the mood before the real stars came out for the night.

      Several young kids pointed in awe at the magical stars. Others were too focused on the movie to care, but the adults laughed softly and smiled, unwilling to interrupt the movie since they were enjoying themselves.

      “Yeah.” Sarah took a deep breath and smiled. “She would definitely be proud of you. I know I am.”

      “Aw. Now you’re getting mushy.”

      “I’m entitled to a little mushiness every now and then, thank you very much.”

      They clinked their wine glasses together, and Winland relaxed on this beautiful night with her community around her.

      We’re doing it. This place is starting to feel like a real town, and I’m starting to feel…what? Safe?

      Maybe the dryad Ursula’s warnings had been a fluke. Maybe the refugees had done so well for themselves that the unforeseen issues weren’t dire enough to ruin that.

      If she had known that the small amount of magic she’d used to cast those stars was fueling Ravener’s efforts beyond the town limits and miles below ground, she would have felt very different.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, Winland had settled into a feeling of peace with the town. Then she got confirmation of what she’d previously suspected.

      The market was busy as usual, filled with magicals shopping, trading, and gathering to talk and catch up on the news around town. Now that all the crops were doing well, the refugees were eating fresh food, which made her happy. Nobody took more than they needed or could use before it went bad.

      She was studying the crates of beautifully ripe heirloom tomatoes, green, yellow, purple, and red. Her mouth was watering at the thought of cutting them up and sprinkling them with a little salt when she got home. Then a conversation at the table beside her caught her attention.

      “What do you mean you haven’t heard about it? The whole town’s heard about it at this point.”

      “Not the whole town, Ephrem, and it’s not that big a deal. They’re fine.”

      “If it’s not that big of a deal, you tell him.”

      “Okay. A few days ago—”

      “Monsters, Gabe. Celeste Potter was attacked by monsters the other day in the woods outside town.”

      “Holy crap! What do you mean, monsters?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “I saw her at Common Grounds this morning, so she got out of it all right.”

      “Yeah, and we’re all happy about that. The important thing is, there’s something in the woods. Clearly, it’s not as safe here as we all wanna believe.”

      “Ephrem, stop exaggerating.”

      “Okay, Marge, but if we hear about more of us being attacked in the woods by monsters nobody’s ever seen before, you’re gonna eat your words. And don’t think for a second you’ll convince me a second attack isn’t proof.”

      Frowning, Winland selected three ripe tomatoes from the crate and stuck them in her shopping bag before turning away from the table.

      An attack in the woods? By monsters? That’s a red flag.

      It occurred to her to go talk to Celeste Potter and ask for the full story, but if Celeste had wanted Winland or any of the town leaders to know, she would have come to them. Winland didn’t want to blow a rumor out of proportion, even if it had some truth to it.

      But if there was trouble out here, like monsters in the woods, we’re cut off from the rest of the world. Unreliable cell service and internet. No real way to reach out to anyone around us. It’s not like we’ve spent our time here meeting the new neighbors and making outside contacts.

      So far, being alone and off the grid in East Calico Rock had served the newcomers very well. They were thriving, and they were safe. If they wanted to keep it that way, they’d have to turn their focus to fortifying the defenses around the town, making sure everyone knew how to defend themselves, and figuring out what the heck was going on in the woods.

      As she stepped through the front door of the market, acknowledging the magicals who greeted her as they went to do their shopping, Winland’s mind returned to her strange encounter with the dryad.

      She had been expecting someone, just not me. I’m what this town has, but that doesn’t mean I can’t ask for advice.

      With her grocery bag in hand, Winland hurried across the main street toward the library for some peace and quiet. Of all the town’s buildings, only the library remained unchanged. It was empty most of the time. Still, in case anyone felt like stepping inside and perusing the shelves, she went to the back and settled into a tattered armchair in a dark corner.

      I said this was the last resort when things started feeling off a month ago, but I’m not asking for anyone to step in and save us. Just a few suggestions.

      Taking a deep breath, Winland closed her eyes and brought to mind an image of her father’s face and the memory of his familiar scent—a combination of patchouli and whiskey. Then she reached out to him with her magic.

      Turner had trained her to perform this spell when he thought she was old enough to understand the difference between being able to handle something on her own and needing help in an emergency. She was about to turn ten. Since then, Winland had rarely needed to use it, though it was a quick, easy, and effective way to communicate in a pinch.

      When she envisioned her father’s face and tried to pull up the real sight, smell, sound, and feel of him, her concentration faltered. Turner’s face wavered. Random thoughts cut through her focus, distracting her from the intention of a spell she’d performed countless times.

      She settled farther back into the armchair.

      So, I’m suddenly a novice at this? I don’t think so. Concentrate, Winland. Just let everything else go.

      She redoubled her efforts, but just when she thought she might get through to her father, she saw a pulse of crimson light behind her closed eyelids. Her magic didn’t respond. The spell didn’t complete itself.

      Winland opened her eyes and scanned the empty library with a frown.

      My focus isn’t the problem. Something’s keeping my magic from getting where it needs to go. Keeping it in.

      She thought about the times she’d been careful to use only a tiny amount of magic in town, so little it wouldn’t have left a trail to draw the hunters or other unwanted visitors toward them. Now she had a feeling that if the rule against using magic like the spell she’d just attempted hadn’t been in place, they would have discovered their inability to use strong magic or get in touch with the outside world a lot sooner.

      Whatever was happening here, they’d have to find the solution on their own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ravener studied a special statue—a strapping, hook-nosed Light Elf with a pinched expression, even in stone. He had been imprisoned with the rest of Ravener’s forces. Now that the dark wizard had replicated the transference with eight of his soldiers and eight whimpering magicals, it was time to retrieve him.

      I might never say it to your face, Jax, but I need you here with me. No one else is cut out for the work ahead of us.

      He clamped one set of silver manacles around the statue’s wrists, then marched toward the kidnapped magicals. They were guarded day and night by the wizard’s Gnoll guards. The beasts stood at attention as he approached, but Ravener stormed past them and snatched the arm of an old gnome with a scraggly white beard.

      “N-n-no…” The gnome struggled, but Ravener delivered a crushing backhanded blow to his face. The other prisoners shrieked and huddled closer together as the dark wizard jerked his new proxy away from the others.

      The old gnome moaned, and his head dropped to the side as the wizard dragged him toward Jax’s stone prison. Ravener’s blow hadn’t been meant to knock the magical unconscious, but the prisoners were all weak.

      They are slow and stupid. If I cared what happened to any of them, I’d say they won’t be worse off spending the rest of their days the way we’ve spent the last sixty years.

      The gnome’s limp legs whispered across the floor until Ravener dropped him with a heavy thump in front of Jax’s statue. He pulled out the other set of shackles, clamped them around his victim’s wrists, and stood. The old magical’s white beard was now coated in decades-old dust, but he hardly stirred.

      Ravener pointed at the gnome and snapped at the closest Gnoll, “Get him on his feet.”

      The Gnoll did as instructed, and Ravener prepared to free the closest thing he had to a friend—if he’d put any stock in such useless relationships.

      The old gnome’s chin fell to his chest, but the Gnoll’s tight clawed grip held him upright.

      Taking a deep breath, Ravener stared at Jax’s twisted stone snarl, then muttered the incantation for the transference. The runes in each pair of manacles burned with red light. The old gnome groaned again, and Ravener’s spell sputtered out. A sharp jolt of bitter cold raced up the wizard’s hands and into his arms.

      Seething, he gritted his teeth and shot the Gnoll a warning glance. Fortunately, the hairy, ugly creatures couldn’t speak, so he had no excuse to scatter their bodies across the kemana in fury.

      I won’t be stopped. Whatever it takes, I will reclaim what’s mine.

      He stormed toward the nearly unconscious gnome and roughly grabbed the magical’s wrists. It would have been better to see the pathetic old gnome’s eyes while uttering the incantation—to watch the fear flaring there as the transference began—but this victim didn’t even have the energy to open his eyes.

      The transference failed again.

      Ravener roared in frustration and pulled away from the prisoner to stalk up and down the lines of statues. “This will be done!”

      The terrified gasps and babbling whispers from the remaining kidnapped magicals were an undercurrent beneath the dark wizard’s enraged shouts, which echoed seemingly forever in the kemana.

      After returning to Jax’s statue, Ravener glared at the crystal in front of his army, which pulsed with a faint crimson light.

      If the crystal was doing this, I would smash that thing to pieces. There’s something else working against me here, though, and when I find it, I will destroy it.

      That thought settled him down enough to return to the Gnoll holding the old gnome upright. The gnome’s eyes finally fluttered open, and he tried to glare at Ravener.

      With a snarl, Ravener grabbed the gnome’s wrists one more time and repeated the incantation. Another moan escaped his prisoner. The runes on the iron cuffs flared with red light and intense heat. For a moment, the dark wizard thought he’d be spending the night here with this worthless magical.

      As long as it takes. I have more time than any of these blubbering idiots.

      Then the gnome’s lower lip trembled, his dust-coated beard rustled against his chest, and a choking sound escaped his slack mouth.

      “There!” Ravener’s furious scowl morphed into a predatory grin, and he stepped away from the gnome as the spell completed itself. “Let him go.”

      The Gnoll did as it was told.

      Watching the transformation was glorious. Ravener’s dark laughter filled the kemana as the gnome’s body elongated and stretched toward the ceiling. His shoulders filled out. The beard shrank into a pale, hairless chin. The bald head sprouted flowing locks of bone-white hair. Then the gnome was the only Light Elf Ravener wanted to see.

      The statue in which Jax had been imprisoned took on the shape of its newest captive—a shriveled old gnome with his mouth open in mute horror. Ravener hadn’t bothered to make the statue grotesque.

      The wizard grinned at his second in command.

      Jax blinked, then scanned the kemana with the perfect indifference Ravener had always valued. “You’ve been busy.”

      The dark wizard let out a low chuckle. “Not busy enough. We have our work cut out for us.”

      “Hmm.” Jax glanced at the silver manacles on his wrists. “Then let’s get started.”

      He unclasped the cuffs. As he followed Ravener across the kemana, the silver manacles hit the stone floor with an echoing clink.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Ravener and Jax moved through the remaining tunnels of what had once been the dark wizard’s glorious city. The four Gnolls who’d accompanied them filled the dark tunnels with grunting laughs and yipping growls.

      Jax summoned a ball of soft white light and flicked it forward. The tunnel ahead of them illuminated the few yards in front of them because, for some reason, spells that had once worked as they were supposed to down here no longer followed the rules.

      The Light Elf’s pinched expression was emphasized by the distaste in his dry, monotone voice. “Was it necessary to bring the mutts with us on this little expedition?”

      Ravener snickered. “There are far more of them than us at the moment. That will change soon. Why? Do they threaten you?”

      Jax shot his master a glance but didn’t say a word.

      Smirking, the dark wizard ran a hand down the wall of the tunnel, one of many that had been sealed. “You don’t think any of this is necessary.”

      “What I think doesn’t matter, Ravener.”

      “Hmm. You weren’t there.”

      “No. I was fighting off insurgents on the outskirts. The way you speak of it, I’m sure it was a sight to behold.”

      Ravener swiped his hand away from the wall, dislodging dirt and small pebbles. He dusted off his fingers. “What I did, I did for all of us. Everything we built. Everything we had become.”

      “Of course.”

      “I couldn’t risk our city being discovered!” Ravener’s bark echoed down the tunnels. “Not by that treacherous Oriceran who thought to imprison us here. Not by anyone else who might have come snooping around afterward. Then everything would have been lost. Do you understand?”

      Despite his master’s outburst, Jax kept walking at a steady pace with his head held high and his hair swaying across his back. “It doesn’t look like everything is lost. Merely buried.”

      The dark wizard snorted. “I mean to reclaim everything, Jax. They stopped us once. It will not happen again.”

      “I believe whoever tries will be rather busy with their attempts to unlock the prison you’ve now filled with innocents—”

      “With useless magicals. They wasted their lives before we captured them. It’s no great loss.”

      The corner of Jax’s mouth twitched in as much of a smile as he ever showed.

      The tunnel took a sharp bend to the right, and the light the elf had sent ahead of them had stopped in front of the wall of hard-packed earth, rocks, and chunks of cavern ceiling and floor that blocked the tunnel.

      Jax studied the cave-in. “They really did a number on the entrances.”

      “It’s time for us to return the favor.” With a sneer, Ravener gestured at the cave-in filling the opening of one of his city’s outer tunnels. “Shall we?”

      The elf’s pale eyes widened in excitement, but the rest of his face remained blank. “As you wish.”

      The dark wizard and his second in command lifted their hands toward the rubble blocking the tunnel. Dark red light bloomed around Ravener’s palms. Jax’s hands took on a silvery sheen. The tunnel shuddered, the pile of stone and earth trembled, and a few pebbles broke free.

      The magicals continued their attempts to remove the block with a power that had once moved mountains. Ravener snarled and took a step forward, willing his magic to do as he wished. Jax offered no reaction until his master growled in frustration and lowered his hands.

      Then the elf looked down at one of his hands and turned it over. “This is new.”

      “It’s an inconvenience. That’s all.”

      “Care to illuminate?”

      Ravener glared at his companion. “Something is dampening the magic around here. I have no idea what it is, but apparently, it doesn’t wish me to quickly reclaim my kingdom. That means it’s an enemy.”

      “Ah.” Jax studied the thick wall of rubble. “If you like, I’ll find this inconvenience—”

      “No. I want what’s owed to me first. After we’ve unearthed our home, we’ll find the source of the dampened magic.”

      The elf raised an eyebrow and gestured at the wall. “And how, exactly, are we to unearth our home from beneath all this?”

      Ravener hissed in frustration and snapped his fingers at the waiting Gnolls. “Start digging.”

      The beasts headed toward the wall of rubble to carry out their new orders.

      Jax clasped his hands behind his back. “Digging will take quite some time.”

      “I have time!” Ravener spat. “And once we emerge on the surface, I will have everything.”

      Still without expression, the elf bowed at the waist and deferred to his master’s plan—a plan built on passion and revenge.

      The dark wizard ignored him and stormed back down the tunnel to the kemana.
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      “Careful. A little to the left. Okay, now hold it steady…”

      In a hole a quarter mile from the main square, Bert and a dwarf named Fergus exchanged exasperated glances. Bert stood in the town’s new well and scowled. “Really, Lawrence? You’re gonna stand on the edge of the hole and tell two dwarves how to dig?”

      The wizard shrugged and pointed at the bottom of the hole. “It looks a little precarious, is all. You know, digging right—”

      “It’s a well. We all voted on a well, and we’re digging it where we voted to dig it.”

      “Whew. Okay, fellas.” Theodore stepped toward the edge of the hole, his curved horns casting a thorny shadow on the wall of the under-construction well. “Maybe it’s time we all took a little break, huh? Grab some water. Take some time to—”

      “We’re not done,” Fergus interrupted. “I wanna get this hole taken care of before we get into the other groundwork for getting water everywhere it needs to go. So, if you don’t mind, let the dwarves do a dwarf’s work.” Fergus raised his shovel with a grunt and thrust it into the ground.

      There was a sharp crack, and the wall in front of them collapsed. The dwarves stumbled back, coughing and waving away the dirt that had kicked up.

      When the cloud cleared, the magicals on the work crew were staring at the entrance to an underground chamber.

      Lawrence cleared his throat. “Told you it looked unstable—”

      “Stop talking,” Bert muttered. He slowly approached the hole, got down on all fours, and peered into the darkness. “That’s a room, all right. Some kind of storage…something. I think.”

      Next to Theodore, Hershel squatted to get a better look. “Storage for what?”

      “Hold on.”

      “Wait! Bert, what are you doing?”

      “Checking it out. We’re already in the hole, so we’ll tell you what we find.” The dwarf climbed into the opening, then looked at Fergus. “You coming?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Fergus’ shovel plunked onto the dirt, and both dwarves disappeared into the opening they’d created.

      “Really?” Lawrence stared at the Azrakan and the Kilomea standing at the edge of the hole. “You guys think it’s a good idea to let them go down there on their own?”

      “Hey, if you wanna go with them, be our guest.” Hershel sat on the edge. “You might even fit without breaking down any more of the walls.”

      Lawrence rolled his eyes. “We don’t know if those rooms will hold up.”

      “They’ve held for this long,” Theodore countered. “What’s a few more minutes and a few extra dwarves?” He and Hershel chuckled.

      The wizard scowled and shook his head. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

      “You worry too much. They know what they’re doing.”

      “You mean the dwarves who are so good at digging that they didn’t know the wall would collapse?”

      A loud clang, then a thump came from the bottom of the well. The guys sitting on its edge peered into the hole to see a massive sword lying in the dirt. Bert’s and Fergus’ faces appeared in the opening in the wall. Bert smirked. “Found something.”

      “A sword.” Lawrence scratched his head. “So…what? We dug our way into an old armory or something?”

      “That didn’t come from the town’s human residents,” Theodore added. “No way.”

      “Of course not.” Fergus disappeared from view for two seconds, then tossed a thick metal helmet beside the sword. “Those are Oriceran symbols etched into them.”

      “Magical weapons?” Hershel narrowed his eyes. “Out here?”

      “And armor.” Fergus nodded at the helmet. “And a bunch of broken statues. You guys wanna come take a look?”

      “I thought we were the first magicals to settle here.” Lawrence’s cheeks flushed, and he shook his head as he backed away from the hole. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.”

      “Or that we could even fit in there,” Theodore added. “Which is a testament to the skillful digging prowess possessed by dwarves everywhere.”

      Bert folded his arms and nodded. “Finally. A little respect around here.”

      “Okay, hold on.” Fergus left again. Bert kept smirking at the other magicals.

      “Where’s he going?” Lawrence asked.

      “The real question, my wizardly friend, is where are you going?”

      “What?”

      A hollow thud echoed out of the hole, followed by an even larger portion of the wall caving in. More dust clouds billowed out of the well. Theodore turned away and sneezed violently.

      When the dust cleared, Bert stood exactly where he’d been standing before the second collapse, his arms still folded and his smirk unchanged. Fergus stood where the rest of the wall had been. He held up an Oriceran war hammer and grinned. “With us.”

      Lawrence gaped at them. “What?”

      “That’s your answer, bud.” Bert nodded. “You’re coming with us. I wanna see how deep this rabbit hole goes.”

      “I don’t know if I’d call it a rabbit hole, per se,” Fergus muttered as they headed into the chamber they’d just unearthed. “I mean, I’ve never seen a rabbit this size.”

      “It’s a figure of speech.”

      “Why not use a bigger animal, then? You know, call it, like, a rhino hole. Or a bear hole. Something that makes sense.”

      “Fergus. You ever see a rhino or a bear dig a hole underground and live there?”

      “I mean, no. Not yet.”

      “All right. Less talking, more looking. Jeez!”

      The dwarves’ voices faded as they walked farther into the chamber. Theodore and Hershel exchanged curious glances.

      “All right.” The Kilomea vaulted off the edge of the well and landed in the dirt with a thump. His boot knocked against the silver helmet and sent it rolling across the well’s unstable floor. “I’m in.”

      “Yep. Nothing stopping us now.” Theodore leaped in after him.

      “Guys.” Lawrence looked hesitantly around the clearing the town had decided was the perfect place to establish a sustainable water supply. “Guys, come on. This isn’t—”

      “You know you want to, Lawrence.”

      “Yeah. Solve the mystery, right? Apparently, there were magicals here before humans, so come on in.”

      The hulking magicals in the hole yucked it up at the bad joke, then slipped into the chamber. Thanks to Fergus and his new war hammer, the hole in the wall was large enough for them to walk in side by side.

      “Aw…” Lawrence grimaced. “Shit.” He tried to slide carefully into the well, but the edge crumbled beneath him. He slid into the hole, then rolled into the underground chamber.

      “Hell of an entrance, Lawrence!” Bert called from the other side. “Now get your ass over here. We might have a real project on our hands.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three hours later, the new well was a full-blown excavation site. Hershel had gone into town to round up the rest of the work crew and enlist the help of four more dwarves who were willing to do some hardcore digging. When they discovered several additional rooms connected to the first, there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that a different group of magicals had been here long before the refugees.

      “Look at this stuff.” Stanley picked up a massive battle-ax with Oriceran runes etched on every inch of it. “This goes way back.”

      “What about this, huh?” Wells the gnome picked up a piece of a statue, hefted it in his hands, then turned it around to find himself staring at the chiseled stone face of another gnome. “That’s some serious craftsmanship, I’ll tell you that much.”

      Cassandra snorted. “Yeah, the family resemblance is uncanny.”

      “It’s a hunk of rock. Incredibly detailed, sure, but a hunk of rock. What I don’t get is why whoever made these rooms stored their weapons and armor with lifelike statues.”

      Bert pointed at Wells. “The very first mannequins, am I right?”

      Several magicals laughed and went back to separating the weapons and armor into organized piles. They would haul them to the surface later.

      “Not like we need a bunch of weapons here,” Lawrence muttered. “We’re safe.”

      “Not the way Ephrem tells it.” Theodore shook his head as he dragged a tarp laden with wooden bows that were enchanted so they would not rot or lose their effectiveness. “According to him, there are monsters in the woods.”

      Cassandra, Hershel, Bert, Dale, and Stanley paused and exchanged knowing glances.

      “What exactly did he say?” Cassandra asked.

      “Hell, you know Ephrem. If he sneezes one too many times, the whole world’s coming down on his head. But this? This is real proof right here.”

      “Yeah, that something freaky was going on here a long time before we showed up,” Bert added, then cleared his throat. “Maybe this stuff will tell us what.”

      They continued piling up weapons and armor and dragging them out to raise to the surface. Several other magicals manned the perimeter of the site, hauling up the new finds.

      No one expected to hear the crazed shouting coming from the edge of the forest behind them.

      “Are you mad? Stop! Get away from there!”

      The magicals aboveground saw an old wizard running toward them, waving his arms. His wild white hair stuck up in all directions. Beside him loped a black Newfoundland.

      “Who the hell is that?”

      “No clue.”

      “Whoever he is, he’s the one acting crazy right now.”

      The wizard charged toward them, his canine friend barking madly as they picked up the pace. Fortunately, the Newfoundland was well-trained enough to stay by her master’s side, but her barking caught the attention of the work crew in the hidden rooms.

      Hershel took two steps up the makeshift ladder they’d propped against the wall of the excavation site and poked his head up over the top. “Hey. I’ve seen him before.”

      “A crazy wizard with a dog? You sure make weird friends, Hersh.”

      “No, he’s not my— Whatever. Those two were in the theater when we were tearing it apart. Freaked out exactly the same way. Dog too.”

      “Well, should we say hello, then?”

      “Just ask him what he wants, I guess. Maybe he’ll help with all this.” The Kilomea dropped back down and got back to work.

      “Can any of you hear me?” the wizard shouted, even though he was now close to the edge of the well. “I told you to get out of there. Right now!”

      “Hold on, mister.” Lawrence lifted a hand in a non-threatening gesture to ask the crazy old guy to slow down. “We’re doing everything by the book. Got scaffolding down there. Ladders. Tools. We know what we’re doing—”

      “No, you do not,” the wizard seethed, watching the magicals dig up age-old secrets they were not supposed to find. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

      “Whoa, whoa. Okay.” Hershel climbed the ladder again. This time, he stepped out of the hole. “Let’s start over. My name’s Hershel. You live around here, huh?”

      “I didn’t come all this way to exchange pleasantries with a group of ignorant miners.”

      “Who are you calling miners?” someone shouted from below.

      “What’s your name?” Hershel asked.

      The wizard drew his wand from his pocket, and the magicals on the surface backed away. “Everyone needs to stop digging and get out of there before something catastrophic happens.”

      “Whoa! Hey, no need to make threats.”

      “I said, now!”

      The giant black dog barked once for emphasis.

      “Tabitha.” Hershel nodded at one of the dwarves who was handling things topside. “Go get Winland.”

      She nodded and ran toward the main square. It wasn’t far, but the old wizard didn’t look interested in sticking around for a chat. Neither did his dog.

      “You’re welcome to join us,” Theodore added as he climbed out of the hole. “Honestly, we thought we were the only magicals living here, or at least in town. Look, we’re not trying to be greedy or anything—”

      “No. Just selfish, stupid, and an unnecessary pain in my ass. Everybody get out!”

      “We could talk this through before things get messy.” Hershel eyed the wizard’s wand, which was at his side. “For a guy who wants everyone to do as he says, you haven’t given us much to go on. How about we start with a name?”

      “I knew this was a terrible idea, Minnie,” the wizard muttered before storming toward the edge of the hole. The magicals at the surface frowned in confusion, while those below kept working. “You there! Stop the digging. Drop everything. Get the hell out of there.”

      The work crew looked up at the crazy old wizard and the black snout of his dog, both of whom were peering over the edge. Most nodded or waved at him but continued their work.

      “I can’t even round them up because of the wards,” the wizard muttered to himself. “Damn.”

      “What was that?” Theodore asked.

      The wizard spun. “Who do you listen to? Who do I need to speak with for all of you to take me seriously?”

      Bert snorted as he stuck his shovel into the ground again. “Oh, now he wants to talk.”

      “Why don’t you come back into town with us, huh? Then you can talk to—”

      A violent shudder rocked the underground rooms, rattling the piles of weapons and armor. The crew stumbled, shouted in surprise, and clutched the nearest walls for support.

      Bert dropped his shovel and backed away. “What the hell?”

      “No!” The wizard ignored the dozen magicals working to unearth the town’s buried secrets. He watched the edges of the excavated chambers shiver again. “Oh, you fools. You should have avoided this from the start.”

      “Excuse me?” Cassandra folded her arms and glared up at him. “You’re calling us fools?”

      “Yes. You—”

      A rumbling growl rose from far below the unearthed rooms. The ground shook again, this time on the surface as well. Then a section of the supporting wall crumbled, and a gaping pit appeared.

      “Everybody out!” Theodore bellowed.

      The work crew didn’t bother to collect their tools. Everybody scrambled toward the ladders propped against the walls and climbed out as fast as they could. Those up top leaned over the edge to offer a hand up to anyone who couldn’t get to a ladder in time.

      The wizard stepped away from the edge and waved his wand. “Now I have to clean up your mess too.”

      “Hey, mister. You should probably get away from the edge…”

      “I’ll hold it off as long as I can.” He scanned their confused, frightened faces. “But you need to leave. Now.” He turned toward the hole and the unearthed rooms, pointing his wand into the dig site. It looked like it was about to collapse.

      The tip of his wand glowed with a blue light. So did his eyes. A stream of blue light leaped from his wand into the shuddering earth. Another massive tremor wracked the ground beneath their feet. The black dog barked furiously at the hole but didn’t leave her master’s side.

      Pieces of the stone walls and the floors in the buried rooms crumbled. The work crew backed away from the edge of the former new well.

      “I can’t hold it much longer,” the wizard snarled. “It’s too late. Run!”

      “We’ve done enough running, thanks.” Winland folded her arms and stopped six feet from him. “If there’s a problem, we’ll stay where we are and face it head-on.”

      A large number of magicals had joined her to see what all the commotion was about. Everyone nodded, bolstered by their leader’s determination.

      The wizard inhaled through gritted teeth, then peered at her. “As you wish.”

      The blue light disappeared from his wand and from behind his eyes. His dog stopped barking, and the wizard stepped away from the edge of the dig site. The unearthed rooms started to collapse, crumbling toward whatever was far below.
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      The resounding silence that followed the appearance of the new sinkhole lasted all of five seconds. Winland and the townspeople who’d joined her stared at the massive pit. Low, growling laughter that came from multiple throats leaked through the pit, steadily growing louder.

      Winland stepped back from the edge and stared at the old wizard. “What did you do?”

      “Your magicals chose to stick their noses where they don’t belong.” He raised his wand again. “So, prepare yourselves.”

      “For what?” Lawrence shrieked.

      He didn’t have to answer because at that moment, the first Gnoll scrambled through the rubble of the sinkhole and leaped toward the surface. It growled at the magicals close to the pit’s edge. The wizard flicked his wand at the Gnoll and sent a burst of blue light into the thing’s chest. It yowled and tottered back into the sinkhole to disappear.

      “What are those things?” someone shouted.

      “Those, I believe, are Gnolls.” The wizard set his jaw and stared at the pit, unwilling to let his attention be diverted from the life-or-death task at hand. “I strongly suggest that anyone who doesn’t want to fight the ones that are clawing their way up to us leave immediately.”

      None of the refugees moved a muscle.

      “Magic,” Cassandra muttered. “It doesn’t work here for some—”

      “You’re with me now,” the wizard interrupted. “It will work perfectly. Look alive!”

      Three more Gnolls scrabbled out of the sinkhole. One made another hole before it lunged toward the magicals. The spell a witch tossed at the thing fizzled out before it hit.

      The Gnoll let out a laugh-like growl when it realized her spell had failed, then lunged at her again.

      It wasn’t prepared for Fergus to step between them or the massive Oriceran war hammer in the dwarf’s hands. Fergus swung the weapon into the underside of the Gnoll’s jaw. There was a sickening crunch, and the creature flew back into the pit. “Didn’t see that coming, did you?” Fergus spat into the pit but leaped backward when a snapping Gnoll almost bit his nose.

      “Grab a weapon!” Winland shouted as she blasted a Gnoll with a small fireball—only because it was so close—and knocked it off balance. The thing howled as its fur caught fire, then she kicked it in the chest and sent it back into the sinkhole. Those who stood with her hurried toward the piles of weapons they’d retrieved before the collapse.

      When the next Gnoll popped up, she punched it in the snout. It yowled as it fell, and she shot the old wizard a condescending look. “Unless, of course, our new friend here has a recommendation for the best way to drive these things back.”

      The wizard scoffed and flicked his wand at two more humanoid beasts. When his next spell went wild and missed his intended targets, he looked down at his wand and sighed. “Damn. It’s here too.”

      “What?”

      “Forget what I said about magic working right now.” He turned to the Gnolls he’d failed to obliterate and threw a killer right hook into the closest one’s face. As it stumbled back, the Newfoundland leaped at the other Gnoll, barking madly. Her jaws clamped down on the creature’s throat. “My recommendation at this moment, my dear, is to use brute force.”

      Winland wanted to correct the stranger’s boldness in calling her “my dear,” but there were more pressing issues taking up her attention.

      The other townspeople pulled their weight and then some. They hadn’t had to fight their way out of anything for a very long time, but that hadn’t affected their ability to do so when necessary. Every weapon they’d brought up from the now-collapsed rooms was in someone’s hand, and they used them to full effect.

      Those who didn’t grab an available weapon improvised with large rocks, used fallen branches as cudgels, and threw fistfuls of dirt into the Gnolls’ eyes. They fought well, and it was easy to keep the Gnolls at bay when the creatures had to dig their way out of the fallen earth. However, the hairy, eerily laughing beasts would not stop coming.

      “Oh, for the love of—” The wizard blasted another Gnoll back into the pit, which took two more down with it as it flailed and scrabbled for a hold. “This ends now. If you do not wish to spend the last few seconds of your lives with those things,” he shouted, “step back!”

      Winland was the first to follow his vague order since she recognized determination when she saw it. It was the look that made most other magicals do as she said when she really wanted something. The others did the same, staying on the lookout for Gnolls that might have made it through.

      The wizard reached into the collar of his button-up flannel, jerked on a thin silver chain hanging around his neck, and drew his arm back. When he chucked the necklace at the Gnoll-infested cave-in, Winland caught a glint of silver and purple.

      When his artifact hit the far wall, it exploded with a cracking boom. Blinding silver light filled the hole, and Gnolls yelped and yowled, losing their grips on the walls and boulders they were climbing. They toppled back into the pit, then the edges of the excavation crumbled toward the center.

      Winland and the magicals stepped back, not wanting to get sucked into the collapse. The old wizard didn’t move, even when the edges of the cave-in spread outward toward him. Loose dirt, grass, rocks, tree roots, and clumps of mud tumbled in on top of each other, and just like that, the well site was nothing more than a wide divot in the land, as if it had been a small, shallow pond that had dried up years ago.

      Nothing stirred. Nobody said a word.

      The wizard stood in the same place, the filled-in edges of the pit having stopped crumbling two inches in front of his hiking books. He tugged the collar of his shirt, slipped his wand back into his pocket, then tsked. “Come on, Minnie. I believe we’ve overstayed our welcome.”

      As he turned to leave, Winland stepped in front of him. “I don’t think so.”

      “You’re quite welcome for helping you with that little Gnoll problem. Which, I might add, would have been avoided if you and your band of magicals weren’t so damn curious. It makes you reckless.” He tried to step around her. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have—”

      “A lot of explaining to do.” She blocked him again and folded her arms. It occurred to her that she might be a little more intimidating with a fireball in her hand, but she didn’t have to rely on magic for this. The three dozen townspeople at the site stepped in around her, effectively blocking the wizard and his black dog from going anywhere until Winland Underwood said otherwise.

      He smirked at her attempts to stop him, but when he looked up and saw a small militia of magicals armed with ancient magical weapons, rocks, sticks, and wands, his smile faded. He cleared his throat and nodded solemnly. “I suppose this was bound to happen sooner or later. You make quite the convincing argument, my dear.”

      “I know I do, and don’t call me that.” She fought to keep from grimacing at the endearment coming from a complete stranger. “My name is Winland.”

      “Ah. A lovely name. Now, where would you like these explanations to begin?”

      “How about we start with your name? Then you can tell me everything you know about whatever that was and why you’ve been skulking around town for at least the last month without saying a word.”

      The wizard glanced at his dog, who’d sat on her haunches beside him and was panting as she stared at Winland. He leaned toward the elf and lowered his voice. “I was referring to a physical location. Maybe something a little more...private?”

      She narrowed her eyes, then looked around to see a third of the East Calico Rock population standing around her and this stranger, all of them eager to hear his explanation.

      Their intentions are good, and they do have a right to know what’s going on. But if this wizard says the wrong thing, it would be easy for them to turn into an angry mob. And he did save our lives…

      “Okay, everybody.” With a faint but encouraging smile, Winland gestured toward town. “It’s okay. Obviously, we’ll have to find a different location for the well, but for now, head on back to town.”

      “What about you?” Hershel asked, squinting at the wizard and letting out a barely audible snarl.

      “I’ll be fine. Really. Our…friend and I—”

      “Belmont.” The wizard twirled his wrist in a flourish before sweeping it across his midsection and bowing. “Belmont Frasier.” He jerked upright again when his black dog shoved her nose into his wild white hair and licked his forehead. “This is Minnie.”

      “Belmont and I are going to have a chat about what happened here. Feel free to tell any of the other town leaders where I am in case I’m not back before dark.”

      “Uh-huh.” Bert glared at Belmont, then pointed at him. “You touch her, you’re dead.”

      The wizard lifted both hands in concession. “I have no doubt.”

      Finally, the magicals turned back toward the town’s central square, lugging heavy weapons and mostly intact armor pieces over their shoulders as they went.

      Winland watched them until she was sure they were out of earshot, then turned to their new friend. “Okay, Belmont. Start talking.”

      “Happily, though this might be a good bit more comfortable for both of us if we took a seat. In the shade, perhaps.” He gestured at the tree line. “I have quite a lot to tell you, and I think it’s best to avoid unforeseen…inconveniences.”

      She glanced at the shallow dip in the ground where the sinkhole had been. “You think those things are coming back?”

      “Not now. I doubt they’ll try to breach this exit again, but there’s no telling when they’ll be sent to the surface again. Still.” Belmont nodded at the edge of the forest, and Winland stepped aside to let him pass.

      As she followed the wizard, she couldn’t help but cast quick glances over her shoulder at the filled-in pit. So far, it remained undisturbed.

      He hasn’t lied. Not that I can tell. It’s what Belmont Frasier hasn’t said that worries me.

      The wizard found a broad tree and hunkered down in front of it to lean back against its bark. Minnie turned in three circles before curling up in a ball beside him. Winland chose a small patch of clover several feet from the odd pair. The clover made her think of Ursula again, but she wasn’t going to talk to a wizard she hardly knew about that. She watched him for a moment longer, then cleared her throat. “Comfortable?”

      “Very. Thank you.” Belmont set a hand on Minnie’s fluffy head and patted her a few times. “I realize I probably should have approached you with this earlier. I wasn’t sure until I saw those creatures swarming up from below.”

      “What happened in this town, Belmont?” Winland fixed him with an intense gaze she hoped looked like she meant business—since she did. “And what else is…below?”

      “Well, I guess that’s as good a place to start as any. We’ll go back to the beginning. At the turn of the twentieth century, a very dark, very powerful wizard named Ravener Delowry settled in this region as a fugitive. He’d escaped the confines of his original prison, which my Order built specifically for him, without knowing how powerful he was. We chased him for decades, and when we finally found him again, right here, we did what had to be done to stop him from regaining his full power on Earth after what he’d done on Oriceran.”

      “What did he do?”

      “Terrible things.” Belmont grimaced. “That was a very long time ago. When we did find him, unfortunately, there was a human town built on top of the seat of Ravener’s power. As you know, humans can be flighty when it comes to magical confrontation, so we had to drive them out. Not violently, mind you, but we used certain…techniques to ensure they left their homes and their lives in a timely manner so we could do what needed to be done.”

      “You scared them out.” Winland tilted her head and glanced at Minnie, who panted happily in the shade.

      “In a manner of speaking, yes. They all survived. No harm done. And that was, oh…”

      “1962?”

      Belmont raised his eyebrows in surprise. “How did you know?”

      “I did a little research. It seemed pretty weird that a perfectly safe town like this was abruptly abandoned. Now I know it was you and your…Order.”

      “Yes. The Order of Custodians.”

      “Okay. I still don’t see how tricking humans into abandoning an entire town has anything to do with the legion of Gnolls that came at us fifteen minutes ago.”

      “I’m getting there.” He let out a wry chuckle, then reached out to scratch behind Minnie’s ears again. “We had to move quickly once the town on the surface was cleared out and the humans were out of harm’s way. We’d tracked Ravener here and found him and his followers holed up underground. None of us had had any idea that the Ozarks kemana had a vast network of branching tunnels connected to it—”

      “Wait. There’s a kemana here?”

      Belmont nodded.

      “Where?”

      “Beneath the bluffs overlooking the river. Parts of it stretch beneath East Calico Rock, too. Others go for miles all over this area, as I’m sure you’re well aware.”

      Winland smirked. “Yeah, I know how big kemanas are. So, this dark wizard was hiding in a kemana.”

      “Around it, yes. In the tunnels. We went down after him and his army, of course. Clearing magicals out of a kemana isn’t as easy as clearing a small town of frightened humans. We did the best we could down there, but the battle wasn’t turning in our favor.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Belmont let out another heavy sigh. “Ravener is a powerful wizard, Winland. He escaped standing trial for his crimes on Oriceran. He almost escaped a second time when our forces were virtually annihilated. Ravener holds the kind of power you only see once or twice in a lifetime.”

      “You obviously had a way to defeat him.”

      “We did. Or rather, one very powerful magical on our side managed to rally the rest of our soldiers and perform a spell the likes of which I’d never seen. It took a great deal of effort, and the timing was crucial. In the end, we imprisoned Ravener and his army within the kemana.”

      Winland frowned at him. “You turned it into a prison.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “We turned Ravener’s forces to stone. Captured each within a living statue. Unfortunately, some magicals who either refused to leave their homes in the kemana or were too slow to escape the spell’s casting radius suffered the same fate.”

      “Oh, no!” Winland grimaced and gazed mournfully at the new divot. “That’s what the work crew dug up today, wasn’t it? They weren’t really statues.”

      “The last of the fleeing magicals, yes. Perhaps those who’d taken up arms against Ravener on their own. The battle raged across the entire kemana, Winland. We did our best, but there was no way to know where every magical was or if they were far enough away to avoid being imprisoned with Ravener’s forces.”

      “Some of them were broken.”

      “A truly unfortunate consequence, yes.” Belmont ran a hand through his grizzled white hair. “But we did what had to be done. Ravener’s forces were hunted down after the spell was cast and brought to the center of the kemana. Then we closed off the chamber, blocked its entrance, and laid powerful seals and wards around this entire area to be sure no one would discover his location. He’d slipped through our fingers. We wanted to prevent that from happening a second time. The wards were supposed to keep everyone away, or at least alert the Custodian to the presence of anyone else stepping foot in the town or the surrounding area.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded, putting some of the pieces together on her own. “But we got in anyway.”

      “Yes. You did.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I’ve been trying to answer that question for weeks, and I still have no idea. As far as I can tell, one of the seals broke. It wasn’t supposed to, but these things happen, given certain…unforeseen variables. I think at some point between the seal breaking and Sawyer recognizing there was a tear in the wards, you and your community moved into town unnoticed. He had no idea anything had changed or that he was sacrificing himself to seal even more magic into the town’s borders.”

      Winland felt ridiculous asking so many questions, but the old wizard was talking about all this as if she knew just as much as he did. “Who’s Sawyer?”

      “Ah. The former Custodian.”

      “That implies that there’s a new one.”

      Belmont dipped his head. “You’re looking at him.”

      “The last one…sacrificed himself?”

      The wizard’s smile flickered and faded. “A Custodian gives their life to observing and protecting this place, either through the passage of time or through spells like Sawyer’s last one. He did mend the rip in the wards, but it cost him his life.”

      Winland’s heart sank, and she hadn’t even met this Sawyer guy. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Thank you. He knew the risks of being the Custodian, as do I. I assure you, Winland, one’s life is a small price to pay compared to the consequences of letting Ravener Delowry run free. We’ve all had to make sacrifices in one way or another, however regrettable.”

      “Okay, the wards ripped open. My people moved into town unannounced. The wards were fixed. Now our magic isn’t working the way it’s supposed to. Is that because of the wards?”

      “I don’t know.” Belmont closed his eyes. “There’s something else in play here, but I haven’t been able to see it. What I do know is that something has happened with Ravener and his army. Something has changed, as evidenced by that fun little battle with the Gnolls.”

      “They’re part of his army?”

      “Yes. I’ve seen small packs here and there in my lifetime, but not as great a number as Ravener commands. The rest of his forces are comprised of magicals almost as powerful and ruthless as he is. If so many Gnolls came up to the surface today, they had help. They were freed from their prisons. If it wasn’t Ravener and he’s still a statue within the kemana, it’s only a matter of time before he breaks free as well. If he breaches the surface, we might already be too late.”

      For a moment, they sat in silence beneath the ancient trees. Minnie started to snore softly. Then Winland looked at the wizard with a concerned frown. “The seals weren’t supposed to break around the wards, were they?”

      Belmont raised an eyebrow. “Absolutely not. We stationed the Custodian in these woods to watch the place and anyone who got too close. Of course, there’s always the possibility that a long-term spell will deteriorate at some point, but the way we cast these wards, that should have been impossible. Something went wrong.”

      “Or someone made a mistake.”

      The wizard blinked at her in surprise. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because someone told me I was here to fix a mistake. I had no idea what that meant at the time, but now I think I understand.”

      “Who told you this?”

      She shot him a sidelong glance and shrugged. “A dryad.”

      Belmont’s eyes widened with enthusiasm, and he leaned toward her with renewed eagerness. “What did she say?”

      “I’m not sure. It was all in riddles, and none of it made any—”

      “That’s how dryads speak. I realize how infuriating it can be. If I’d known…” He stroked his chin and cleared his throat. “Think, Winland. This is very important. I need you to tell me exactly what she said about this mistake.”

      “I…” Winland closed her eyes and focused on the memory of her encounter with Ursula. She forced herself to take deep breaths and found that it was like reaching out to her father, but she wasn’t trying to communicate with the dryad, just remember the details of that conversation as clearly as possible. Then it came to her.

      “‘An old mistake now bears fruit, and the time has come to find what was overlooked. To rectify that mistake.’” She opened her eyes and nodded. “That was what she said as far as the mistake part is concerned.”

      “Bears fruit indeed.” Belmont stared at the collapsed excavation site, then took a sharp breath. “I assume you remember where you met this dryad.”

      “Yeah. It’s half a mile east, off the road to my—”

      “Take me there.” He pushed to his feet, and Minnie woke with a snort. “If a dryad told you all this, there’s bound to be more she didn’t tell you.”

      Winland hesitated, then stood and shook her head. “She told me not to come looking for her again. I don’t think I could find her trail a second time, either. It’s—”

      “We don’t need to track her. Returning to your original meeting place will be enough.”

      “Not if she’s not there.”

      “There is great magic in places where a dryad shows herself—residual magic that seeps into the plant life and the very earth. Even if it’s not trackable, it’s still there. That will alert her to our presence.”

      She put her hands on her hips, unconvinced that Ursula would want anything further to do with her. Not until “the time came” and Winland called on the crimson heart and the trees for the dryad’s help, whatever that meant. “So, she’ll feel us stepping into her grove again. Then what?”

      Belmont gazed thoughtfully at the narrow road heading into town—in the opposite direction from where they would go. “Then we hope she shows herself for another chat.”

      “That’s not much of a plan, Belmont.”

      “No. It feels more like a last resort, doesn’t it?”
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      Hidden from the rest of the world by her magic and communion with the trees, Ursula sat within the boughs of the largest hickory tree in her sacred grove. Her fingers and toes were intertwined with the smaller branches and the lush greenery around her. Normally, she preferred to be closer to the ground—closer to the roots and the life-giving energy they emanated and absorbed, giving to and taking from every other life force that called this forest home.

      However, she was tired, and when that happened, she enjoyed the weightlessness that came with nestling in the branches of the huge hickory tree. Also, she enjoyed the company up here.

      The dryad smiled at the hundreds of tiny bodies lovingly cradled by the leaves, which curled around them and held them safely off the forest floor. The pixies and brownies, none more than three inches tall, looked like dolls rather than living, breathing magicals. It was the only way to protect them.

      Ursula reached out toward a pixie cradled within a bed of leaves. This one had pink hair and pink wings. Her arms were outstretched as if to protect her from some horror—the horror evidenced by her glittering pink eyes and her open mouth. She wouldn’t be able to stop the oncoming destruction. None of these tiny, fragile, but incredibly powerful magicals could stop it.

      “I did what I had to do,” she crooned, reaching out with a twiglike finger to gently stroke the pixie’s long pink hair. She was frozen in suspended animation like all the other pixies and brownies. “To protect you.”

      Closing her eyes, Ursula felt the pulse of the trees and the life force brimming up through their roots, into their trunks, and up here to the highest branches of the hickory tree. For over sixty years, the trees had provided nourishment and safety to the hundreds of tiny magicals Ursula had stepped out of her role as a guardian of the forest to save.

      Those nutrients, added to by the forest around them and the life flowing through all things and connecting them, came from the crimson heart beneath these lands. The kemana crystal kept all magical life here in balance. It had created that connection and nurtured it for centuries.

      When the dark wizard and his army threatened the safety of Ursula’s home and her ancient forest, the dryad had had no choice but to intervene. Now, for a second time, the crimson heart was being threatened. They all faced annihilation, and Ursula had almost drained herself to hold the worst of the coming destruction at bay until the one who’d been chosen to right these mortal wrongs came into her power.

      “Before this, there was peace here. They continue to disturb it year after year, century after century.” She spoke to the brownies and pixies with a voice like the whispers of leaves fluttering in a light breeze.

      Ursula took a deep breath and the wind that blew through her ancient home responded, making the massive hickory trees sway. “We only have to wait a little longer, my friends. You will see. Winland Underwood will do what has to be done before I am finished.”

      She knew the tiny suspended magicals could hear her despite their frozen faces and inability to move.

      So many magicals who had called the Ozarks kemana their home had unwittingly suffered the consequences of what had been necessary to lock Ravener Delowry away. It was supposed to have been forever. The wards should have held. Ursula had thought she’d used the last reserves of her strength to suspend these tiny magicals and bring them here to the safety of the trees.

      For so many years, the dryad had waited for the strength of her magic to return to her. It hadn’t, not in the way it should have because the crimson heart below had been wounded, and its power had dwindled with hers.

      “If I could have brought all of you back to vitality, little ones, I would have done it. None of us are strong enough to return to our former selves, not yet.”

      The wind kicked up, and the higher branches swayed. Ursula closed her luminous green eyes and settled her energy into the strength and determination of the hickory tree. She bound it to herself and drew as much power as she dared.

      The crimson heart needed help. She’d known that for some time. It might have even been the crystal’s desperate cries for help that had fractured the wards. Ursula had felt that fracture. Every living thing here had felt it. When the former Custodian gave up his life to re-knit the broken seal and keep those wards in place, he’d had no idea that his sacrifice wasn’t enough to keep the wards up for more than a day.

      Ursula had known.

      The dryad had stepped in for a second time in the same century to offer what help she could to the crimson heart and the life here that it was her duty to protect.

      For the last few months, she’d been pouring her magic into what remained of the wards to hold them together—with one small hole remaining. All so the crimson heart’s call could reach as far as it needed to and call back the magical who had joined with its power the first time to lay waste to the dark wizard and his ruthless forces.

      The crystal had expected that same magical to return. So had Ursula. Instead, the call had been answered by Winland Underwood—the same bloodline but not the same magical.

      Now, it was all the dryad could do to keep the wards up for a little longer, protect the crimson heart, and wait for Winland Underwood to right the wrongs so the forest could be cleansed and saved. So magic could thrive once again.

      Ursula directed her magic and her awareness through the tree branches, down the trunks, into the roots, and out through the earth of her home. Her awareness spread from tree to tree, roots communicating with roots, leaves whispering in the wind, life and magic speaking with each other in a way very few magicals besides dryads could hear.

      Each sent back the same message. “The wards still hold. For now.”

      “The old Fixer might try to intervene,” she muttered, more to herself than to the vulnerable pixies and brownies in her care. “But the crystal did not choose him. We cannot let another disturb the course of things until Winland Underwood recognizes her responsibility. It is fate when one parent passes such power to their offspring. We will hold the wards as long as we can and hope it is enough.”

      If Ursula was to stop feeding her magic into the wards to sustain them, Winland Underwood might choose to leave this place, and all would be lost. Magical signals would escape this bubble of suspended time and contained magic in the Ozarks, and others would come to investigate. They would disrupt the natural order of what must happen.

      If the wards failed and magic regained its strength here, Ravener Delowry and his army would be strong enough to free themselves. They would return to the surface, destroy this land, and ravage the forest that was her home and the trees that were her friends and charges. They would leave nothing but death in their wake.

      “I want all of them gone,” Ursula whispered. Her voice was barely audible above the whisper of the wind and the rustling branches around her, holding her aloft until she was strong enough again to hold herself. “Hurry, Winland Underwood.”

      But no matter how fiercely Ursula wanted the elf to do what was necessary as soon as possible, Winland had to choose this on her own. She had to understand the costs. Her decision to connect to the crystal and bring this chaos to an end had to be made willingly. If Ursula had had a say in the matter, she would have ended this long ago.

      This duty, however, was Winland’s alone, and the unfolding of fate would happen in the crimson heart’s time, not Ursula’s.

      She’d been patient for decades. Her patience could last a little longer, but there was no denying that her power to hold the wards was quickly diminishing.

      Time was running out.
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      “This is it.” Winland pointed at a copse of hickory trees and looked over her shoulder at Belmont. “That’s her grove.”

      “You’re certain?”

      “Yes.” The buzz of magic she’d felt in fits and starts over the last few weeks was stronger than ever, and it coursed through the ground with greater intensity the closer Winland came to the dryad’s grove. “Tell me you can feel it too.”

      “Oh, yes. It’s impossible to miss.” Belmont scanned the forest and the thick branches that cast a deep shadow around them. “I’m not sure this is dryad magic.”

      “Well, whatever it is, this is where I met her.”

      “Then let’s see what we find.” As Winland walked toward the old hickory trees rising in the center of the copse, Belmont looked down at Minnie and raised an eyebrow. “Stay close, Minnie, and keep an eye out. I have a feeling anything could happen at this point.”

      Having spent the last several hours with the wizard, Winland had learned to ignore Belmont’s conversations with his dog, who clearly couldn’t talk back. As she stepped into the hickory grove, the wizard’s quirks fled from her mind.

      The power in this stand of trees was much stronger than the first time she’d entered, and it felt different. It was now a roaring, crashing buzz that flared through every cell of her body.

      I hope he’s right that being here will draw Ursula out. Something’s very different here.

      “Winland,” Belmont called softly from behind her. “Maybe it’s better if we—”

      A burning flare of the strong magic raced through the ground and up Winland’s legs. For the first time in her life, her magic was activated without her intention or permission, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

      Blazing light surged up from the ground and filled her body, making her glow. Winland froze, gritting her teeth against the magic flaring within her. She was vaguely aware of her dark hair lifting off her shoulders to float beside her face again. From the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of it.

      It glowed with a deep crimson light.

      She looked down and found that her body was filled with the same crimson light.

      Belmont stopped at the edge of the grove, not daring to take a step farther. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m not doing this,” Winland replied slowly. She studied her hands, then turned to look at him. “It’s not me.”

      “It is your magic.”

      “Yeah, I know that much, thanks. But something else is…”

      A breeze brought an eerie whisper. She studied the trunk of the widest, tallest hickory tree. Ursula has to see me. I’m glowing red.

      Nothing stirred around the trunk. There was no sign of the dryad.

      The wind kicked up another notch, and the tree moved. One of the top branches groaned and bent toward the ground. The other trees swayed and mimicked the arc of that branch, whispering to each other.

      Winland felt their magic and energy since Turner had trained her to do so. The trees were communicating with each other. The entire forest was talking.

      Doesn’t help when Dad never taught me to speak Tree.

      Then the tip of the curving branch gently touched the ground, and the energy flaring through Winland’s body faded. She stopped glowing, and she didn’t feel as much like an overcharged battery. Her hair, though, still stood on end, fanning out around her face and the back of her head.

      A figure detached itself from the branch.

      One of Ursula’s root-like feet settled onto the earth, then the other. The rest of her body looked like it was a part of the tree until she left the branch. The hickory moved with the same fluidity, straightening again.

      The wind died, and the rest of the trees in the grove and the surrounding woods went still.

      The silence was deafening.

      “What just happened?” Winland asked.

      Ursula ignored her and focused on Belmont. Her eyes flicked toward the gold signet ring on his left hand. A wooden-sounding creak came from her throat as her gaze went up the wizard and stopped at his face. “The former Custodian has already been replaced, then?”

      “Yes.” Belmont didn’t avoid the dryad’s judgmental stare, but from the corner of his eye, he saw Minnie pad into the grove. “Sawyer fulfilled his duties. I’ve taken up his mantle.”

      Her eyes flashed. “I do not know you.”

      The wizard bowed his head. “It’s an honor to meet—”

      “I cannot see your heart, wizard,” Ursula snapped. “The last Custodian was willing to offer everything, if necessary. He cared for this place. I saw him. But you? You hide.”

      Surprised by the vitriol in Ursula’s words, Winland moved until she no longer stood between the two magicals. She wanted to keep an eye on them since it was impossible to predict what would happen next.

      Belmont pressed his lips together, chastised. “I had my reasons.”

      “And I have mine.” Ursula lifted an arm and flicked a woody finger at the wizard. The grove filled with the creaking and groaning of the trees before tree roots snaked out of the ground and shot toward Belmont. They wound around him, pinning his arms to his sides and slowly constricting.

      “Ursula!” Winland took a step toward the dryad, then couldn’t move any farther, just like the last time. “Wait.”

      “Why?” The dryad barely turned her head toward Winland; her eyes remained on Belmont. She hadn’t exhibited the full extent of her power, not yet, but it was clear that if either magical made the wrong move, Ursula could wipe them both out. “This new Custodian has destroyed so much and shown very little desire to correct his misdeeds.”

      “He’s helping us. He’s helping me. I can’t help anyone if we skip the conversation part and go right to corporal punishment.”

      That made Ursula’s green eyes slide toward Winland.

      Belmont grunted, but he wasn’t in pain; the roots weren’t squeezing him tightly—yet.

      Still, the roots loosened a little. The wizard cleared his throat. “Thank you.”

      “Your thanks may be misplaced, wizard. But if Winland Underwood wishes us to speak, we will speak.”

      “I appreciate that too.” Belmont glanced at Winland but said nothing.

      He had no idea there was a dryad in these woods, so why does that look say he knows what he’s doing?

      “My name is Belmont Frasier,” he told Ursula. “May I speak?”

      Ursula’s eyes flashed with green light. “Until I lose interest.”

      “Thank you.” He glanced across the grove to see Minnie still sniffing around. The Newfoundland had caught the scent of something at the base of the large hickory. “First, I want to make it clear that the Order of Custodians had no idea these woods belonged to you. We never detected your presence—”

      “I did not wish you to.”

      “Now I see why.” Belmont struggled against the roots holding him in place.

      Winland slid her hands into the pockets of her coat. She would draw her wand if necessary, though that was the last thing she wanted to do.

      The wizard nodded. “You were here far before any of us, weren’t you?”

      Ursula let out a sound like snapping branches but said nothing.

      “We would have come to you if we’d known. If our actions here have affected your forest, I’m sorry—”

      “Sorry,” Ursula hissed. The tree roots tightened around Belmont with sharp snaps and creaks of their own. “An apology does nothing for us!”

      Winland almost pulled out her wand to intervene, but a warning look from the wizard made her stop.

      “An apology does not return the lives you and your kind stole from this place.” The dryad made a sound between a growl and the roaring crash of a giant tree falling. “Your words are empty lies, wizard.”

      Belmont held her gaze for a moment longer, then closed his eyes. “I realize it sounds like a lie to you. I am truly sorry for any pain we caused—”

      “You caused all of it.”

      “You know why we did what we did all those years ago, don’t you? You know it had to be done.”

      The grove fell silent.

      The wizard considered how best to continue this conversation without further angering the dryad and risking his life within her grasp. Then Minnie started barking.

      Ursula didn’t seem to hear the noise, but it startled Winland enough to make her step back and stare at the black dog. “Minnie,” she whispered. “Minnie, get down.”

      The dog either didn’t hear her or didn’t care. She’d leaped up with her forepaws braced against the sturdy trunk of the tree and kept barking, staring up into the branches.

      Belmont let out a shrill whistle. He didn’t have to say anything. His furry companion dropped to the ground but continued circling the tree, sniffing and chuffing. I feel them too, girl, but the dryad doesn’t want us to find them.

      Ursula let out another low growl, and the vines around the wizard tightened a little more. “Is that all you have to say for yourself, wizard?”

      “No.” He glanced into the highest branches of the tree behind the ancient dryad who predated the majority of sentient beings in the region, including the trees, and swallowed. “We made a mistake. I realize that now. It was unintended. An accident. Not an excuse, and I’m not trying to wash my hands of responsibility.”

      The dryad’s green eyes flashed again.

      “Now I wonder how far our mistake spread. If you wouldn’t mind filling in some of the—” He grunted as the tree roots tightened.

      “Ursula, stop,” Winland warned, her fingers tightening on the pecan wand in her pocket. “We’re trying to stop Ravener. Belmont isn’t the enemy.”

      “Not to those who survived.” The dryad raised her other hand toward the canopy, and hundreds of sparkling lights illuminated the highest branches of the tree behind her.

      Minnie jumped up against the trunk again and barked twice. Then she sat back on her haunches and stared up at the lights, letting out a high-pitched whine.

      Winland squinted, trying to make out what all the lights were.

      Pixies glow like that, but they’re not moving.

      With a pained frown, Belmont closed his eyes.

      “Your kind acted as you assumed was best,” Ursula continued, her words sharp and jerky. They carried an impossible vocal undertone like boots crunching on gravel. “You only see what is right in front of you. Land to be taken. Trees to be felled and burned. Water to be consumed and poisoned. You do not see what lives within all things.”

      “It wasn’t just Ravener and his army,” Belmont muttered.

      “No, wizard. A second home was destroyed by your blind vengeful desire to eradicate the worst among you. They were happy. Healthy. Untainted by the evil you let devastate my home. You cut down the entire forest to remove one diseased branch.”

      Winland looked at the wizard surrounded by tree roots and the furious dryad. Her eyes had stopped flashing and were glowing with a brighter green light that didn’t fade.

      She’s speaking in riddles again, isn’t she? He has to know what it means.

      When he didn’t say anything, Winland couldn’t stop herself. “Belmont. What is she talking about?”

      “It wasn’t just the magicals trapped in the kemana who couldn’t escape our spell,” he whispered. “I’d suspected there was a second city belowground, but we couldn’t find it in time.”

      “You were never meant to find it,” Ursula hissed. “I saved as many of the pixies and brownies as I could. I saved them from your mistake and have kept them until they could be restored. Until I can be restored. You drained the crimson heart, wizard, and I did not have the power to save them all. So many were lost…”

      Another strong breeze blew through the woods, and instead of the rustling of tree branches and the occasional groan from a swaying tree, the wind howled. Wailed. Keened.

      It stopped as suddenly as it had started, then the hundreds of glittering lights in the canopy winked out in unison.

      “Now you intervene once more,” Ursula continued. A warning shudder rippled through the ground, and what little light there was in the thick woods dimmed as if the dryad’s anger was drawing the light into her to fuel her rage. “You will not make the same mistake.”

      The roots drew tighter around Belmont’s body. One of them whipped around his throat and squeezed. He let out a strangled croak.

      “The crimson heart has chosen!”

      “Stop!” Winland started to draw her wand, but somehow, Belmont was able to speak.

      “Winland, don’t.” He sucked in a breath and stared intently at Ursula, then wheezed in a raspy, choked voice, “I wish to form an accord with the dryad of these woods!”

      Instantly, the roots loosened enough around him to let him draw several more gasping breaths. The trees that had started to bend toward Ursula slowly straightened, and the dim light beneath the canopy brightened.

      Ursula tilted her head but didn’t look amused. “Make your offer, wizard.”

      “The Order of Custodians will provide every resource at our disposal to drive the evil from this place. Not to capture and bury it but to root it out. Then we will forever leave these woods to you without further interference.”

      “And in return?”

      “In return, I ask for two things. First, that you help us. I know it’s not a dryad’s way to get involved, but we need every bit of help we can get to stand against Ravener for the final time.”

      Without moving, Ursula drew up to her full height. Winland suddenly felt very small, though the ancient magical only reached her shoulder.

      She’s much more powerful than I thought. Why doesn’t she just get rid of Ravener herself?

      “Your second request?” the dryad murmured.

      Belmont nodded. “That you allow Winland and her community to stay when all is said and done. The town has become their home. They deserve to prosper there, in harmony with your forests.”

      Ursula’s green eyes flashed again, and when the light faded, they returned to their normal emerald. “I cannot accept your accord, wizard.”

      For the first time, Belmont looked frightened. He gulped and looked at Minnie, who now lay at the base of the hickory, still staring at the frozen pixies and brownies who were too high in the tree to be visible. “Well, then. May I ask why?”

      The dryad turned toward Winland. “The way this must unfold is not within my power to influence. The crimson heart decides, and it has made its choice.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “Careful,” Belmont muttered.

      Winland hadn’t intended her question to come out with so much condescension, but with a wizard she’d just met caught up in tree roots and a dryad on the verge of destroying one of them, maybe both, she was running out of patience.

      Ursula eyed her again. “Whether you believe you are intended for this, Winland Underwood, is irrelevant. The crimson heart called you. It requires your magic and will give much in return. You cannot turn back now, but if you fail…”

      I really hope she’s not giving me another riddle about sacrificing my life for this crimson heart.

      “Then this accord is between the two of you,” Belmont added. “You and Winland—”

      “No. It must be made between Winland Underwood and the crimson heart.”

      “Which is what?” Winland asked.

      “The crystal.” The wizard cleared his throat. “The kemana crystal.”

      “You must agree to give it what it needs, Winland Underwood. To connect with the crimson heart and lend your magic. Whatever happens after that is beyond our control, but it must be your decision.”

      The elf stared into the dryad’s eyes. “I don’t know how to do that.”

      “You will when it’s time.”

      “Well, what about… I mean, is there no one else who can—”

      “The crimson heart chose you, and you came!” Ursula shouted. “There is no one else!”

      “All right.” Releasing her wand, Winland took both hands out of her pockets and raised them in concession. “I’ll connect with the crystal. I’ll figure it out. Right this wrong.”

      The dryad looked at her, then the creak of the tree roots filled the grove again. They unwound from around Belmont’s body, slithered back across the forest floor, and disappeared beneath the earth. He staggered forward, straightened, and tugged at the collar of his flannel shirt.

      Ursula nodded. “I will aid you where and when I can. For now, the wards remain intact. I will hold them as long as possible—”

      “That’s you?” Winland gazed around the grove. “You’re the one keeping the wards up around the town?”

      “And far beyond, yes. So make haste, Winland Underwood. My strength dwindles every day, as does that of the crimson heart, and the dark wizard grows stronger.”

      “Right. Not a good thing.” Winland turned to Belmont. “Do you know how this is supposed to work?”

      “No.”

      “Great. Ursula, is there any…” When she turned back to the dryad, Ursula was gone. The woods were silent again, but she still felt energy thrumming through the earth. Apparently, it was coming from the kemana crystal, given that she’d glowed crimson a few minutes before, but it was no longer at the peak of its strength.

      It chose me, and I guess lighting up like a glowstick was my way of agreeing to do this. Connect to the crystal. This is nuts.

      “It would seem we’re meant to figure that out on our own,” Belmont muttered. “More specifically, you have to figure it out. The rest of us are just here as backup.”

      “I would have picked a different way to say that.” She stared at the wizard she hardly knew. On his behalf, she’d just entered an accord with a dryad—or with a kemana crystal. She wasn’t sure.

      He shrugged. “I said it. Now we need to prepare you to connect with—”

      “No. We can do that later.” After another glance around the grove, Winland trudged toward the wizard and past him, then made her way out of the woods.

      “You heard the dryad, Winland.” Belmont snapped his fingers to get Minnie’s attention, and she fell into a trot beside him as he followed the elf toward the road. “Time is short.”

      “I know, but I’m not going to do anything until I tell my town what happened here, what’s going on, and what I plan to do. They deserve to have a choice.”

      “What choice is that?”

      “To leave and find a different home or stay here while I clean up your mess.”
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      For the first time since East Calico Rock had been re-founded as the sanctuary and home of the Oriceran refugees, an emergency town meeting was called. The processing-plant-turned-town-hall wasn’t filled with as much enthusiasm and excitement as it had been during the other meetings they’d held, and Winland couldn’t blame them.

      I can’t say I’m excited about having this conversation, but it needs to be had. Secrets and hidden agendas got us into this mess. I’m not about to repeat those mistakes sixty years later.

      She scanned the rows of chairs as they filled. There was very little conversation in a room that normally echoed with dozens of conversations. Even the children in the back with Penny were quiet tonight.

      The other town leaders joined Winland behind the makeshift podium. Ronnie leaned toward her, looking worried. He gestured at Chuck and Elaine. “Before you showed up again, I heard interesting things about underground armories and monsters in a sinkhole. Is there something we should know before we get started with this emergency meeting?”

      Winland gave him a reassuring nod. “This is the kind of emergency meeting where everybody needs to hear everything at once. It’ll be a lot easier that way, Ronnie. I promise.”

      “Okay. You know I trust you, Win.”

      “Thanks.”

      Ronnie narrowed his eyes, then nodded at Sarah in the front row. Roman had joined her tonight, though Elijah and the other older teenagers took their normal places in the back. “Does my wife know, at least?”

      Winland clucked her tongue. “Didn’t get the time to tell anyone.”

      “Right. Well.” He nudged her arm with his fist and stepped toward his seat. “You need backup, just give me the signal.”

      Despite the weighty speech she was about to make, she couldn’t help but laugh. “I didn’t know we had a signal.”

      “We will if you use it tonight.” Ronnie shot her a wink, then sat down. Elaine looked intrigued. Chuck just sat there, wringing his hands.

      Finally, everybody was in a chair. Winland didn’t have to do anything to get everybody’s attention. Everyone was staring at her and occasionally eyeing the other town leaders, ready to hear what this was about.

      She cleared her throat. “Thanks for being here, everybody. Look, I know it’s weird to have an emergency meeting. It’s our first one, and hopefully, it will be the last. I will start with the rumors that have been making their way around town regarding…monsters.”

      Someone in the middle row groaned and muttered, “Ephrem, I told you to stop talking about that shit.”

      Several other magicals chuckled, and Winland let herself smile. It felt fake. “Rumors are one thing. I’m pretty sure everybody knows at this point. When there’s truth to those rumors, they have to be addressed. That’s why we’re here.

      “For those of you who weren’t there today, the work crew assigned to dig our town’s well stumbled on something none of us expected to find. They found artifacts from magicals who used to live in the Ozarks kemana, some of which runs beneath East Calico Rock.”

      Murmurs of surprise and confusion rippled through the room. Winland heard the questions that had floated through her mind muttered by the crowd.

      “There’s a kemana here? Why haven’t we seen it?”

      “Where are all the magicals? They would’ve found us at the very least.”

      “Those crystals are pretty freaking hard to ignore, but I haven’t felt a thing since we got here.”

      “What does she mean, ‘used to live here?’”

      Winland gave the crowd a moment to work through their surprise and glanced at her best friend.

      Sarah tilted her head and narrowed her eyes.

      Yeah, I probably should’ve told her and Ronnie first, but we can’t afford to take our time on this.

      Finally, she lifted a hand for silence, and everybody quieted.

      “There were a lot of people at the well site who know what happened. I was there too. The ground gave out, the dig site collapsed, and we were attacked by Gnolls.”

      That got everybody talking again.

      “Attacked! It actually happened?”

      “What the hell is a Gnoll?”

      “Aw, shit. Ephrem’s never gonna let us forget about the one time he was right.”

      “Obviously,” Winland started talking again, but the crowd was talking too loudly to hear her. “Hey, obviously we—”

      A piercing whistle rang through the hall. Winland jolted and spun to see Elaine on her feet, pulling her fingers from her mouth.

      “Everybody shut up!”

      The room was silent after the jarring whistle.

      Winland shot her a quick smile, and the Wood Elf dipped her head. “You’re good to go.”

      “Thanks.” Turning back to the podium, Winland took a deep breath. “Anyone who was out there during the attack can tell you what happened in more detail. The point is, we survived. We turned back the attack. The most important thing is that no one got hurt.

      “That might not always be the case, even with the help of the new…acquaintances I’ve spoken to over the last few days. Maybe you’ve seen the old wizard with white hair and the giant black dog popping up here and there around town since we moved in. His name is Belmont Frasier, and he lives out in the woods. That’s where I’ve been for the last few hours. Talking to him.

      “He was here sixty years ago when our town was run by humans. He told me what happened and what’s coming next. I just can’t see any scenario where not telling all of you is a good idea.”

      When she finished her introduction, everyone was frozen with curiosity.

      Well, I have their attention. Here we go.

      She told her community the truth, starting with the first time she’d felt a pool of residual magic during her morning perimeter check a month ago. She didn’t hold anything back, including her two meetings with the dryad and the information Ursula and Belmont had revealed to her. Now that she knew the history of their home, she couldn’t leave out a single detail about the mistake that needed to be fixed: Ravener and his army free and regrouping, Ursula holding up the wards but dampening magic, and the quest Winland had been called on to complete.

      When she finished, it felt like she’d just given a lecture to a hall full of mannequins. There was still no response.

      “Okay.” She gripped the sides of the podium. “Any questions?”

      “Yep.” Fergus’ hand shot into the air.

      When he didn’t start speaking, Winland couldn’t help but chuckle. “You don’t have to raise your hand, Fergus. Just go ahead.”

      “You stayed back and talked to that wizard for an awful long time. Where’s he?”

      “Yeah.” Cassandra shifted in her chair and frowned at the town leaders. “Sounds like he just dropped this shit on your head and split. If it’s his mistake you have to fix, he should be the one standing up there, confessing the whole thing to the magicals who are getting hit by his dumb choices. Not you.”

      Murmurs of agreement rose, and the Wood Elf, who could have been a bodybuilder in another life, folded her arms.

      Winland was more than willing to address their concerns. “You know, I considered having Belmont come here and tell you all this himself. He’ll be around town a lot more, but I asked him to sit this one out. At this point, it isn’t about him. I called this meeting because everyone here, this entire town, deserves to know what’s going on.”

      “You can’t clean up the old wizard’s mess,” someone else shouted. “Ain’t your job, Winland!”

      “Yeah, I’d say the same thing if it wasn’t for the whole ‘the dying kemana crystal chose me’ thing.”

      “That’s a load of bull!”

      “He’s trying to rope us into his mess and make us clean up after him!”

      “We haven’t even seen a kemana. That wizard’s lying through his wizard teeth!”

      Sitting behind Winland, Ronnie leaned toward Elaine and nodded. “You mind? One more time?”

      The Wood Elf didn’t stand before letting out another piercing whistle. Chuck groaned and covered his ears. Everyone else fell silent, and Ronnie stood and made his way to Winland’s side.

      “Listen up, people.” He placed a firm hand on Winland’s shoulder. He had the attention of every magical in the room. “I know it sounds like another one of Ephrem’s rumors.”

      Several magicals laughed, and Ephrem stood. “I don’t have to—”

      “Sit down, man,” someone else shouted. “It’s a joke.”

      “You spread too many rumors anyway.”

      “You’re not getting out of this, Ephrem.”

      The people sitting near the rumormonger laughed, patted Ephrem’s shoulders, and tugged on his jacket to get him to sit again. Others offered well-meaning comments about how life in East Calico Rock would be boring as hell without Ephrem’s “colorful stories.” The half-wizard finally plunked back down in his chair, folded his arms, and scowled.

      Ronnie smirked. “Here’s what I want all of you to know. I had no idea what Winland was going to tell us tonight and believe me, it’s hard to wrap my head around. We can all work on that together. Put that aside, and I’ll tell you right now that I trust this Light Elf with my life and the lives of my family. Always have. She led us here when it looked like we had zero options left, and she’s done a damn good job of making it work. If—”

      “Nobody’s questioning Winland’s leadership.” An older witch with caked-on makeup squinted at the podium. Ronnie recognized her as one of the women who had overheard his conversation with Theodore in the market, and he clamped his mouth shut. “What we’re questioning is how any of us know we’re hearing the truth. How do you know the wizard’s not lying to you, Winland?”

      She shrugged. “If I could show you what happened in the dryad’s grove, I would, but I can’t make my magic do that. Trust me, if you’d been there, you’d believe it too.”

      “It could’ve been the wizard,” someone else shouted.

      “He’s trying to run us out of the town just like he ran all the humans out the last time!”

      “I’m not falling for this. I’ll tell you that much right now.”

      “Sit down and shut up!” Ronnie bellowed. Most of the magicals hadn’t stood, but those who had sat back down at the wizard’s uncharacteristic use of authority.

      From the back, Elijah frowned at his dad and swallowed. His friend Sam, who was sitting beside him, muttered, “Oh, shit, dude. Your dad’s badass.”

      The older Moffett boy shook his head. “That’s not real. No way.”

      Ronnie gazed around the room, his lips pursed and all hint of his joking nature gone. “This isn’t about who we should listen to, or who we trust, or whether some wizard who’s been here for sixty-whatever years is playing us. It’s about proof. I was standing at the table in Turner Underwood’s library when Winland chose our next home. I saw the way she was drawn to this place, like…like…”

      Winland smirked at him. “Like magic?”

      “You’re damn right it was like magic. It was perfect. I’ll tell you right now that when she said this crimson heart…the kemana crystal or whatever we wanna call it… When I heard her say the thing chose her, I knew exactly what that meant. She’s not lying about anything. Neither is that wizard, ’cause the way Winland chose this place is a secret only a few of us know. I believe it all.”

      The crowd fell silent. Ronnie cut a surprisingly impressive figure as he stood beside Winland with his hand on her shoulder, eyeing every magical with determination and silently daring them to argue with him.

      Sarah gazed at her husband with admiration and something else in her coy smile. Ronnie’s stony expression diminished long enough for him to wink at his wife. Roman looked at his parents, wrinkled his nose, and whispered, “Gross.”

      Winland gently elbowed Ronnie in the ribs and muttered, “I didn’t give you the signal.”

      “Yeah, I know. You didn’t have to.” He removed his hand from her shoulder but stayed beside her.

      “I know this is a lot to take in,” she told those assembled. “I’ve already accepted this mission or quest or whatever we want to call it. I’ll be staying here to get the job done. To help the Order of Custodians and the dryad and anyone else who’s on our side bring down Ravener and his army. However, none of you made that commitment, and I don’t expect anybody to make the same choice I did. I just want every magical here to know the truth so you can make your own informed decisions.”

      “We should leave!” Lawrence stood with his face set in grim determination and his fists clenched at his sides. “I was there when the excavation caved in. I fought those monsters. Even the old wizard who’s supposed to know how to handle something like them couldn’t use his magic the way he wanted.”

      “Yeah, but then he collapsed the whole thing. We all walked away from that battle without a scratch,” Bert cut in. “We won.”

      Lawrence glared at the dwarf. “Winland said it herself. This dark wizard’s army is huge. Those weren’t the only Gnolls running around under our city right now. Sure, we fought back a few dozen or whatever, but an entire army? Without magic, we don’t have a chance. The smart thing would be to get out while we still can. Pack up, ship out, and don’t look back until the coast is clear.”

      “No.” A middle-aged witch named Bonnie with short graying hair stood two rows behind Lawrence. The wizard looked at her over his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Lawrence, but I have to stop you right there.”

      His cheeks flushed, but he shrugged and slowly sank back into his chair, muttering, “I was pretty much done anyway.”

      Bonnie scanned the faces of the crowd. “All right. First of all, I can’t tell you that everything Lawrence said doesn’t make sense. Honestly, the thought of getting out of here and away from the coming danger is very tempting, especially since it’s not just about keeping myself safe. I have kids to think about too, like many of us do, and they always come first.”

      She turned toward the back rows of chairs to eye her children—fifteen-year-old Taylor and sixteen-year-old Sam, who sat next to Elijah Moffett. Taylor offered her mom an encouraging smile. Sam froze, not sure how to react after being called out.

      “Here’s the thing,” Bonnie continued. “We’ve been running from danger for years. Decades. I lost my husband as we ran from whatever and whoever was chasing us down. My children lost their father. And we just kept running. We all did.”

      The witch turned to the front of the room and nodded at Winland. “This place was chosen for us, and I stand by the Light Elf who made that decision. Sure, it was a form of running when we came out here, but this town is different. It’s not a temporary safe house. It’s not a refugee camp where we barely survive on the generosity of strangers who know none of us are responsible for our ancestors’ mistakes.

      “Even Turner Underwood’s hidden New York City, as safe and livable as it was while it lasted, was another form of charity. Don’t get me wrong. I will always be grateful for that. But this?”

      She shrugged, then her gaze fell on the Brussels sprouts and heirloom beans across the room. “We’ve only been here three months, but look at what we’ve done with this place. The co-op market. The theater storehouse. We grow almost all our food, and what we can’t make, we find a way to make work with a little outside help. I mean, the Moffetts just opened one of the best coffee shops I’ve ever stepped foot in, and the whole town threw a party to celebrate.”

      At the mention of Common Grounds, Ronnie puffed out his chest and grinned. In the front row, Sarah looked up at him with a coy smile he missed. She was just as proud of the place as he was.

      “Even this.” Bonnie tugged on the lapels of her canvas jacket, then looked around the gathering to find one magical. “This jacket is all I have left of my Steve. He was wearing it when he died, and I’ve carried it with me for ten years. Monty patched it up for me. He turned a horrible memory into something I can wear every day to remember the good times.”

      Monty grinned at her and winked. “Weren’t too hard to take in those seams, Miss Bonnie.”

      A few magicals chuckled, and Bonnie nodded at the gnome.

      “Because of this town,” she continued, “because of how we all came together to do what we could for each other and make this work, my life is the safest and happiest it’s been in I can’t even remember how long. My kids are rooted here. They have friends and the time and space to be kids. They’re thriving. We’re all thriving.

      “While I appreciate Winland’s giving us all a choice in whether we stay or go while this issue with a dark wizard’s army plays itself out, I can’t in good conscience say that this is every magical for himself anymore.”

      “Our magic doesn’t even work here,” someone shouted. “Not really.”

      “We’re not an army, Bonnie.”

      “A dark wizard. How are we supposed to stand against one of those?”

      Bonnie patiently waited for everyone to settle down, then stood tall. “This is our town. We’ve built it for ourselves from the ground up. We can all truly be proud because it belongs to us. If I’m brutally honest, I am sick and tired of being uprooted from place after place the second I start to feel like I might have a life there.

      “We need to stay. We need to stand at Winland’s side and fight for what we’ve built and what we deserve. We need to do whatever we can to let our children and their children feel safe. This is all we have, right here.” She met Winland’s gaze with a determined smile and shook her head. “Dammit, I’m not going anywhere.”

      Elijah elbowed Sam in the ribs and muttered, “Dude. Your mom’s badass.”

      “Don’t say that. It’s weird.”

      Winland nodded at the witch, feeling a renewed sense of hope after hearing her eloquent speech. “Thanks, Bonnie. That was…”

      “That was just what we needed to hear,” Ronnie interjected. “Like, exactly.”

      Elaine leaped up. “Okay, time to put this up to a vote. All in favor of hightailing it out of East Calico Rock ASAP?”

      The only magical in the room to raise his hand was Ephrem. The magicals around him snorted and chuckled. He looked around until he found Lawrence and hissed, “You’re the one who talked about leaving. Why isn’t your hand in the air?”

      Lawrence scratched the side of his head. “Bonnie made a hell of a point.”

      “Aw, damn.”

      Elaine cleared her throat. “All in favor of staying right here to organize? We have to gather supplies, check our resources, make weapons, and stand against this dark wizard with everything we have despite our limited magic. Should we protect our home no matter what?”

      The room was silent.

      Ronnie shot the Wood Elf a glance and muttered, “Well, when you say it like that—”

      With a rustle of movement, every single person raised their hand. Some raised two just for kicks. Even the teenagers in the back rows voted with an enthusiasm they didn’t usually exhibit for town decisions.

      “We’re staying here!” someone shouted.

      “Yeah, this is our home!”

      “If we’ve made it this far, we can do this!”

      The room filled with the enthusiastic shouts of magicals who would stay and do whatever it took to protect their home.

      Winland’s heart swelled with pride. I didn’t expect this kind of reaction…

      Elaine leaned toward her and chuckled. “Looks like you have your answer.”

      “We’re behind you a hundred percent,” Ronnie added with a grin.

      “Great.” Winland cleared her throat. “We’re gonna need all the help we can get.”
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      After the most pressing item on the agenda for their emergency town meeting had been settled, the magicals of East Calico Rock took advantage of the gathering to address other issues. Various crews and committees were formed to make the preparations to fight: sort out the food supply, organize the weapons and armor, send out scouting parties, provide battle training, collect medical supplies, and brew potions.

      That last one excited Ronnie, but after a sharp look from Sarah, he settled down and consented to hand the committee over to Penny. She had far more experience with potions and wasn’t nearly as likely to go crazy with the town’s small supply of magical ingredients.

      The final item to be voted on was whether the town wanted to continue their very young tradition of a monthly party now that they knew what was in store for them.

      “Samhain’s the day after tomorrow,” Chuck reminded them. “Day of the Dead. All Hallows Eve. Halloween. Whatever we’re calling it. We voted at the last town meeting to make that this month’s town party, but now… Well, I wonder if we should reconsider.”

      A cacophony of protests and agreements rose from the assembly.

      “That’s just another distraction.”

      “This is one of the most important days of the year. We can’t just skip it.”

      “Shouldn’t we focus on preparing instead of partying?”

      “The veil only thins for twenty-four hours. It’s not like we can put it off for a few days to fit our schedule.”

      It was a surprisingly controversial topic. It understandably made the indecisive Chuck step away from the podium to let the other town leaders handle it, but in the end, the townspeople took yet another vote. Two-thirds of the town voted to hold a celebration for All Hallows Eve, the biggest reason being that the children of East Calico Rock deserved to experience as much normalcy as possible. “Let the kids be kids” was a short-lived but vigorous chant among those who wanted to hold a town party on one of the most sacred days of the year.

      Winland couldn’t have been happier to see her community come together, not just to fight for their home and what they loved but also to provide their young people with as close to a normal childhood experience as possible.

      These kids haven’t had anything close to a normal life. It’s about time they got to experience a bit of one while the rest of us get ready for what’s coming.
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        * * *

      

      The committee that had been formed to handle the Samhain celebration poured themselves into planning the party with gusto. It would continue through the night since the veil was at its thinnest in the wee hours.

      On the last day of October, the community was summoned to an unexpected breakfast feast. Long tables borrowed from the produce aisles in the market had been set up end-to-end down the length of the main street. Without enough chairs to go around—and no dependable magic to conjure more or cobble together the broken ones—breakfast became a buffet.

      The menu was impressive. Pumpkin pancakes with maple syrup and butter. Baked sweet potatoes and yams they had grown. Cinnamon toast with fresh fruit. Two honey hams that Lisa Goldman was very proud of because she’d been storing them in an old icebox in her house that still kept everything cold and fresh like it was supposed to. Hot chocolate and hot apple cider for the kids, coffee from Common Grounds for the adults, and whiskey from Bert’s personal stash.

      Unsurprisingly, the buffet-style breakfast feast lasted four hours, and there wasn’t a scrap of food left when all was said and done. When the townspeople started to settle down, the party committee opened the rest of the festivities for the kids who were young enough to enjoy them and the families who wanted to join in.

      Winland and Sarah sat on Common Ground’s grassy lawn, too full to move.

      “Wow.” Winland raised her eyebrows. “They really went all out.”

      Sarah lifted a fist to her mouth that did nothing to dampen her massive belch. Some of the kids walking past burst out laughing, and the witch shot them a thumbs-up and a goofy smile. “Something for everyone, right? So, the feast was normal. The face painting. The ancestral ribbon-making. Whoever came up with awarding prizes for the best through-the-veil altar is a genius. Look at that. I haven’t seen Elijah work so hard on something in… Come to think of it, never.”

      Winland wondered, “Who is he making an altar to?”

      “Hmm. You know, I’ll have to ask. We don’t know a lot of dead people.” They both laughed, then Sarah’s smile disappeared. “Oh. Hey, sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “I know.” Winland nodded, unaffected by the mention of those who’d passed into the realm of the dead. “I’m glad your list of people to try to contact tonight is short. All in all, mine is too.”

      The witch smirked. “I bet you could make a mean Samhain altar.”

      “Ha. And rob all those hard-working kids of the chance to win a prize? That would be rude.”

      They watched the children running around the street. Some had already made their ancestor ribbons, which streamed from the smooth tree branches an adult had whittled down for them. Others chomped on candied apples or had their faces painted with ethereal, otherworldly images. One little girl proudly sported a set of gossamer wings Monty had designed and set out for any of the children who wanted to try their hand at “being a spirit.”

      Sarah laid back, propping herself up on her forearms behind her, and fixed Winland with a knowing look. “Altar or no altar, are you gonna try to contact her tonight?”

      Winland let out a heavy sigh. “I’ve been reaching out to my mom on All Hallows Eve every year since I was five. Why would this year be any different?”

      “Well, it could be.” The witch shrugged. “Maybe now that you’ve been chosen by a kemana crystal to save a town and destroy a deadly army commanded by a dark wizard, your mom will finally show up to give you a pep talk from beyond the veil.”

      Winland stared at Sarah. “Wouldn’t that just be my luck?”

      “Oh, come on. You’re not unlucky, just…chosen.”

      They laughed, but the more Winland thought about it, the more her hope grew that maybe, just maybe, tonight would be the night she heard from her mother.

      Right on top of a kemana crystal with this much power and magic? Sure, the wards keep magic tamped down, but the spirits of the dead don’t need magic to reveal themselves. Not tonight.
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        * * *

      

      The festivities continued for the rest of the day. The kids were kept busy with new games and activities. Prizes were given out. Roman won a jar of candy for making the best altar, much to Elijah’s frustration. More of the adults stepped in to join the celebration.

      Winland got involved when Celeste Potter announced a station for making paper lanterns to light the way for their departed loved ones. It had been a long time since she’d engaged in activities to prepare for the veil’s thinnest time of the year since she’d largely given up hope that she’d hear from her mother. It hadn’t happened until now, but she hoped it would happen tonight. It would give her the hope and strength she needed to do what she had to do for her town.

      Even before the sun had set, some got lucky with visits from the spirits of their loved ones. Ephrem openly sobbed in the alley beside the library, though it was impossible to tell who he was speaking to. Bonnie Sanderson and her children, Sam and Taylor, had a short-lived but joyous reunion with Steve Sanderson, who was all smiles and laughter to see how much his children had grown and how well his old jacket fit his wife.

      Chuck walked around with stiff muscles, looking dazed, but he wouldn’t tell anyone who he’d spoken to or why the phrase “looked like he’d seen a ghost” so perfectly described his expression.

      A smaller feast was set out for supper, though after all the snacks, candy, and treats given out during the day, no one had much appetite. The spiced wine for the adults was a bonus.

      Then the magicals of East Calico Rock lit their paper lanterns. Creating enchanted lights to fill balloons of colored paper was as much magic as anyone could reliably use right now, but it was worth it.

      As the sunlight faded from the sky, the entire town gathered to send their paper lanterns into the air on the crisp night breeze. Some of them caught in tree branches. Others floated across the ground and settled in the grass or on the front stoop of a business or home.

      Winland kept hers in her hands and walked down the road toward the town’s borders, away from the festivities. She found a quiet patch of grass in the darkness, got down on her knees, and set the glowing paper lantern on the ground in front of her. With a deep inhalation, she waited for a sign from her mother.

      “Mom. I really hope you can hear me this time. Or maybe you’ve always been able to hear me. Who knows? This year, after all we’ve been through, I could use a little guidance. And hope. Just to see you would be…”

      She couldn’t find the words to describe how it would make her feel to have contact with her mother, so she settled for making another request that felt like the only thing worth mentioning. “I could use your advice. A sign that proves I’m supposed to do this whole connect-with-the-crystal thing because I…I’m not as sure about it as I thought I was. Please.”

      Making this plea felt like every other All Hallows Eve. There were no visions or voices. No sign of her mother.

      Figures. I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up.

      A cool breeze ruffled the walls of her paper lantern. When Winland caught the lantern to keep it from blowing away, her magic flared without her bidding, as it had in the dryad’s grove. A pulse of energy burned up from the ground beneath her and raced into her hands.

      Winland saw the crimson glow again.

      I do not feel like being hijacked tonight, thank you very much.

      It took less effort than she’d expected to turn her magic off, and she stopped glowing red. She shook her head. “It was worth a shot, I guess. Maybe next year.”

      It occurred to her that her mother wasn’t the only magical she could reach out to for advice.

      Magic might not be working perfectly right now, but with the veil this thin, there has to be an added boost. I mean, I just lit up without having to go to the hickory grove.

      Closing her eyes again, she focused on Turner Underwood’s face, the smell of patchouli and whiskey, and the tap-tap-tap of his cane on the thick, expensive rug in his library. Winland poured all her focus and intention into the memory of her father, urging her magic to reach through the wards protecting the town so she could ask Turner what to do.

      So she could ask him how in the world she was the magical who’d led the refugees to East Calico Rock and the magical who’d been chosen to protect them all, take down a deadly dark wizard and his army, and power the crimson heart so nothing like this ever happened again.

      Please, Dad. If you feel even a tiny bit of this, open up. I need to talk to you.

      For the next ten minutes, Winland concentrated on the communication spell, but she felt nothing. There was no sign that her magic had gotten past the wards.

      Once she realized contacting Turner still wasn’t an option, she cleared her throat, pushed to her feet, and picked up the glowing paper lantern. Then she headed back to the laughing, smiling, conversing magicals. Some were crying as they made contact with their loved ones.

      If things were different, I’d take off to talk to Dad in person, but I can’t just leave everyone here to fend for themselves. I can’t leave our home unprotected, even if I have no idea what I’m doing. I can’t reach out for help, so we’ll just have to figure this out from here.
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      When Winland walked into Common Grounds two days later, she was greeted with her best friend’s regular beaming grin. The smile on Sarah Moffett’s face died. “Whoa. You need coffee, like, right now.”

      As the witch bustled around, making a triple-shot latte, Winland approached the counter, shaking her head. “I don’t think coffee’s what I need right now, Sarah.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Coffee is what everybody needs. All the time. Especially with the prep all over town.”

      Ronnie stepped into the shop’s front room from the back. “Hey, Win. What’s—”

      The loud grind of the espresso machine filled the shop and drowned out the wizard’s words. He waited patiently for his wife to finish before walking toward Winland. “Okay. I’ll try this again. Why do you look like you just found a body in the street?”

      “What? I don’t look like that.”

      “You definitely—” Ronnie was interrupted again by Sarah turning on the milk frother.

      After the milk was ready, Sarah wiped the steamer down with a rag and finished the thought for him. “That’s exactly what you look like.”

      Ronnie scoffed. “Yeah. What I said.”

      “Okay, fortunately, there are no bodies in the street. It’s just… Oh. Thanks.” Winland accepted the latte from Sarah and took a sip. “Oh, wow.”

      “I know what you need. You’re welcome.” Sarah put her hands on her hips and smirked. “It’s just, what?”

      “I’m…” Winland took another sip to fortify herself. “I’m having a hard time, guys.”

      “With what?” Sarah chucked out the used grounds and refilled the brewing cup to make herself a drink.

      “With feeling like I made the right choice.” After she said it, her friends stared at her in surprise. “Look, I know defeating Ravener sounds like a done deal, but I can’t help feeling like it’s all wrong. Like I’m not the magical for the job.”

      “I call bull.” Ronnie slapped the counter. “You’ve been the right magical for all the jobs since the day I met you, Win.”

      “Thanks, Ronnie. Still, I’m…” Winland took another sip of coffee, closed her eyes in appreciation for how perfectly her friend had made it, then shook her head. “Honestly, I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “Uh-oh.” Sarah narrowed her eyes. “Is it time for an intervention?”

      “We can intervene all over this,” Ronnie added.

      “Hey, I’m serious.”

      “Yeah, we know, Winland.” Sarah switched on the coffeemaker, which filled the shop with another obnoxious whir. She finally pulled out her cup and took a sip of two shots’ worth of espresso. Straight. “But here’s the thing. You can do this.”

      “That’s us being serious.” Ronnie put his hands on his hips. “Deal with it.”

      Winland frowned. “Why do I have the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me?”

      “Probably because you’re too caught up in your totally unfounded fears to realize we’ve told you the same thing over and over and won’t ever change our minds.” Sarah gestured at the shop’s open front door. Outside, magicals were busy making weapons and fortifying the defenses around every building, working quickly and efficiently to prepare to meet Ravener’s forces.

      Ronnie nodded sagely. “Proof’s in the pickles, Win.”

      “That’s not the saying.”

      He grinned. “It is now.”

      With a snort, Winland looked at the street again. She couldn’t deny that the townspeople had come together in an impressive display of determination and teamwork to protect their homes, their friends and family, and everything they’d built over the last three months. “What if I’m not strong enough to—”

      “Winland Underwood,” Sarah interrupted. “Shut the hell up. If I hear you ask that question one more time, I’ll scream.”

      Ronnie shook his head. “Not a pretty sight. Very loud.”

      “If you don’t have the confidence in yourself to get this done, here’s a newsflash for you.” Sarah folded her arms, then broke the pose so she could sip her espresso. “Every magical in this town has confidence in you. Let us be confident for you until you’re ready to go get ‘em, okay?”

      “We got your back, Win.” Ronnie slipped an arm around his wife’s waist. “Always.”

      “Huh.” Winland broke into a grin. “Thanks, guys. Really. I mean, that’s good to hear, but it doesn’t—”

      “Oh, shit,” Ronnie muttered, looking through the open front door. “Crazy wizard incoming.”

      Belmont Frasier stepped through the front door of Common Grounds for the first time and looked around as if he’d never seen a coffee shop before. Minnie had come with him, but although she spent all her time in the woods with her master, she was well-trained enough to stay outside the store.

      “Good morning,” Sarah called cheerfully, plastering on a smile. “What can I get you?”

      Belmont looked startled to be addressed, but Ronnie grinned at the wizard too and shot him a thumbs-up. “Coffee’s really good.”

      “Oh. Yes. Um… Coffee sounds wonderful. Unfortunately, I didn’t bring any form of payment with me—”

      “You’re helping Winland with this whole crystal thing, right? And helping us save this town.” Sarah tossed a dismissive hand at him before getting to work on a fresh order for their new friend. “That’s payment enough for me.”

      Winland watched Belmont standing awkwardly in the shop. He looked like he was about to say something to her before the espresso machine made it impossible to have a conversation. She sipped her latte and waited.

      When his drink was ready, Sarah handed it to Belmont, still smiling in a way that only those who knew her would recognize as forced. “Anything else I can get you?”

      “No, thank you.” Belmont took a sip. “That’s…surprisingly good.”

      Ronnie snorted. “Maybe that should be our motto, babe.”

      “Yeah, we’ll work on that.”

      The old wizard finally turned to Winland. “May I have a word?”

      She almost choked on her coffee. “Sure.”

      “Maybe a walk and some fresh air would be best?” He gestured at the door, and Winland glanced at Sarah and Ronnie.

      “Yeah, we can step outside. I’ll see you guys later.”

      “Yep.” Ronnie grinned.

      As she followed Belmont back out of the shop, she looked over her shoulder at Sarah, who mouthed, ‘You got this.’

      Right. The wizard who screwed up sixty years ago wants a word with me, and I have no idea what I’m doing.

      That didn’t stop her from joining Belmont and Minnie outside. They took a slow, aimless stroll down the town’s main street, sipping their coffee.

      After a much longer silence than Winland had expected, she started to think the wizard didn’t have anything to say. He scrutinized the workstation outside the library, where a crew had been assigned to make weapons to add to the stash of Oriceran steel they’d pulled from the excavation site before its collapse. He finally spoke.

      “Everyone’s quite busy here, I see.”

      “Well, we’re doing the best we can with not a lot to go on.”

      “Hmm. What’s that over there?” He gestured at magicals dragging crates, boxes, heavy furniture, and anything sturdy they could find into a large pile outside the market.

      “Fortifications. Without being able to use any of our magic, we’ve had to get creative. We’re reinforcing doors and windows. Trying to build barricades, so if we have to fight, it won’t be unexpected. Or in our homes.”

      “Ah.” Belmont gently patted Minnie’s head. “I’m glad to hear this community isn’t relying on magic to prepare for this.”

      “It’s kind of hard to use magic when it doesn’t even work.”

      “Still. I was concerned someone would try. But that’s not an option, Winland. You understand that, right? The more magic is used up here, even in small amounts—”

      “The more we strengthen Ravener’s forces. Yeah, I get it.”

      “Good.”

      They kept walking. Winland had a sudden urge to tell this wizard she barely knew what had been on her mind for the last several days. “Listen, I know this probably isn’t what anyone wants to hear, but I don’t know if I can do this.”

      Belmont raised an eyebrow at her. “Do what?”

      “All this.” She gestured around the town. “Connecting to the crystal, whatever that means. Protecting our home.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Well, to start, I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing or how any of this is supposed to work. You and Ursula keep saying the crystal chose me and it has to be me, but I don’t get it. Why me? I mean, sure, I’m the one who led all these magicals out here. I was positive this was the right spot for us to make a new life for ourselves, but the crystal wasn’t looking for me. It wanted my father.”

      Belmont slowed his already glacial pace down and frowned. “The crystal knows what it’s doing, Winland.”

      “You know that’s not a satisfying answer, right?”

      They passed a group of teenagers gathered in front of the distillery. They had a pile of the Oriceran armor and were adding whatever they could to the mismatched pieces to create something that might protect them—thick pieces of worn leather left over from the early 1900s when the first residents of East Calico Rock had ridden horses as their main form of transportation, bike helmets, thick pillows or cushions pulled from broken furniture.

      Elijah was among them, and he gave Winland a determined smile. She returned it even though her heart sank at the sight of teenage magicals trying to cobble together armor and equipping themselves with sticks and slingshots and kitchen knives.

      No one’s teenage years should include anything like this, no matter how willing they are to step in and help.

      Belmont took a deep breath and clasped his hands behind his back. “The answers weren’t particularly satisfying the first time around either.”

      “What?”

      “It wasn’t your father who came here to help the Order of Custodians put Ravener away the first time, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “It wanted my father this time. The old Fixer. That’s his job. Or it was. Even Ursula was surprised to see me show up in her grove.”

      “You’re not the first to have your doubts about the crystal’s choices.”

      A group of screaming, laughing children under five darted across the road in front of them. Penny hurried after them but paused to give Winland and Belmont a grin.

      “That looks like a full-time job,” the wizard told her.

      She laughed. “It is, and I wouldn’t change it for the world. These are the real troublemakers. I can only imagine what they’ll get into when they’re… Timothy! No, no. You can’t climb up the side of the building. That’s not what drainpipes are for!”

      Penny hurried after the young, fearless magicals who hadn’t learned the difference between adventurous exploration and dangerous curiosity.

      Winland smiled after them, but it was a brief distraction.

      “A witch came to our aid sixty years ago,” Belmont continued as they kept moving down the main street. “A warrior witch if ever I’ve seen one. The crystal chose her too, you know. She was fierce, dedicated, and willing to do whatever it took to put away the evil. It came this close to surging up to the surface and causing far more damage than we would have been able to contain.”

      “That’s all well and good, Belmont.” Winland brushed her dark hair away from her face and shook her head. “But I’m not a warrior witch. There’s a big difference.”

      “Not really.”

      “Right.” She let out a bitter laugh. “I’d love to hear your reasoning for that one.”

      The wizard turned to face her. “She didn’t consider herself a warrior witch either when she discovered this place and joined us to seal Ravener away, but that was what she became. That was all the proof any of us needed. I’ll say it again, Winland. The crystal knows what it’s doing.”

      She had no idea why his words sent a chill racing across her shoulders, even with the warm sunshine beating down on them. “If the crystal knows what it takes to bring down someone like Ravener, why doesn’t it handle this mess on its own? It could fry the monsters and take down the dark wizard’s army. Then we wouldn’t even be in this situation.”

      A small smile flickered across Belmont’s lips. “Kemana crystals are powerful, yes, but they don’t have that kind of agency. In truth, they’re like giant amplifiers. They need someone to connect to them and provide the source of magic and the intention before they can lend their power to a cause. Think of a concert. Music is difficult to hear without power to broadcast the sound. An amplifier doesn’t make music without an instrument.”

      “That’s supposed to be me.”

      “Correct. Both sides are useless without the connection, Winland. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

      She gritted her teeth and lifted her chin. “I’m not useless without a kemana crystal powering me.”

      “Of course not. Most of the time. But to defeat Ravener and end this for good? Neither you nor the crystal can do that alone. There is no other way.”

      A gentle breeze blew past them. The thick woods around the town rustled, filling the air with whispers.

      Another chill made Winland’s skin break out in goosebumps despite her long-sleeved shirt and overcoat. Then she nodded. “Fine, but if I’m going to do this, we need a plan. It has to include how to get me down to the crystal because as far as I can tell, that’s going to be a suicide mission.”

      “Not for you.” Belmont studied the rustling trees. “You’re not the only magical in charge of leading this community, correct?”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Then call them together tonight. We’ll form our plan together. Then we have to move quickly. Preparing this town for battle is all well and good, but it won’t mean anything if you don’t connect with the crystal soon.”

      The wizard didn’t give Winland a chance to reply or ask more questions. He let out a sharp whistle, and Minnie bounded back from where she’d been sniffing. Then the odd pair headed out of town and disappeared into the thick woods.

      Our plan. I guess that means the Custodian is coming back for a nighttime visit. I’m really about to do this.
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      That evening, Winland met with the other town leaders in Common Grounds after Ronnie and Sarah had closed for the day. Chuck and Elaine joined them there without question, and no one had a problem with Sarah Moffett sitting in on a meeting among the town leaders. She and Ronnie were a team, and she was Winland’s best friend.

      Chuck stood beside the table closest to the door, folding his arms, unfolding them, and shoving them into his pockets before repeating the process. “Didn’t the wizard say he’d be here to make our plan?”

      “He did.” Winland peered through the open door, but there was no sign of Belmont. “He’s the one who said we should meet tonight.”

      “Doesn’t look like he’s showing up, does it?” Ronnie sipped yet another latte of his own making, but he didn’t look any more wired than usual. In fact, the caffeine seemed to have the opposite effect on him tonight—calming his nerves instead of heightening them.

      “Well, we’re all here.” Sarah leaned against the counter and shrugged. “If the Custodian can’t make it to his own meeting, that’s his loss. We don’t need him. Let’s talk about how to handle this.”

      “I agree.” Elaine sat at the other table and nodded. “We need a plan.”

      “Right. Which apparently doesn’t include relying on our new friend.” Winland sighed and closed the shop’s front door to offer them privacy. “So, what are we thinking?”

      Chuck raised his hand. “I vote to continue what we’ve been doing. Prepare. Make weapons. Train the adults who are strong enough to fight. Wait for that dark psycho to come to us.”

      “Chuck, if Ravener’s strong enough to bring his army aboveground and attack this town, he’ll be strong enough to wipe us all out without blinking.”

      “Well, shit.”

      Sarah nodded at Winland. “You still have to get down to the crystal, right? Or did Belmont tell you how to connect with it from the safety of the surface?”

      “No. He was fresh out of helpful hints. I think I have to physically be with it.”

      “Then we’ll get you down there.” Ronnie shrugged. “Grab a small group of magicals willing to go down with you for protection. Fight off whoever tries to stop us so you can get to the crystal.”

      “You mean, walk down through the kemana entrance and fight off Ravener’s entire army to reach the crystal?” Elaine shook her head. “We don’t even know how many of them are out of their…statues.”

      “Prisons,” Winland corrected. “But she’s right. I won’t put anyone at that kind of risk when we don’t even know what we’re dealing with.”

      “Then we won’t go down there in a group.” Sarah ran a finger back and forth across her lower lip. “And Winland won’t go down there to connect to the crystal. Not at first. Not until we know what we’re up against.”

      Ronnie raised an eyebrow. “A scouting party?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Wood Elves.” Elaine nodded. “I’ll take a group of Wood Elves down to look around. No one will see us if we don’t want them to.”

      “You could still be detected, though.” Winland shook her head. “I know making yourselves practically invisible is inherent, Elaine, but it’s still magic. If that doesn’t work…”

      “True.” The Wood Elf sank into her chair and sighed. “Then we need to send somebody who’s good at hiding without magic. They have to be fast. Inconspicuous. Small enough to get in and out of tight spaces because this is all underground, right?”

      “Good point.” Ronnie sighed. “So, who do we know around here who fits all those—”

      “Us.” The front door lurched open and standing on the front stoop were Elijah Moffett and five other teenagers. They all looked determined and eager to prove themselves. “Send us. We’ll do it.”

      The town leaders stared at the teenagers in shock, then Ronnie snorted. “Nice entrance, son.”

      “Don’t encourage him.” Sarah shook her head. “We appreciate that you want to help, Elijah, but—”

      “We can do this.” Sam Sanderson folded his arms. “We’ll be in and out of there before the bastard even catches our scent.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Mom.” Elijah stepped into the shop, followed by his friends. They all had some kind of homemade weapon on them—wooden staff, kitchen knife, even one of the spears retrieved from the dig. “You’re always talking about how it’s time for me to step up and do my part. This is more than wiping down the counters in the coffee shop. We’re ready.”

      None of the other town leaders said a thing since this was Sarah Moffett’s son.

      Nobody’s gonna get between that witch and her kids. Winland let out a long sigh through pursed lips.

      Sarah studied the teenagers who wanted so desperately to be adults in this situation. Then she offered them a sweet smile. “Sam, go help your mom.”

      “But—”

      “Louis. Evangeline. Carlton. Sawyer.” The witch nodded at each teenager in turn. “You’re all incredibly brave, and your families need you here. If there’s anything else you can help us with, we’ll let you know.”

      “Mom, please—”

      “Elijah. Go on upstairs.”

      He fixed his gaze on Ronnie. “Dad.”

      “You heard your mother.” Ronnie nodded at the back door. “Call it a night. We’ll see you kids tomorrow.”

      The other teenagers eyed Elijah warily, ready to stand with him if he put up a fight. But he shrugged. “Town leaders said go home, right?”

      With dejected frowns and adolescent glares at the adults, the other teenagers left the coffee shop.

      “Louis,” Sarah called after them, “will you close the door behind—”

      The front door slammed.

      Ronnie cringed.

      Elijah stood stock-still, glaring at his mother. “You don’t think we can do anything, do you?”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “But it’s what you’re thinking. Everybody out there is talking about fighting for this town. Standing up for ourselves. When we show up to help, you’re too scared to even think about—”

      “Watch it.” Sarah fixed him with a motherly warning stare.

      “I’m not a kid!”

      “You’re my son.” She pointed at the back door. “This isn’t a discussion, Elijah.”

      With a furious grunt, the young wizard stomped across the shop, blew through the back door, and slammed it as hard as Louis had slammed the front door. His angry footsteps clomped up the stairs and across the second floor, then another door slammed. After they heard the creak of the teenager throwing himself on his bed, the noise stopped.

      The adults stared at the ceiling, then Ronnie sighed. “Teenagers, right?”

      “At least we know the doors will hold up,” Sarah muttered.

      Winland met her best friend’s gaze with a sympathetic frown. “So. A scouting party.”

      “Right.” Elaine took a deep breath. “Let’s make a list of who to talk to about this.”

      “And a plan for them to get underground,” Ronnie added.

      Chuck clucked his tongue. “I still say we all stay up here and wait. Ambush him and his army.”

      Sarah rolled her eyes. “Wait ‘til we’re finished with this meeting, Chuck. You’ll eventually change your mind.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the town leaders made their decision about a scouting party and who they would ask to take on that task, the coffee shop cleared out. Sarah and Ronnie headed upstairs. It wasn’t the end of their night, though. After exchanging silent glances, they went straight to Elijah’s room. Ronnie gently knocked on the door.

      “What?”

      “Can we come in, son?”

      “Well, I don’t have a lock,” Elijah replied bitterly. “You guys are gonna do whatever you want anyway.”

      Ronnie opened the bedroom door, and Sarah stepped in first. Elijah lay on his back on his bed with his arms folded behind his head, staring at the ceiling.

      “Can we talk?” she asked.

      He gave his parents a teenager-y shrug without really moving.

      Ronnie left the door open a crack and crossed the room to sit on the floor beside his son’s bed. “We know you want to get out there and fight, bud.”

      “I can fight.”

      “No one’s arguing that.” Sarah leaned against the opposite wall. “We know how capable you are.”

      “You still won’t let me go. Kinda sends a mixed message, don’t you think?”

      Ronnie drummed his fingers on his thigh. “Fighting’s different, Elijah. It might seem like that’s the only thing any of us can do right now. Might even sound glorious—”

      Sarah cleared her throat.

      “Right. But that’s not the point.”

      “This is going to take a lot more than rushing into a battle with whatever weapons we can find, hoping we don’t get struck down,” Sarah added. “There’s a lot going on here, Elijah. We know how eager you are to help. To make a difference.”

      “But I’m just a kid, and you don’t think I can do anything without screwing it up.”

      “That’s not it.” Ronnie pushed to his knees so he could see his son’s face. Elijah didn’t look at him, but he couldn’t avoid hearing them. “Like I said, fighting’s one thing. What happens afterward? When the battle’s over and the danger’s gone? What then?”

      “Having a support system for those who come home…” Sarah sighed and crossed the room to kneel beside her husband. “That’s just as important. We need strong magicals here at home to help with everything that will come after the worst is over. That’s what nobody talks about, but it’s just as important.”

      Elijah pushed up on his elbows. “So, you won’t let me fight, but you want me to…what? Hang around and play therapist for everybody who did something?”

      “We need strong, capable magicals who can hold down the fort.” Sarah nodded. “We see the way your friends look up to you, Elijah. They’ll follow you into anything. We need you to lead them in rebuilding our lives here after this is over. That’s just as important.”

      The young wizard slumped on his back and scoffed. “That’s boring as hell.”

      “Not when you have to deal with all the blood and screaming and guts spilling out—”

      “Ronnie.”

      “Sorry. Your mother’s right. This whole town needs you here, son. Not because we don’t think you can do anything else, but because we know you can do this. We know you’re the best of the best right here where you are. Got it?”

      Elijah closed his eyes and sighed. “Whatever.”

      “Yeah. Good talk.” Ronnie patted the bed and pushed to his feet before offering his wife a hand up.

      They crossed their son’s room and opened the door to step into the narrow hall outside. Sarah paused to add, “We love you, kiddo.”

      “I know.”

      Pressing her lips together, she shut the door and sighed. “That’s not a punch to the gut.”

      “He’s sixteen, babe. We’re all doing the best we can.”

      They walked down the creaky hall toward their bedroom. After they’d closed the door, Sarah shook her head. “He’s not going to listen to us, is he?”

      “He does take after his mother.”

      “We need to keep an eye on him, Ronnie.”

      “We will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      In the darkest hours of early morning, Winland stirred in her sleep. A consistent clatter in her dreams made her groan and flip over on the lumpy mattress she hadn’t moved off the floor since choosing this rattling old Victorian house as her home.

      When the strange noise stopped, she slipped back into a deep sleep, only to be shaken awake.

      “Winland.”

      “No…” She groaned.

      “Winland Underwood, wake up! This cannot wait!”

      That ripped her out of sleep, and she lurched upright with a growl.

      Belmont Frazier threw himself off the mattress in surprise and slid backward across the dusty floor. Minnie yipped and couldn’t decide which magical she wanted to sniff first.

      “What are you doing in my house?”

      “Waking you. I assumed that was obvious.”

      “Belmont, it’s the middle of the—”

      “It’s two o’clock in the morning, and we’re out of time.”

      “What—”

      “Listen to me, Winland.” The wizard crouched as Minnie went toward Winland. The canine sniffed the elf’s hand and gave it an encouraging lick. “The magic is shifting. I felt it last night, and I had to be sure.”

      “You didn’t show up at the meeting.”

      “That doesn’t matter. A second seal has broken. The dryad’s power may be at its end, and if that happens, the wards around this place could fall at any second. Do you understand?”

      Winland blinked as the information sank into her half-asleep brain. Then she tossed the covers off and leaped to her feet. “Shit.”

      “I’d say that’s accurate. We have to go now. Get dressed and—”

      “Hand me my boots.”

      Belmont stood and picked up the pair of worn boots. “I see you’re already dressed.”

      “Yeah. Just in case something like this happened.” Winland jammed her feet into her boots and quickly tied the laces. “We need to go warn the others in town about what’s—”

      “There’s no time for that. If something’s happened to the dryad, she needs us more than they do.”

      “Fine. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      It took them ten minutes at a run to get from Winland’s house to the dryad’s hickory grove. Before the giant, lush trees even came into view, Winland knew something was wrong.

      The wind howled through the woods, and the sound the trees made was unlike anything she’d heard before.

      It sounds like they’re screaming.

      The buzz of the crystal’s power hit her before they reached the grove, but the sight before them momentarily took her breath away.

      The trees might have been screaming, but so was Ursula the dryad. Six Gnolls had found her grove and pulled her out of concealment. Their guttural grunts and high-pitched, laughing yips barely carried over the trees’ groaning, snapping, and fluttering.

      Tree roots snapped up from the ground to bat aside the furry beasts, knocking one aside before another stepped up in its place to jab at Ursula with the tip of a spear or swipe at her with a clawed hand. The trees’ branches flicked down to smack away the monsters, but they were losing their strength as quickly as the dryad was losing hers.

      Belmont gripped Winland’s arm in warning and mouthed, “No magic.”

      Instead of reaching for her wand, she whipped her jacket aside and pulled her mother’s dagger from the sheath she’d strapped to her belt the night before.

      Only then did she realize that the wizard was armed with a weapon of his own. A massive longsword was strapped across his back, and the ring of steel as it was drawn from its sheath cut across the Gnolls’ low grunts and the furious howl of the wind.

      One of the Gnolls straightened and turned toward them.

      Winland and Belmont charged into the grove. Minnie raced ahead of them, barking like mad.

      The Gnoll who’d spotted them snarled and leaped at Belmont. The wizard let out a piercing battle cry and swung his sword with both hands. Before the Gnoll could get to him, the blade severed the monster’s neck and sent his head flying out of the grove to thump into the underbrush.

      The other five turned away from Ursula, who was lying on her back at the foot of the largest tree, to face their attackers. Winland darted toward them with her dagger held at the ready. A Gnoll swiped at her, but she ducked and brought her blade up into the thing’s belly. He yowled and dropped when she jerked her weapon out of his thick, wiry fur.

      She spun to face the next one. He tackled her to the ground before she could raise her dagger again, snapping at her with his powerful jaws. A string of putrid saliva dropped from his muzzle toward Winland’s face, and she jerked her head away with a snarl of her own while trying to free herself from the Gnoll’s immense weight.

      The creature got his clawed hand around her throat, but before he could press down, he shrieked and arched his back.

      A sickening wet slice came next, and the Gnoll slid off Winland’s body. Belmont was standing behind it with his sword coated in blood that looked black in the darkness.

      Winland scrambled back, tightened her grip on her dagger, and tossed it toward the wizard. It caught a Gnoll in the throat, cutting off the monster’s laughing growl. The beast dropped to the ground. Belmont stared at Winland, then nodded.

      As she pushed to her feet, another low growl came from behind her.

      “Winland!” Belmont shouted.

      The Gnoll behind her drew back his spear to lunge for her. At the last second, two tree roots burst from beneath the soil, coiled around the Gnoll’s weapon, and snapped it in half.

      Without a weapon, Winland did the next best thing and caught the beast with a vicious right hook.

      The Gnoll yowled and staggered back, then came at her again.

      She would have fought the thing with her bare hands—that was her only option at this point—but the crystal’s strong magic activated her magic with a final burst of effort. Winland glowed a deep crimson, her magic burning through her, and she didn’t even think. She tossed both hands toward the slavering Gnoll, and two brilliant beams of white light shot from her palms to hit the thing squarely in the chest.

      The Gnoll sailed backward through the woods, crashing into tree branches and splintering them on its way past. When he hit the ground, the Gnoll’s body was smoking and filling the air with the nauseating scent of burned hair and flesh.

      “I said, no magic!” Belmont hissed.

      Winland pulled back her power, and the red glow disappeared. “Again, that wasn’t me.”

      “Not the red light, at least.” He scowled and scanned the dark forest. “That was all of them.”

      Winland barely heard him. She raced past him toward Ursula, who was lying wounded and weak at the base of her favorite tree. She fell to her knees in front of the dryad, horrified by the slashes in the ancient magical’s wood-like flesh and the deep amber fluid oozing from her wounds. “Ursula.”

      The dryad wheezed and slowly opened her eyes. Their naturally brilliant green glow had faded, and she could barely lift her hand toward the elf. “You must go now, Winland Underwood. The wards are failing. Go to the crimson heart and let it give you strength.”

      “No.” Winland swallowed thickly. “We need to get you healed—”

      “Connect with the crimson heart…” Ursula sucked in another rattling breath, “and the energy will flow once more. That must be done now. I will survive.”

      Tree roots slithered through the earth, vines snaked across the forest floor, and the trees curved toward the dryad who protected them.

      “She’ll be okay, Winland,” Belmont muttered. “I’ll show you the way. We’ll go to the crystal together and do what must be done.”

      “No.” Ursula’s eyes glowed weakly. “No, Custodian. The crimson heart has decided. It must be Winland Underwood.”

      “I can’t do this,” Winland whispered as the roots and vines curled gently around the dryad’s limbs. “I have no idea what I’m supposed to do. Belmont was here the last time. He should go to the crystal—”

      “It chose you, Winland Underwood. You are the only one the crimson heart will accept.” Ursula’s face contorted in pain as she was gently lifted and conveyed toward the trunk of the largest hickory. “You must reach out to the crimson heart. Feel its energy. Give it yours in return. The magic will not flow without you.”

      Gritting her teeth, Winland stood and stepped after the dryad. “I don’t…”

      “You must.”

      One of the dryad’s crooked legs passed into the trunk of the tree, which absorbed her to protect her while she healed.

      “Belmont.” Winland spun to meet the wizard’s gaze. “Go back to town. Wake everyone up. Tell them what happened and tell them to get ready.”

      “I should be there with you.”

      “Obviously, that’s not an option. I…I have to do this, and I can’t unless I know my town will be ready for whatever happens next.”

      Belmont hissed, then sheathed his sword. “Let’s go, Minnie.”

      The Newfoundland trotted after him.

      Heart pounding furiously, Winland turned back to Ursula. The dryad was halfway into the trunk of the tree, but she reached toward the elf.

      “Winland Underwood.”

      “I’m still here. You’ll be okay.”

      “Do not ignore the trees,” Ursula rasped, her eyelids heavy. Only a hint of green peeked out from beneath them. “Nature will always offer signs if you know how to find them, just as you found me.”

      “Okay. Look for the signs. I can do that.”

      Only Ursula’s face, a few locks of her chestnut-brown hair, and the outstretched hand remained outside the great hickory’s trunk. “Step closer.”

      Winland hesitantly stepped toward the tree. Ursula’s arm shot out of the trunk, and she took Winland’s hand in a surprisingly gentle grasp.

      “Thank you, Winland Underwood. All will be well.”

      “You’re…welcome.” The dryad’s fingers slipped off Winland’s hand, then Ursula disappeared within the safety of the tree.

      Winland stared at the trunk of the hickory.

      That was unexpected. I might be the first Light Elf to be thanked by a dryad. Maybe the first magical ever.

      She forced herself to recover since she had work to do. After scanning the remnants of the swift and bloody battle in the hickory grove, Winland stalked over to the Gnoll she’d taken down with her dagger and stooped to jerk the blade out of the beast’s throat. She wiped it clean on the grass, returned it to the scabbard at her hip, and set out for the kemana.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Belmont had told her that the entrance to the kemana was on top of the bluffs overlooking the White River. That was all Winland needed to know to find the place, though it took a lot more hiking and investigating the rundown homes atop the cliffs than she’d expected.

      Finding the opening where a house had once stood was the easiest part. She stopped at the kemana’s entrance with the wind at her back and gazed down the stone spiral staircase that curled around and around toward the invisible cavern.

      Why haven’t Ravener and his army crawled up here instead? The place is wide open.

      Winland took another wary look around. There was no one there in the minutes before dawn. She set her jaw and took the first step down.

      The stairs wound down forever, which made it easy for Winland to rethink her decision to come down here on her own.

      I’m walking into the most dangerous place in the country right now with no backup just to touch a kemana crystal and see what happens. What am I doing?

      She’d come this far, though, and she wouldn’t turn back now. The image of Ursula lying on the ground in her sacred grove with amber fluid leaking from her wounds was enough to keep Winland going. She wouldn’t let that happen to anyone else—not the dryad, not the brownies and pixies she protected, not the refugees who called East Calico Rock home.

      The bottom of the stairs greeted her abruptly because it was dark down here, and the sun wasn’t high enough to provide any light. Winland almost walked face-first into a wall of rough stone, but a thin stream of pale light caught her attention, and she stopped. As her eyes adjusted, she realized the tunnel leading into the kemana’s vast cavern had been blocked by a cave-in.

      That’s why the dark wizard hasn’t come up this way. Lucky break for us, I guess.

      She reached toward the sliver of light to feel for sections of the cave-in that might give way and let her through. When her fingers touched the stone, her magic activated without her permission, and Winland’s body blazed with red light.

      “No,” she hissed. “This makes me a walking target!”

      The red glow from her body provided enough light to see a narrow opening in the corner of the cave-in. It was just big enough to let her pass if she got down on her knees and squeezed through sideways.

      Fine. I don’t know of any other way in.

      Before she attempted to go through the opening, she focused on bringing her magic back down to an acceptable level and getting rid of the red light.

      Her magic responded quicker than it had before, and she nodded.

      Here we go.

      It was a tight fit under who knew how many tons of rock blocking the kemana’s entrance. Winland scraped her knees and shoulders with every movement, but she kept going. The faint light she’d seen from the other side came from the kemana’s artificial daylight, which was powered by the crystal, but she couldn’t see it yet.

      Clenching her jaw, she brushed a layer of dust off her coat and stayed close to the wall, inching along it until the cavern opened up and she saw the businesses, shops, and homes that had comprised this once-bustling magical metropolis.

      An empty kemana. Not something you see every day. This is creepy.

      This part of the underground city was eerily silent, but as she made her way toward the center through the shadows, the echoing grunts and laughing snarls of the Gnolls filled the silence.

      The first building Winland came to had been a potions shop, judging by the empty vials on a shelf in the dusty, dirty window. She stopped to peer inside. The place clearly hadn’t been touched in years. Cobwebs hung from every surface, and a thick coat of dust lay over everything.

      The crystal doesn’t have enough magic to keep things clean down here. No wonder it needs someone to plug into.

      When she stepped away from the window, her magic flared again. A red blaze reflected from the dusty window, and she grimaced.

      No! Not now.

      Footsteps and the Gnolls’ incomprehensible grunting conversations drew closer. One of them yapped an alarm, and Winland darted around the back of the potions shop. She crouched in the shadows, making herself as small as possible while focusing on her breathing and turning off her rebellious magic.

      I get it, crystal. I’m here. I’m coming. Stop switching me on, or I’ll never make it.

      The Gnolls grunted and yipped for what felt like an eternity, but they finally resumed their patrol across the kemana. Their clawed feet clacked across the stone floor, and Winland let out her breath slowly and quietly before standing to get moving again.

      It was impossible to know how long she snuck through the shadows between buildings and beneath overhanging lips of stone jutting from the kemana’s walls. She had to avoid small groups of patrolling Gnolls while keeping a handle on her magic when it flared up and made her glow like a stoplight.

      When she reached the center of the kemana, she realized that most of Ravener’s forces were elsewhere. The evidence was the open tunnel she passed, out of which spilled mounds of dirt and rocks. From the tunnel came the Gnolls’ grunting language and other voices, though the words were muffled by the clanks and clangs of digging tools and from traveling toward the tunnel’s opening.

      They’re digging. Of course. They don’t have any magic either. Keep moving, Winland. Come on.

      After darting behind a building that had been a restaurant or a bar, Winland got her opening. The last group of Gnolls patrolling this part of the kemana turned away and hurried toward one of the dozen tunnels that had been cleared by Ravener’s forces.

      She pushed herself to hurry because the red glow she could see wasn’t coming from her. It came from the crystal.

      Treading quietly, she hurried toward the red light. She started to glow, then the floating crystal came into view, and she broke into a run.

      The blaze of energy she’d felt in Ursula’s grove hit her full force. It was ten times more powerful than anything she’d felt in East Calico Rock. Her breath caught in her throat, but she pushed on toward the crystal.

      Connect to the crystal. Let it feel my energy. How the hell am I supposed to do that?

      Power pulsed from the crystal in overwhelming waves, shooting around and through Winland as she got closer. Her own magic raced through her, strengthening with every step.

      After three months of living in East Calico Rock and having her magic dampened by the wards surrounding the area, it took her a moment to recognize the feeling.

      This was her magic at full power.

      Wow. This is…

      The crystal emitted a blinding pulse of light, and Winland couldn’t think of anything except reaching out to connect to the crimson heart. It was holding everything together by the barest threads.

      She gently brushed her fingertips across the crystal’s surface, and pure magic flooded through her. It felt like her magic but was somehow different—stronger, giving and taking in equal parts. Winland withdrew her hand and didn’t even have to think about getting her red glow back under control. It instantly disappeared, and she noticed all the things she’d been too focused to see until that moment.

      On the other side of the crystal, long rows of gray stone statues stretched toward the back wall of the kemana. Some were Gnolls. Others were tall magicals with their weapons raised and their faces twisted in battle rage. The statues at the front were different; they looked terrified, like they had no idea where they were or what had happened to them.

      Winland gasped when she recognized Jamie Ingram, the missing Wood Elf, at the front of the second row.

      That’s how Ravener’s freeing his army. He’s replacing his soldiers with innocent magicals. Jamie, I’m so sorry. We should’ve tried to find you sooner.

      She studied the statues she could see from her position, then the kemana crystal pulsed again. This time, Winland felt where the crystal wanted her to focus her attention. It felt like a nudge from her intuition rather than a command or a forceful tug.

      Connected is right. Did that already happen?

      Even as she asked herself that question, she knew the answer. Connecting with the crystal had been as simple as reaching out to touch it. Now it was showing her everything else she needed to know.

      Lining the kemana’s walls beyond the statues were tiny homes built of twigs, grass, mud, and tree roots. Every house was dark. Empty. They had been left behind by the pixies and brownies Ursula had spent the last of her reserves to protect.

      The tree roots that made up the walls and roofs of the houses stretched upward along the walls, weaving in and out of the stone and packed dirt and spreading to the ceiling. Beneath the walls, the roots stretched out in random patterns, occasionally poking up from beneath the stone floor but mostly buried. All of them stretched toward the crystal.

      Everything’s connected. All of it. If we don’t bring Ravener down, it won’t just be us magicals who suffer. It’ll be…everything.

      Heart pounding, Winland took in what was at stake, then faced the crystal.

      Here’s hoping we really made the connection and my magic doesn’t give out the second I’m back on the surface. I’m gonna need it.

      She raced back across the open, empty expanse of the chamber, trying to anticipate where the next Gnoll patrol would come from and ducking behind buildings to hide. She’d made it halfway back to the stairs when a low growl rose from the other side of the building beside her.

      Winland froze and held her breath.

      The Gnoll let out another series of weird grunts, then finally moved away.

      When the coast was clear, Winland walked on. She accidentally kicked a loose stone, and it skittered between the buildings.

      Damn.

      She froze, hoping the Gnoll would think it was just another piece of the neglected kemana falling apart. The thing walked around the side of the building, and Winland’s magic was activated by the crystal again. The red glow was impossible to hide, and the Gnoll charged around the back corner of the building to fix her with glinting yellow eyes.

      It let out a piercing yowl that echoed through the kemana before it leaped at her.

      Despite Belmont’s warnings not to use magic on the surface, Winland’s instinct was to do the opposite. She tossed both hands toward the Gnoll and hit it with streams of searing light. The creature flew away with a scream, slammed into the next building, and fell to the floor.

      Whoa. Looks like we have that energy flow up and running.

      But the beast had already sounded the alarm when it found her, and the other Gnolls scattered throughout the kemana took up the cry.

      Winland darted out from behind the building and ran toward the base of the stairs.

      Growls, yips, and howls followed her as the Gnolls chased the intruder. A spear zipped past her on the right, missing her face by less than an inch before it struck the floor in front of her in a burst of sparks. Rocks and rubble pelted past her, and somehow, Winland could feel the projectiles before they reached her. She ducked and dodged, zipping this way and that to avoid the Gnolls’ improvised weapons.

      She almost didn’t see the three that emerged from the mouth of a newly opened tunnel. The first fireball she tossed at them caught one Gnoll in the shoulder, and his hairy body burst into flames. The second threw a spear at her, and she ducked before setting that one on fire, along with the one behind it. Their screams followed her as she raced toward the stairwell.

      Dozens of shouts that didn’t come from Gnolls filled the kemana behind her. Ravener’s army was sounding the alarm and racing after her with pounding footsteps.

      “Bring her to me!” a dark, heavy voice boomed. “I want that Light Elf in chains!”

      Winland’s blood ran cold, but she kept moving.

      Gnolls emerged from the shadows around her, some bounding across the buildings’ rooftops to get at her. As they closed in, Winland fired streams of searing light and fireballs in every direction, beating them back. If they kept coming at her, she would never make it through the narrow passage that led to the winding staircase.

      I have to open it up. I have to get out.

      Instead of focusing on the Gnolls, she focused her magic and intention on the wall of rubble that blocked the kemana’s entrance.

      Come on. Just one good blast. That’ll take it all down.

      She took a deep breath and concentrated on the feeling of her magic rising inside her, once more at full strength and powered by an extra boost from her connection with the crystal. A ball of blazing golden light grew between her palms, pulsing and crackling. It didn’t feel like enough, though. She only had one shot at escaping, and if she didn’t take down the wall with that attempt …

      Another spear flew over her head and struck the wall of rubble in front of her.

      Then a magic she hadn’t felt in a long time settled around her like a loving caress—her mother’s magic.

      What? That’s impossible. She’s dead.

      The orb of crackling light between her hands acquired a halo of violet light that lent strength and potency to the destructive spell Winland was about to unleash.

      Mom?

      Searing pain in her thigh brought her back to herself. Winland launched the sparking orb at the blockage and screamed as she staggered sideways.

      The Gnoll who’d reached her pulled its clawed hand back for another attempt at taking her down, but she launched two fireballs at the beast as the wall of rubble cracked and splintered.

      The sound was deafening.

      “Stop her!” Ravener bellowed.

      Gritting her teeth against the pain, Winland scurried toward the stairs through the tumbling rocks and the thick cloud of dust.

      How did I feel her magic? That doesn’t make sense.

      She stumbled up the first few stairs and turned to blast the Gnolls who were coming after her. They howled, and the first to fall took out the others, but Ravener’s forces kept coming.

      Winland ran up the curving staircase to the surface, feeling the remnants of her mother’s familiar magic that she’d lost so long ago. She fought off Ravener’s swarming army every step of the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Gnolls toppled off the staircase below her as she blasted them back, ducking the weapons they threw at her. She was grateful that the mutated beasts couldn’t wield magic, but it was only a matter of time before Ravener’s magical soldiers breached the surface and the dark wizard came after her. Even with the crystal’s power, she couldn’t face him alone.

      When she finally scrambled onto the top of the cliff, she sent fireball after fireball at the Gnolls scrambling after her. Blazing heat and yowling screams rose from the massive hole in the ground, and that had to be enough.

      She spun and sprinted past the settlement toward the forest, where there would be more cover and many more obstacles to place between her and the army that was trying to run her down.

      Before she made it to the tree line, Winland saw movement at the edge of the forest. She summoned two more fireballs and prepared to face the threat coming toward her from that direction, but then she heard Minnie’s sharp bark.

      The black Newfoundland raced through the trees, and Belmont Frasier stumbled after her. For a moment, they stared at each other. Then Winland caught her bearings and raced toward him. “Belmont, run!”

      The wizard shook his head, his jaw set in grim determination. “We’ve been running long enough.”

      The magicals of East Calico Rock appeared behind the wizard. Dozens of them had come to join the fight, armed with the Oriceran weapons they’d dug up and whatever others they’d managed to make or find on short notice. Every one of them looked at Winland with the same determination and willingness to fight for their home.

      “You came.”

      “We had a feeling you needed backup.” Belmont’s eyes widened when Gnolls began scrambling out of the kemana’s entrance. He raised his sword, let out a terrifying battle cry, and raced forward.

      The magicals behind him did the same, and Winland’s magic grew stronger as half the refugees surged past her to meet Ravener’s forces.

      She glanced at the four gashes in her leg. Gritting her teeth, she ignored the blood and pain and joined the fight.

      The first line of defenders clashed with the first wave of Gnolls. The air filled with the clangs of weapons and the snarls of the beasts as they fought hand to hand.

      Winland was the only one who could use her magic, and she did. She blasted streams of light at oncoming Gnolls, sending them back into their ranks to knock the others over like bowling pins. The refugees fought valiantly with spears, swords, daggers, tree branches, bows and arrows, slingshots, and whatever else they carried.

      A mighty crash came from the open entrance, followed by a startling bellow that echoed over the space between the houses and the forest. A massive fist pounded the earth, then an ogre from Ravener’s army pushed his way up the last of the stairs and straightened to his full height. He let out another roar and stomped toward the fighting, bashing aside Gnolls to get to Winland and her defenders.

      After the ogre came streams of other magicals—Wood Elves, gnomes, dwarves, wizards, witches, Azrakans, Kilomeas, and two Atlanteans. Ravener’s army seemed endless, though Winland knew this was only the small portion of the people he’d managed to free from their stone prisons.

      “To the trees!” Belmont shouted as he slashed down with his sword and hacked off a Gnoll’s arm at the shoulder. “Fall back! Make them come to us!”

      The cry echoed through the refugees’ forces, and they fell back.

      Winland stayed where she was, using her magic to hold off Ravener’s army. Gnolls darted after the retreating refugees, and she blasted them back with fireballs and streams of blistering white light.

      A snarl came from behind her, and she spun to face a Gnoll bearing down on her with his arm outstretched. Then he choked and coughed, stiffening when three spears skewered his middle from different angles.

      The Gnoll dropped, and Winland looked up to see Sarah’s older son and two of his friends pull their homemade weapons out of the monster’s flesh. “Elijah.”

      The young wizard grinned at her. “Told you we could handle it. Let’s go!”

      They raced after the last of the refugees’ forces to find shelter and maybe get the upper hand in the forest.

      Winland launched attacks over her shoulder to keep Ravener’s army back, and as soon as she entered the tree line, she couldn’t help but make a silent plea to the one she knew protected and cared for these woods.

      Ursula, if you can hear me…or however you know what’s going on, I’m asking for your help. We need it.
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        * * *

      

      Nestled within the safety of the largest tree in her sacred grove, Ursula breathed deeply and closed her eyes. She didn’t hear Winland’s silent cry for help, but she didn’t have to.

      The trees told her what she needed to know.

      There was a disturbance in her woods at the top of the bluffs. The trees sent her their distress, their fear, and in some cases, their pain. The loudest message was the one she’d hoped never to hear again.

      The dark wizard lives. The dark wizard moves through us. He’s here.

      Her eyes flew open, and she pressed both hands against the inside of the tree trunk that was cradling her and restoring her strength.

      Help them, she sent to the trees, and the command rippled outward from branch to branch and root to root. Help Winland Underwood erase the dark wizard from our home. Protect her.

      Her intention surged through the forest in a ripple of light through the roots and a violent rustle of leaves. Ursula finally allowed herself to relax. Her magic might have lasted another few hours, but the battle had begun. If Winland Underwood and her magicals were to defeat the evil staining this world, they needed the full strength of their magic.

      The dryad released her hold on the wards, feeling them slip from her grasp and fizzle out. Then she let out a massive, creaking sigh of relief and closed her eyes. Wrapping her arms around her wounded body, she let the soft caress of the tree that cradled her lull her into a deep, dreamless sleep. After all this time, she could finally heal.

      Through Winland Underwood, the crimson heart would take care of the rest.
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        * * *

      

      As Belmont knew they would, Ravener’s forces surged through the trees after the refugees, flinging weapons and rocks and whatever they could get their hands on at the defenders.

      When Belmont thought they’d gotten far enough in, he turned and thrust his sword above his head. “Halt, magicals of East Calico Rock! The Order of Custodians stands with you!”

      The magicals turned to face the oncoming enemy, prepared to fight for their lives with nothing but homemade weapons and Oriceran steel.

      A ripple of energy coursed through the ground under their feet.

      Winland felt the surge of magic blast through everything around her—the trees, the earth, and her friends and family. She glanced at Belmont, and he met her gaze with a grim smile.

      The wards are down.

      Gnolls scrambled through the trees to be downed by refugee weapons from all sides. Then came the massive ogre, and Belmont lowered his weapon. He let out another battle cry, and a blazing stream of purple light surged from the tip of his blade into the ogre’s chest.

      The ogre let out a roar and stumbled into a tree, taking it down with him.

      “Magic!” someone shouted. “It’s back!”

      “The wards are down!”

      The shout echoed through the refugees’ force, which was the same size as the portion of Ravener’s army the dark wizard had managed to free so far.

      The balance of the battle changed.

      Spells whizzed through the air, crackling into Gnolls and sending them flying back. It seemed the refugees didn’t need their physical weapons anymore, but then the first line of Ravener’s army that could wield magic launched attack spells.

      Magic had returned for everyone, which made this an even fight on a far more deadly scale.

      A sneering wizard lunged toward Raven, hands crackling with deadly red light. She sent a stream of brilliant energy into his face, then spun to launch a fireball at an Azrakan who had Fergus by the collar. The hairy dark magical roared as its flames consumed him, and Fergus went flying. Someone’s spell caught the startled dwarf in mid-air and lowered him safely to the ground.

      Bert nocked an arrow and shot it at the flaming Azrakan. On impact, the arrow exploded in green light and blew the Azrakan all over the forest and his fellow soldiers.

      Three blood-chilling howls rose over the cacophony, then Chuck and the shifter couple hurtled through the trees from behind. They leaped at several members of Ravener’s forces and threw them to the ground.

      A ragged-looking witch with dark circles under her eyes and grotesque yellow teeth powered up a spell that grabbed six refugees by their throats and lifted them off the ground. One of them was Elaine Pine, and though she struggled to cast a spell that would bring the plants around them to her aid, she couldn’t stop clawing at her throat.

      Winland ran toward the grotesque witch, who saw her coming. The witch flicked her fingers toward Winland, and a wave of black light pulsed from her hand to wrap around the Light Elf’s entire body like a shroud. The darkness lifted Winland off her feet, and she felt like she was being strangled too.

      Connect with the crystal. Let the magic flow…

      Winland’s body glowed again, and a burst of shimmering red light erupted and spread in all directions.

      The light pummeled the dark witch, four Gnolls, and several other dark magicals with surprising force. Winland dropped the two feet to the forest floor, landed solidly, and reached toward the six refugees who’d almost been lost to a strangling spell. Each was surrounded by pale yellow light, and she gently lowered them to the ground so they could get their bearings.

      Elaine put a hand around her throat, then her eyes widened. “Winland! Behind you!”

      A Kilomea with enormous tusks was crashing toward her. Winland didn’t have time to cast another spell, but she didn’t need to.

      The tree closest to the Kilomea let out an almighty groan and bent with incredible speed. It smashed its upper branches into the Kilomea like it was batting away a fly. Broken branches skewered the dark magical, and when the tree straightened again, it flung the Kilomea over the canopy.

      Magicals on both sides shouted in surprise and fear at the sight of the trees coming alive and throwing living creatures around.

      Winland watched tree branches snap into the faces of dark magicals and roots surge up to wrap around the ankles of the struggling, snarling soldiers of Ravener’s army before drawing them underground and swallowing them.

      Look for the signs, huh?

      “They’re helping us!” she shouted. “The trees are helping us!”

      She ducked beneath a massive branch that swung down to sweep two Gnolls aside, then spun and blasted a shifter who was leaping toward her. He hit the ground in naked human form and didn’t get up.

      As she was beginning to think they might win, a ball of blue flame the size of a hut hurtled through the trees and set the branches it touched aflame. Refugees scattered in every direction to avoid the direct hits, but the awful sounds that split the air didn’t come from human mouths.

      The trees were screaming.

      “Put them out!” Winland shouted.

      Bonnie Sanderson appeared beside her. “We’re in the middle of a battle. Nobody has time to put out—”

      “Stop the fires however you can. If the forest dies, we’re done.”

      Reluctantly, the gray-haired witch flicked her wand toward the trees that were being consumed by blue fire and gritted her teeth as she drew the flames away from the branches. Several other refugees caught on and tried to help, but it seemed like a useless endeavor when more giant blue fireballs crashed through the trees.

      “Winland!” Belmont yanked his sword out of a Kilomea’s belly and pointed it at the edge of the forest. “That’s him! That’s Ravener!”

      She charged toward the tree line. A group of dark magicals stepped out from behind the trees with spells of all colors blazing in their hands. In Winland’s haste to get to Ravener, she hadn’t thought about how to take him on.

      The crimson heart lent her its power at the perfect moment.

      A shockwave of deadly crimson light burst from Winland’s body and knocked the oncoming enemy away. They crashed into trees and fell to the ground. The second pulse met a blue fireball. Winland’s and Ravener’s magics met in a massive explosion, stripping the surrounding trees and knocking aside magicals from both sides.

      Winland tried to stay on her feet when the blast knocked her back. The battle raged behind her, but when the dust and splintered wood and stripped leaves finally settled, she found herself staring into the eyes of Ravener the Dark Wizard.

      He stood almost seven feet tall, and his beady eyes glittered as the sun rose above the horizon.

      “You have no idea what you’re up against, elf.” Ravener chuckled. “I’m free.”

      “Hope you enjoyed it while it lasted.” Winland’s body pulsed with red light again, and she blasted two streams of blinding white light from her palms.

      With a hiss, Ravener flicked his hand in front of his face. A magical shield erupted in front of him and repelled Winland’s attack.

      She didn’t let up. The dark wizard had to be stopped, and now that she’d come this far, nothing else mattered.

      The wizard sneered at her from behind his shield as her magic blasted it, sliding off the invisible wall and dissipating before it hit the ground. He took a step toward her, but Winland held her ground.

      Chuckling despite his efforts to withstand her magic, Ravener took another step forward.

      Come on, crystal. If I’m supposed to do this, help me.

      The response was instantaneous. Red streaks of crackling energy burst from her hands through the center of her blazing white column of magic. When they struck Ravener’s shield, the wizard staggered. Then he roared, “I’m only getting started with this world, elf, and you are not enough! You will never be enough!”

      Casting her magic in a continual stream was quickly draining her, and it seemed even the boost from the crystal wasn’t enough to make this happen.

      I am enough. I just need a little more…

      There it was again—the flicker of magic that wasn’t hers and didn’t belong to the crimson heart. Her mother’s magic surged around Winland and rushed up through the ground to race through her body.

      Whatever this is, Mom, and however you’re doing this, I’ll take it.

      Violet light coated the column of brilliant light streaked with the crystal’s crimson energy. Her mother’s magic had joined hers, but when that combined force struck Ravener’s shield with no effect, Winland was afraid it still wouldn’t be enough.

      The dark wizard redoubled his efforts to hold the shield, but the violet light started to break through. Ravener’s terror and rage contorted his face. “No! It’s impossible! You’re not—”

      His shield shattered. Winland’s light hurtled through, and the dark wizard bellowed as the magic pulsing from her hands hit its mark.

      Ravener exploded in shimmering specks of light and dust. His bellow still rang through the trees, but that was all that remained of the mistake she had been chosen to correct.

      The second Ravener ceased to exist, the kemana’s crystal unleashed its final attack. Where the broken seals dotted the open land surrounding the massive Ozarks kemana, red light appeared out of thin air. It surged through the forest, zigzagging around trees and the refugees fighting for their lives, and sought out Ravener’s remaining soldiers.

      The refugees had no time to register that the battle was at an end before every dark magical they were fighting turned to dust and ash before their eyes. Many kept fighting, not realizing they were swinging their weapons and firing their spells at nothing.

      What remained of Ravener’s army above the surface had been obliterated.

      Belowground, the crimson heart finished the job. Every Gnoll that remained below was zapped out of existence by the crackling red light. All the gray statues that had yet to be freed from their sixty-year imprisonment exploded into tiny shards, their prisoners dying as they shattered.

      All the innocent magicals who’d been sacrificed to free Ravener’s soldiers were released from their stony prisons. They returned to awareness with surprise and relief, clutching each other in joy when they realized they were alive and the dark wizard and his deadly forces were gone. It was over.

      It took Winland a little longer to comprehend what she’d done. As the last flecks of the dark wizard dissipated on the breeze, she lowered her hands and sank to her knees with an exhausted sigh.

      “Winland!” Sarah raced toward her best friend, followed by a dirt-and-blood-smeared Ronnie. “Hey!”

      “I’m good. I’m fine.”

      Sarah dropped to her knees and grabbed Winland’s face with both hands, looking her over frantically. “Are you sure? Because that was… I mean, you…”

      “Holy shit, you did it!” Elijah exclaimed as he raced toward them.

      “You watch your mouth, young man,” Sarah spat without taking her eyes off Winland’s face.

      “Why? You weren’t gonna say it.”

      Ronnie chuckled. “To be fair, I haven’t seen you speechless in… Hmm.”

      “That’s the least important thing right now. Both of you stop talking.” Sarah removed her hands from Winland’s face and looked at her son. “When did you get here?”

      The young wizard grinned and thrust the butt of his homemade spear into the dirt. “Same time you did, Mom.”

      “Uh-huh. We’ll talk about that when we get home. Winland.” The witch shot her best friend a furious scowl, then grinned. “Holy shit. You did it. Here, let me help you up.”

      Winland’s wounded thigh burned when she stood, but the pain was nothing compared to the awed faces of the refugees as they realized what they’d done. She scanned their faces as the magicals broke into jubilant cheers, dropping their weapons to clap each other on the back and hug their friends, neighbors, and family.

      She caught sight of Belmont and Minnie. The old wizard was limping and he had a nasty gash on one cheek, but he met her gaze with a genuine smile.

      “Yeah.” Winland grabbed Sarah’s shoulder for support and didn’t argue when Elijah slipped under her other arm to help keep her on her feet. “We did it. Together.”

      Elijah snorted. “I mean, we didn’t just blast that psycho asshole to pieces—”

      “Elijah Crichton Moffett,” Sarah snarled.

      Winland looked at the young wizard and smirked. “Just take the win, kid.”
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      For the next two days, East Calico Rock and the surrounding woods bustled with activity, except instead of building barricades, weapons, and their courage, the community of refugees was rebuilding a new normal. They laughed and sang as they worked, finally able to use their magic to make all the improvements they hadn’t been able to make since their arrival.

      Tiny orbs of glittering, colorful lights flitted around town above the refugees’ heads, zipping and zooming here and there to help with the repairs and to turn raw materials into tools, windows, doors, and furniture. Those were only half the pixies and brownies Ursula had released from their suspended animation now that the danger was over, and only half the townspeople were in town.

      The other half of both communities was belowground in the kemana, working to repair the abandoned homes of the tiny magicals who’d lost so much time and so many of their own to Ravener’s attack sixty years ago.

      Now there was hope both above and below East Calico Rock.

      In the center of it all, the crimson heart thrummed with renewed energy, filling the air with magic and inviting life back into this place where life had been not a gift but a threat. The crystal had returned to its full power, and it helped rebuild what had been lost so long ago.
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        * * *

      

      It took Winland those two days to realize she hadn’t seen Belmont or Minnie around town in all the celebration and the commotion of rebuilding. When she finally asked around to find out if anyone had seen the old wizard, two pixies zoomed toward her.

      “That way through the woods,” one of them directed, her singsong voice full of gratitude.

      The other pointed in the same direction and nodded, his wings buzzing furiously. “The Custodian’s cabin. Just keep going ‘til you get there.”

      “Um, thanks.” Winland returned the respectful nod the pixies gave her before they darted off, then headed in the direction they’d indicated.

      Minnie heard her before Winland caught sight of the cabin. The Newfoundland wouldn’t stop barking, so she knew she was heading in the right direction. When Winland stepped into the clearing, the dog bounded toward her, tail wagging furiously.

      “Hi, Minnie.” Winland laughed. “Good to see you too. That means he’s not too far away, doesn’t it?”

      “In here,” Belmont called from inside the cabin. “Leave her alone, Minnie. She’s got her own work to do.”

      Winland scratched the dog behind the ears and whispered, “Not sure what work that is when I’m out here, but okay.”

      Minnie happily licked her hand in reply, then darted around the cabin after a small critter.

      Winland walked up the rickety front steps of the cabin and knocked on the open door. “Can I come in?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t have told you where I was if I was gonna withhold the invitation.” Belmont shut a large iron chest in the center of the room and turned to face her. “Come on in.”

      She stepped inside, looking around at the main room and the contents gathered in the center. “I haven’t seen you around town in the last couple of days. I thought you might’ve taken off.”

      “I almost did, but then I remembered I am the Custodian stationed here. I can’t very well leave this place unattended. Some of these were Sawyer’s things, but most of it needs to be returned to the Order. Standard procedure.”

      “Of course.” While the wizard shuffled around and packed more magical items, Winland kept her distance. “So.”

      “So.” Belmont chuckled. “I’ve heard a thing or two about the new pact you’ve made with the dryad of these woods.”

      “A little birdie told you, huh?”

      “It was a pixie.”

      Smiling, Winland leaned against the wall just inside the door. “Ursula’s willing to put up new wards to keep unwanted visitors out. Nothing as stringent as dampening magic, but her forest will remain safe. We can stay as long as we want.”

      “That’s excellent news.” Belmont opened a large duffel bag and started filling it with the Order’s artifacts. “Magic will remain intact, I presume.”

      “As long as it doesn’t interfere with the dryad’s home, yeah. You know, it was funny. Ursula specifically mentioned keeping an eye out for my father in case he wanted to visit. I guess the old Fixer gets a free pass.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” The wizard gave her a kind smile. “But I imagine there are a few perks for someone like your father.”

      Winland snorted.

      “Well.” Belmont grabbed a sheathed sword off the armrest of the couch and turned it horizontally to slip into the duffel bag. “All things considered, Winland, I’d say—”

      “Wait. Stop.”

      “Hmm?” He shot her a confused frown but didn’t move.

      “That sword.” Winland stared at the silver above the sword’s grip, her stomach knotting. “Is that the one you’ve been using?”

      “Why would a wizard like me need more than one sword?”

      “Hold on.” She pulled her mother’s dagger from its sheath and went toward him.

      “There’s no need to bring weapons into a perfectly civil conversation—”

      “Look.” Winland held the grip of her dagger beside the pommel of the sword. The ancient Oriceran symbol engraved on each was the same. She hadn’t been able to figure out what that symbol meant, but seeing it in the hands of a Custodian wizard made her pulse race. “Where did you get that sword?”

      “Ah. Yes.” He shot her a sly smile. “It was a gift.”

      “It was my mother’s. So was this dagger.”

      Belmont’s eyes twinkled as he nodded, then slipped the sword into the duffle bag. “Yes. It belonged to the warrior witch who helped us put Ravener away the first time. She offered it to me as a sign of friendship. Refusing seemed like a very bad idea at the time.”

      “That’s…that’s impossible.” Winland stared at her mother’s dagger, then finally returned it to its sheath on her belt. “My mother’s been dead for two hundred years.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t know about your mother, Winland, but I do know who offered me that sword before we parted ways.”

      “So, what happened to her? Where’s the warrior witch now?”

      His smile faded as he put the last few items in the duffel bag and zipped it closed. “The last I heard, she was up north helping another Custodian. Then she disappeared.”

      “Which Custodian?” Winland felt like her heart would explode. “Belmont, I need a name. I have to find that Custodian. I need to know what happened to the warrior witch. Because if she knew my mother… Or…” She clenched her fists at her sides, thinking about her mother’s violet magic that had come to her aid twice while she stood against Ravener and his forces. “Or if she’s still alive, I need to know.”

      “I don’t know who it was, Winland. I’m sorry. I’ll ask around at the Order. Maybe someone else—”

      “I have to know!” Her outburst startled them both, and she took a deep breath to calm down. “Listen, all my life, I’ve worked to be something more than just Turner Underwood’s daughter. That’s a big shadow to grow up under. Big shoes to fill. Hell, the crystal wanted him at first, but it found me instead. If there’s the slightest chance that my mom’s still out there, that’s a whole different side of me I need to understand. You get how important this is, right?”

      Belmont had frozen while she spoke, but now he lifted the duffel bag and swung its strap over one shoulder. Then he turned toward her. “The crystal was not searching for Turner Underwood, Winland. It was reaching for you from the very beginning. You, your magic, everything you’ve become? That was the missing element all along. We just had no idea until more than half a century later, but now we know.”

      He stepped past her, flicked his finger at the heavy iron chest, and lifted it six inches off the floor to float behind him. “I’ll be in touch when I can. If I hear anything else about the warrior witch, rest assured you’ll hear from me.”

      “Thanks.” Blinking back tears, Winland headed through the front door after the old wizard.

      “Come on, Minnie,” Belmont called. “We have one heck of a journey ahead of us. Say goodbye.”

      The black dog barked at Winland, wagged her tail, and took off after her master. She pranced around the levitating trunk, sniffing it curiously and occasionally pawing at it, to no effect.

      Then the wizard and his four-legged companion disappeared into the thick woods.

      Winland stood at the base of the cabin’s front porch stairs, trying to come to terms with what she’d just learned.

      I felt Mom’s magic. That wasn’t a fluke. She’s still alive. She’s still out there, and I had no idea.

      The soft rustle of crinkling paper came from inside the pocket of her long overcoat, distracting her. Frowning, she reached into her pocket and pulled out the small envelope that had suddenly appeared in there. Turning it over, Winland recognized the shimmering wax seal stamped with Turner Underwood’s crest, and she huffed.

      “Of course. Now he reaches out.”

      She carefully peeled off the seal, then pulled out the single piece of paper. The succinct message was written in her father’s familiar hand.

      This was your adventure all along, Winland. Well done.

      “Uh-huh.” Staring into the woods, Winland returned her father’s note to the envelope and stuck it back in her pocket. “All along. The old Fixer always knows more than he lets on, doesn’t he? Just like old times.”

      Winland smiled and headed back toward town. Her town. She was ready for the next adventure to begin.

      Whatever it was, they’d be waiting.
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      In a cheap diner three states over in Marietta, Georgia, Erickson had just finished his breakfast of two poached eggs, two slices of bacon, and one triangled half of a slice of toast crisped to a perfect golden-brown. He never stayed in places like this very long. He despised the dingy, grimy places where humans scrambled about, oblivious to the magicals hiding and living among them and to what this planet had become.

      Being constantly on the move was part of his job since the magicals Erickson hunted were always on the move, foolish enough to think they could escape him.

      As he sipped the last of his tepid, flavorless diner coffee, he caught a whiff of something he hadn’t detected in months—strong cinnamon with a hint of lemon. A buzzing jolt of energy surged behind his left eye.

      He lowered his mug to the table and turned his head toward the window on his left. Now the tingling energy pulsed behind both eyes, creeping into the top of his head and sliding down to the base of his skull.

      One of his brown eyes twitched.

      Winland Underwood. There you are.

      Calmly and with slow, precise movements, Erickson pulled a twenty-dollar bill from his pocket and placed it on the table with his finished breakfast. If it wasn’t enough to cover the check, he really didn’t care. He wiped the corner of his mouth with a paper napkin and stood from the booth covered in peeling vinyl.

      His boots clomped across the diner’s floor, and a few human patrons tried to hide their wary glances in his direction.

      The waitress smiled uncertainly at him. “W-would you like to see the check…”

      “Money’s on the table.” Erickson jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the table, hoping the human woman was smart enough to check there and leave him alone.

      The little bell above the diner’s front door jingled and clacked against the glass when he shoved it open. He stepped into the crisp morning air off Highway 41 and inhaled deeply.

      The tingling trail of magic that had gone cold four months ago pulsed, a constant companion in the magical hunter’s head. His upper lip twitched in anticipation.

      As he stared across the gently rolling hills in the direction he’d be traveling to capture and kill his quarry, Erickson pulled a toothpick out of his back pocket and stuck it between his teeth.

      You got lucky once, Underwood. That won’t happen again. I’m going to take my time, and I’ll be ten steps ahead of you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STORY CONTINUES

          

        

      

    

    
      A battle is won but the challenges for Winland Underwood and the residents of East Calico Rock have just begun. Can the old Fixer’s daughter keep the hidden magicals safe? Continue the adventures in TWO IF BY MAGIC! 
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JUNE 14, 2022

        

      

    

    
      I met a fan recently – I see you Ranel Capron – at the LA movie premiere for Infinity Systems. It’s an indie sci-fi movie by Jonathan and Jynafer Yanez. Full of glittery people and so much fun. By the way, Hollywood people dress better than us writers. Tons of sequins and a dress that was all fluffy blue tulle. Half the fun was the people watching.

      Anyway, Ranel was there checking off one more item on her bucket list. So far, she’s been on a safari to Kenya and been an extra in a movie. Just so you know, there’s no terminal illness and she’s not at the end of anything. Ranel just wanted to change things up.

      Maybe she was inspired by the past two years, I’m not sure, but I was struck by the idea – and the light that shone from her eyes – that it was crazy the rest of us weren’t doing exactly the same thing.

      Basically, she had a list of things she wanted to experience while still breathing. In the end, that’s what life really boils down to – the experiences. Most of us trip over a handful of the ones we want but very few of us actively make a list of exactly what we want and then go do them. Hell, most of us might struggle with answering the question, ‘what do I want’ and not get past making the list.

      Okay, so what do I want? After multiple bouts of cancer and the past two years you’d think I’d have made this list already. Nope, but no time like the present.

      I’m very fortunate because more than a few of mine I’ve already checked off even without the list. The house, writing urban fantasy, the oversized garden. Doing a mural has been on my list for a while and even that’s in the works. Hallway is all prepped and I’m working on sketches. I’m drawing inspiration from Peter Max art from the 1960’s. It should make it even harder for the Offspring to sell the house after I’m gone. I don’t suppose it matters because he’s already declared he’s turning the whole house into his office.

      I told him, I hope he’s already retired before he gets the house. You see where I’m going with that, right? The Offspring was put off that I wasn’t digging his vibe. Kids.

      What’s left on my list? A second home that family and friends could vacation with me. But where? Edge of Lake Superior maybe where it’s not quite so hot in the summer might work. Yeah, it’s a high-class problem but that’s what bucket lists are in general.

      The things we want to do or experience that have nothing to do with the day-to-day things in life. No one puts ‘get that colonoscopy’ on their bucket list. Pay off my house is on mine. Go back to riding horses is another one. So is running 5k’s again – to the finish without walking any of it. Sell a book to the movies and actually watch it with friends. That’s another one. Regular game nights at my house was a big dream during quarantine. I’ve already managed to pull that one off and look forward to more nights of losing at the last minute to the crafty Charley Case.

      I suppose what I really want at this point is to put down deep roots and have a steady flow of family and friends around me all the time. I pretty much have that right now. I think I’ve gotten to the good life or at least my version of it. Now I just need to keep showing up and living it. More adventures to follow.
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      Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

      So, one day Martha and I were talking. She was very interested in continuing the character Turner Underwood in another set of stories.

      Or, if not him, then someone related to him.

      I’m not as familiar with the character as Martha (obviously), so I am following along, and apparently (you know how sometimes you just nod in all the right places?) Yeah…

      I had agreed to do a Winland Underwood series.

      FML.

      (That isn’t really how it went. This is my explanation of a series of events that may, might be, probably are are completely fabricated.)

      So, I chose to try to spice up the story a little by adding spacecraft, preferably ones where the flat wings on each side slide up to look like mirrored Vs as they swoop through the air and laser-destroy walking trees on the ground with whack whack whack! sounds and pull impossible turns using…

      Wait, that’s not right. I didn’t do that on this series, and I’m sure Martha would have expressed disdain as I had tried to introduce THOSE spacefighters into the series.

      Oh! I remember… I got it.

      THIS is the story where I spoke to her about eighty-foot-tall robots whose AI minds had been introduced to a…

      No, that’s not right either.

      OK, fine. I don’t remember what she and I said when we talked about this series since it took a while (I’ve slept since then). However, I did want to share how this damned series really started.

      “My name is Michael Anderle, and I suffer from CRS.”  (Can’t Remember Sh#t.)

      I can tell you that Martha and I had fun discussing this because we always have fun talking about stories.

      Even if I’m making stuff up.

      Talk to you in the next story, where I’m sure to say nothing but the truth, so help me Martha.

       

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

      

      
        
        MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE:

        https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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