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CHAPTER ONE


Leeland stopped to consider the outside of the coffee shop. “Well. I’ve seen worse.”

Two steps from the top of the stairs, Winland Underwood paused and turned to look down at her mom. “General rule of thumb when you’re invited to somebody else’s house for dinner. If you don’t have anything nice to say—”

“Oh, come on.” Leeland Byrnes snorted and continued up the stairs after her daughter, her palm squeaking gently along the railing affixed to the wall. “That was a compliment.”

“If we’re including both the backhanded and poorly-masking-an-insult variety, sure.”

“So you drag me out to dinner with your friends, and I’m not allowed to make observations, huh? And here I was, thinking I’d rather stay home and watch movies back to back than try to censor myself in public. You were right, kid. This is so much better.”

Winland continued up the stairs, rolling her eyes only because her mom couldn’t see it, and neither could the Moffetts. Not yet, anyway.

My thousand-year-old witch mom acts more like a teenager than Sarah’s kids. I seriously hope she can pull herself together for dinner, because this was supposed to be a breath of fresh air.

“Make all the observations you want,” she invited her mother before stepping onto the top landing of the staircase at the back of the Common Grounds coffee shop. “Maybe just keep the negatively comparative ones to yourself.”

Leeland snickered, and the Light Elf couldn’t tell if it was meant in amusement or derision.

Probably both. I swear, part of me thinks she’s overdoing it on purpose just to screw with me. Why? To make sure I’ll actually stick around? She’s the one with the habit of skipping out on people.

If her mom had anything else to say, she followed the simple instructions and kept it to herself this time.

Here goes nothing.

Winland reached for the front door of the Moffett family’s upstairs apartment, but before she could knock, the door was whisked open to reveal Ronnie Moffett’s cheery, cheesy grin on the other side.

“Would ya look at that!” The wizard leaned sideways to eye Leeland up and down as she climbed the last two stairs to join her daughter on the landing. “Damn near perfect timing too.”

“You mean it’s not six o’clock on the dot?” Leeland asked, the sarcasm dripping from her words.

Ronnie wiggled his eyebrows at her and leaned forward as if he were about to let her in on some unbelievably valuable secret. “It is if we say it is. And I say everything’s perfectly timed tonight, so I refuse to look at a clock. Come on in. Come on.” He ushered them inside, and Leeland accepted the invitation before Winland had a chance to move. As the witch brushed past him, Ronnie met Winland’s gaze with wide eyes and added, “We got about half an hour on the food, but you know what doesn’t need to be cooked or waited on?”

“I can’t possibly imagine.” Leeland scanned the Moffetts’ front entryway.

“Drinks.”

Winland nodded vigorously and mouthed, “Thank you,” at him.

Chuckling, the wizard shut the door behind her and turned to follow her mom.

The witch moved through the entryway with her arms folded, gazing at the second-story apartment’s fresh coat of paint and the two photos hanging on those walls. They were both candid shots. The first showed Sarah and Ronnie laughing at each other as he drew her into an embrace and she playfully struggled to pull away. The second photo was of their sons, Elijah and Roman, who at first glance also looked like they were trying to hug each other. It had taken Winland about a month of glancing casually at that photo to realize that it had actually captured a moment of both brotherly affection and annoyance. Instead of hugging each other, Elijah had his arm hooked around his younger brother’s neck, about to rub his knuckles against Roman’s head while the younger Moffett boy struggled to get away without making a scene.

Winland’s mom didn’t seem particularly impressed by either of the photos, though she took her time studying them with a perfectly blank expression.

Ronnie caught up to her, smiling and gesturing toward the living room that opened up at the end of the entryway. “So what can I get you, Leeland?”

“Water’s fine,” she murmured, stepping away from him so it wouldn’t look like she was letting him lead her anywhere.

The wizard scoffed. “Not if it’s the zero-percent-alcohol kind. What about coffee? You like coffee?”

Leeland paused at the entrance to the living room to take in the sight of the Moffett family’s home decor—an eclectic mix of 1960s-era wooden furniture, complete with one long sofa in red, gaudy-yellow, and tan plaid, an armchair upholstered in a flowery pattern of similar but slightly off-hue colors, and an enormous teal area rug. Her eyebrows flickered together in what looked like confusion, then she turned toward the narrow hallway on the right that led to the apartment’s three bedrooms. “I’m more of a tea person, actually—”

“She’d love it,” Winland interrupted, plastering a tight smile onto her face in case her mom turned to look at her. But Leeland either hadn’t heard her daughter speaking for her or didn’t care as she moved across the living room in the general direction of the bedroom hallway.

Ronnie met Winland’s gaze and nodded. “Okay, then. Coming right up.”

“Thanks.” She didn’t let her strained smile fade until he’d slipped around the corner off the opposite side of the room and disappeared into the dining room. Then she turned toward her mom, who was walking behind the grotesquely plaid couch with her hand hovering over the back of it as if she wanted to touch it but was afraid it might be infected with something.

Great. The whole point of this dinner was so I could quit feeling like I have to parent my own mom, and she’s over here judging everything about my best friends’ house. At least she’s keeping her comments to herself.

“What’s down here?” Leeland asked blandly as she approached the entrance to the hallway.

“Bedrooms.” Wrinkling her nose, Winland spun to glance back at the dining room entrance, but still saw no sign of their hosts. Kinda weird that the whole family’s just…hanging out somewhere else. When she looked back at her mom again, Leeland had entered the hallway and was making her way toward the back. “Private bedrooms, by the way. Hey, why don’t you—”

“You made it!” Sarah’s overly enthusiastic voice filled the room, and Winland and Leeland both spun toward her. She balanced three shot glasses in her hands, each of them made of a different-colored glass turned muddy by the brown liqueur inside, and her smile didn’t look like it had been carved out of the stone the way Winland’s smile felt. Or at least Sarah Moffett was a lot better at hiding her discomfort.

A flicker of a smile lifted the corner of Leeland’s mouth as she took the two steps out of the back hallway to return to the living room. “You say that like you expected us to get held up by something.”

The redheaded witch chuckled and crossed the room. “In a town like East Calico Rock, you just never know, right?”

Sarah stopped in front of Winland and handed over the muddy-orange shot glass. The look in her eye said everything that she didn’t. Don’t worry, Win. We’ve got this.

Leeland gazed around the living room again as she absently crossed it in the general direction of the younger women. “I thought this town was supposed to be one of the safest places out there for magicals. Or at least the ones seeking safety, anyway.”

That made Sarah’s smile falter, though she quickly recovered and casually passed Winland to meet Leeland halfway. She extended the mustard-yellow shot glass darkened by its contents and shrugged. “It is. Because we made it that way. And not every distraction is an urgent danger.”

“Not in my experience,” Leeland murmured as if she were talking out loud to herself despite holding the younger witch’s gaze the entire time. She looked down at the offered shot glass in Sarah’s hand. “What’s that?”

“Delicious,” Winland cut in before taking a small sip of her coffee liqueur.

Her mom stared dubiously at the drink. “That’s not an answer.”

“You like our coffee from downstairs, right?” Sarah asked.

“Sure. As far as coffee goes.”

Leeland’s blasé attitude toward everything tonight didn’t faze Sarah one bit.

This is just in the first ten minutes. We’ve still got plenty of time. Winland realized that sipping on her drink would make the desired effect take longer, so she knocked back most of what was in there and pressed her lips together.

“Coffee liqueur,” Sarah explained, smirking at her best friend’s mom. “I made it myself.”

“Oh. Winland didn’t say anything about the town getting the distillery up and running.”

The redheaded witch laughed. “Well, that’s probably because that hasn’t happened yet. But I’m very resourceful.”

Raising an eyebrow, Leeland reached out to take the glass. “Oh, I remember.”

“And I’ve had plenty of time to perfect this recipe,” Sarah continued. “Ask anyone in town. It’s a party favorite. Tied with honey wine now, I think.”

The older witch sniffed tentatively at her drink, and her eyes widened briefly without giving away whether she was enticed or repulsed by the smell. “You make honey wine too?”

“Ha. No. That’s pretty far beyond the scope of my skills.”

“Bartleby,” Winland cut in.

Both Sarah and Leeland turned to face her as if they’d forgotten she was in the room.

“Who?” her mom asked.

“The ogre.” Winland searched Sarah’s face, but this time, her best friend didn’t seem to have any idea what she was talking about. And I thought things couldn’t get any weirder this week, but now it feels like they’re ganging up on me. “Owns the tavern in the kemana? With all the pixies as hired help?”

The other two women fixed her with blank stares in reply.

“Oh come on. He was shelling out tankards of honey wine at the kemana party using lug nuts on a transformation timer. I get that Leeland didn’t have a chance to join in, but there’s no way you and Ronnie didn’t get in on that with everyone else that night.”

Sarah shrugged and took a sip of her coffee liqueur in the dusty-violet shot glass she’d kept for herself. “I’m as surprised as you are, Win. Maybe wait until after dinner to tell Ronnie about it, though.”

“Does he have a thing against honey wine?” Leeland asked.

“Only against not having any for himself. He’d leave us all here in the middle of our plans if he knew there was honey wine in the kemana.”

“Your husband doesn’t temper his expectations very much, does he?”

Sarah chuckled. “That’s a hell of an understatement. Why?”

“An Earth-made version of honey wine sounds like a good idea, but I can’t imagine it’s anything close to the real deal.”

“Huh.” Sarah considered the possibility and took another slow sip of her drink.

“Oh, it’s the real deal, all right,” Winland added. “Trust me.”

Her mom scoffed. “And when did you ever have the chance to drink real Oriceran honey wine?”

“Um…” The question caught her so off guard that Winland frowned before she tried to cover it up with playful disbelief. “I mean, during the whole fifty years I lived there before officially moving to Earth.”

Leeland studied her daughter in silent contemplation that felt more like judgment before asking, “Did you get it from Alfonso?”

Winland choked back a laugh. “The name doesn’t really ring a bell, so probably not.”

“Then you still haven’t had real Oriceran honey wine, kid.” Her mom lifted the shot glass to her lips and took a tentative sip. “That’s…wow.”

Sarah grinned. “Right? Ask anyone in town about this stuff, and they’ll tell you the same thing. If they don’t, they’re lying through their teeth.”

Laughing together, both witches moved to the longest sofa to talk about homemade alcohol and Sarah’s secret recipe and whatever she was planning next if she chose to try her hand with anything else.

“Ronnie’s the one who likes to bounce around from one project to the next just to see what sticks. And those experiments turn out to be duds more often than not. But I’m pretty much the exact opposite.”

“I know the kind.” Leeland shot her daughter a knowing look that made Winland feel like she wasn’t supposed to be listening to the conversation at all. “Once you find something you’re good at, you stick to it until you’ve mastered it.”

Why is she looking at me like I’m supposed to get some kind of giant revelation out of this? Yeah, she’s my mom, but if she’s trying to pin me down as ‘the kind’ she knows, she hasn’t known me anywhere near long enough to start putting me into categories.

“Yeah.” Sarah fixed Leeland with a crooked smile and kept drinking. If she noticed the older witch eyeing Winland from across the room, she didn’t react. “That’s me in a nutshell. This stuff turned out so well, I don’t know if it’s worth branching out into anything else.”

“Definitely worth it.” Leeland turned toward her and raised her shot glass for a toast. “I know I haven’t had much to compare it to in the last thirty years. Or more. But I wouldn’t think twice about calling this mastery. And I really am more of a tea person.”

Sarah laughed and raised her glass as well. “Well thank you very much. Maybe I will start branching out into something else. See what I can come up with.”

“Whatever it is, you’ll knock it out of the park.” They clinked their shot glasses and took more small sips.

Winland watched their entire conversation. This dinner was just supposed to be a fun distraction for both of us. But now my mom’s making best friends with my best friend, and I’m just…here.

The thought made her snort, and she realized her drink was empty when she tried to take another sip and came up empty. “I’m just, uh…” She gestured behind her toward the dining room and the kitchen on the other side. “I’m gonna go grab the whole bottle.”

“Good idea.” Leeland leaned back in her corner of the sofa, crossing one leg over the other and slinging her arm onto the armrest. “I’m definitely gonna want more of this.”

“Great.” Winland turned, muttering, “That makes two of us.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” she replied in a lilting voice.

Fortunately—and weirdly relieving—her mom seemed more interested in diving into small-talk with Sarah than anything else Winland might have had to say. “You know, I still haven’t officially met your kids.”

“Yeah, they’ll be here.” Sarah sighed. “Unless it has something to do with a girl they like or an emergency adventure with their friends, they’re still always late. To everything.”

“Then I guess let’s hope they don’t get too distracted.”

They both laughed, and Winland hurried into the dining room, grinning.


CHAPTER TWO


After two more drinks, one loud and enthusiastic welcome home for Elijah and Roman when they walked through the front door, and a flurry of activity to set the table for six and lay out the incredible dinner Ronnie had prepared, Winland started to let her guard down enough to feel comfortable. For the first ten minutes of their meal, she’d stared at her mom, waiting for Leeland to say something inappropriate or out of left field that would have made more sense coming from one of the Moffett boys.

Whether it was Sarah’s coffee liqueur before dinner or the bottle of red wine Ronnie opened once everyone was seated, Winland relaxed deeper and deeper into the comfort she’d always enjoyed when surrounded by her friends. In all honesty, the Moffetts felt more like family than her mother, which was strange enough to think about head-on. This whole dinner plan felt like Winland was bringing a new friend over to “meet the parents,” and that added a layer of tension beneath her habit of always looking for what could go wrong next.

Soon enough, though, it became clear she didn’t have to do any “performing” between her best friend’s family and her mom. Sarah and Ronnie were master distractionists, laughing and joking as much as they always did while making sure there wasn’t a single lull in the conversation to allow awkward silences to slip in. Winland’s best friends had stepped up to the plate for this, and their impressive hosting skills made it a lot easier for Winland to accept that there wasn’t anything wrong with her just because she didn’t exactly know how to be around her mom. It was a lifelong dream to have her mom sitting here with her like this, talking and laughing and enjoying the company of good friends. Seeing that dream come true didn’t change the fact that Leeland Byrnes was still essentially a stranger. A single dinner party wasn’t going to change that, but it was a damn good start.

For their part, Elijah and Roman added to the lively conversation with their animatedly recounted tales of what they’d been up to that day. Roman and his friends had taken up the mantle of being East Calico Rock’s oldest hooligans after Elijah and his friends were handed the responsibility of running the town’s perimeter checks and necessary security.

“So then after we chased the squirrels out of the ventilation system in Town Hall, some of the brownies showed up to help with the chewed-up beanstalks.”

Elijah snorted. “The brownies helped you?”

“They had some good advice about some stuff.” Roman snickered around a forkful of braised short ribs. “It just takes practice knowing when they’re serious and when they’re lying to your face.”

“We definitely appreciate you keeping Town Hall squirrel-free, though,” Winland added. “Brownies or no brownies.”

“Cool.” Nodding, the youngest Moffett boy still hadn’t taken his eyes off his plate.

“And that’s it?” Ronnie raised an eyebrow as he watched his youngest son. “Squirrels and air vents and beanstalks?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Son, let me tell you something.” The wizard propped an elbow on the table and pointed at Roman with his overturned fork. “You and me, son? We’re peas in a pod.”

“I thought it was all three of us,” Elijah interrupted.

Ronnie swung his fork toward his oldest son instead. “No, that changed when you decided to be all grown up and responsible. Nice going, by the way. Now be quiet. I’m talking to my pea.”

Sarah and Elijah both snorted, and Roman looked up briefly from his food to wrinkle his nose at his dad’s choice of words.

“And since I know myself so well,” Ronnie continued, “I know you. And I find it hard to believe that you and those ruffians you call friends spent all day chasing squirrels out of our Town Hall and doing absolutely nothing else.”

His wife shot him a sidelong glance. “Ruffians?”

Elijah snickered. “What is this? The Victorian era?”

“Don’t hate on my evolved vocabulary, thank you very much. Roman.”

“Yeah, Dad?” The youngest wizard reached across the table for the mashed potatoes and slopped a giant second helping of them onto his plate.

“What other trouble did you start and consequently clean up with your buddies today?”

Roman shrugged and muttered, “We definitely weren’t anywhere near Monty’s workshop,” and shoveled a massive forkful of potatoes into his mouth.

His brother snorted. “Dude, that’s the opposite of misleading information.”

“Maybe that’s what I want you to think.”

Ronnie laughed. “Well, then I definitely won’t pay Monty a little visit tomorrow. You know, check in with how the tailoring business is going.”

“I don’t need to know all your plans for every second of every day, Dad.” Roman grabbed his glass of water and chugged it all in one breath. “You do whatever you want.”

“And this is why we love having two teenage boys in the house.” Sarah raised her wineglass and fixed her younger son with an exaggerated grin. “Such a source of joy and optimism and team spirit.”

“Sure sounds like a team effort,” Leeland chimed in. “Though now I have to ask. Did anybody check the squirrels?”

The entire dinner table went silent as Winland and the Moffetts looked at Leeland in confusion, then at each other.

“Uh…” Roman giggled uncertainly. “For what?”

“That’s the thing.” Leeland copied his casual shrug perfectly as she returned her attention to her food. “You just never know with squirrels. Especially if they were chased off by brownies without putting up so much as a sliver of a fight.”

“Wait.” Elijah turned his head away from the table to eye the older witch sidelong, waiting for her to indicate that she was joking. “Are you seriously trying to convince us that squirrels and brownies made some kinda deal with each other?”

“Not all of them. But the squirrels and brownies in this part of the Ozarks? Wouldn’t surprise me in the least. Pixies, on the other hand, don’t even bother with woodland creatures. The way I heard it, they think it’s beneath them.”

Ronnie smacked his lips as he scanned the ceiling for something only he could find there. “Okay, I don’t know what it is, but now all of a sudden, I keep thinking about chocolate with my ribs. Is anybody else getting this, or is it just me?”

Roman looked up at his dad with wide eyes, the rest of his face expressionless before he dug into his food again.

Elijah scoffed and shook his head. “This is the dumbest conversation I’ve ever had.”

“Oh, you don’t believe me?” Leeland barely glanced at her wineglass while Sarah refilled it for her. “Is that why it’s dumb?”

“It’s you with squirrels and brownies and him with chocolate and…whatever.”

Ronnie nodded as if the solution to all his confusion was right there in front of him. “There’s a reason I keep seeing chocolate in my head, and it’s right at the tip of my tongue…” He lifted a forkful of meat to his mouth, barely tasted it, then whipped the fork away again and chuckled. “Whoops. Nope. That’s the short ribs.”

Winland burst out laughing, Sarah smirked over her plate, and her husband—true to form—made it impossible to tell if he was joking or entirely serious and just a little slow tonight.

“It’ll come to me, guys,” Ronnie added thoughtfully. “Might need a few minutes, but I’ll figure it out.”

“Okay, Mr. Hotshot Wizard.” Leeland gestured toward Elijah with her freshly refilled wineglass and nodded. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’ve been given the impression that you’re responsible for a whole hell of a lot of changes in this town. Personally responsible.”

The older Moffett boy dipped his head in a failed attempt to hide a smile. “Maybe you should try talking to somebody other than my parents.”

“I haven’t said a word.” Sarah drew her index finger over her heart in the shape of an X. “Honest.”

“I definitely have,” Ronnie added, nodding fervently. “Because I’m not gonna stop bragging about my oldest warrior son until I either die or get voted off the island.”

“Island?” Leeland tilted her head in confusion.

“Take the shoreline and turn it into the kemana crystal’s protective ward barrier, and voilà. That’s basically what we are anyway.”

“What about if the whole town votes to kill you, then kick your body outside the wards?” Roman asked.

The room fell into a shocked silence. Then Ronnie cackled and pointed at his youngest. “That would be a difficult decision, little Mini Me. Should that possible but highly unlikely scenario unfold, you better believe you’ll be the first person I come to for advice.”

“Cool.” Roman jerked his chin up at his dad, then went back to eating.

Leeland looked back and forth between Ronnie and his son, then thoughtfully lifted her wineglass to her lips. “Well, that took a macabre turn.”

“That’s nothing,” Winland added, fighting back a laugh.

Sarah widened her eyes and tried to hide a smile inside the rim of her glass. “I’d even call it their happy place.”

They both burst out laughing and got incredulous stares from everyone around the table.

“To each his own.” Leeland raised her glass in a toast, then turned toward Elijah again. “Whatever I’ve said that makes you think I’m full of shit, kid—”

“Whoa.” Winland stopped laughing and tried to look serious, but her smile wouldn’t go away. “Mixed company, Mom.”

“If he’s old enough to patrol the town and run security with your blessing, Winland, he’s old enough for a little language.” Her mom shrugged. “And it’s not even that bad.”

Ronnie pointed at the older witch. “You know what? I feel exactly the same way about him and caffeine.”

She ignored his amusing but useless comment and nodded at Elijah. “I’m serious, though. I’ve only been here five days, and already, I’ve heard from at least four different magicals that you’re the wizard who brought in the first refugees to make their way out to the middle of nowhere, Arkansas. And that you’re practically single-handedly responsible for capturing the wizard Erickson when he broke through the wards. Which we all know, of course, is an incredibly difficult thing to do.”

“It wasn’t single-handed,” Elijah muttered. “I had help.”

“Just take the damn credit, son,” Ronnie piped in. “If the hat fits…”

“Yeah, well, that hat got passed around a bunch of times.” The young wizard shrugged. “I definitely had help that day.”

“What about that binding spell?” Winland prompted. “Obviously I didn’t see it, but every time I hear somebody talk about it, they make it sound like some legendary Oriceran hero came rolling into town with his latest quarry all tied up and ready to be turned over.”

Ronnie scoffed, leaned forward in his chair, and peered down the table at her. “Are you saying my son isn’t legendary or a hero?”

“Definitely not.”

“I just used a few spells my dad taught me,” Elijah explained, staring intently at Leeland because looking at anyone else made him feel more self-conscious. “All I did was do my job.”

The older witch narrowed her eyes and took another sip of her wine. “You realize it’s not just a job anymore when you’re also saving lives, right? Repeatedly.”

Elijah looked sharply up from his plate and stared at Leeland as if seeing her for the first time. “It’s not like I’m trying to be a hero or anything. I just do what has to be done.”

“Oh, of course.” She turned her fork back onto her plate and stabbed up a huge mouthful of salad. “Trust me, I know the feeling. Nobody ever thinks about what they can do to improve lives and keep people safe. It’s just something we do.”

What is this? Winland took another slow sip of wine and watched her mom intently. Making friends with the Moffett kids now too. Not like that’s a bad thing, but why do I feel like everything she’s saying to everybody else tonight is actually meant for me? She’s had five days alone with me to say all this supportive, encouraging, motherly stuff…

“That’s what you did the first time you were here too, isn’t it?” Roman asked.

The question was so unexpected, especially from him, that all the adults around the table stared at him in surprise. Now that something had caught his interest, the youngest wizard slipped right back into his old role of being the excited, enthusiastic, eager-to-please younger brother. For a moment, at least, he’d dropped the teenage “too cool for dinner conversation” persona.

Leeland, however, wasn’t immediately drawn in by his questioning. “What do you mean?”

“Oh yeah…” Elijah pointed at her. “That was you here the first time. When East Calico Rock wasn’t a ghost town yet. You know, when you and Belmont Frasier and the Order of Custodians fought off Ravener and his underground army.”

His younger brother tsked and shook his head. “Man, fuck that guy.”

Winland choked on her wine.

“Excuse me?” Sarah stared at her youngest son with wide eyes. “Would you like to take the opportunity to amend your most recent comment?”

Ronnie nodded, stifling laughter. “In this instance, son, I suggest taking her up on that offer.”

“What?” Roman spread his arms. “You guys say it all the time.”

“Not at the dinner table.”

“She started it.” He pointed at Leeland. “I’m just trying to help our guest feel a little more at home.”

“While we interrogate her about Ravener,” Elijah added with a firm, confident nod.

“Well yeah.”

“Ask me whatever you want,” Leeland replied with a crooked smile. “If you wanna go really deep, you should ask about the kemana crystal and how I managed not to kill myself when I tried connecting with it.”

Roman’s eyes widened. “You mean Winland’s kemana crystal? You had it first?”

“I tried.” The older witch pointed at him. “And let me tell ya, kid, that crystal almost had me when—”

“Okay.” Winland pushed herself away from the table and stood. “Ronnie, that wine bottle looks empty. There’s another one in the kitchen, right?”

“Should be, yeah.” He nodded at her, then gestured toward the kitchen on the other side of the dining room. “Take whatever you want, Win.”

“Right. Thanks.” Turning on her heel, Winland headed toward the kitchen and tried to take slow calming breaths. First real conversation we all get into that isn’t super tense and awkward, and she has to bring up trying to connect with the Crimson Heart before I did? No. Last time we talked about crystal, I ended up blasting her across the road with kemana-crystal magic. Not trying to get into all that again tonight. Not with the Moffetts.


CHAPTER THREE


“Looks like everybody’s done eating,” Sarah stood from the table and gathered a few empty dishes. “Who’s up for dessert?”

“Oh, that’s right.” Ronnie rubbed his hands together. “I made brownies!”

“Coming right up.” With the clinking of silverware on dishes, Sarah hurried into the kitchen after her best friend, and the conversation at the table continued as if the two youngest women at dinner hadn’t had anything to do with it.

Which, technically, they hadn’t.

When Sarah entered the kitchen, she found Winland standing perfectly still in the middle of it. “You look lost.”

The clanging of dishes and silverware being dumped into the sink startled Winland out of her frozen pause, and she blinked before turning toward her best friend. “What?”

“Which is weird,” Sarah continued. “Because this isn’t exactly a big apartment. Sometimes, I’d even call it a little too small.”

“I’m not lost…”

“Not in my kitchen, anyway.” Smirking, Sarah turned on the sink faucet, then gestured toward a collection of wine bottles on the counter that would have been hard for anyone to miss. “Wine’s over there.”

“Right.” Winland stood in front of the bottles, then blankly searched the surface of the countertop.

“First drawer on your left, Win.”

“I knew that.” The Light Elf tried to play everything off as if she was perfectly fine. As if talking about Leeland Byrnes—a.k.a. Idys the warrior witch, a.k.a. Rhazdon’s favorite curse witch once upon a time—was just another one of those normal topics of dinner conversation with her best friends and their curious, adventurous, still highly impressionable teenage boys.

Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. I obviously have no idea how to control the crystal’s magic when things get heated and I lose control of my own emotions. I’d never forgive myself if something happened here…

Winland hadn’t realized she’d been operating on autopilot until she looked down at the bottle opener in her hand and briefly wondered what it was doing there.

“I can give you directions on how to open the bottle,” Sarah offered playfully. “You’ll have to do the actual work yourself, though.”

With a snort, Winland grabbed the closest bottle of red wine without bothering to read the label and got to work opening it. “Thanks a lot, Mom.”

As soon as the words were out, she grimaced and lost her focus on getting the bottle of wine open, as she’d intended since getting up from the table.

“Oof.” Sarah squeezed dish soap onto a sponge and started washing the first of the dishes she’d collected. “Bit of a Freudian slip there.”

Winland could only stare at the top of the wine bottle, both her hands frozen in indecision while she tried to keep emotions she couldn’t name under control. “That sounds a lot more like a Ronnie-ism if you ask me.”

“Well, I didn’t ask you.” Sarah eyed her friend with compassionate concern—which she’d honed over a lifetime of friendship with Winland and especially over the last fifty years with a family of her own. And after years of hand-washing dishes for a family of four, she could have done this particular chore in her sleep and didn’t need to look at what she was doing. “But this one is an actual question, so get ready.”

“Uh-huh.”

“What happened, Win?”

Taking a deep breath, Winland pushed past her body’s sudden inability to perform simple tasks, and she worked the wine bottle again with renewed fervor to get the damn thing open. “That’s the thing, though. Nothing happened.”

“Okay, first of all, that’s total bullshit.” Sarah set the first clean plate on the drying rack beside the sink and got to work on the next one. “Second, even if nothing happened, something obviously happened. And it was enough to light a fire under you the second your mom started talking about the crystal. So let’s start there.”

Winland twisted the wine opener into the cork like she was twisting a knife into an enemy’s gut, then pulled so violently it was a miracle the cork didn’t disintegrate and take the entire bottleneck with it. The loud pop of the cork coming free was barely audible above the rush of the kitchen sink and the soft scrubbing of Sarah’s sponge on the dishes, and the Light Elf stared at the cork at the end of the corkscrew. “That was anticlimactic.”

“You’re telling me.” Sarah snickered at her own joke, which fell flat with her best friend, then shook her head and set the next clean dish on the drying rack. “My boys and your mom are fully engaged in the conversation out there, but they’re gonna wonder sooner or later why it’s taking the two of us so long to get a bottle of wine and a plate of brownies out there.”

“Then maybe we should just talk about it later.” The wine opener clinked into the drawer Winland had pulled it from, and as she closed the drawer, a clean wineglass appeared right in front of her.

“Take this,” Sarah ordered. “Fill it. Drink it. Talk.”

With a wry chuckle, Winland did as her best friend instructed. The bottle went back on the counter with a heavy thunk, then she took a long drink and sighed.

“Don’t stop now,” the witch added. “There’s plenty of wine, and I’ll be joining you as soon as I’m done with the dishes. And I can tell you right now, the current male heirs of the surviving Moffett bloodline have all forgotten how to clean anything now that they’ve got the perfect entertainment sitting at the table with them.”

“I think that’s part of the problem, actually.” Winland leaned back against the edge of the kitchen counter and took another sip. “The perfect entertainment.”

Sarah nodded sagely, her gaze focused on the dishes while she listened. “Let’s dive a little deeper into that one.”

Winland shot her a sidelong glance. “As long as you promise not to ask me how that makes me feel.”

“Ha. That’s what friends are for, Win. Free therapy. Didn’t you know that?” When Sarah looked up from the sink, she was met only by the firm line of Winland’s lips and the Light Elf’s eyebrow raised in warning. “Okay, fine. I promise.”

“In a nutshell…” Winland let out a long, slow breath through tight lips, puffing out her cheeks. “It’s been five days. And I can’t get rid of this feeling that she’s still hiding so much from me. Even when I ask real, straightforward questions that are pretty impossible to misinterpret, she just keeps skirting around the answer without even really saying anything.”

“Sounds like something your parents have in common.”

“Yeah, but with Turner, that’s just the way he is. He doesn’t answer anyone directly. But Leeland? I mean, at first, I thought it was because she just needed time to get used to, you know…not being imprisoned in an alternate dimension inside a wall for thirty years.”

Another plate got stacked neatly into the dish rack, and Sarah shrugged. “Understandable for anyone, even her.”

“Sure. I get that part. In a way, that could’ve even explained why she’s spent the last five days holing herself up in my house and acting like…” Winland snorted and raised the wineglass to her lips again. “Honestly, she’s acting like your kids.”

Sarah sucked in a sharp breath through her teeth and grimaced. “Oof.”

“That one’s been a little bit of a mind-bender, actually. I finally have a mom again, and it feels like I got dropped into somebody else’s life. And that somebody else just happened to have a teenage daughter who mopes around the house all day, eats all my food, wears all my clothes, doesn’t do a thing to pick up after herself, and tries to argue with me about everything—”

Winland was cut off by her friend’s sharp laugh, which Sarah tried to cover up with a forced cough as she shook her head and furiously scrubbed the silverware in the sink. “That’s an incredibly accurate description.”

“Thanks.”

“And yeah, it can be hard sometimes. But I’m still not completely convinced it’s enough to send anyone running into the kitchen like Ronnie’s brownies just caught fire. Especially you, Win.”

Shaking her head, Winland turned toward her friend and stared at the soap suds billowing up beneath the sponge and the next bowl being cleaned. “It’s not.”

The only sound in the kitchen was the rush of the water and the clink of Sarah working diligently on the dishes before she let out a soft, thoughtful hum. “You know, after all the years you and I have been friends, one would think I wouldn’t have to keep prompting you every step of the way during our little heart-to-hearts…”

“Then we get here,” Winland continued. “She’s suddenly acting her age again. Talking and joking around with you over homemade booze and mastering skill sets. And everything’s free game around the dinner table. Ravener, the Crimson Heart, saving lives, whatever Leeland did during her time as the warrior witch, and I don’t even know how long that was. But you heard her, right? ‘Ask me whatever you want.’ Like she’s just an open book for you and your whole family. But when it’s her own daughter, I have to pry and dig and poke around just for the tiniest answer about anything, and even then, she just answers in more non-answers and riddles. So I gave up even trying to talk to her about the important stuff two days ago. I thought she couldn’t handle it. Apparently, she just can’t handle it with me.”

“Well, it can be insanely easier to talk to someone else’s children instead of your own. No strings attached, right? So that’s one way to think about it.” Sarah shrugged and rinsed off the final dish before sticking it in the drying rack with all the others. “But you know what else I heard?”

“You’re gonna tell me anyway.” Winland tried staring at the opposite side of the kitchen to feign indifference, but she couldn’t help looking up at her best friend again with a tiny smile.

“I heard Leeland Byrnes, a.k.a. the warrior witch, talking about her attempted connection with a certain Crimson Heart a little over sixty years ago.” With a quick jerk of the faucet handle, Sarah turned off the sink and grabbed a dishrag to dry her hands. “And as soon as that conversation started, you hightailed it out of the dining room to stand in my kitchen like you’ve completely forgotten who you are and what you’re doing here. That’s why I asked you what happened. ’Cause yeah, it might be a little aggravating to think your mom was dead last week and this week you have to deal with her reemerging from a thirty-year imprisonment and moping around your house like an adult child who just won’t leave the nest. Trust me, I can only imagine the horrors.”

The redheaded witch shivered, and Winland choked back a laugh.

Sarah laughed with her, then stuck both hands on her hips and fixed her best friend with the same warning look that had gotten Winland to spill all her secrets since they had been young children on Oriceran. “But that really doesn’t sound like something Winland Underwood would let get under her skin. So. What happened with you and Leeland and the Crimson Heart?”

The assumption was so spot-on, Winland almost sprayed her next sip of wine all over the clean kitchen floor before finally swallowing it back down. She coughed a few times, then met Sarah’s gaze again with wide eyes. “Damn.”

“Yep. I do know you that well, and I won’t let it go until you spill. Remember, you didn’t wanna talk to me about all the freaky dreams you were having, either, but guess who already knew about them and ended up sharing them with you?”

“This definitely wasn’t a dream…”

“I know. Which only means there’s a small chance it’s not nearly as weird.” Sarah raised an eyebrow, cocked her head, then reached out to not-so-delicately snatch the wineglass from Winland’s hand and take a quick drink. “But just know I’m still expecting it to be weird.”

“Now I’m honestly scared to even ask what you’re expecting me to say.” Winland grabbed the bottle off the counter to refill the glass they were sharing. She exhaled and nodded. “So don’t tell me.”

“Because you’re the one who needs to start talking.”

“Right. Because I’m the one who got into a magical standoff with my own mom the morning after I freed her from suspended imprisonment while finding out that the wizard I was…dating…was just another dark magical bent on using me for my magic because I was more like him than I thought.”

“Hector doesn’t deserve to be the topic of our conversations anymore, so we’re not going there.” Sarah pointed at her. “Go back to the part about fighting your mom, though.”

Winland looked over her shoulder at the kitchen exit as an explosion of laughter rang out from the dining room. Sounds like they’re all getting along just fine, doesn’t it?

“That’s a good sign,” the witch reminded her.

“I guess.” Wrinkling her nose, Winland took another sip of wine, straight from the bottle this time, then shook her head. “I was asking a bunch of questions about her past, what she’d done, who she really was. You know, from dark curse witch to the warrior witch helping light magicals in their time of need. She didn’t want to answer in a way that actually meant something. I got a little pissed. And then…the crystal’s magic took over again.”

“The crystal’s magic.”

“Yeah.”

Sarah’s eyes widened, and she drew her gaze toward the archway leading from the kitchen into the dining room. “So the Crimson Heart had a fight with your mom.”

“No, it was all me.”

“Winland. A kemana crystal’s magic taking over when you’re getting a little emotional definitely does not count as all you. You know that, right?”

With a heavy, noncommittal sigh, the Light Elf grimaced. “Not taking full responsibility for it just feels like a copout, though.”

“Um…being permanently connected to a kemana crystal for the rest of your life isn’t just some made-up excuse to get you out of trouble. It’s literally part of you now. It’s not copping out if it’s true.”

“Fine. It’s true, then.” Winland knocked back the bottle one more time, but before she could chug down a little more, Sarah grabbed the bottle and set it back on the counter instead.

“What happened?”

“Exactly what I said. I got pissed, the Crimson Heart butted in where it wasn’t invited, and I went all…blood-red glowstick on my mom.”

The witch handed the half-full wineglass back to her friend and folded her arms. “You left out the fight part, though.”

“There’s not much to say. I wasn’t exactly aware of what was happening, so Leeland had to bring it to my attention. By blasting me out of the air with her magic and storming away down the road to give us both space to cool off.”

“That’s…” Sarah frowned in confusion, her gaze roaming all over the walls and ceiling as if her kitchen could help her make sense of things. “She doesn’t have her wand.”

“I know.” Winland nodded and automatically lowered her voice. “It wasn’t like she just attacked me out of nowhere. I was losing control, apparently. And we kinda…blasted each other at the same time. That’s what happened.”

“Uh-huh. And listening to her talk about the Crimson Heart made you wanna use it again, is that it?”

“Ha. This whole thing makes me wanna use it again. And that’s part of the problem too.” Winland gestured absently toward the dining room. “Leeland’s not the only person who’s talked about the incredible power I have by being connected to the crystal. Whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

“You know what it means.”

“Okay, fine. I do. But it’s… Shit. How am I supposed to know what I’m using that power for if it only ever shows up when I’m pissed or when this town and the kemana are in serious danger? I attacked my mom with that kinda magic. I fought Hector with it. It destroyed Ravener and his entire army. And then the crystal does stuff like teleport me out of the kemana and put up weird wards around my house—”

“Wait, that happened?”

“Yeah. Right as she was about to step up onto my front porch. The same kind of wards it put up to keep us all safe in here, like it didn’t know how the hell Leeland had gotten inside but didn’t want her stepping into my house.”

“Huh.” Sarah scratched the side of her face in contemplation. “Well, she was teleported here by our happy-go-lucky sheriff.”

They shared a wry laugh, then Winland shook her head and tried to clear out the memories of using such powerful, blood-red magic on permanent loan to her by the Crimson Heart. “I thought it was a joke at first. Or maybe there was something wrong with the crystal if it’s thinking my mom’s a bad idea. The witch who tried to connect with it for real the first time this town was under attack and needed a little outside help. But then it changed its mind or something.”

“The crystal changed its mind.”

“Look, I know it’s a weird thing to wrap your head around, but yeah. The Crimson Heart has a mind and feelings and intentions all its own. Then I thought maybe it was trying to give her a final warning or something, you know? Like we fought each other, and the crystal didn’t like that, so it wanted to remind her who’s in charge.”

“Meaning you.”

“I think so. And I was starting to worry about Leeland a little when she wouldn’t leave the house for five days. I was starting to worry about me, so I thought this dinner would be perfect. But now she’s acting like a completely different person, and it’s almost like she’s trying to get me to…you know.”

A tiny smile flickered across Sarah’s lips. “Get you to lose your shit?”

“Pretty much.”

“All right.” Sarah put a hand on her friend’s shoulder and gave it a reassuring shake. “Here’s the deal. You are in charge. You’re not gonna lose your shit, because I know this is probably the last place in the world you’d ever let something like that happen. Except for maybe the library.”

“Ha.”

“If she’s trying to push your buttons, Win, she can try all she wants. Maybe you lost it a little the other day and got yourself into a mother-daughter sparring match, I guess, but you’re one of the most level-headed people I know. Maybe a little too level-headed sometimes, but we’re all safe here. And don’t forget you’re housing a thousand-plus-year-old witch who’s missed out on thirty years and doesn’t even have her wand. That’d pull out the worst in anyone.”

“You know, I was starting to pick up on that.” Now when Winland cracked a wry smile, she felt a lot more like herself. Even thinking of her mom’s missing wand and all the other things Hector Fang had taken off Leeland Byrnes before imprisoning her in a wall, her smile remained as she moved on to a slightly more frustrating topic. “We’re gonna have to go get all her stuff back pretty soon. I’m actually surprised she’s made it this long without bringing up her lack of personal belongings every chance she gets.”

“Well let’s hope that Leeland with a wand is a little more conducive to her acting her age, right?”

“Honestly, I’d settle for her acting closer to our age than to your boys’.”

With a snort, Sarah snatched an oven mitt from its hook on the wall and headed across the kitchen. “Even when you think you’re a pro at dealing with it, you’re never really a pro. But at least we have brownies—”

“Babe?” Ronnie called. “Want any help in there?”

“We’re coming!” The oven banged open, then Sarah pulled out the full tray of brownies. She nodded toward the cabinets. “Little plates are up there. Might as well open another bottle of wine and bring that out too. Don’t want anybody to start asking questions…”

“Very funny.”

When the women made it out of the kitchen and back into the dining room, Leeland and Sarah’s family were as immersed in their conversation as if two of their dinner party had never even stepped away.

“And do you know what I used for it?” Leeland asked the boys, both of whom were so caught up in her story that they leaned all the way forward in their chair, hands clasping the edge of the table in intrigue.

Elijah shook his head. “No clue.”

“What?” Roman whispered.

“The suspense is killing me,” Ronnie muttered.

Winland almost burst out laughing as she and Sarah reentered the dining room, but she didn’t want to ruin the moment.

“A hair,” Leeland revealed.

“What?”

“No way.”

“You can’t do that with a hair…”

“Oh, yes you can.” The witch folded her arms in self-satisfaction bordering on smugness and wiggled her eyebrows. “Of course, the spell works so much better if you have your target’s hair, but drawing on your own will do just as well in a pinch. And in that particular situation, it wasn’t like I could just reach out and pluck one right off her head.”

The guys all cracked up laughing again, which was Winland and Sarah’s cue to fully approach the table with desserts for everyone and a freshly opened bottle of wine for the adults.

“I do appreciate a dinner guest who can entertain my family for me.” Sarah was cheery as she set the pan of brownies in the middle of the table.

“And she’s really good at it too.” Still chuckling, Ronnie took the spatula from his wife and stood to cut up the brownies. As soon as he made the first cut, he paused, then looked up at first Sarah and then Winland. “What took you guys so long?”

“Ah.” Sarah plopped back down into her chair, scooted up to the table, and grabbed the wine bottle from Winland’s hand to fill the adults’ glasses again. “Well, we got a little lost on the way, and then I started to think another one of your food experiments had grown legs and hobbled off again. Winland refused to give up the search, though.”

Ronnie and the boys all stared at her in confusion. A tiny smile flickered across Leeland’s lips, and when she looked up to meet her daughter’s gaze, Winland couldn’t help but smile back.

The only person in the world who can lead Ronnie Moffett off track better than Ronnie Moffett is his wife.

“Huh.” The wizard looked back and forth between Sarah and Winland, then shrugged and continued cutting up the brownies. “If anyone doesn’t like chocolate, speak now or forever hold your… Actually, you know what? Don’t say anything. It’s impossible not to love these.”

Roman wrinkled his nose but couldn’t stop staring at the dessert. “You said that about the scones too, Dad.”

“And that weird pizza thing,” Elijah added. “With all the—”

“Shh!” Ronnie hunched his shoulders and tried to act like Leeland wasn’t sitting right there to hear the entire conversation. “We don’t speak of the failures. Which these, my boys, most certainly are not, thank you very much.”

Roman groaned. “Then quit talking about it and hurry up already.”

Elijah playfully shoved his brother in the shoulder, then added, “What he said.”

This time, the laughter around the table included Winland’s.


CHAPTER FOUR


At almost nine p.m., East Calico Rock’s central square was dark, and the temperature had dropped to just under thirty degrees. With no town meetings or town parties or other magical events tonight, no one had reason to be outside in the cold this late.

Which meant no one was around to catch sight of one magical popping into existence in the center of the gravel avenue beside the broken stone that had once held a statue never seen by the town’s current residents. The flash of electric-blue light bursting into existence without warning would have been a definite attention-grabber. Anyone who might have seen the hunched, scowling, wizened old gnome standing there once the flash of light faded would have wondered what was so urgent that the acting sheriff of the Ozarks kemana felt the need to teleport into town instead of making the usual hour-long hike.

Carmine Ratchetter had prepared himself to be bombarded by these types of questions before he decided to act quickly instead of anonymously. For a magical like him, being prepared meant being willing to bark, snap, growl, and generally be unpleasant to anyone who tried to get too far up in his business. Especially tonight.

Glowering at the soft lights illuminating the first- and second-story windows of the apartments lining both sides of the central avenue, Carmine tightened his gnarled hands around his walking stick, waiting for the inevitable bombardment of exclamations and questions that never came. After giving himself a few extra seconds to study the shadows between buildings and beyond the storefront doors, he was satisfied with his assessment and let out a low growl.

Good. There’s no reason for anyone to be out in this damn cold. Wish I didn’t have a reason, but that’s just the ever-lovin’ job, ain’t it?

Carmine shuffled away from the bare statue base, his sneakers scuffing lightly across the surface of the gravel avenue as his walking stick clacked in its telltale rhythm beside him. It was easy enough to find the storefront he was looking for. Every other time he’d taken a brief hiatus from his new role as sheriff and jail warden, this one storefront was hands down the busiest in town.

It was also the only spot on this main strip with an enormous coffee mug painted on the front door.

Even if he hadn’t known where Common Grounds was—or that Winland Underwood spent most of her time there when she wasn’t fighting dark magicals and protecting the town and going on her little secret missions without any help—he would have found her now that he’d shown up in the center of town. The Light Elf’s trail of residual magic was one of the most unique he’d ever seen, and Carmine Ratchetter had tracked down more than his fair share of magicals.

It’s that damn crystal. If she doesn’t learn how to stuff that kinda magic back down where it belongs until she actually needs it, she’ll end up being an even bigger target than she already is. Assuming anyone on the outside finds out who and what and where she is…

Stepping off the gravel avenue and onto the sidewalk lining the row of buildings on this side, Carmine grunted and stopped to watch his breath steaming on the cold night air before it rose and dissipated in the darkness. Then he craned his crooked neck as far as it would go, which was far enough to see the warm light spilling through the second-story windows of the Moffett family apartment above the coffee shop. With the light came the sound of easy, carefree laughter in multiple voices, a few of which he recognized instantly.

So the whole family’s sitting up there with the Elf and her witch mom, eh? Good. Elijah deserves a few more chances to act like a kid around the dinner table. No telling when the very last time is right around the corner before he’s all the way grown and can’t remember anything else.

The old gnome wouldn’t have offered Elijah Moffett those kinds of chances himself. No, Sheriff Carmine had inadvertently asked quite a bit more of the seventeen-year-old wizard over the last six weeks. Besides, he’d never been the type to invite anyone over for dinner, let alone magicals who were still technically children.

Then again, the old gnome didn’t technically have a dinner table, let alone a suitable place for entertaining guests. The Ozarks kemana jail was as far from a party house as one could get in this area, seeing as most magicals’ homes were a bit out of the ordinary anyway.

Like this slightly tilted home nestled right above the coffee shop, which might have qualified as a ramshackle apartment in other thriving communities. It was the Moffett residence, and it was exactly where Carmine wanted to be.

With a sniff against the cold and a curmudgeonly grumble, he shuffled closer to the front door of Common Grounds and glowered at the handmade “Closed” sign hung on the outside of the drawn shutters.

Jamming the butt of his walking stick into the sidewalk with one hand to stabilize himself, the gnome reached out with the other to pound briskly on the painted front door that felt like it would crumble beneath the heel of his fist. A shiver of dirt rained down from the top of the doorframe, and it seemed like the entire building might shift on its foundations under the abuse.

The building held. If a community of Oriceran refugees could rebuild and repurpose a ghost town like this one—including all the convenient amenities of modern living like electricity, heat, internet, and cell reception—they’d surely figured out how to keep those repurposed structures stabilized. Plus, a few extra enchantments to help with the process never hurt anybody.

That was, as long as the Crimson Heart maintained its full power to keep the protective wards around East Calico Rock and the surrounding area for the near future. Magic was a part of town life once again, but that might last only as long as the wards.

This was why Carmine had busted his aging butt to find Winland tonight instead of waiting for the morning. Because if what he’d seen in the kemana jail was any indication of what might be heading their way, there was no telling how long the Crimson Heart’s wards would continue to hold before they had another serious problem on their hands.

After waiting for his version of an acceptable length of time for a response from inside, Carmine rolled his eyes and pounded on the door harder. More collected dust and dirt flittered down from the top of the doorframe, and his scowl deepened. “Can’t bother to dust the outside, huh? Better be a priorities issue and not plain old neglect. We got plenty of other damn priorities as it is.”
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Upstairs in the Moffetts’ dining room, the dinner party was still in full swing. The brownies were a hit, and half the pan had been eaten in the first fifteen minutes. While Sarah continued with another good story of the trouble she and Winland had gotten into as kids, Ronnie finished serving up a second helping of dessert onto every plate at the table when the loud pounding rose from downstairs.

“So instead of—” Frowning, Sarah tilted her head at the noise, then shot her husband a curious glance. “You didn’t invite anyone else over tonight, did you?”

“What, for dessert?” Ronnie snorted. “No chance, babe. I cut eighteen brownies for a reason. If anybody else shows up now, we have an uneven number, and then I’m the one who ends up looking like an asshole because I didn’t plan more than six hours into the future.”

Elijah reached across the table to take the next plate of dessert that had been absently resting in his dad’s hand. “So quit making us wait.”

“Oh, by all means, King Elijah.” Ronnie turned toward his older son and offered a comically deep bow with one hand behind his back and the other twirling in flourishing waves as he bent lower and lower. “I only live to serve Your Incredibly Demanding Highness.”

“Whew.” Sarah rolled her eyes and sighed in mock relief. “Thank goodness somebody else is taking that on so I don’t have to.”

“Come on, babe.” Ronnie dished up another enormous brownie and handed the next plate to Leeland. “That’s always been my thing. Don’t try to take that from me.”

“You do your thing, Ronnie Moffett.” Sarah raised both hands in mock surrender and shook her head. “I have no plans to stand in your way.”

“Which is why I love you.” He slid another brownie in front of her and winked. “Among all the other things that make you deliciously perfect—”

“Ew. Dad.” Roman stood and fervently waved the next brownie plate toward himself, grimacing. “Get a room.”

“I have a room, son. I have the whole damn apartment if I want, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Except for keep growing up at the exact same pace you have been for the last fourteen years so when you fall in love with someone and just can’t get enough of whoever it is, we’ll both be ready for the day I tell you to get a room.”

With his next brownie already halfway to his mouth, the younger Moffett brother paused to shoot his dad a deadpan stare. “Never gonna happen.”

Winland laughed before catching the plate Ronnie slid down the table toward her. “I know exactly how you feel, bud.”

Roman scoffed and bit into his next brownie like he hadn’t eaten anything all day.

Elijah, Sarah, and Leeland all looked at Winland in surprise, then instantly tried to hide the fact that they’d crossed into territory nobody wanted to deal with tonight.

When she realized what she’d let slip out of her mouth, Winland dug into her next brownie with as much ferocity as the fourteen-year-old boy sitting across the table from her. Great. We’re finally having a nice night with normal conversation and no urgent-emergency interruptions, and I had to make a joke about relationships. With my last relationship locked up in a kemana jail cell…

Ronnie was the only one who didn’t immediately understand what was happening, and he snickered as he served the last brownie to himself. He didn’t stand before raising the piece to his mouth. “We all knew that, Win.”

“So there’s no reason to keep talking about it,” Sarah added casually. “How about—”

“It’s totally different for you, son,” Ronnie continued around a mouthful of brownie. “Whoever you bring home to this table, hopefully in the very far future, won’t be anything like that—Ow!” He jerked against the table, bumping it enough to make the spatula fall off its precarious perch on the edge of the brownie pan. Then he glanced down at his wife, who shot him a warning look to go along with the kick in the shin she’d dealt him under the table.

It finally dawned on Ronnie Moffett that his carefree conversational skills had taken things a little too far. “Yeah. Right. So…”

He sat back down in his chair and stiffly took an enormous bite of his dessert.

The room was silent, then Leeland cleared her throat. “Well, if nobody else is gonna say it, I will. There really aren’t a lot of things that get under my skin nearly as much as an unfinished story. And the only thing I can think about right now is how Sarah and Winland managed to get themselves out of that tavern under the oak tree.”

Sarah and Winland shared a glance, and the tension seeped out of the room again.

Okay. Points to Leeland for redirecting like a champ. Didn’t think I’d ever be grateful for that habit of hers.

Sarah fixed Leeland with a glowing smile and nodded. “Sure. We obviously got out.”

“Obviously.”

“But we had to—”

Once again, her story was interrupted by the same furious pounding on the coffee shop’s front door downstairs, audibly rattling the whole thing in its frame.

“Wow.” Sarah propped one elbow up on the table and played idly with a lock of her fiery-red curls. “Someone really doesn’t want me to get out a full sentence tonight.”

“You’ll get your sentence, babe. Trust me.” Ronnie’s chair scooted noisily across the floor as he stood and pushed it backward. “We got a confused customer on our hands is all.”

Both his boys frowned after him as he left the room. When Winland shot Sarah a questioning look, the redheaded witch shrugged and shook her head.

Ronnie hadn’t made it to the window on the opposite side of the living room directly above the coffee shop’s front door before he started yelling at their unexpected after-hours visitor. “Sorry, pal! We’re closed. Sign should be out there on the window.”

The banging continued, filling the entire apartment with the noise.

“Yeah, yeah. I know everybody wants their coffee!” Ronnie chuckled and stuck his hands on his hips. “If you wanna get ahead of the line, come back at four-thirty tomorrow. In the morning, obviously.”

The banging stopped, but the hoarse, grating bark that rose from the sidewalk instead wasn’t that much easier on the ears. “I need in now, wizard. It’s important!”

Winland sat up straighter in her chair. “Is that Carmine?”

Sarah puffed out a sigh. “Sure sounds like it. You know, I love everything he’s been doing for us, but that gnome keeps weird hours. For everything.”

“Probably ’cause the jail’s full,” Elijah suggested through a mouthful of crumbling brownie.

“Still.”

Ronnie took another step toward the window but didn’t try to open it against the cold to check for himself. “That you, Carmine?”

A growl rose immediately in reply, followed by low muttering nobody inside could hear before the gnome shouted, “Who the hell else would be knocking down your door at this time of night?”

“You’d be surprised. Even in the middle of winter, people still find a way to—”

“Ronnie,” Sarah hissed, then twirled her hand in a “let’s wrap this up” motion.

“Right. Right. Yep. Family time.” Ronnie pointed at her, then turned back toward the window and took a deep breath. “I’m flattered by your dedication, Sheriff. And I hate to turn you away, but when the shop’s closed, it’s closed. Sorry!”

“Are you out of your mind, man?” Carmine snarled.

“Probably. Family time still takes the cake over coffee. Even if it’s for our very own kemana sheriff in all his glory, okay?”

Winland bit back a laugh, which got the boys snickering as their dad tried his best to politely turn down one grumpy old gnome pounding on the coffee shop door.

Sarah refilled her wineglass and couldn’t help but smile along with them. Leeland finished her brownie and eyed the pan.

With a satisfied nod, Ronnie turned away from the window and smacked nonexistent dust off his hands. “Gotta say I didn’t expect something like that from the sheriff. Maybe from that giant Kilomea Bruno or one of the younger witches in that new-age coven they started down there in the kemana.”

Leeland grimaced. “Actual witches are still doing that?”

Sarah shrugged. “Guess it’s making a comeback.”

“Don’t worry, people,” Ronnie walked casually back through the living room. “Carmine’s not the kinda guy to hold something like that against a fellow entrepreneur. He’ll—”

The banging started right back up again with renewed fervor, followed by a long, wordless growl from the old gnome.

“For the love of…” Ronnie spun and stormed back toward the window, waving his arms over his head even though the windows were shut and covered in thick drapes so no one could see him anyway. “Go home, Sheriff! Whatever you think you need tonight, it’s just not happening. Come back tomorrow! Bye!”

The banging immediately stopped, and Ronnie paused a little longer to listen for it to start up again. When it didn’t, he clicked his tongue and headed back toward the dining room without any other interruptions. “There. Sent him packing. Though now that I think about it, maybe he’s just lonely. Old gnome who can’t even walk on his own without that stick. Sitting in a cold jail all day and night. Surrounded by criminals…”

“He’s a grown man, Ronnie,” Sarah replied, trying to sound firm despite being on the verge of laughing at her husband. “Not a stray dog.”

“And something tells me Carmine probably wouldn’t accept a dinner invitation anyway,” Winland added. “He’s pretty much all business, from what I’ve seen. Which, actually, makes me wonder…” She wrinkled her nose and stuck a thumb over her shoulder toward the living room’s front window. “Maybe he didn’t come here for coffee.”

“Winland, if there was an actual problem, he would’ve at least said that. And, of course, there’s always everyone’s favorite line in any town emergency.”

Ronnie entered the dining room and grinned. “You mean, ‘Quick! Somebody grab the Cheese Whiz?’”

Roman and Elijah both burst out laughing, and Leeland managed a soft chuckle at the absurdity.

Sarah stared at her husband and pursed her lips, which made her look like she was in on the private joke with him. “You know, while we actually hear that a lot more frequently than I ever could’ve imagined possible, I’m talking about the other one.”

“Oh.” Ronnie sighed and sat back down in his chair.

“What other one?” Winland asked.

“You tell her, babe.”

After another few seconds of staring at her husband, Sarah met her best friend’s gaze and spread her arms. “You know. The classic Oriceran refugee’s line. ‘Hey, has anyone seen Winland?’”

As Sarah spoke the last word, a brilliant flash of electric-blue light burst into existence four feet from the end of the table where Ronnie was busy dishing out the third and final round of everyone’s brownie portions for the night. The spatula and plate in his hands clattered onto the table as he jumped in surprise and lurched sideways in his chair with a yelp. Everyone else around the table jolted in their seats.

Elijah’s chair scraped noisily across the wooden floor as he leapt to his seat and drew his wand. “What the hell?”

With wide eyes, Roman grinned. “Cool.”

The blue light disappeared, and in its place stood Carmine Ratchetter. The old gnome was hunched over, and both gnarled hands gripped the twisted wood of his walking stick-turned-channeling staff to keep himself propped upright and on his feet.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Sarah held up both hands as if that could stop him from getting anywhere he wanted, which apparently was a limitless list. “Carmine. This is our home—”

“Where is she?” the gnome growled, blinking harshly as if that would hurry the process of his eyes adjusting to the sudden brightness in the dining room after the darkness outside.

“Who?”

Ronnie recovered from the unexpected shock and pressed his lips together to keep from laughing as he pointed at the sheriff. “Don’t say it…”

“Winland,” Carmine barked.

“Oh, man!” The wizard couldn’t contain his laughter anymore as he slapped his hands together in glee. He pointed at his wife. “And he’s not even a classic refugee!”

The gnome blinked furiously and stabbed a gnarled finger in Ronnie’s general direction. “I have no damn clue what the hell you’re talking about, but I ain’t leaving empty-handed.”

“Obviously.” Sarah tilted her head and studied the angry magical who only seemed to grow angrier by the second. “We told you to come back tomorrow, and you teleported yourself right up into our dining room. Which makes me wonder why you even bothered knocking in the first place.”

Carmine snorted. “I may be a gruff old bastard, witch, but I still have manners.”

Leeland laughed, which further disoriented the sheriff.

The gnome growled something low and unintelligible before spinning in a tight circle and scrutinizing every face. When he found Winland sitting at the end of the table, he thumped his stick on the floor with one hand and thrust a finger at her with the other. “Keep your coffee and whatever else. I need the Elf.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Winland fixed the grumpy kemana sheriff with a tight smile and wiggled her fingers in a halfhearted greeting. “The Elf has a name, Sheriff.”

“Congratulations,” Carmine growled. “You and everybody else in this town. Let’s go.”

“Whoa, hold on just a second.” Trying not to look as perturbed as she felt by the interruption of her fun, laid-back, mostly carefree night with people she trusted—people she knew wouldn’t turn around and betray her at the drop of a hat—Winland took a slow bite of her third and final brownie and hoped it was enough of a poker face for the old gnome to get her point. “At least tell me what’s going on first, so I know what I’m getting myself into.”

“Uh…no.”

Elijah snickered before cramming more dessert in his mouth to keep from saying something he’d probably regret.

“I’ve already wasted more time than I wanted to spend on this crap trying to track you down tonight. Time for explaining isn’t exactly something we have right now.” Carmine tilted his staff toward her and grunted. “So let’s get a move on.”

Winland sat back in her chair and folded her arms, perfectly aware of Sarah’s appraising gaze on her and Ronnie’s wide-eyed curiosity as he shoved more brownie into his mouth. “Listen, I know you’re just doing your job, Sheriff. I appreciate that.”

“Didn’t know it was the sheriff’s job to teleport into citizens’ houses in the middle of dessert,” Ronnie murmured through brownie.

Everyone ignored him.

Winland went on, “But, I’m not jumping up at every little perceived emergency anymore. The last time I went in without all the facts, the wizard who brought me there lied about everything else, almost forced me to use dark magic, and then tried to kill me. So. You’ll have to excuse me for not being up in arms about…whatever you came here to get help with.”

The gnome rolled his eyes and grumbled, “I’m the last magical in this circus who needs help.”

Not sure what that’s supposed to mean, but he’s old, and he’s the sheriff. So we’re giving him a pass, right?

“And don’t worry about who should hear what.” She gestured vaguely toward everyone sitting at the Moffett family table. “We’ve got two other town leaders, the warrior witch, a wizard from your own security team, and…” Not immediately having a description for Roman almost made her laugh, but she kept it together. “Well, Roman’s just gonna end up hearing it from one of us anyway, so it doesn’t really matter.”

“You realize how much more time this is wasting, right?”

“You realize it’s an instant red flag when you refuse to actually tell me why you need me, right?” Winland raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “I seriously doubt it’s a surprise party, because it’s not my birthday, and anyone who’d throw me any kind of party is sitting right here.”

After glaring at her for another few seconds, Carmine heaved a massive sigh and thumped the butt of his stick roughly against the hardwood floor again, making Sarah and Ronnie grimace. “Well if you insist…”

“Yep.”

“We got a little problem with our…extra-special prisoner down in the kemana jail. And you’re pretty much the only—”

“Wait, extra-special as in the guy I was literally just talking about?”

“The guy who tried to kill her?” Sarah added.

“Well he ain’t trying to kill you now, is he? So let’s go.” Carmine waved for Winland to stand and get going, but she wasn’t ready to get up from her chair.

“No.” Scrunching up her face, the Light Elf returned her attention to her brownie and took another bite, though she was no longer able to enjoy it to the fullest extent. “I’m not going down there tonight, Sheriff. Sorry.”

“Because of him?” the gnome grumbled.

“Of course because of him. You were there. You saw what he did.”

This time when Carmine struck the floor with his staff, the ensuing crack sounded a lot more like a warning. “Which is exactly why I wasn’t gonna tell you a goddamn thing about it until we got there!”

“Wait.” Ronnie lowered his hand back down toward his plate and looked back and forth between Winland, Sarah, and the kemana sheriff. “We’re talking about Fang, right?”

His wife leaned toward him and whispered, “And now we’re not gonna say another thing about it, babe. Okay?”

Just my luck. The one magical in the whole world I don’t want to think about at all tonight is the one who still keeps popping up everywhere without invitation. Even when he’s behind bars.

Winland shook her head. “I’m not letting myself get caught up in all that again tonight. Sorry, Carmine. I guess you…teleported all the way up here for no reason. We’ll have to come back to this another day.”

“Another—” The sheriff barked out a shrill, angry laugh, then glared at the single brownie left in the pan as if it had personally insulted him. “Looks like we’re bursting bubbles all around today, Elf. ’Cause at this point, we can’t even say there will be another day. The way I see it, it’s now or never.”

That caught everyone’s attention, including Winland’s. She sat up straighter in her chair and swept her gaze around the table before focusing on Carmine again. “What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said. It’s not that hard to understand.”

“No, I’m asking…” She swallowed thickly, still uncomfortable when even thinking about Hector Fang, let alone talking about him like he was another regular magical she cared about and not a lying, scheming dark wizard who had used her and broken her heart and locked up her mom before the Ozarks kemana did the same to him. “Is there something wrong with him? He’s not trying to escape, is he?”

“Ha. If that’s what he’s trying to do by having a magical seizure and begging for Winland Underwood between bouts of nonstop screaming while he twitches around the floor and lights up like the Fourth of July, it’s the shittiest damn escape plan I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen more than you can imagine, believe it or not.”

“I believe it,” Winland muttered, though she wasn’t paying attention to the conversation. She was picturing the insanely good-looking—and devastatingly false—ex-Custodian doing everything Carmine had described. Every single detail of that scene played out in her imagination with perfect clarity except for one.

Screaming my name? There’s no way that’s real. I was nothing but a means to an end for him.

“Just a sec, Sheriff.” Ronnie cleared his throat and thrust a finger into the air. “Can you explain what, exactly, a magical seizure is?”

The gnome shot him a deadpan glare and blinked once. “This ain’t class in session, bub.”

“Well yeah, I know that. But for the sake of, like, you know…knowing what to look for in case something like a magical seizure ever happened to just pop up out of nowhere, could you maybe just—”

“No.” The perpetual scowl carved into the old gnome’s features didn’t change as he returned his attention to Winland. “And when I say screaming your name, Elf, I do mean he’s been begging to talk to you since he woke up on the right side of those cell bars, if you know what I’m saying.”

She didn’t know what he was saying, but before she could say anything else, all the anger seeped out of Carmine’s expression. Dipping his head and making his already hunched back curve over on itself more, the gnome took two shuffling steps toward Winland until he was close enough to look like he was about to have a private conversation with her in hushed tones. The dining room was so quiet at this point, there was no way to have a private anything.

The urge to laugh at the sheriff and tell him to try the practical joke on somebody else was almost too strong for Winland to ignore. Now that he stood this close, leaning toward her with both hands clasped around the crooked, twisted walking stick to support himself, she was struck by the serious concern present in Carmine’s dark, beady eyes. All the sheriff’s careless bravado up to this point was revealed as just that, and possibly an attempt not to alarm anyone but Winland with his story. They were past that point now, though.

Carmine cleared his throat., “‘The homunculus is gone. I think someone else found her.’ That’s what he said before he couldn’t talk at all anymore.”

She studied his gaze and took a long, slow inhale. He’s serious. He really thinks there’s something wrong with Hector and that I have even a sliver of a clue as to what to do with him. Or that I’d even want to make that decision in the first place.

“Still,” she replied gently. “He’s good at making anybody believe pretty much anything he wants. And if he really wants something, I honestly wouldn’t put it past him to go so far as to stage his own magical medical emergency. Or whatever we’re calling this.”

“You and me both, Elf.” Carmine nodded as he hunched over against his staff, his voice softening with each word. “Trust me, he’s tried plenty in the last few days, and I can call bullshit with the best of ’em. If I didn’t think there was something to all this, I wouldn’t be wasting both our time right now. I’m not big on wasting a damn thing.”

Winland chuckled wryly and nodded. “Yeah, I know. I’ve seen your room.”

The gnome snorted and pushed himself up against his staff to stand a little bit straighter. “If I’m wrong, you’ll have the sheriff’s permission to handle it however the hell you see fit after that. And then I reckon I’d start looking for a replacement. A sheriff who can’t make the right calls on something like this ain’t doing anybody any favors. Especially himself.”

“Right.” This time, when she smiled at him, it was easy and genuine and didn’t feel like she was forcing a thing. “But let’s not put that particular badge before the sheriff on this one just yet, okay?”

“Well sure. If that’s what you… I mean…” Carmine cocked his head, sniffed self-consciously, and smacked his wrinkled lips. “You know what? I have no damn idea what that means. What is that?”

Her smile faded. “What?”

“‘Badge before the sheriff.’ Is that something I should know?”

“Oh. No. It’s just…a saying.”

“Huh.” The corners of his mouth turned down in contemplation, then he puffed out a sigh and offered a lopsided shrug. “Nope. Don’t get it. What kinda saying, huh? ’Cause that one makes zero sense to me.”

Winland pressed her lips together and shook her head. “No, it’s just—”

“Anybody else ever hear that one?” Carmine turned his head to face the other five magicals sitting silently at the table. “Badge before the sheriff. Am I missing something here?”

Sarah shook her head. “That one’s new to me.”

“No clue,” Elijah added before popping the last of his final brownie into his mouth.

“Sounds stupid,” Roman piped in just because he could.

Leeland sipped her wine.

Ronnie’s eyebrows danced back and forth, alternating with one raised and the other lowered in a contemplative frown as he tried to figure that one out on his own. “I got nothing.”

“Badge before the sheriff.” Carmine’s staff thumped against the floor again as he shuffled back toward Winland. “Wherever you heard it, Elf, I’m gonna go ahead and say I don’t think you heard the whole thing the way it’s supposed to be said.”

“I didn’t—” With an exasperated sigh, Winland spread her arms. “No, it’s just a spin on ‘Don’t put the cart before the horse.’ You know, just…with different nouns—”

Ronnie burst into laughter, tipping dangerously far backward in his chair before rocking forward again and slapping the table. “I get it! No, I really—ha!” He cracked up for another five seconds that felt interminably long while everyone else stared at him in disbelief. When he settled down again, tears streamed from the corners of his eyes, and he couldn’t stop chuckling through his cheesy, telltale-Ronnie grin. “Oh man, Win. That was… Whew! Good one.”

“That was funny to you,” Sarah murmured.

“You better believe it, babe.”

Roman wrinkled his nose and raised his eyebrow, and he looked so much like his mother that Winland almost burst out laughing too. “Why?”

“What? Oh, come on.” Ronnie gestured with a sweep of his hand toward Carmine. “’Cause the…I mean, ’cause the sheriff’s a horse!” The next laugh that escaped him sounded more like a donkey braying than anything else, and the wizard looked from one magical around the table to the next with an expectant, open-mouthed grin. “Get it?”

The old gnome swept his staff to one side and tilted his head. “You ever been kicked by a horse, son?”

Ronnie’s smile slipped, and he met the sheriff’s gaze with the sheerly innocent naivete that those who didn’t know Ronnie Moffett might have called stupidity. “Well not yet…”

Winland, however, did know him and fixed him with a tired but grateful smile. Thanks for the comedic relief, Ronnie. Just a tough crowd tonight.

“Okay, then.” She puffed out her cheeks with a massive sigh, then scooted her chair back away from the table. “Not the way I thought I’d be ending my night, but I guess I should be used to that by now.”

Ronnie jerked his chin up at her. “Don’t worry. We’ll wait for you.”

“Thanks.”

Another awkward pause filled the room, accompanied by the sound of both Moffett boys munching away at their brownies. Leeland raised her wineglass to her daughter and offered the most anticlimactic comment of the night. “Good luck.”

Wow. I get that she doesn’t want anything to do with Hector either, but is that seriously all she has to say to me right now?

Sarah looked back and forth between her best friend and Leeland Byrnes, then cleared her throat. “I’ll come with you.”

“You don’t have to do that—”

“And you don’t have to have to face this alone, Win. Which is what I’ve been trying to get through your thick head for the last hundred and fifty years, but now I actually have a chance to—”

“Nope.” Carmine pointed at the redheaded witch and shook his head. “No can do, witch. Sit.”

“What?”

“I get what you’re trying to do here with all the sweet, lovey, inspiring friendship crap, but this ain’t the kinda conversation Hector Fang’s gonna have with an audience. I came for Winland, and that’s it.”

“But I can—”

“No.” The gnome cracked his staff against the floor again, and Ronnie slumped back in his chair with an exasperated sigh. “You can’t. Sit.”

Looking confused, Sarah lowered herself back into her chair and gazed around.

“Let’s go, Elf.” Carmine waved Winland toward him as he shuffled away from her to give her enough room. “This already took up way more of my night than I want, and if you tell me you don’t feel the same way, you’re full of it.”

Roman snorted so violently that a spray of brownie crumbs spewed from his mouth to scatter across the surface of the table. “I like this sheriff.”

Sarah fixed him with a commanding look that only seasoned mothers could make. “Eat your dessert.”

“Okay.” Winland stood and walked toward Carmine, looking over her shoulder at what had been one of the better dinner parties she’d attended in her life. “I’ll see you guys after the—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, they get it.” The old gnome moved faster than he seemed capable of and snatched Winland’s wrist in one gnarled but strong hand. “Don’t hold your breath.”

She looked down at him in surprise. “What?”

He slammed the butt of his staff against the floor with a deafening crack, enveloping the two of them in the same blindingly bright, electric-blue light in which he’d appeared.


CHAPTER SIX


The next thing she knew, Winland was stumbling forward from within another blinding explosion of electric-blue light. The world spun around her, and she sucked in a raw, searing gasp before falling sideways against the dark, cold, solid wall of stone on her right. With the intense dizziness came an overwhelming wave of nausea, and she braced herself with a hand against the wall before doubling over.

“You held your breath, didn’t you?” Carmine grumbled.

“You didn’t—” She blew out a long, slow breath and waited for the nausea to pass or her dinner to come up again. Neither of those happened, so she tried to distract herself with the conversation that didn’t make any sense. “You didn’t exactly give me enough time to think about what I was doing.”

“Huh. I thought you were supposed to be quick on your feet. Guess I was wrong.” The click of the gnome’s cane against the stone floor of the kemana jail’s entrance hallway echoed everywhere in the semi-darkness. “But if you puke on my doorstep, you clean it up.”

“Deal.” Winland straightened and kept her breathing even as the nausea subsided. “I definitely don’t remember that part.”

“You were unconscious the last time. Hard to hold your breath when you’re sleeping.”

“Is it always like this?”

With a raised eyebrow, Carmine looked her up and down, then shrugged. “Only if you’re not me. ’Cause I hold my breath. Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

As they walked down the jail tunnel toward the enormous iron door built into the walls, Winland eyed the old gnome’s walking stick and couldn’t help a small smile. “It’s the staff that lets you teleport like that, right?”

“Something like that, sure.”

“Right. You know, I’ve only seen one other magical who can do that. His is a legit cane, though. And it doesn’t come with all the dizziness afterward, either.”

Carmine snorted and stopped in front of the first iron door. “I like to call that a little built-in safeguard.”

“Against what?”

“Magicals who can’t follow directions but ask a hell of a lotta questions about my stick.”

Winland laughed, and the sheriff flicked a gnarled hand toward the jail’s first of three iron doors. The heavy locking mechanisms clicked into place with another brief flash of Carmine’s signature blue light, then the enormous door swung open. Its rumbling groan echoed back down the jail tunnel behind them.

“I’m just naturally curious,” she explained as he stepped aside and gestured for her to enter. “Especially about artifacts that let you do what most magicals can’t.”

The gnome immediately jerked his staff away from her and scowled. “Hands off, Elf.”

“What? I didn’t mean—”

“I made this baby all on my own. Years of blood, sweat, tears, and a hell of a lotta magic. Yeah, literally all three. It’s a part of me. I’m the one it answers to. I’m the one who feeds it lightning stones. If you even think about touching it, it’ll fry your brains. Got it?”

Winland raised both hands in surrender and chuckled softly. “Absolutely.”

“Good.” He looked her up and down again, his lip twitching into a wrinkled sneer. He marched through the open door ahead of her instead of letting her walk into the jail first.

Good thing Turner didn’t put any brain-frying fail-safes on his cane. I would’ve gotten myself burned a long time ago…

She stepped through the doorway to follow the sheriff, and the first iron door rumbled shut behind her on its own. Winland stared at the far side of the jail’s entrance room which still served as the sheriff’s personal quarters—small desk, small chair, tiny desk lamp, and a thin sleeping pallet on the floor beside two boxes of the gnome’s personal effects. She hadn’t been down here since the morning she’d woken up on an extra pallet in this same room, expecting to find Leeland sleeping beside her.

Thinking of that morning made her think of the night before it—finding Leeland, nearly freeing the Arthastol, and getting locked in battle with the lying wizard she’d let herself fall for before he showed his true colors.

And now I’m here to talk to him in person because our gnome sheriff with a teleporting staff says Hector Fang’s ‘little problem’ is so important that it just can’t wait for any other day.

Steeling herself for the conversation she didn’t want to have tonight, or any night, Winland pulled her gaze away from Carmine’s tiny excuse for a bedroom and followed him toward the jail’s second door. Then she fully registered what the gnome had said and wrinkled her nose. “Wait a second.”

He grunted and waved at the next door to open another magical lock. “Probably not.”

“You feed your stick?”

The sheriff ignored her as the next door swung open into the kemana jail’s main room for multiple prisoners, and Winland had to content herself with not getting an answer to that question. The second she and Carmine stepped into the next room, the three prisoners being held there made it impossible to think about anything.

“Fucking finally.” The muscular dwarf covered head to toe in tattoos walked as close as he dared to the bars of his cell and stared at Carmine and Winland in exasperation. “Showed up to put him out of his misery, huh?”

“Please put him out of his misery,” the Wood Elf in the far right-hand cell added. He vigorously scratched his head, checked under his nails for whatever might have come off beneath them, then wiped his nails on his shirt. “If you thought I was bad, this guy takes it to a whole new level.”

The burgundy-haired witch in the middle cell, who would have continued to stink up the entire jail if it wasn’t for Carmine’s unexplained smell-proofing magic, grinned as she rocked her head back and forth against the cell’s back wall. “He can keep screaming all he wants. I love it.”

“Shut up,” Carmine grumbled as he shuffled past them all, his staff clacking against the stone floors. “All of you.”

“We will if you get him to shut up.” The Wood Elf pointed toward the jail’s third iron door at the opposite side of the holding room. “I was almost asleep.”

The sheriff looked over his shoulder and grumbled, “I can put you to sleep permanently. How about that?”

The prisoners didn’t say another word, but they stared at Winland with oddly hopeful expressions as she followed Carmine across the room.

They definitely don’t have any reason to lie about whatever they think’s going on in there. Which honestly doesn’t sound like much right now.

When they reached the door and Carmine started working on both the magical and iron locks, Winland leaned toward him and lowered her voice. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Let’s hope that’s just because the bastard wore himself out with all the screaming.”

“Yeah, your name,” the dwarf quipped, pointing at Winland now. “Whatever he did, Elf, I’d say he’s done more than his time for it in there. Dude’s probably dead now…”

“Last warning, Hughie,” Carmine barked. “Or you can practice your screaming right along with him for the rest of the night, got it?”

Hughie scoffed and returned to the back of his cell. Winland didn’t turn around to look, but she could have sworn she felt his stare on the back of her head.

The iron door’s heavy locks slid away with a booming echo, and Carmine nudged the door open into the kemana jail’s third and final room. “If he’s dead, I’d know about it. Doesn’t mean he might not be soon, though.”

Winland steeled herself for whatever she was about to see on the other side of that door.

Despite everything Hector had put her through—lies, manipulation, and heartache, imprisoning her mom in an interdimensional hole in the wall for thirty years because she wouldn’t open a dark artifact for him—the idea that something awful might kill the wizard made her realize one important thing.

She didn’t want Hector dead.

She didn’t want him in this jail either, or anywhere remotely close to the Ozarks kemana or East Calico Rock or the entire state of Arkansas. She didn’t want to see him ever again.

But if it came down to saving the guy or letting some unexplained magical medical phenomena take him out altogether, Winland would make the same choice she made every time she was faced with tough decisions like this. She would do whatever she could to help him because that was who she was.

That didn’t mean she had to like it, especially in this situation.

The glow of the bright-blue cell bars snuck through the open iron door first, taking Winland right back to the one-on-one talk she’d had in this room with Joziah Erickson. Only instead of hearing about her mom having been a dark witch serving Rhazdon, hopefully she’d be told why Hector Fang felt the need to scream her name during whatever episodes he was having. He was smart enough to know how little she wanted to do with him right now.

The room on the other side of the door was quiet, which only added to the eerie feeling, especially after what both Carmine and the three prisoners had been saying about the ex-Custodian’s state tonight.

“Okay.” Winland stepped through the door, then turned halfway back toward the sheriff without taking her eyes off the glowing blue bars of Hector’s cell. “Knock when I’m done, right?”

“Not this time.”

The heavy door slid shut again, and Winland turned to see Carmine on this side of it instead.

The old gnome shook his head and shot a quick, skeptical glance toward Hector’s cell. “Anything happens, I wanna be right here to take care of it ASAP.”

She couldn’t help but grimace at his words. “Like what?”

“Anything I don’t like. This ain’t the kinda prisoner you wanna be alone in a room with for a little one-on-one. If that just ruined all your plans, tough.”

Winland nodded. “Understood.”

If they’d been anywhere else in any other type of situation, she probably would have smiled at the old gnome. After how much she’d tried to fight coming down here at all, Carmine knew perfectly well that she didn’t have any intention of having a private conversation with Hector Fang. The sheriff was choosing to stay for this little chat because of who this room’s current prisoner was this time. That decision was based on how dangerous Hector had proven.

What the old gnome had also told her without saying it was that he knew she didn’t want to be alone in the same room with this wizard. She was taking time away from her family dinner to check in on a disturbed prisoner, and Carmine was willing to stick around for emotional support.

He’d never admit it, but our sheriff has a bigger heart than he wants to let on.

Winland hoped that emotional support was the only backup she would need for the duration of this visit. Because the only thing she really knew about Hector Fang anymore was that nothing was predictable. She didn’t do well not knowing what to expect, but tonight, she was walking into the unknown.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Winland stood in the center of the single-cell room, and she had to give her vision a moment to adjust to the brightness of the magical electric-blue bars before she could look for Hector on the other side of them. When that finally happened, she was surprised to see the wizard lying in a heap on the cold stone floor of his cell, motionless.

“Hector?”

He still didn’t respond, which meant he was either out cold or incredible at acting, which she already knew was true.

Now what? There’s no way in hell I’m going all the way up to those bars just to check on him.

Fortunately, Carmine was ready and willing to take on that responsibility for her.

“Okay, wizard.” The old gnome hobbled toward the cell and stopped three feet away. “You’ve been begging for this every second of every day, so look alive. This one ain’t standing here to wait for you all damn night.”

When Hector still didn’t stir, Carmine swung the end of his staff out and up and cracked it against the cell bars. The bars erupted with brighter blue light and a shower of magical sparks at the contact, hissing and buzzing and spitting. “Hey! Anybody home?”

Still no response, so the old gnome struck the bars one more time, just to see what would happen.

Nothing.

With a growling sigh, he ambled backward and stopped beside Winland. He gripped his staff with both hands again to hold himself upright.

She couldn’t look away from Hector’s limp body on the floor. He’d passed out in the fetal position, his hair disheveled and matted and one sleeve of his jacket ripped up to the elbow. Nothing could make her want to approach the cell to study his current state in more detail, but it wasn’t hard to imagine dirt stains across his face and maybe a few bruises from where he’d tossed himself against the floor and back wall of the cell.

Then it hit her why those images so quickly and easily came to mind.

Torture. That’s what this is. He looks like he’s been tortured.

“What—” Her croaking, rasping voice startled her, and she cleared her throat to try again. “What happened to him?”

“Well.” Carmine sniffed and slid his hands a little higher up on his staff. “I can give you just the facts—and those are scarce—or my own educated guess. Which one you want?”

“Both.”

“Uh-huh.” The gnome grunted and nodded toward the unconscious wizard behind bars. “Been begging to talk to you every damn waking moment since I brought him in. No way in hell I was gonna pass along the message. Obviously.”

“I appreciate that.”

“Well, it ain’t like I kept it up for very long. Brought him his meal tonight, and he kept asking after you, like always. Only this time, he started talking about how things had changed. How he felt something different with that creepy damn homunculus of his.”

At that, Winland pulled her gaze away from Hector’s unconscious form and frowned. “Nitya?”

Carmine clicked his tongue and grimaced. “Whatever the hell he calls that thing, the fact that he named it oughtta be a crime. But yeah. Said he thought somebody else had snatched the thing. I sent Finch after it, but I guess the old wizard was just a little too slow on the draw. Like usual.”

“Carmine, that’s hardly an emergency.”

“Don’t I know it.” The old gnome sighed and shook his head. “I said the same thing right to his face. Then he started screaming.”

“What?”

“Rolling all over the floor, seizing up, flashing with all kinds of energy. Didn’t say much after that, but there’s no way to fake what I watched him go through. Trust me. I can tell you right now, Elf, I didn’t touch a hair on that slimeball’s head, but the way he got caught up in whatever the hell happened? It was like…”

“Like he was being tortured,” Winland muttered.

“Yep. Only nobody’s been down here with him except for me.”

After another few seconds of watching Hector in silence and waiting for some sign that he might take advantage of the chance to see her in person one more time, she sighed. “I’m not a healer.”

“Oh, I know.”

“And the only thing I know about homunculi is that anybody foolish enough to actually attempt one is bad news all around.”

“Uh-huh.”

“So what are you expecting me to do about this?”

Carmine smacked his lips a few times, then shrugged. “He wanted me to deliver a different message. Something about ‘this part of the world’ not actually being safe anymore. Can’t say how much of it’s real and how much is still part of all his bullshit. But on the off chance that he’s not just talking crazy, I figured it was better to bring you down here and let you assess that for yourself.”

“Because?”

“Because I’m just the sheriff, Elf. Handling threats to the whole kit and kaboodle inside the wards here? That’s your jurisdiction.”

She almost laughed at that, but laughing was difficult to do in this room, especially with Hector right there. “Well. You’re not wrong.”

The gnome snorted. “I know.”

“And he didn’t give you any other details?”

“Nope. Got pretty mouthy with me, though. He probably would’ve laid it all out there for me if he hadn’t been interrupted by the whole magical-torture thing. Figured you’d wanna hear it straight from the wizard’s mouth yourself. I’ll take the sheriff job just fine, but I’m not playing messenger of doom.”

Winland nodded. “I don’t blame you. So how do we wake him up?”

Thumping the butt of his staff against the floor again, Carmine looked up at her with a dubious frown and shook his head. “How the hell should I know? You got way more experience with being a magical glowstick.”

Hector glowing with magic and screaming while somebody tortures his homunculus isn’t anything close to me using the Crimson Heart’s magic, but okay, she thought.

She didn’t tell the sheriff that, though, because there wasn’t any point.

Right now, Winland was the one magical in East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana who’d spent more than a few spare minutes with Hector Fang. If there was some threat to her community here, she was also the only magical with a direct link to a kemana crystal’s power. Maybe the only magical on Earth.

“Okay. Let’s see if we can get this message out of him somehow.”

Carmine thumped his staff again and nodded. “He’s all yours.”

Setting her jaw in determination, Winland forced herself to stop thinking about Hector Fang as the wizard who’d swept her off her feet in a short-lived whirlwind romance gone wrong. He was just a dark wizard who’d been apprehended by the Ozarks kemana sheriff and was being held here until the town leaders could figure out what to do with him. The man was still technically a stranger.

A stranger who might have helpful information about potential threats to the sanctuary Winland and the original Oriceran refugees had poured themselves into creating and protecting.

Walking up to the buzzing, hissing blue bars of the magical cell seemed to take forever. She couldn’t bring herself to approach closer than three feet, but she lowered herself into a squat to study Hector’s face.

Even when he’s unconscious, he still looks like he’s hiding something.

“Fang. Wake up.”

The wizard didn’t stir. She only knew he wasn’t dead because of the slow, shallow rise and fall of his abdomen as he lay sprawled on his side.

Now that she was this close, Winland realized how accurate her imagination had been. The electric-blue bars offered plenty of light this close to Hector’s face, which was indeed covered in smears of dirt, or perhaps they were bruises. His left eye looked swollen as if someone had slapped him instead of delivering a punch that would have become a black eye a lot faster. Then again, whatever had left him in this state had happened recently.

“Hey.” She clapped her hands twice, filling the single-cell room with the slapping echo. Still nothing. “If you don’t open your eyes or say something, I’m gone. And I’m not coming back.”

When she still didn’t see so much as a twitch, she was out of ideas. “Sorry, Sheriff. I don’t think he’s—”

A flicker of light made her stop.

It was brief and so faint that she almost missed the jagged streak of purple light darting from under the collar of Hector’s shirt and up the side of his neck. It was gone as quickly as it had appeared, and she tilted her head.

“Don’t think he’s what?” Carmine asked.

“Hold on.”

Another zigzagging line of purple light raced up across the hollow of the wizard’s throat, and now Winland was sure something was happening. The next flicker of purple light went all the way up the wizard’s neck to his cheek this time. Two more followed and raced across his haggard features to his eyelids before disappearing.

“You’re looking a little unsure right now,” Carmine grumbled.

“Well, he’s starting to glow again.”

“Shit.”

Now the jagged, crackling streaks of purple light were pulsing faster, appearing across Hector’s skin from beneath his shirt and darting up to his face, each of them settling on or around his eyes before winking out. When silver joined the purple and the wizard looked like he was glowing from the inside, Winland pushed herself up from her crouch and took a few steps backward.

Then she turned aside to give Carmine a better view. “Is this what happened last time?”

“Sure. The baby version.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Only to him. And he’s behind bars.”

“Okay, well maybe we should—”

A sharp snap rose from the cell. It sounded like someone had broken a thick stick clean in half, then Hector drew in a searing gasp.

Winland spun back toward him.

The wizard’s eyes flew open, filled with a purple glow that was almost as bright as the blazing blue bars surrounding him. Gritting his teeth, he tried to push himself up off the floor, failed, then shouted in pain and curled back into himself as the strobing streaks of purple and silver light raced across his body.

“Hector,” Winland snapped. “You got me down here, so what do you want?”

His eyes were still open as he lay there on the cold stone floor, and for a moment, she thought he’d chosen to stare at her and say absolutely nothing. But then she realized behind the purple glow, his eyes were blank. Empty.

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s home right now,” Carmine offered.

“Hector, can you hear me?” She got no response, but she couldn’t stop staring at the wizard having another inexplicable magical episode. “Carmine, how long is this gonna last?”

“The first one went on for a good twenty minutes. And I have no damn clue about anything other than what I’ve already seen.”

He was right, though. There’s no way anyone could fake something like this. Even a professional liar like Hector Fang.

The wizard groaned, his breathing picked up, and he looked startlingly like a fish who’d been taken out of the water and dropped there in the cell.

The glow in his eyes and flaring up from beneath his skin snuffed out. So did the streaks of purple and silver light, with one final zigzagging line racing up his chest and neck before it disappeared somewhere behind his ear.

The cell room fell quiet, the silence marred only by Hector’s heavy breathing and the constant droning buzz of the blue cell bars.

That was interesting.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Winland forced herself to speak, though she dreaded the wizard realizing she was in the room. “Hector.”

He sucked in a sharp breath and whipped his head toward her. It took him a moment to process how close she stood, and his wide-eyed gaze fluttered around her face before recognition and understanding sank in. “You’re here.”

“This is a one-time thing. So whatever you have to tell me, make it—”

“Winland!” With surprising speed and strength for someone who was clearly in so much physical pain, Hector scrambled onto all fours and threw himself across the short distance between himself and the bars of the cell. “Winland, you have to listen to me. There’s—”

A sharp crack rose from the blue bars, followed by a sizzling snap and shower of blue sparks when the wizard’s fingertips grazed against the edge of Carmine’s magic. He jerked his hands back but didn’t react to the sparks flying in front of him.

He didn’t seem to feel the pain, which made his panicked state that much more convincing.

“Watch it,” Carmine warned as he eyed his prisoner up and down. “You might be out of order, wizard, but that cage you’re in sure as shit isn’t.”

“There’s danger coming,” Hector muttered as if he hadn’t heard the sheriff’s brusque warning. “You have to get out.”

Winland bit back the urge to tell him he didn’t get to decide her priorities for her. But she couldn’t help a little venom seeping into her voice when she replied, “I thought you wanted me down here. So make up your mind.”

“No, not here. I mean the Ozarks. Arkansas. This kemana and the whole town. Winland, there’s something terrible on the way. You have to go. Take everyone with you. Empty this place out. You can keep them safe—”

“That’s a hell of a tall order, son,” Carmine interjected, scowling from his place in the center of the room.

“Not gonna happen.” Winland folded her arms and shook her head. “This is our home. We’re not running from anything.”

“No, no. Listen to me. You can’t stop this, Winland.” Hector leaned so close to the bars that she almost told him to get back so he wouldn’t fry himself against the electric-blue light to convince her. “There’s no time.”

“You know, a lot of people would’ve said a town of under two hundred couldn’t have fought off an entire dark army with homemade weapons and zero magic. But we did. We’ll do it again if we have to, and we’re a lot more prepared now than we were then.”

“Then take me.” The wizard leaned sideways to look past her at Carmine. “Get me out of here. Somewhere far away. Out of the state. It doesn’t matter where, just as long as I’m alone—”

Carmine’s staff cracked sharply against the stone floor. “Are you insane? You think we’re just gonna let you run free because of your little light show?”

“If you won’t get the other magicals out of here, then get them away from me.”

“Why?” Winland asked.

“Because I don’t want to hurt anyone!”

The sheriff scoffed. “Bit too late for that, don’t you think?”

Winland couldn’t blame the gnome for his back talk. She was as fed up with Hector’s games, if not more so. But she ignored the comments, because this wasn’t about her and Hector. This was about her town—her home—and the possibility of it being threatened again by a power none of them truly understood.

Except for Hector Fang.

He looks terrified. There isn’t a whole lot out there that could make him drop all his charm like this, so it’s gotta be pretty bad. Assuming any of this is real.

“You’re not going to hurt anyone,” she replied firmly and took a sweeping glance at the electric-blue bars between them. “You’re in a magical cell.”

“This cage has nothing to do with it.” Grimacing, Hector pushed himself off the stone floor and this time managed to get on his feet and stay there. He stepped up to the hissing, buzzing bars as if he meant to press his face against them to get closer to her. “You can’t stop what’s coming, Winland. Not even with the kemana crystal.”

“You don’t know anything about what I can do,” she snapped. “With or without the crystal, and that’s none of your business.”

“You’re not—” The wizard growled through clenched teeth and balled his fists. “You’re not listening to me. They have her, Winland. They found Nitya.”

He must have thought that was a poignant statement to make, because he stared at her with pleading eyes like he expected her to know what that meant and why it had anything to do with the safety of her town and the magicals protected within the Crimson Heart’s wards.

He’s not talking about a pet. Just another artifact that moves and growls and flicks its fluffy tail like it’s actually alive.

“You mean the rest of your magic,” she said flatly. “Someone else found the rest of your magic and took it for themselves.”

The shocked, pained look on his face as he blinked dumbly at her almost made her regret saying it out loud. He seemed to push past the discomfort of it, and she was forced to do the same so she could keep up.

“Those kinds of details aren’t important right now,” he murmured. “What matters is—”

“Actually, those kinds of details are the only thing that matters right now.” Winland spread her arms and fixed him with an exasperated stare. “Those kinds of details are why we’re standing here in this mess in the first place. Because you never gave them to me before, I’m a little skeptical of anything that comes out of your mouth right now unless it includes those kinds of details.”

Hector shot a glance at Carmine, who offered no response. The wizard sighed. “What do you want to know?”

Finally. Now we’re getting somewhere.

Winland nodded. “What’s the coming danger?”

“I…don’t know.”

“Oh well.” Carmine scoffed. “Time to start packing our bags, then.”

Winland ignored him again, but it was getting more and more difficult to let his interrupting comments slide. “So it’s not you?”

“It’s…” A flickering grimace passed across Hector’s features, and he swayed on his feet. “It’s both.”

“That’s not giving me anything.”

“I know. But you have to believe me, Winland. Please.” Now the wizard’s hands were trembling, and he didn’t try to hide them when he clenched them into fists again. “It’s not safe for any of you here.”

“Because you’re here.” She concentrated on not screaming at him to quit being so damn cryptic. “That still doesn’t inspire a lot of confidence.”

“I’m not making this up. I swear.”

“Your promises don’t mean anything, Hector.” Winland’s hold on her composure fractured, and she was aware of her voice rising in pitch and volume without being able to dial it back down again. “I don’t trust you. I don’t believe you. If you can’t give me some sort of real proof, then we’re done here.”

“No, no. Please! If they have Ni—my magic, there’s no telling what they’ll be able to do with it. And I can’t control any of it. This is all happening right now, Winland.”

“Who?”

“What?”

“Who has your homunculus?” She pressed her lips together and waited for his reply.

He took a lot longer than he should have, and she was ready to turn around and stalk right back out of the room until she realized what was going on.

Hector’s entire body was trembling. Carmine probably couldn’t see it from where he stood, but Winland was close enough to see the tiny movements—the twitches in the corners of the wizard’s eyes, the shadowed lines of his jaw muscles working feverishly beneath the tension, one vein throbbing with alarming speed along the side of his neck and another one barely visible at his temple beneath his disheveled hair.

He’s still in pain. The light show stopped, but whatever they did to his fox, he’s still feeling it right now.

She almost felt sorry for him.

But he still hadn’t answered her question.

“Hector.”

“I don’t know!” His outburst startled them both, and he immediately took a step away from the glowing blue bars before bowing his head. “I can’t see them. It’s…too far removed.”

“What is?”

“The source of… The one who’s…” Swallowing thickly, Hector looked up again to meet her gaze.

If anyone else had looked at her like that with such sheer desperation behind their eyes, it would have been enough for Winland to take them seriously. Erickson had given her that look once, from inside that same cell, and she’d known that he believed the shockingly inaccurate things he was telling her.

That same desperate look from Hector would have been enough for her to take him seriously—once. But after everything he’d done, she couldn’t find it in herself to even want to believe him.

“Winland, please. I wish I could tell you everything—”

A bitter laugh escaped her. “Oh, now you wish you could.”

“If I had the answers, I would give them to you. Right now. There’s too much at stake, and you’re the only magical here who can actually do something about it.”

“Okay, now it sounds like you’re just trying to tell me what I want to know and hoping it gets me to stop asking questions. Again.”

“This is different. This is—” His upper lip twitched to reveal what looked a lot like a pained snarl before he regained control over his features.

And that was the problem.

Hector Fang was so good at hiding what was really happening—what he felt, what he thought, what his real intentions were—that she couldn’t take any of this seriously without some form of proof. So far, he wasn’t able to give her any.

Or he wasn’t willing.

Winland had to figure out which one it was before she could make any other decision.

Their chances of having any relationship beyond town leader and kemana prisoner were nonexistent, but she could give him a chance to come clean now. If East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana were in danger—and Hector did care about what happened to any of them after this—he could at least let down what was left of his duplicitous walls to show her that all this was real.

She eyed him up and down. “What was that?”

“What?”

“Don’t do that. I’m standing right here, Hector. I can see it.”

He fixed her with a blank look that didn’t tell her anything.

So she took a deep breath and softened her voice, trying one final time to get him to open up. “If anyone else was in as much physical discomfort as you are right now, I’m pretty sure they’d already be screaming, so you get points for being able to hold it together. And now you can stop and just tell me what’s actually happening.”

“No, I…” The only thing he was able to control was the clenching in his jaw and how tightly he balled his fists. Hector stopped both of those and cleared his throat. “I’m fine.”

“Obviously not. But if you tell me, maybe I can actually help—”

“I don’t need your help. I need you to listen to me!” He withdrew into himself again. The frustration and disappointment on his face made him look like he wanted to slap some sense into his own head but was afraid his body wouldn’t obey.

Winland stared blankly at him, then nodded once. “And that right there is why I shouldn’t have set foot in this room at all.”

“Winland.”

She spun to meet Carmine’s gaze before nodding toward the thick iron door. “Time to go.”

“Winland, please.” Hector shuffled toward the bars again. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. I just…this is important.”

“I couldn’t care less about the yelling.” She stopped to eye him sideways as the sheriff shuffled to the door, joined by the rhythmic clack of his cane against the stone floor. “But I gave you an opportunity to tell me one thing that’s true, one thing I specifically asked for, and you can’t even do that. Whatever’s coming for East Calico Rock, if there even is anything, we’ll handle it. And you can stay right here until somebody else says otherwise.”

“Please don’t go,” Hector whispered, and it almost sounded genuine.

Or maybe Winland had simply already made up her mind not to trust a single thing from the wizard’s mouth, even if it hurt her to walk away from somebody begging her like that.

“I’m sorry, Winland.”

That caught her off guard a little, and she was unable to look away from his wide gray-blue eyes reflecting the blinding light of the magical cell bars. “So am I.”

“If I could take it all back right now, I would. Every lie. Every half-truth. All the times I realized I was heading down one path and could still have stepped right off of it. I should have. And you have absolutely no reason to believe me or forgive me, or even to stand here for another second listening to a thing I have to say.”

On the far side of the room, Carmine snorted and tapped the iron door with the end of his staff. “Damn right.”

“But please, Winland. Please don’t ignore what I’m telling you. Whoever has Nitya is going to use her. There’s nothing I can do to stop it, and that’ll just be the beginning. You have to be prepared. If nothing else, believe that.”

A knot of guilt and anger and distrust tightened in her gut until she thought she might be sick. What she wanted was to bolt out of the room and never come back, but she didn’t want to give Hector the satisfaction of seeing how much he’d rattled her. That had always amused him before, though she’d thought he just enjoyed surprising her.

“Believing anything you say got me exactly where I didn’t want to be, Hector. So I guess that’s one last thing we have in common.”

She didn’t give the wizard another chance to reply.

The iron door swung inward with a groaning rumble across the stone floor, and Winland stormed across the jail’s back room to free herself of this conversation and Hector Fang—hopefully for good.

She did, however, hear his massive sigh and a muffled thump as he staggered backward against the back stone wall of his cell. A low groan escaped him, and she couldn’t help but wonder if that was from the magically induced pain he was in or because she’d walked away.

None of that felt good. And he didn’t tell me a single thing I can use. I shouldn’t have come down here at all.

As she walked into the much larger cell room holding three other prisoners, Winland considered the merit in believing Hector at least a little. Maybe something was coming for East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana because they had Hector Fang locked up in a cage. Either way, it wasn’t only the original hundred and sixty-four Oriceran refugees fighting against the odds. The town had more than doubled in size since they’d defeated Ravener and his dark army, and several times that many lived in the kemana now.

If some other dark magical out there wanted to try their luck with this sanctuary community hiding in the middle of nowhere, they were welcome to try their luck.

Before she realized it, she was almost all the way across the larger cell room. If the other prisoners had tried to talk to her, she hadn’t heard them say a thing. But she did hear the giant iron door close off the room housing Hector Fang. The resounding boom filling the kemana jail sounded a lot like the echo of finality on a chapter of her life she never wanted to turn to again after this.


CHAPTER NINE


Once Winland had made it back through the rooms of prisoners and into the long hallway serving as both jail entrance and Carmine’s living quarters, she stopped to take a breath.

The final iron door rumbled shut with a clang, and a burst of blue light shot across the lock at a quick flick of the sheriff’s gnarled hand. “That sure as shit wasn’t as productive as I’d hoped.”

“No kidding.” With a heavy sigh, Winland leaned backward against the wall and closed her eyes. “I don’t know what to think.”

“Seemed pretty damn real to me.”

When she opened her eyes again, she found the old gnome staring at her intently, his wrinkled lips pursed more than usual and his regular frown only deepening. “What?”

“Not like it’ll lessen the sting any, but you handled that one like a champ.”

She let out a wry chuckle. “That’s…an interesting way to put it.”

“Well, it’s the truth. It was hard enough for me not to strangle him in there until he quit spouting so much crap, and you didn’t even take a jab.”

“I didn’t come down here to take a jab at anyone, Sheriff. I came down here because you said it was an emergency and that we needed more information.”

“Right.” He scratched the side of his face and puffed out a sigh. “Being honest, here. I expected a hell of a lot more out of him once he saw you standing there. Guess I ended up wasting both our nights anyhow.”

“That’s not necessarily true.” Winland folded her arms and thought over the seemingly fruitless conversation. “What do you think?”

“Huh. You’re gonna have to be a little more specific.”

“About what he did say.” She nodded toward the iron door, grateful to have an experienced kemana sheriff to bounce a few ideas off before she made a decision one way or the other. “You think there’s something coming for us here, like he said?”

Carmine wrinkled his nose and tapped one finger thoughtfully against his staff. “I think it’s possible. Not very likely.”

“Yep. So pretty much the same as everything else we’ve faced here over the last ten months. I’m sure it was hard to see from where you were standing, but I don’t think anybody could fake being in as much pain as he was.”

“Didn’t have to see it. I could smell it.”

Winland straightened against the wall and cocked her head. “Wait, you could what?”

“Family secret. Need-to-know basis. Don’t hurt yourself trying to figure it out.” He grabbed his staff with both hands again and sniffed. “He was definitely hurting, all right. Like I said, I haven’t touched a hair on his head.”

“Oh, I know. It had to be whoever caught his homunculus, right?” Saying the word sent a shiver down her spine, but that was what this was. Nitya the weirdly intelligent arctic fox wasn’t a fox and never had been. Thinking about it that way made it easier to talk about someone torturing Hector Fang through his own magic and not through another living creature.

Carmine grimaced like he’d had the same thought. “Still creepy as all get-out. But yeah. I’d say that’s how this is even possible in the first place. Whoever caught that thing, I’m just glad it doesn’t have a chance to come back for the rest of him.”

“What do you mean?”

“With a good part of your magic walking around this planet on the outside of you, you’d be able to get a lot more done in a lot less time. Be in two places at once.”

Winland widened her eyes. “You think the fox would’ve come back to break him out of jail?”

“Or start some other kinda mischief I do not wanna start thinking about right now.”

How many times has Hector gotten himself out of sticky situations like this because he had a part of himself and his magic running around out there as a fluffy white fox? Man, this hole with his name on it just keeps getting deeper and deeper…

“I know,” the old gnome continued with a bitter laugh. “Pretty entertaining to imagine having that kinda power, right? The things you could do with a separation of yourself. If it were that easy and that simple, more of us would be cutting ourselves up into little pieces so we could slash through our to-do lists. But it ain’t.”

Pressing her lips together, Winland got the impression that Carmine was about to tell her a few incredibly useful things about this situation. It almost felt like she was sitting in on one of Turner Underwood’s roundabout lectures and lessons that only became useful years down the road.

He leaned forward against his staff, gripping it tightly with both hands. “You get a hell of an advantage from creating a thing like that. And you already gotta be powerful as shit to do the deed and make it stick. But you’re also setting yourself up for disaster if you slip up.”

“Like the kind of disaster Hector Fang’s experiencing right now?”

“I’d be willing to bet, yeah. Put a homunculus in the wrong hands—or the right ones, depending on which side of the splintered magic you’re on—and a thing like that can be used against its magical in…all kinds of ways. And don’t ask me what kinds, ’cause you don’t wanna hear it, and I don’t wanna say.”

Winland nodded. “So that part’s true, anyway. The fox got captured, and whoever did it is torturing him that way through his own magic.”

“That’s about the gist of it, yeah. Definitely wasn’t part of the plan when I told Finch to get out there after that damn critter. Now I gotta go figure out what the hell happened to him in the meantime. We should’ve had the homunculus under lock and key by now.”

“Is that gonna be a problem?”

The gnome shrugged. “For Fang, sure. I wouldn’t put much stock in it being a big deal for the rest of us.”

“But you didn’t think he was lying.”

“Naw, the torture part’s definitely real, and I don’t envy the bastard. But he could be so far gone out of his own head that he doesn’t know up from down. Might think he’s dangerous. That cell’s not going anywhere, though. You could set a bomb off in there, and those three bozos locked in the next room wouldn’t feel a thing.”

Nodding, Winland pushed herself away from the wall, mulling over the possibilities in her mind. “Well, that’s reassuring.”

“Plus, you got the damn crystal on your side. Won’t the thing just send you a message or whatever if something fishy pops up again?”

She tried not to roll her eyes at his phrasing, because it was a valid question. “It doesn’t send me messages, exactly, but yeah. The crystal would pick up on another threat if there was anything coming for us. And it hasn’t sounded the alarm yet.”

“All right.” Carmine tipped the head of his staff toward the iron door. “So what do you want me to do with him, then?”

“With Hector?” She broke into a crooked smile and raised both hands in concession. “You’re the sheriff, Sheriff. That’s your call. I’ve obviously been making all the wrong ones as far as that wizard’s concerned, so I’m taking a step back from this one.”

“Fair enough. If we get anything worse than a bunch of flashing lights and a few magical seizures down here, I’ll let you know.”

“Right. Let me give you my number, though, at least. So you don’t have to—”

“Naw, I don’t mess with those gizmos anyhow. I’ll just find you.”

And now I get to be constantly looking over my shoulder to make sure a grumpy old gnome isn’t teleporting straight into my house at any given hour…

That wasn’t a battle she wanted to fight right now.

“At least we got something out of this, I guess.” Winland clapped her hands together, rubbed them in anticipation, and nodded at the sheriff. “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s do this.”

Carmine looked at her like she’d grown an extra limb. “Do what?”

“Um…port me back up to the Moffetts’ dining room. You know, take me back?”

The old gnome threw his head as far back as it would go above his crooked shoulders and laughed. “No. Do it yourself.”

“What?”

“You heard me.” Carmine made his shuffling, staff-thumping way toward the end of the jail’s first entryway room toward his sparse personal belongings. “I only brought you down here to save us both some time. I’m not making two extra trips just for fun when you can do the same thing all on your own.”

Groaning, the sheriff leaned harder against his staff so he could bend over before carefully lowering himself into the single chair behind his desk.

Winland chuckled in disbelief. “You’re the one with the teleporting stick.”

“Uh-huh. And you’re the one with a kemana crystal feeding you a little extra juice for pretty much anything you can think of. You do it.”

Trying not to look baffled or sound too irritated by the sheriff’s stubbornness, she folded her arms. “Who said anything about the crystal being able to—”

“Don’t waste your breath, Elf.” Carmine sat back in his chair and delicately propped his staff up against the edge of the small desk. “I know all kinds of things, and no, I’m not gonna tell you how. But you made me Sheriff, and that’s part of the damn job. At least, it is the way I run things.” With another groan, the old gnome kicked off one thick, heavy boot and then the other before waving dismissively toward the final iron door leading out into the jail tunnel. “Just do it outside, huh? The last thing I wanna listen to while I’m trying to fall asleep is the sound of you talking to a damn crystal while you practice advanced magic you barely understand.” He stretched his legs in front of him and sighed heavily. “Good luck.”

“Ha. Thanks.” Scratching the side of her face, Winland couldn’t think of anything else to say, so she headed toward the iron door. “Have a good night, Sheriff.”

“Uh-huh. Make sure you close the door on your way out.”

She laughed again and almost walked right into the jail’s front door when it swung open in front of her with a flash of blue light. Carmine groaned and grunted behind her as he got ready to call it a night, and she made sure to haul the heavy iron door shut again behind her as he’d said.

Then she stood in the center of the jail’s entrance tunnel, which was still dimly lit by the softly glowing orbs of light hovering beneath the ceiling at ten-foot intervals.

She considered walking down the tunnel, making her way through the kemana, and trekking back into town and the Moffett family’s apartment on foot.

Looking down at her thin t-shirt and jeans, Winland scoffed. “Not trying to freeze to death walking back without a jacket. Great. Guess we’re testing these things out on purpose, huh?”

She was aware that she was talking to herself and that the Crimson Heart pulsing happily away at the other end of the jail tunnel could hear her intentions, if not her exact words, but she strode down the tunnel for another five minutes anyway.

If I’m gonna try teleporting on command, I can’t promise it’ll work the first time. Or the second. And I don’t want Carmine hearing any of that either.


CHAPTER TEN


The few times Winland had teleported—with the Crimson Heart’s help, of course—she’d been operating under high levels of emotional distress. The crystal had responded to those emotions and what she wanted in an instant, without the Light Elf being aware of what was about to happen.

That made trying to teleport to the center of town understandably clumsy and a little awkward.

“Okay, crystal. We’ve been in this thing together for months now. So let’s start doing this together on purpose now, huh?”

She spread her arms and waited for any response from the Crimson Heart.

Nothing.

“Oh come on. I listened to you when you threw me around the room and told me to come back home for an emergency that was already taken care of. How about a little reciprocation?”

When that didn’t work either, Winland looked over her shoulder to make sure Carmine wasn’t smirking and hobbling along with his staff to watch the spectacle and offer pointers. The jail tunnel was empty, of course, but she walked a few more yards toward the kemana anyway, in case.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and searched inside herself for the pieces of the Crimson Heart’s magic she was sure she could always feel there inside her, just below the surface.

How do I need to ask you to help me with this, huh? We didn’t have this problem when we were fighting Ravener and his army. All I had to do was think about it, and you met me in the middle. And no, teleporting into Sarah’s dining room isn’t exactly an emergency, but we should be able to do this on command. You called me here. You wanted us to connect. And there’s no ‘I’ in ‘team.’ No ‘I’ in ‘crystal’ either, come to think of it…

That thought made her laugh a little, and she tried to bring her awareness back to the present and her intentions.

Or at least give me a good pointer or two if I have to do the rest of it myself.

Winland had no idea how long she stood there in the jail tunnel with her eyes closed, focusing on her intention and envisioning herself suddenly reappearing in the Moffetts living room where everyone was still gathered and waiting for her. Hopefully.

She spent so long concentrating on the images that when her dad’s wrinkled face, wild hair, and kind, smiling eyes rose in her mind, it was more distracting than anything else.

“Seriously?” Opening her eyes, Winland gazed around the tunnel and sighed. “I’m not trying to think about Turner right now, thanks. He doesn’t even have anything to do with… Oh.”

As she blinked in realization, a slow smile spread across her lips.

Really? That’s what you want me to do to make this happen?

The Crimson Heart didn’t offer her any recognizable response, of course, but she was willing to test the theory. It felt a little more probable when she closed her eyes and again saw Turner Underwood’s face behind her eyelids.

Okay. Here we go.

Winland brushed aside the image of her dad, which was nothing more than a memory at this point, but one she assumed the crystal had pulled up for her. She turned her focus onto the Crimson Heart. Every single detail of the crystal’s multi-faceted surface grew clearer in her mind. She thought of all the times she’d seen it in the center of the Ozarks kemana, hovering a few inches above the stone floor where it had been created so many thousands of years ago. Then came the glow of the deep crimson light pulsing inside the enormous gem, mimicking the beating of a living heart. She heard the hum of the crystal’s magic in her mind and felt the power and strength of the old, still-unexplained artifact.

In a few seconds, she’d pulled up an intensely clear, living visage of the Crimson Heart. It was almost as if she were standing right there in front of it.

If she could reach out and connect with Turner for a face-to-face conversation using this meditative spell, why not do it with the sentient crystal to which she was already connected?

The Crimson Heart’s pulsing light strobed a little faster when the image in her mind sharpened to be as clear as being there in person. Almost as if it were congratulating her for figuring out what it had wanted her to do.

Okay, then. I’m here. Winland smiled at the crystal and spread her arms. So now let’s get out from underground and head back up to the Moffetts’, huh? We’ve made these kinds of jumps before. Shouldn’t be that hard.

At first, she didn’t get any more of a response than another quick flicker of crimson light and a warm tingle of awakening magic buzzing in her fingertips.

Please?

Apparently, that was all it took.

The warm tingle in her fingers raced up her hands and arms to end in the hollows of her neck where it met her shoulders. The heat was incredible, though somehow not nearly as intense and uncomfortable as it felt whenever Winland’s emotions had gotten the better of her and her connection with the Crimson Heart had taken over.

A flicker of light passed across her eyelids in the semi-darkness of the jail tunnel, and she couldn’t help but crack one eye open a sliver to see what it was.

She was glowing again.

Her hands pulsed with the same crimson light as the crystal, with the same heartbeat. The crystal’s power flared through her with a clarity and intensity she hadn’t felt since they’d taken out Ravener and the rest of his dark army together in one massive blow.

Grinning, she closed both eyes again and muttered, “Now we’re talking. So let’s get on up there and—”

The world lurched and spun around her, taking Winland’s breath away and sending her reeling. The Crimson Heart’s intense heat that had filled her from head to toe was replaced in an instant by a deep, persistent cold like ice water poured all over her and into her.

She felt like she was about to fall over backward, but when she thought she’d started to move, she realized in a split second that nothing was behind or beneath her to break her fall.

Nothing was around her.

The next thing she knew, her right hip crashed painfully against the hard edge of a solid surface that hadn’t been there with her in the jail tunnel. Sucking in a hissing breath, Winland tried to move away from the hard edge in her hip and crashed down onto another surface on her backside. A jolt of pain lanced up her tailbone, then she was sliding down, scrambling for purchase on anything around her without having any idea where she was.

All the items around her gave way at the slightest touch, none of them strong enough to catch herself with, and then she dropped again to land on the linoleum floor with a painful thud.

Napkins, straws, to-go cups, utensils, and a stack of paper plates rained down from behind her, fluttering over her head and shoulders and down into her lap before scattering all over the floor. When she kicked out to try to brace herself again, her boot hooked against a cabinet door a few feet in front of her, and more metallic crashing and clanging filled the room.

Then she gave up trying to move. That felt safer.

Blinking in surprise and grimacing in pain, Winland took a deep breath and scanned her new surroundings.

Behind Common Grounds’ counter is not the Moffetts’ dining room…

Soft red light pulsed at her fingertips twice more, as if the Crimson Heart were telling her it had done its best. Or that she needed to concentrate harder next time.

“Hey, first time fully behind the wheel here, okay?” she muttered as she brushed a scattered stack of napkins off her lap. Then she smiled again, because despite not having landed exactly where she’d wanted to go, she’d still landed.

I just fucking teleported.

A sharp laugh escaped her, then her moment of private celebration was interrupted by the commotion coming from upstairs.

“Is it really that hard not to break into someone else’s home just because you can?” Sarah shouted.

“Technically, babe, it’s our place of business this time.”

“It’s private property.” The door at the top of the back staircase creaked open, followed by pounding footsteps quickly descending toward the ground floor.

“Maybe don’t go down there with your wand out,” Ronnie called after her. “He’s probably just—”

“Trespassing and banging around in our store.”

“Yeah, but…he’s the sheriff.”

“I don’t care if he’s the king of the universe. That gnome can use a regular door just like everyone else, including not teleporting through it when it’s locked and the owner says come back later.” The door at the back of the coffee shop burst violently open, then Sarah Moffett stormed across the front room with her wand raised. “What the hell do you think you’re doing down here?”

With an embarrassed grimace, Winland thrust her hand in the air. She still hadn’t picked herself up off the floor behind the counter. “It’s just—”

“Stop right there!”

A brilliant golden light burst across the room and crashed into Winland’s raised hands. A jolt of electric pain raced down her arm, and she jerked it back down into her lap. “Ow! What was that for?”

“For breaking into our store at ten-thirty at night and making a mess out of every… Wait. Winland?”

The Light Elf grunted and tried to grab the edge of the counter with the hand that had been attacked by one of Sarah Moffett’s warning spells. But her fingers were entirely numb and slipped off the edge of the counter. “Yeah. It’s me. Just…hold on a second.”

Ronnie cackled and asked, “What are you doing back there?”

“Right now? Just trying to get off the floor.” Winland braced her boots against the edges of the cabinets in front of her so she could turn around enough to get her other hand up and over the edge of the counter. Finally, she stood up a few inches, but her other foot came down on a paper plate that slid right out from under her again. Hissing, she bashed her knees painfully against the cabinets in front of her, kicked aside the scattered paper plates and napkins and straws so she could stand without slipping again, then pulled herself fully upright.

“Hey,” she offered breathlessly through a tight grin. She shook out her numb fingers and chuckled. “That packed a hell of a punch.”

“Uh-huh.” Sarah pocketed her wand and stuck both hands on her hips. “And you pulled a hell of a trick.”

“Okay, now what are you doing back there?” Ronnie asked with a cheesy grin of his own. “Now that you’re off the floor?”

“Well, I was trying to get upstairs.” Winland nodded toward the ceiling at the back of the shop. “But I guess I miscalculated just a little. Or something.”

“Should’ve just tried the stairs first, Win,” he added through another chuckle. “They’re pretty good at their jobs.”

“Very funny. And, uh…sorry about the mess.”

Sarah looked her best friend up and down as the Light Elf brushed a few more straws and napkins off her shoulders and out of her hair. “The front door’s locked.”

Winland tried to settle the gathered napkins into one stack that at least somewhat resembled neatness, then smoothed her dark hair away from her face with both hands and sighed. “Yeah, I know. I didn’t come through the front door.”

The Moffetts stared at her in mute confusion, which almost made her laugh before she remembered that would be asking for serious trouble if Sarah didn’t get an acceptable answer first.

So she spread her arms and grinned at them. “I teleported.”

Neither of her friends said a word. Then Sarah gently smacked her husband’s arm with the back of a hand, unwilling to take her eyes off the Light Elf. “Go get the first-aid kit. We need to check her over for head injuries.”

“Actually, babe, I think she landed on her ass.”

Sarah shot him a warning sidelong look, and Winland burst out laughing.

“No head injuries here. I promise.”

Pursing her lips, Sarah tilted her head and looked unconvinced. “Then why are you talking crazy, Win? Or is our sheriff just so careless that he’d throw you back into a coffee shop without considering what it would do to the actual shop?”

“Or to you,” Ronnie added as he fought back another laugh.

“Carmine had nothing to do with it.” Winland stooped to pick up another armful of the items she’d spilled and set them gently down on the counter. “He actually refused to bring me back, so I had to try something a little different. This was all me. Well, and the crystal, obviously.”

“Obviously.” Ronnie glanced at his wife, who still didn’t seem entirely convinced of what she’d heard, then he did a double-take at Winland. “Wait, what?”

“It’s happened a few times before.” She shrugged. “None of those were on purpose, though. As far as I know. We’re working on doing things with a little more purpose and intention, you know?”

Sarah narrowed her eyes. “‘We’ as in you and the crystal.”

“Well yeah.” Dusting off her hands and hoping her remedial cleanup job of the mess she’d made was sufficient for her best friend, Winland stepped out from behind the counter. She raised both palms toward her friends and pulled up an image of the Crimson Heart again, this time with her eyes open. The crystal responded with exactly what she wanted. Winland’s hands took on the telltale crimson glow of the crystal’s magic without any other part of her body flaring up uncontrollably like it almost always did.

Like it used to…

“Purpose and intention,” she repeated with a crooked smile. “That’s been the key all along, I just had a hard time figuring out how to, you know…put it in the lock and turn. Still a work in progress, of course.”

“Uh-huh.” Sarah looked at Ronnie again, who seemed thrilled to hear that Winland Underwood could now teleport, courtesy of the Crimson Heart. Sarah sighed, and her skeptical frown smoothed out. “I hope your disappearing act with the sheriff got you a bit more than just figuring out how to teleport back to our house on your own. Almost.”

“Kind of.” Wrinkling her nose, Winland nodded toward the back staircase leading up to the Moffetts’ apartment. “Not anything pressing, though.”

“He’s still in there, right? Hector?”

“Yeah.”

“How’s he doing, then?” Sarah looked uncomfortable talking about the wizard, but it wasn’t like anyone else had the opportunity to discuss with Carmine what was happening down in the jail or to see it for themselves.

“Honestly, not great.”

“Good,” Ronnie grumbled.

“But we don’t know what it is, and there isn’t anything we can do about it right now.”

The wizard snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “Even better.”

“Stop,” Sarah whispered.

“Right now,” Winland continued, “it’s just about—”

“Did you guys get lost down here,” Leeland called before she swept open the door at the back of the shop. “Or is there something going on that I should know about?”

Sarah and Ronnie both jumped a little and spun to face her. Sarah’s lips flickered in and out of a crooked smile. “Sorry to leave you waiting up there.”

“Not a problem.” Leeland scanned the coffee shop, which didn’t look quite as bad as it had before Winland tried to tidy up a little. “I take it the sheriff didn’t try to break in again.”

“Just Winland.”

Ronnie snapped his fingers, then pointed the guns at their guest with both hands. “She teleported!”

The older witch’s only reaction was to fix a curious gaze on her daughter and raise an eyebrow. “That’s new.”

“Just don’t ask for a demonstration,” Winland replied with a self-conscious chuckle. “It’s still a work in progress.”

“Not for long, I bet.”

The way her mom was staring at her made Winland uncomfortable, and she couldn’t figure out why. The coffee shop fell into awkward silence while all four magicals figured out how much each of the others wanted to say about anything in their present mixed company. Then it hit her.

That’s the same way Hector used to stare at the Bag. Like he already knew everything there was to know about it and how it worked and couldn’t wait to get his hands on it. Which makes this insanely weird.

When Sarah looked her way and pressed her lips together, the Light Elf realized what else was missing.

Leeland didn’t offer to come with me for support, and she’s taking all this in as if she had no idea I just came back from the jail to talk to the guy who locked her up. There’s no way she’s already forgotten about it, right? I wasn’t down there that long…

“Right.” Winland clapped her hands together, then gestured toward the back hallway one more time. “I think it’s probably time to get going, right? I don’t know about everyone else, but I could use a good night’s sleep after all the craziness.”

Ronnie snickered. “It wasn’t that crazy…”

His wife playfully elbowed him in the ribs, and he stepped away giggling. “I’ll go upstairs and grab your coats, then.”

“Oh, we can get our own coats.” Leeland grinned at Sarah and turned toward the open back door, waving with an arm for everyone to follow. “And that’ll give us a chance to say goodbye to the two incredible young wizards upstairs. I’d hate to leave ’em without a word.”

Winland bit her bottom lip at the end of her mom’s last sentence and forced herself not to say a thing.

She’d hate to leave someone else’s kids without a word, but she had no problem leaving her own, huh? Nice.

Sarah briefly caught her best friend’s gaze and nodded before turning after Leeland again. “Sure. Might as well have a final drink for the road too, right?”

“I won’t say no to that.” Leeland chuckled as she led the procession back upstairs into the apartment.

Ronnie fixed Winland with an empathetic smile and shrugged before following her mom. With Leeland still close enough to hear every single bit of whatever conversation Winland might have had with her friends, it was probably better that no one said a thing on their way up the stairs.

Sarah did, however, wait for Winland to catch up with her at the back of the coffee shop. Without a word, she pulled a final stray stirring straw from the Light Elf’s dark hair, then grabbed her best friend’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

For now, that was all the support and reassurance Winland needed. The rest could wait.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


After thanking the entire Moffett family for their hospitality and saying goodnight, Winland and Leeland bundled up in their winter clothes and let themselves out of the apartment and the back door of the coffee shop that led to the row of buildings along the main avenue. Then they headed out together in the darkness, making their way through the cold toward the dirt back roads crossing behind the northern edge of East Calico Rock’s town center.

They’d barely made it onto the first dirt road when Leeland shivered a little and pulled her borrowed jacket tighter around herself. “It’s cold as hell out here.”

“Not if we walk quickly.” Winland shoved her hands into the pockets of her long jacket and tried to ignore the biting sting of the night air against her cheeks and the tip of her nose. “That’s what keeps you warm in a place like this in February.”

“Uh-huh. You know what else would keep us warm? Teleporting straight into your living room and immediately starting a fire.”

“Teleporting.” Winland paused and turned to look at her mom in disbelief. “That’s what you wanna do right now?”

“It would make things a lot easier and a lot more comfortable.”

“I’m not teleporting both of us into my house.”

“I’m just saying… Not every magical has the ability to pull off something like that. Before tonight, I’d only known two others who could do it.”

Winland sighed and stared at the thin lines of frost coating the top layer of dirt along the road. “Let me guess. One of them was Turner.”

“Good guess.” The witch rubbed her arms vigorously. Her breath was misting on the air, but she didn’t look cold. “That’s part of your connection with the crystal, right?”

“Yeah. But I haven’t smoothed out all the kinks yet, so it’s not really something I’m trying to repeat right now. Definitely not twice in one day.”

“If it were me, I’d be trying it as often as I could. With everything. You have this incredible ability to go beyond what you ever could have done all on your own, Winland.” Leeland shrugged. “It seems like a shame to waste all that potential just because you haven’t gotten it down perfectly yet.”

Winland frowned at her mom’s words. They’d unexpectedly brought up another memory from her childhood training days with Turner. It was strange to be hearing her mom’s voice in one ear and her dad’s in the other, even more so when the content of those two voices directly opposed each other.

“Just because you have the power to do something doesn’t make it the right thing to do,” she muttered, unsure whether she meant her mom to hear it or was simply thinking out loud.

Leeland snorted and fixed her with a condescending smile. “I thought this was a conversation about teleporting. No one ever said anything about right and wrong.”

“I did.” Turning to watch her mom’s expression, Winland clenched her fists in her jacket pockets and was grateful to have that much with which to hide her emotional reaction.

“Oh come on, Winland.” The witch rolled her eyes, and she’d given up pretending to be so cold that it might guilt-trip her daughter into glowing red and popping them both straight into her nice warm living room. “Not everything is an ethical dilemma that needs to be beaten to death.”

“Actually, I kinda have to disagree with you there.” When her mom looked at her again, Winland had to avert her gaze. Why does this feel like being bullied on the playground right now? This was her mom and not some random kid who didn’t matter in her life, and Winland Underwood was one hundred and sixty-five years old, not eight. “I do have this incredible ability. I can go beyond anything I ever could have done on my own. Honestly, with the crystal, I could probably accomplish more than most other magicals on Earth could even dream of doing.”

Leeland grinned. “Exactly.”

“That’s the kind of power that does turn everything into an ethical dilemma, Mom. By default.”

“Wow.” The witch laughed bitterly, but her smile was fading. “Sorry, kid. I’m just not following the logic there.”

“No, I guess you wouldn’t. At the height of your power, you were slinging curses for Rhazdon and apparently didn’t give a shit about who it hurt however far into the future.” As soon as the words left her lips, Winland rebuked herself for letting something like that slip.

Leeland slowed her brisk pace toward the intersecting road that would lead them to her daughter’s house. Her expression remained almost perfectly blank, but Winland noticed the woman’s lips press together into a thin line and a flare of rage or pain behind those dark eyes. Probably both.

Great. Walking down the dirt roads toward my house and we’re about to get into it all over again. Maybe I should teleport us and just skip the whole part where I lose control and we battle each other with magic again.

As she thought it, she realized she wasn’t nearly as upset with her mom as she’d made it sound. People made mistakes. The biggest mistakes Leeland had made—as far as Winland was aware—had been made over eight hundred years ago. Nearly two centuries had passed since she’d left her daughter behind on their home planet without a word or any clue whatsoever and let Winland think she was dead and gone forever.

She’s not making any more mistakes now, though. Not that I can tell. Definitely none that are big enough to make me keep judging her without giving her a chance.

“You think I lack a conscience,” Leeland suggested.

The Light Elf sighed and shook her head. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. You know, the majority of sentient life forms may not be able to look past all the little clues beneath the surface of what you’re actually saying, but there are a few of us who can read between the lines. I’m one of them.”

“All right. Sorry if I offended you.” Her mom snorted, and Winland clenched her fists in her pockets again. “I’m just realizing we have completely different opinions around what it means to have more power than most. You can think whatever you want about my connection with the crystal, but I’m not using it for parlor tricks or just to impress my mom, okay? That’s not why it chose me.”

“And why did it choose you?”

Because I’m not you.

Winland almost choked on the unexpected thought filling her mind in response, and she was grateful that she was not in the habit of always blurting out the first thing that came to mind.

She gave herself a second to collect her thoughts and come up with an answer that would make sense and get her mom to stop interrogating her about it. “Maybe because it knew that I’d feel this way about sharing our magic and wouldn’t use it for everything under the sun just because I could. Assuming kemana crystals can tell the future. I guess that’s the only way the Crimson Heart could know I wouldn’t change my mind or my entire view about what it means to be…what I am now.”

She fully expected another stinging quip from Leeland, who obviously didn’t appreciate that her daughter was more aware of how far the consequences of her actions extended.

Instead, the witch chuckled and shook her head. “Damn, kid. You sound exactly like him.” When she didn’t get an immediate reply after that, she added, “Turner, I mean.”

“Yeah, I figured that was it. And I don’t necessarily consider that a bad thing.”

“Hey, to each his own.”

What’s that supposed to mean? Does she want me to be pissed that I sound like my own dad?

Fortunately, that was the end of the conversation about magical ethics and how similar Winland Underwood was to the old Fixer who’d raised and trained her. It was a bonus that they had been able to move through that subject without Winland losing control or Leeland trying to hide more secrets from her daughter. Winland had quickly come to recognize the expressions and speech patterns of someone who wasn’t telling her the whole story, having seen those things numerous times in both Leeland Byrnes and Hector Fang.

Leeland joined her daughter in the slow turn onto the back road that led straight back to Winland’s house. As if she could read Winland’s mind, she asked, “So how did it go with Fang?”

Winland’s eyes widened, but she couldn’t bring herself to look at her mom. “It went. I didn’t think you were remotely interested.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Huh. I don’t know. Maybe it was the fact that you didn’t say a thing about it and didn’t respond at all to the other short-lived conversations about it.”

“Hmm.” Inhaling deeply through her nose, Leeland tilted her head back to watch the stars lighting up the night sky far above them, their light occasionally strobing out of existence when the winter-bare tree branches momentarily blocked them from view. “I can have opinions about plenty of things without having to voice them all the time. As I remember it, you did tell me to keep them to myself when we got to Sarah’s house.”

“Yep. I sure did.” ‘Keep negative opinions to yourself’ doesn’t mean ‘act like a robot in front of everybody.’ But fine. Whatever.

They walked on a little more in silence, which Winland enjoyed because she felt like she hadn’t had it in quite some time.

Her mom wasn’t ready to let this particular topic slide. “Was it an emergency?” Leeland shot Winland a sidelong glance that was probably meant to go unnoticed.

“Um…not in the usual sense, no.”

“Well is he, like, sick? Or did something else—”

“You know what? I really don’t wanna talk about it right now.”

“Oh.” The witch frowned and chewed on the inside of her cheek. “I thought you wanted me to be more involved.”

“I do. Yeah.” When Winland glanced at her mom, something about the way the witch’s eyes widened in an attempt at surprise and cluelessness rubbed her the wrong way, and she couldn’t figure out why. “That would be great to have you more involved in things. To have your help. You know, while you’re around. I’m honestly just done giving Hector Fang more of my time and energy than I already have. All that was very clearly a massive mistake on my part, and he’s just not worth it.”

“I can understand that part, at least.”

“Good. Thanks.” Winland got her fists to unclench inside her jacket pockets, and she flexed her fingers. They’d started to hurt. “All I wanna do right now is go home, climb into my bed, and call it a night. If anything needs my immediate attention after that, I’ll deal with it then.”

“Okay.” Leeland popped her lips, then the next few minutes of their walk down the empty dirt road were filled with nothing but an occasional breeze whistling through the trees and the crunch of their boots across the semi-frozen dirt. When the witch spoke again, her tone had changed into gentle concern. “Winland, you know you can talk to me, right? If you need help or even just somebody to listen to what’s going on. I understand if it sounds like judgment, but there really isn’t any coming from my end. And I do know a few things about a few things, believe it or not.”

The woman’s eyes were wide and clear, showing nothing but openness and a desire to be helpful in any way she could now that she and her daughter had been so unexpectedly reunited. At least, that was what it looked like at first glance. Anyone who didn’t have as much training in reading people as Winland did wouldn’t have thought twice about how genuine Leeland Byrnes the warrior witch was.

“I believe you,” Winland replied, then she forced herself to fix her mom with a small, tired smile. “And thanks. But this really just isn’t something I need help with. Not now, anyway.”

“Sure. I get that. Absolutely.” The other woman nodded, and after that, neither of them had anything to say.

That didn’t mean that Winland wasn’t having a full-on conversation in her mind, and part of her was already convinced that the other half of this conversation wasn’t actually her. Though she couldn’t have said which one it was, it felt like one of those voices belonged to the Crimson Heart.

So many things she says and does are just like Hector. All the vague answers and trying to prompt me for more without making it look like she’s pushing.

She sure can deflect a conversation just as well as he could too. Maybe even better.

But at least Hector always looked like he was hiding something. That weird, knowing little smile and how he’d just keep staring at whatever was making him think about all his secrets. Even if that was me. Leeland just wraps everything up in a neat little bow and calls it “being concerned.”

Hector tried to be concerned. Maybe. That was all too little too late, wasn’t it?

And now I have no idea if my own mom’s really trying to build a fake relationship with me only so she can get whatever information or thing about me that she’s after. I’d hoped she’d be nothing but my mom by the time I found her. If I ever did.

Yeah, but I don’t think that’s possible. She’s so much more than just a mom, and you haven’t even scratched the surface yet. Best to proceed with caution, right?

A gentle buzzing pulse of warmth flooded through her hands in her pockets, and Winland forced herself not to look at the sides of her long jacket. She knew she would see a faint glow of crimson light through the thick material, and she didn’t want to draw her mom’s attention to the gentle little warning from the Crimson Heart itself.

Proceed with caution. Yeah. I already knew that.

When they reached Winland’s old Victorian-style house at the end of the road, she thought again of the time Leeland had tried to step up onto her front porch. The Crimson Heart had covered the entire property in a blazing dome of crimson wards like those around this magically protected area of the Ozarks, but then it had seemed to change its mind. Almost as a direct warning to the warrior witch not to screw with her daughter or the kemana crystal or the magicals here who called this place home.

She wondered if the crystal would pull the same stunt tonight, but her concern dissolved when Leeland brushed past her at the same speed and walked confidently up the porch steps.

No wards shot up around the house to keep the woman at bay. Nothing stirred around the house or within the bare trees of the woods lining the entire property, and Winland felt like she was noticing it all for the first time.

At least the crystal’s not trying to warn me away from my own mom again. Oh crap. Is that why Leeland didn’t want to leave the house for five days?

The crystal didn’t have an answer for her, but it didn’t matter. Leeland was safe enough for the Crimson Heart to give her a pass into her daughter’s home, and Winland was ready to collapse on her bed and put the entire night behind her.

Instead of heading straight for the stairs after she kicked off her boots and the jacket she’d borrowed from Winland, Leeland walked toward the coat hook along the wall beside the front door to hang up the jacket. Then she let out a long, perfectly contented sigh and headed into the living room. “That was really great tonight, by the way.”

Winland couldn’t stop staring at the coat hook, which now casually held the first item of clothing her mom had put away since temporarily moving in. “Yeah…totally.”

What just happened?

“Sarah’s incredible,” Leeland continued casually before plopping down onto one of the couches. “Which, of course, you already know. The whole family’s wonderful. And they’ve got some incredibly talented kids on their hands. I’m sure those two have been a force to reckon with for a while, huh?”

Winland turned toward her mom and nodded. “They’re easier than they were as toddlers. I can say that much.”

Her mom chuckled and propped both feet up on the couch cushion to spread out along the length of the furniture. “And they love you. All of them. I’m really glad to see you have a family like that to be a part of, at the very least. I’d love to do dinner with them all again sometime.”

That last part snapped Winland out of her hazy, floaty feeling of having stepped into an alternate reality, and she blinked before plastering on another tight smile. “Oh yeah? You’re planning on staying long enough for another dinner?”

“I might.” The witch shrugged and gazed around the room. “Safest place I’ve been in a long time, thanks to you. This part of the Ozarks, I mean. The town and the kemana.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” Is she thanking me right now? Or just making some offhanded comment that’s supposed to inadvertently flatter me?

“And it’s just really nice to be able to let my guard down, you know? Kick back. Enjoy good food and good company. Not have to constantly look over my shoulder all the time…”

“Yeah, Mom. I know exactly what that’s like. And that’s why I brought the refugees here in the first place.”

“Well, you’ve done a great job. And even I can see the benefits of sticking around in a community like this. It might just be exactly what we need. For a little while, at least.” Leaning forward over the couch cushions, Leeland reached for the deep-red throw blanket on the back of the couch and drew it across her lap.

Winland couldn’t think of anything to say.

She’s actually saying all the right kinda stuff I’ve been wanting to hear from the very beginning. Like she means it. What the hell happened to her acting like an entitled college kid?

As her mom settled down on the couch with her comfy blanket, the Light Elf found a response. “Well, I’m glad you like it here. Really. And if you end up wanting to stick around for however long, that’s great too. That’s why we’re here.”

Leeland snuggled back against one of the throw pillows nestled into the corner beside the armrest and drew the blanket halfway up her torso. She pulled out a book—which had to have come from the bookshelf while Winland wasn’t looking—and opened it up to a place where she’d stuck a piece of scrap paper in as a bookmark. “You turning in?”

“Uh…yeah.”

“Okay. I’m gonna settle in with this book for a while, but I shouldn’t be more than an hour or two. I thought the wine was gonna do me in, but I think the coffee liqueur packs a little more punch than advertised.”

Winland snorted as she kicked off her boots, then headed for the stairs. “Enjoy the book.”

“Always. Goodnight, Winland.”

“’Night, Mom.” Despite the strangely sudden change in her mom’s behavior and the little warnings the Crimson Heart had given her about this entire situation, Winland couldn’t help but smile as she climbed the stairs.

Life didn’t generally feel “normal” in her world. If it had to come in tiny, random moments, she was happy to take whatever she could get.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Icas Lattimer walked across the living room of his old, cramped apartment and eyed the thing he’d been keeping at the far end of the room for the last six hours. Three of those hours had been spent carrying out some of the strangest magical orders he’d been given out of hundreds of thousands over almost a full millennia.

He couldn’t have said these particular orders were anywhere close to the top of the list of his favorite missions, but they were direct orders from the Kattagari. And those were never dull.

The only light on in his apartment came from the bathroom down the short hallway, and that had been part of his orders too. For good reason.

Less light meant less clarity. Fewer details. Lower chances of something going wrong when he stepped into his role as another lieutenant of the dark forces to do whatever was required of him.

Icas understood this, and at the same time, doing what he’d been doing all night in an atmosphere like this made him feel less like a warrior and more like a creepy bachelor with the wrong fetish.

There’s got to be more to this than just poking a creature with a stick. And it really shouldn’t be taking this long for the Kattagari to—

A sharp hiss interrupted his thoughts, and the burly shifter looked down at the armrest of his tattered, lopsided couch and the sleek, glistening black reptile any human would have called a snake.

It wasn’t just a snake.

The thing was messenger, spy, acolyte, and muscle all in one. This particular snake came from the head of Sylas Kattagari, Icas’ one-time commanding officer and now, more accurately, his boss.

Icas snarled at the Atlantean’s hair snake that had disconnected itself and found him twenty-four hours ago to deliver its master’s instructions. The thing creeped him the hell out, and he didn’t appreciate feeling like some grotesque, hissing intern was constantly looking over his shoulder. Constantly judging. Constantly looking for anything it could report to its master that would get the shifter’s throat slit in his sleep.

“You got something to say to me?” he growled.

The snake merely hissed again, raised its glistening black head a few inches above the couch’s armrest, and weaved back and forth like it was getting ready to strike.

It wouldn’t. The snake had its orders too, and if they’d been to kill Icas, he’d be a dead shifter by now. Besides, he was too far away and had made a habit of putting as much distance between him and the Kattagari’s hair snake as possible.

More than anything, Icas thought the Atlantean messenger boy was downright disgusting. But he understood why his boss had sent one of his own to the shifter’s tiny apartment. The Kattagari could only be in so many places at once. Here, with his shifter lieutenant, was one of several.

Icas still had work to do, and he glanced back down at the hair snake that had taken up residence on his couch and sucked on his teeth in aggravation. “Got any helpful tips?”

The snake stared at him, soundless and wordless, though Icas could on occasion understand what the thing was telling him through unexplained mental means. That was this particular hair snake’s purpose, after all—to act as messenger and translator for the Kattagari, who was currently held up in some undisclosed location. Indefinitely.

There has to be some kind of movement with this mission now. Or I’ve been keeping a creepy-ass creature in my apartment all night for nothing.

And the creepy creature he was referring to wasn’t even the hair snake.

Moving past the couch, Icas headed toward the magical cage he’d shoved against the back wall of his living room because he didn’t want to be any closer to the thing than he had to be. This way, at least, the cage and the abomination held within it rested mostly in the shadows of his dimly lit apartment. He’d captured another creature of the night and held it prisoner in a cage.

Technically, though, this thing he’d brought home with him couldn’t be considered a creature in any real sense of the word. It was less of a critter than the hair snake coiled up on the armrest of his couch.

No, this thing lying motionless on its side in the cage he’d purchased off a discreet gnome out in the boonies was nothing more than some idiot wizard’s magic given artificial life. It was his prisoner, his ward, and his magical experiment all in one.

Now Icas had to wait for word from his boss. He’d be told what to do next with the critter who looked so much like a fluffy white fox lying on its side on the floor of the cage, and he would finish carrying out whatever orders he was given.

Those orders came sooner than he’d expected.

Icas only knew they were coming because the glistening black hair snake on his couch hissed more violently than any of the others over the last hour. Then it slithered down the side of the couch and up the leg of the wobbly coffee table where the shifter had left his “scrying bowl.” Technically, it was a cheap hand mirror from Walmart. But in the scheme of things, a hand mirror wasn’t that different from a scrying bowl, and in the absence of old-world spellcasting reagents, the shifter had to make do with what was available.

“Okay. Here we go.”

Icas headed toward the coffee table, casting glances at the magic-proof cage that looked like a dog kennel. If he didn’t get his final instructions right now, the rest of the night was going to be rough for him and the thing he’d captured.

The hand mirror on the coffee table didn’t offer much more than a low hum of energy as the hair snake coiled beside it to wait for the next message. No flash of light or intense magical demonstration showed that the Kattagari was reaching out to this particular lieutenant of his with new instructions. The hair snake’s pitch-black eyes flashed once with golden light, and that was it.

Icas had barely reached the edge of the table before Sylas Kattagari’s voice entered his mind.

“We’re nearly there. One more round should do it.”

The shifter swallowed thickly and glanced at the strange metal rod he’d picked up with the cage—a magical version of a cattle prod that he couldn’t begin to understand. But he’d been using it because he’d been told to use it. “One more round, sir.”

The hair snake hissed again, but it was softer now and not as menacing as every other time the creature had made noises at Icas when they were alone.

Little bastard misses its daddy, huh? Tough.

“Anything specific you want me to add this time?” He wanted to make sure he had all his bases covered. If this was the final round and the Kattagari would make a move once it was finished, Icas didn’t want to miss a thing. In centuries of service like this from across the country, while his boss holed up somewhere else, he hadn’t missed a single thing. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have made it this far. Many others hadn’t.

“Just do it again, Latimer,” the Kattagari hissed in his mind. His hair snake on the coffee table swiveled its smooth, elongated head to face Icas and hissed in agreement. “But this time, when I tell you it’s ready, unlock the cage.”

“Got it.”

The connection through the hand mirror was broken. Icas recognized it by the tight little pinch in the back of his mind, almost like a mosquito settling on his brain for a nice long drink.

Unlock the cage? Sure. And let this feral thing that only looks like an animal come after me for revenge.

He couldn’t say any of this out loud, of course. The Kattagari couldn’t hear him in real time if they weren’t connected through the Atlantean’s scrying table and the vast amounts of magic Sylas hoarded around himself wherever he was. But Icas was well aware of how an Atlantean and their hair snakes worked together.

One misspoken thought in the presence of this slithering black piece of hair with eyes, and Icas would find himself paying the price for insubordination and treason weeks or months down the road. The hair snakes reported everything back to their Atlanteans, and this shifter had zero plans of giving this one any reason to start blabbing.

Icas didn’t like what he had to do next, but his preferences didn’t mean a thing when it came to carrying out orders. He hurried past the coffee table toward the far wall of his tiny living room and the magic-proof kennel in the shadows. He grabbed the odd magical cattle prod he’d leaned against the wall beside the cage and activated it.

A burst of electric-blue light crackled along the tip of the rod, sparking and hissing in warning.

Yeah, I’d hate to be on the other end of this thing too. Who the hell comes up with this kinda thing?

The answer to that question was also above his pay grade. He was just the shifter in charge of doing what the Kattagari wanted, without any idea why or to what end. None of that mattered either.

With the end of the rod sparking in his hand, Icas turned toward the kennel. The fluffy white thing lying on its side didn’t react as the shifter approached. Its sides rose and fell rhythmically. It breathed a little shallower now than it had when he’d first caught it in an alley beside an apartment building in St. Cloud, Minnesota.

Who am I kidding? This thing doesn’t even need to breathe. Can’t kill it either, ’cause it can’t die. Ain’t alive in the first place.

That didn’t make this next part any less unsavory.

Gritting his teeth, Icas thrust the sparking tip of the rod through the bars of the kennel and right into the hind quarters of what on the outside looked like an arctic fox in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The effect was instant, of course. With the intense magical shock from the rod, the creature leapt to its feet and scrambled to the other end of the cage with an earsplitting yowl. The thing was acting injured, which Icas already knew was a direct result of what the poor bastard this thing belonged to was going through in real time somewhere different.

It’s not an animal, man. It’s some dumbass wizard’s magic. Just do your job.

Masking his discomfort with a straight face, the shifter jabbed the rod into the cage again to deliver another agonizing zap to the disembodied magic dressed up as a fox. The creature yowled again, and the sound bordered on a human scream. It pressed itself against the wall of the cage before trying desperately to scramble out of reach. It was limping on one hind leg, which made it slow. The thing had already figured out that it couldn’t use the magic it was made of to break itself free of the magic-proof cage.

That made the thing hopeless and desperate at the same time.

And Icas kept at it.

Twice tonight he’d gone through these rounds of “Shock the Fake Animal In the Cage,” each of them lasting longer than he’d thought he could stomach. Then the Kattagari’s hair snake had given him another hissing command to pause and take a break, and he’d done exactly that, hoping his orders for tonight might change.

It wasn’t like a bunch of magic ripped free from another magical’s body could talk. This wasn’t a high-stakes interview or enhanced interrogation. He wasn’t looking for information that could only be gleaned through breaking down a magical’s physical, mental, and emotional defenses and drawing what he needed from the wreckage left behind.

Icas had done that plenty in his lifetime already.

No, this was magic on magic, used solely on this weird, lifeless creature in a cage so the Kattagari could get a better read on the wizard the screaming, yowling thing belonged to. Maybe to reach out to the guy, wherever he was.

Icas didn’t envy this anonymous wizard one bit. Whatever Icas did to this convincingly animal-looking magical package, the wizard who owned that magic was most likely getting it ten times worse. Somehow, thinking about the wizard at the other end of this magical connection was a lot easier than keeping his mind in the here and now.

Icas was a shifter. Hell, he’d spent half his life as a wolf. He’d lived in the same places and seen the same things as foxes like this. They could have passed each other in the woods at some point, and he might not have known it was something different. He didn’t know what an arctic fox particularly smelled like.

He knew this thing in the cage wasn’t actually an animal, but even on his worst days, Icas wouldn’t harm a natural creature of Earth’s varying ecosystems. They were as clueless about magic as most humans. But unlike humans, wild animals didn’t make such stupid choices.

And here he was, poking this white fox with a magical cattle prod over and over while the thing fought desperately to get away.

Icas’ tiny living room filled with the hiss and crackle of the rod, the wild screams of the not-fox, and blinding flashes of electric-blue light strobing. The shifter wondered if it was possible to go too far with something like this. He’d pinned the creature against the side of the cage, and the thing had gotten a hind paw up and over the rod to pin it in place. Of course, it ended up pinning the fox in place too, and Icas had to fight against the thing’s astounding strength while the rod caught it with one long shock that seemed to go on forever.

He pulled the rod free, and when the fox melted wearily onto the floor of the cage, he started to wonder if he’d killed it.

Just another round. And I don’t get to stop until I get the signal to unlock the damn cage. Can’t stop now.

So he poked the creature in the side again, and the animal made of pure magic sprang to its feet and screamed at the top of its nonexistent lungs, this time more in feral rage than pain.

As the minutes ticked on, Icas gave in to the process of what he had to do and let his mind wander to other things that had nothing to do with zapping a white fox and pretending he couldn’t hear it scream. He had no idea how long he circled the cage, poking the crackling blue rod through the bars over and over.

But he was aware of the Kattagari’s voice in his mind again, in no small part due to the General’s hair snake, which had climbed up Icas’ shoulder at some point and now hissed violently in his ear as his boss’ words filled his head.

“Now! Let it out now!”

With a snarl, Icas charged the side of the magic-proof cage where the lock was. The gnome who’d sold him this whole setup had said the lock didn’t matter when the magic-dampening bits lined the inside of the cage. So the padlock had been Icas’ first and cheapest choice.

If the security on the cage had been a little more advanced, it still wouldn’t have mattered against the shifter’s strength. He reached out for the padlock, wrapped his fingers around it, and crushed the mechanism in his hand with one violent crunch and a flash of silver behind his shifter’s eyes.

He stepped back and tossed the broken padlock across the room.

The fox didn’t wait for the hunk of metal to leave Icas’ fingers. As soon as it realized the lock was gone, the thing sprang from its cage and darted around the living room, yowling and snarling. It acted like any panicked animal would have acted when finding itself in a strange place with strange smells and its life in mortal danger.

The white fox zigzagged all over the room with no rhyme or reason. It bashed against the leg of the couch, then tried to leap over the coffee table but caught its hind legs on the hand mirror. The mirror went flying off the table and thumped onto the carpet, startling the strange creature more.

At one point, it looked like it was ready to come straight for Icas. With a snarl, the shifter lowered the still-sparking tip of the magical cattle prod at the oncoming creature. The fox skidded across the carpet, leapt into the air, and somehow changed its trajectory that way before continuing to careen off the walls and scant furniture in the shifter’s home.

And this helps the Kattagari how, exactly? All just part of his plan?

Icas shot a look at his shoulder, where the black hair snake had somehow held on through all the excitement. The snake wasn’t paying attention to him anymore. Its all-black eyes were pinned onto the yowling creature with matted white fur.

This better be the end of my part to play in all this. I ain’t running after that thing to shove it back in a cage if it doesn’t work the way he wants it…

The rest of Icas’ thoughts drifted into the ether when he realized the apartment had fallen silent. It wasn’t hard to find the white bundle of fluff standing perfectly still halfway to the kitchen as if it had been caught in a trap or paralyzed by some kind of attack spell the shifter couldn’t see. He couldn’t cast spells, though, and there wasn’t anyone else in his tiny apartment.

Still, he distinctly felt the presence of someone with him, and it wasn’t the damn hair snake.

A second later, the frozen fox opened its mouth and wailed. It sounded like nothing Icas had heard from a wild animal, a magical, or a human before. It reminded him of the old popcorn tins he’d used as a kid. All he had to do was hold it over the stove for a few minutes before it let out a popping squeak that grew louder while the steam escaped—like the first howl of a boiling tea kettle mixed with a metallic groan right before the pressure became too much and something had to give.

The fox did not pop open or rip apart or scatter into tiny fragments all over the room.

It burst into flame.

The creature’s final scream echoed through the tiny apartment before it was swallowed by a violent roar of magical purple fire shooting dangerously close to the low ceiling.

Icas pressed himself against the wall in surprise, but the purple flames roiling midair in the center of his apartment didn’t give off the heat he would have expected from a blaze that massive and blinding. On the contrary, the flames seemed to suck all the warmth out of the room.

That wasn’t an issue for Icas, who didn’t feel cold or pain nearly as acutely as every other type of magical.

Even if he’d been able to feel the immense cold coming from the homunculus, stripped of its freedom and under the full control of the Atlantean General Sylas Kattagari, Icas probably wouldn’t have been able to look away.

“Well done, Lieutenant,” the Kattagari hissed in his mind. “I honestly expected it to take longer.”

Icas couldn’t take his eyes off the purple fire raging two feet above the carpet behind his sagging couch. “Everything to your satisfaction?”

“For now. You’re dismissed. But if you have a little energy left tonight, I think you’ll find this next bit particularly entertaining.”

As soon as the words filtered through Icas’ mind, he saw what the Kattagari had meant.

There were images in the heat-killing purple flames.

At first, it was a little hard to make out exactly what they were until the images moved. Like a video camera being turned on its side in the middle of recording, the entire view in the flames shifted, spinning slowly until the shifter realized he was watching a view of what looked like the bars of a cage.

What does Sylas want with the creature’s memories?

Icas realized he had it all wrong. These images in the flames weren’t what had already happened but what was happening right now, in real time. The cage bars tilted upright and became clearly the bars of a jail cell. Though there wasn’t any color but purple in the flames, those cell bars glowed clearly and brightly with what could have only been powerful magic.

The images showed a dirty, bruised hand waving slowly in front of the bars. It wasn’t the Kattagari’s hand, and there wasn’t a wand to be seen, so Icas didn’t assume that hand belonged to the wizard who’d broken off a chunk of his magic and dressed it up like a fox.

Except that this was the wizard’s magic, right here in Icas’ living room. And it was showing him what the imprisoned wizard was seeing as he moved quickly and efficiently across a magical cell. The Kattagari had cracked open the protective measures that poor sap of a wizard had put in place around his homunculus.

Now, because the homunculus was in Icas’ apartment and under the Kattagari’s control, so was the wizard.

Despite the distasteful things the shifter had done for this particular mission—not to mention all the distasteful things he was sure to witness as he watched the real-time movie unfold in the flames in his living room—Icas Latimer broke into a feral grin.

This was why he’d spent centuries answering the Kattagari’s infrequent calls when they came. Everything the Atlantean touched had his creepy, terrifying, gut-wrenching signature all over it, including this business with a fox that wasn’t a fox and watching a wizard being controlled through his own magic.

This was the kind of thing that had pulled Icas toward a life spent in service to magicals like Rhazdon and Sylas Kattagari and dozens of other dark magicals who knew their stuff.

The images in the flames changed suddenly—the glowing cell bars disappeared, and the point-of-view movie in the purple flames showed the wizard moving across a room built of stone before disappearing through that stone.

Icas turned his head to eye the hair snake he’d last seen on his shoulder and found the black serpent was gone.

He caught a brief flicker of movement in the glowing purple light now filling his apartment. It was the tip of the hair snake’s tail as the creature squeezed itself through the narrow crack beneath the apartment’s front door.

Icas had been relieved of his disgusting babysitter. Now he could watch the show alone and in peace.

Brilliant. The Kattagari’s a goddamn genius.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Winland didn’t have any trouble falling asleep that night. The trouble came after she’d already drifted off, warm and snug in her bed, content with the way the evening had turned out at the Moffetts’ despite the unfavorable detour to the kemana jail in the middle of it.

When she first heard the rhythmic scratching noises, she rolled over and tried to tune them out to go back to sleep. But the sound continued, impossible to ignore.

She had no idea what time it was, and she almost reached out for her phone on the nightstand before the noise doubled in volume. It sounded like someone was rummaging through her things, and it was coming from downstairs.

I seriously hope Leeland didn’t stay up all night just so she could keep going through all my stuff without worrying about me catching her. All she has to do is ask for something.

Still groggy and half asleep, Winland whipped off the covers and slid out of bed. The whole house was perfectly warm at the end of February, and her bare feet whispered across the hardwood floor of the upstairs master bedroom. When she opened her door, the noise got louder—a little clanking and banging around that almost sounded like rustling in the silverware drawer before it was joined by low thumps and rustles.

What the hell does she need in the middle of the night?

Then the creak of a door rose from the entryway, and Winland paused halfway down the stairs.

Or somebody else decided to pay me a little midnight visit. Carmine did say he’d know where to find me if something happened…

It didn’t seem likely that the old gnome would teleport himself right into her house when he knew Winland was asleep. Then again, most things that happened around here weren’t likely, but they still happened.

Winland crept down the staircase, peering into her living room.

As far as she could tell, no one was there. Other than Leeland, of course.

She couldn’t see her mom’s face from this angle, but the rounded bundle of the throw blanket in the same place where Leeland had curled up with a book last night showed that the witch was sleeping as soundly as her daughter had been until two minutes ago.

As Winland moved to take the next step, something stirred in her living room, and she froze again.

The term “shadowy figure” came to mind first, which seemed a little absurd when the standing lamp beside the opposite couch and the bathroom light in the hallway were on. But that was exactly what this looked like.

The shadowy figure moved across the living room, its presence seeming to soak up all the light from the lamp as if it were immune to being illuminated. Whoever it was, it wore regular clothes that might have been a little dirty, though Winland couldn’t tell. All the features of this mystery person in her house were fuzzy, making it impossible to focus on any one part or look for recognizable details.

It was some kind of aversion spell.

That doesn’t make sense. There’s nobody inside the wards who would wanna break into my house and go through all my stuff while hiding their face. Carmine already breaks into people’s houses, but he doesn’t try to hide it…

The thought that anyone else with harmful intentions could have gotten past the Crimson Heart’s protective wards made her stomach leap clear up into her throat. Now she was awake.

That was when she heard the whispers.

She tried to peer around the staircase toward the entryway, where she saw the front door open about five inches. It hadn’t been long enough yet for the cold air from outside to have pushed itself all the way upstairs, but it would soon. Somebody else was obviously in her house right now, because nobody who broke into somebody’s home on their own would be dumb enough to talk to themselves out loud.

The shadowy figure that was impossible to see moved like a wraith across the living room, and the whispers rose and fell. Winland couldn’t make out any of the words, which probably had something to do with the aversion spell, but something else was wrong about those whispers.

As far as she knew, there wasn’t any kind of aversion spell that could allow the magical casting it to speak in multiple voices in multiple unnatural tones all at the same time. That was exactly what this sounded like, though. In a matter of seconds—all she needed to assess a situation like this, thanks to Turner’s training—she picked out at least three different voices, none of them familiar.

Winland leaned over a little more, not quite yet ready to reveal herself by making any noise on the stairs until she had a better gauge of who this person could be and what they were looking for.

The whispers continued, and a flare of purple light burst into existence in the figure’s colorless, blurry palm. One second, it looked like purple flames. The next, it looked like the glow of a complicated spell that singled this figure out as a powerful magical.

What do they want? There’s nothing here.

The figure picked up the pace across her living room, heading straight for the couch along the far wall.

Right where Leeland had buried herself for the night in the bundle of throw blankets. And the warrior witch hadn’t stirred once.

Winland summoned a small fireball in one hand, ready to take on whoever it was before they caused any serious damage. She knew Leeland could take care of herself, but now it was the principle of the thing.

Refugees of East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana weren’t supposed to be sneaking up on each other in the middle of the night and threatening others with attack spells and blurred features. Because the Crimson Heart wouldn’t have let them in in the first place.

She resumed slowly descending the stairs and got down three before the fourth one betrayed her with a slow, groaning creak under her foot.

There was no point jerking her foot back or scrambling up the stairs again. She was going to make herself known sooner or later, and Winland was not about to run from a fight. Especially in her own home.

The creak in the stairs wasn’t loud enough to wake Leeland on the couch, but it caught the shadowy figure’s attention.

The stranger paused, muscles tensing, then spun to face her.

Glowing purple eyes darted up and settled on Winland’s face. The second they did, the aversion spell must have been weakened by mutual recognition. Or maybe it was because she could have picked that face out of a crowd anytime, anywhere. The fact that purple light flared behind his eyes while more purple streaks zigzagged their way up the sides of his neck, up his cheeks, and straight up toward those eyes didn’t make him any more difficult to recognize.

It was Hector Fang.

All logical thought left her. All of her training and self-control and rational assessments of any type of situation she could imagine ran right out the open front door with the warm air.

The only thing in Winland’s mind was a white-hot rage and indignation. She’d given this wizard chance after chance after chance. And now he was here, in her house, circumventing all of the Crimson Heart’s protective measures to do what? Finish what he started with Leeland? Take something else from Winland Underwood that he could hang up on a wall with all his other trophies?

In that split second, while Hector recognized her on the stairs and widened his eyes, Winland stopped trying to be reasonable and let him have it.

“Get out!”

She flung the first fireball straight at the center of his chest and followed it with another, three times bigger. They both hit their target head-on, and Hector staggered back until he thumped against the back of one of the armchairs. He blinked rapidly as if he were waking up, and though the purple streaks kept racing up to his face beneath his skin, the purple glow behind his eyes flickered and momentarily went out.

“Winland.” He stared at her in shock. “This isn’t—”

“I don’t wanna hear it!” She flung another fireball at him, but this time, he was ready to pivot to the side and dodge it. The flames crashed conveniently into the empty fireplace between the bookshelves on the other side of the room, but she didn’t care what she hit. Winland raced down the rest of the stairs, burning with fury and appalled that this was possible. “What the fuck are you doing here? Trying to finish her off in her sleep?”

“I’m not… Winland, please. This isn’t—”

“No! You don’t get to talk. You never say anything anyway. Now get out of my house.”

Somewhere in the back of her mind, she recognized that despite the yelling and crashing of spells flying across the room, the bundle of Leeland sleeping under the blanket on the couch hadn’t stirred. Perhaps Leeland Byrnes was the heaviest sleeper on the planet, and maybe the noise wasn’t enough to wake her.

That single oddity didn’t stop Winland from flinging more fireballs at the wizard who’d stolen her heart and broken it and imprisoned her mother. Flames roared across the living room one after the other, and Hector dodged about half of them. The other half hit him in nonessential places—shoulder, elbow, calf, grazing across the hip. And still, he wouldn’t fight back.

“Winland, this isn’t me,” he pleaded instead and started to raise both hands. “I don’t know who, but they have—”

Words failed her at this point, and she simply growled as she flung one fireball and then another. The Light Elf’s next attack was made not of flames but of blazing golden light that would have done more damage if it had hit its target.

Hector launched himself into a panicked dive across the floor, and the sphere of crackling golden light blasted into the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf to the right of the fireplace. Those bookshelves had been empty for months, but Winland wasn’t paying attention.

All she wanted was for the damn wizard to get out of her house and her life and leave her alone.

“You’re done!” she screamed from the stairs. “I’m done with you! If you don’t get out right now—”

A door crashed open somewhere beneath the staircase, and a third magical raced into the room and stopped directly between a furious Winland and a startled, terrified-looking Hector Fang with purple streaks crackling up his neck like magical lightning bolts.

It took Leeland less time than her daughter to assess the situation, and she spun toward Winland with both hands held up in front of her. “Whoa, whoa, Winland. Hold on a second!”

Winland tossed another orb of dangerous golden light, which could have knocked her mom across the room if Leeland hadn’t leapt aside. Hector dodged the attack as well, and his hands started glowing with the same purple energy that looked like flames.

“Oh great. You wanna fight this out?” Winland hurried down the rest of the stairs, chucking explosions of golden light at him one right the other. He didn’t look surprised to see Leeland running out of the bathroom to join them, which made Winland look around the living room.

She saw the old wooden chest resting on the other side of the couch where she’d thought her mom had been sleeping. And The Bag resting on top of it, right there for everyone to see.

“Winland, don’t,” Leeland prompted as she reached for her daughter’s shoulder.

“Is that what you wanted?” Winland seethed at Hector. With a violent shrug, she shoved her mom aside and stalked toward the wizard. “I thought you were here for her. But you broke out of that jail and into my house just to get your hands on the Bag, is that it?”

“Winland, I have absolutely—” He escaped her next furious attack by ducking behind the closest armchair. The orb of golden light crashed into it and ripped right through the fabric, sending fluff and string and wood chips flying in all directions with the scent of charred plastic. “I have no control! And now they’ve seen you—”

“I’m not hiding!” she shrieked as she threw another crackling orb of light at the wizard’s head peeking out from behind the armchair.

He dodged it again, but when he reemerged from behind the furniture, he had both hands raised in a serious threat to launch whatever purple-flame magic he’d conjured within them.

“Winland.” Leeland sounded breathless, though somehow she’d frozen in place in the hallway, hiding behind the outer wall of the living room as if stepping in would hurt her more than anyone else. “I don’t think this is exactly what it looks like.”

“This is exactly what it looks like.” She sent another orb of attack magic across the room. “The wizard’s finally stopped pretending. All he ever wanted from me was what he could take for himself. You can’t have any of it!”

“I don’t want anything.” Hector glanced down at his glowing purple hands and looked horrified to see the magic growing there. “Trust me, I’d be far away from here if I had any say in it.”

“Hey, maybe it’s a better idea to not try to kill him,” Leeland suggested.

Winland stopped charging with deadly intent across her living room, though she kept a golden orb of light conjured and at the ready in each hand. It took all of her willpower not to attack him until he was dead, and that was clear in her glare.

“You’re not welcome here, Fang,” Winland spat. “You need to leave.”

“I can’t stop it,” he groaned as he lifted both shaking arms to aim at her with the purple flames. “You have to—”

Hector launched the first ball of purple fire straight at her. Winland ducked easily, but his attack enraged her more. Crackling lines of purple light snaked up the wall of the staircase behind her, and she stood to her fullest height with a snarl.

“You just really don’t know how to quit, do you?”

“Please.” The pain in Hector’s face was unmistakable as he stretched his other hand toward her, both arms shaking at the effort it took him to spray a bunch of apologetic bullshit while acting in complete opposition by attacking her.

He threw another attack, and this time all she had to do was step aside and let his attack crash into the wall. He wasn’t even that good. “Either lock me up again or kill me, Winland. But don’t let me walk. Don’t let me out of this house. It’s the only way—”

“I said get out!” Winland roared, and her entire body erupted in a blinding red glow as the Crimson Heart lent her the full use of its magic.

Time seemed to slow, and she was able to process everything happening all at once as if she had minutes to think about each little piece of it.

Hector recognized the power she wielded with the Crimson Heart’s magic. His eyes widened, but instead of terror or desperation to get out and save his own life, she saw only relief in his eyes. As he raised his hand again to aim at her with the unfamiliar attack of purple magic, his grimace softened, and he closed his eyes.

She heard her mom’s sharp intake of breath before she muttered, “Shit.”

The witch raced into the living room as if she expected her daughter to gladly meet Hector’s request for her to kill him right here and now.

As if she thought she could stop Winland Underwood and the Crimson Heart from doing whatever they wanted.

I don’t want him dead. I want him gone!

That seemed to seal the deal on her decision, and she and the Crimson Heart reached out together to do exactly that.

“No, no. Winland, wait!” Leeland shouted as she skidded along the hardwood floor, clearly intending to put herself between her daughter and the wizard glowing with purple streaks.

Winland was aware of the sudden change in Hector and her mom in the next second, but she and the Crimson Heart had made up their minds.

She saw Leeland turning away from her and toward Hector, eyes wide in horror.

She saw Hector lock gazes with the witch he’d imprisoned for thirty years.

She saw the instant change in the ex-Custodian’s expression—from hopeful acceptance of his fate to the terrified realization of somebody who realizes all hope is lost. Then the purple glow returned behind Hector’s eyes, and he looked like a different person.

His purple-glowing eyes widened as they took in the sight of Leeland standing there in borrowed pajamas and socks. Then a horrific grin spread across his face.

It was the kind of grin somebody wore when they knew they’d won.

It didn’t even look like Hector anymore, but Winland was done looking for signs of genuineness from him.

She was done with him.

Time fell back into regular speed again—or Winland’s mind slowed down again to run parallel with the present moment. Together, she and the Crimson Heart returned their full attention to getting Hector Fang out of the house.

Two thick columns of blazing red light erupted from Winland’s red-glowing palms and hurtled toward Hector. The wizard could not have escaped an attack like that, and he was caught up instantly in the glow. It trapped him, pinning his arms where they were in frozen suspension and lifting him inches off the floor until all he could do was hover in the center of her living room, immobilized and defenseless.

Instead of brutally attacking him, Winland swung both arms to the side toward the front door that had been left cracked open. Hector swung with her, his feet and ankles bashing against the top of the other armchair as he went. It fell over backward with a wooden clash.

She stalked through the front of her house after him.

Blazing crimson light flashed around the front door and threw it all the way open with a bang. The paralyzed, floating Hector continued down the entryway until he was launched through the open door and into the freezing night air.

The dirt road and the winter-bare trees and the frost-covered ground around Winland’s old Victorian-style house took on the same angry, powerful red glow as the wizard was ejected from the house. Then he sailed up into the night sky and floated twenty feet in the air, the flares of purple magic in his hands dampened by the Crimson Heart’s light. The strobing streaks of magic still raced up the sides of his face, but now that he’d been caught up in Winland’s magic, the purple glow behind his eyes was gone once again.

Winland stormed out onto her front porch, holding the wizard in place with both arms outstretched, and she knew exactly what she had to do.

“Don’t let me out,” Hector cried hoarsely, unable to move anything but his mouth. “Just end it here! Once I’m beyond the wards, it’s all—”

She flicked both hands out to the right and clenched her fists, working with the Crimson Heart’s magic as intuitively as if she’d been born with it. The crystal, for its part in this, fully complied because it knew what was in Winland Underwood’s heart.

And it agreed.

Hector let out a surprised croak as he went sailing through the air toward the tops of the forest’s bare branches, his entire form surrounded in crimson light.

Leeland burst out of the front door behind her daughter and hurried across the porch in time to see Hector Fang flying through the air, a crimson comet against the night sky before he disappeared entirely.

For a moment, Winland couldn’t let herself fully believe that he was gone. She held her breath, staring at the spot above the tree line where he’d disappeared. She let out a slow, shaky breath through pursed lips and lowered her hands to her sides again.

As she did so, the Crimson Heart’s furious red light pulsed twice, then gently faded away beneath the surface of the Light Elf who’d connected with it forever. The humming buzz of the powerful magic and the buoyant heat flaring through Winland’s entire body subsided.

Now she was just another Light Elf, standing barefoot on her front porch in the middle of an Arkansas winter, her heavy breathing rising in steaming puffs and illuminated by the light spilling through her open front door.

When Leeland sighed behind her, Winland became aware that she wasn’t alone. The exasperated sound of it reminded Winland of everything her mom had tried to do during this little magical debacle in her living room, and she took a few more seconds to calm down enough to speak without letting her anger get the better of her again. “Don’t try to stop me like that again.”

Leeland didn’t immediately offer a response as they stood in the cold. Then she folded her arms and stared at the back of her daughter’s head. “What did you do with him?”

“I kicked him out.”

“I need to know what that means, Winland.”

The Light Elf turned to face her mother. Her voice was calm and collected and disturbingly flat when she replied, “It means Hector Fang won’t be coming back. I sent him outside the crystal’s wards.”

“Just like that?”

The Light Elf spread her arms. “Teleporting.”

“Why?” Leeland glanced at the place in the sky where the red-glowing wizard had disappeared. “You could have put him back in a cell. With a few more improvements in security, obviously. But he still—”

“I thought about it,” Winland interrupted. “And you’re right. I could’ve put him back in a cell and left him there until the town leaders decided what to do with him. Without me. That was already my plan, but he clearly found a loophole. If someone like Hector Fang can escape from one of the most secure enclosures I’ve ever seen, what’s the point of putting him in another one? He’ll just break himself out again.”

Leeland clicked her tongue and grimaced, not quite ready to look her daughter in the eye. “There are other ways to keep someone right where you want them, Winland. Indefinitely.”

“That’s the thing, though. I don’t want him.” The Light Elf shook her head and took a deep breath. “I don’t want him anywhere near my house, or my town, or this sanctuary we’ve built for the kind of magicals he clearly can’t help but prey on. I don’t want to know where he is or what he’s doing, and I don’t ever wanna see him again.”

“That’s a pretty tall order, don’t you think?”

“Not for me.” Turning to scan the top of the forest again, Winland shrugged. “This way, he’s never getting back in. The Crimson Heart and I will both make sure of it.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Winland didn’t fully expect her mom to understand the nuances of why she’d done what she’d done with the dark wizard Hector Fang. Though Leeland hadn’t shown an inch of animosity toward the man the whole time she’d been staying in her daughter’s house, it was only logical that she would want Fang to suffer by being tossed out of the house and teleported somewhere far, far away, anywhere beyond the protective shield of the Crimson Heart’s wards.

What Winland didn’t expect was for her mom to look so disappointed that he was gone and out of both their hair.

The witch looked like a fisherman who’d just lost the biggest catch of his life. Or like a woman who’d found an incredible treasure, only to have it ripped from her hands and tossed away like someone else’s trash.

What’s her deal?

The women stood in the cold on the Light Elf’s front porch and stared at each other until Winland couldn’t take it anymore. “You look like you have a problem with that.”

Leeland tilted her head in a fake gesture of concession. “I think that could have been handled a little differently, yeah.”

“You mean you would’ve handled it better,” Winland snapped. “Is that it?”

The witch opened her mouth, and it looked like she was about to back down and let the conversation sit on the back burner for another time. Then she tapped her lips a few times with two fingers. “I just happened to have more of a comprehensive understanding of what—”

“Save it.” With a snort, Winland brushed past her mom and stormed across the front porch and inside the house.

I just single-handedly got rid of one of the most powerful wizards I’ve seen in a long time, and she’s still standing there and acting like I’m a kid who needs to learn a few hard lessons in ‘how to deal with bad guys.’ I am so over this shit!

Leeland walked in after her daughter and paused at the open door to look one more time over her shoulder at the sky above the tree line. “Winland, I really think we should discuss this just a little more. Before you call it a night. You might not have as much time as you think before—”

“What is there to discuss?” Winland spun in her destroyed living room and spread her arms. “You already said you think I should’ve captured him and locked him up again, which is so clearly not an effective way of dealing with the guy.”

“But it would have given us a little more time,” Leeland replied evenly. It was impossible to keep her wary disappointment from bleeding through into her expression, no matter how hard she tried to look calm and collected and in control of the situation. “Now we don’t have that.”

“Time?” The Light Elf laughed and dropped her arms back down to her sides with a smack. “To do what, Leeland? Torture him some more? Exact your revenge for locking you up for thirty years?”

“No, to question him.” With a quick sweeping glance of the destroyed living room—the shattered bookshelf and the charred holes in the wall and the overturned furniture—Leeland shook her head. “Or at the very least to keep him out of the hands of those who would want to do very much the same thing.”

“What does that even mean?”

“Winland, there are…certain things that certain magicals out there would be only too happy to capture Hector Fang in order to accomplish. Certain knowledge he has.”

“About what? How to break himself into two living magical pieces and use it to break out of jail?” The high levels of bitter sarcasm in her voice weren’t lost on Winland, but she couldn’t help it. She’d done something incredibly powerful—not to mention incredibly liberating—that few other magicals could have done, and now she was being berated for it by a witch who’d been a stranger until five days ago. “If that’s what certain magicals out there want to know about that wizard, they can have him.”

“It’s not that simple.” Leeland took a few steps closer to her daughter, who responded with a simple turn of her head to fix the witch with a sidelong glare of warning. Leeland stopped where she was between the living room and the staircase and raised both hands in concession, hoping it was convincing enough not to stoke her daughter’s rage again. “And it’s not just about his knowledge of advanced and complicated magic, light or dark.”

Winland snorted and shook her head. “If you’re trying to say something, it’s a lot better for you right now if you just come out and say it. I’m not in the mood to read between the lines tonight.”

“Sure.” The witch lowered her hands and nodded. “For one thing, Hector knows me. Sure, he probably assumed I’d always been Idys when he locked me up, but now he knows who I am to you, too. It doesn’t take a certified genius to take one look at us side-by-side and pinpoint the striking similarities. He knows I’m alive. If the wrong kind of magicals got their hands on that kind of information—”

“You’re a big girl, Leeland. I’m sure you can handle yourself just fine. I’m going back to bed.” Winland marched out of the room and headed for the stairs. I can’t have this conversation right now. I shouldn’t be trying to have any conversation. I just need to pass out on my bed and—

Her mom stepped in front of her to block off her route to the stairs, and she had to hold herself back from tossing Leeland aside the way she’d tossed Hector.

“More than that, Winland, he knows you.” She gestured at her daughter from head to toe. “Pretty intimately at that, I’d say.”

“I really don’t appreciate what you’re implying with that.”

“No, just listen to me. He knows you’re my daughter. I can only assume you gave him your last name with your first, so he knows who your dad is too. That’s pretty much a given in any scenario.”

“This has nothing to do with Turner.” Scoffing, Winland tried to skirt around the witch, but she was stopped one more time. “Seriously?”

“Hector knows who you are and where you come from. He knows about this place and everything you’ve done to protect the magicals in it. He knows about your connection to the Crimson Heart, Winland. I’d say this is one of those situations where the phrase, ‘Keep your enemies closer,’ applies. And you just tossed an already seriously compromised wizard back out there into the real world where anybody could get their hands on him and what he knows. Apparently, someone already did. And now it’s just that much easier for all the sharks out there to smell his blood in the water. Do you understand that?”

Winland stared at her mom, clenching her jaw over and over because of course she hadn’t thought about all these things. She hadn’t spent nearly as much time thinking about what might happen to Hector Fang on the outside as she’d spent being furious at him and wanting the wizard out of her life, period. But she set her jaw anyway and slightly lifted her chin. “It’s done, okay? There’s nothing we can do about it now.”

“No, that’s the point I’m trying to make,” Leeland snapped. “We’re gonna have to do a whole hell of a lot more now that we have no idea where he is or who might be—”

“Stop.” It wasn’t a shout of anger but a firm, level command that got Leeland to instantly shut her mouth. Part of that probably had to do with the quick flash of crimson light behind Winland’s eyes at the same time, but the Light Elf only wanted to end this conversation. It wasn’t doing either one of them any good. “I’m the one with the crystal’s magic. I’m the one with the responsibility of keeping this town safe. You’re under my roof, so if you don’t like my choices, tough shit.”

Winland marched right past her mom toward the stairs, and this time, Leeland didn’t try to stop her.

She did, however, turn after her daughter and click her tongue in disapproval. “Oh come on, Winland. I’m trying to help you, and now you’re just being childish—”

“Because I am your child!” Winland shouted as she spun and leaned over the staircase railing. “What’s your excuse?”

The witch stared up at her with a blank expression, and Winland fought the urge to let her anger and frustration run rampant again—to let the Crimson Heart come out one more time tonight so she could be done with all this. But she knew the crystal was finished flaring up at the last second to cause all kinds of unknown havoc with the Light Elf it had chosen.

Using the Crimson Heart’s magic was now and would always be Winland’s call. She’d finally figured out how to ensure that, which meant it was even more important that she only used that power when it was necessary.

Right now, it wasn’t.

The warrior witch has nothing to say to that, huh? Perfect.

Rolling her eyes, Winland turned back up the staircase and hurried as fast as she could to the second story. Without wishing her mom good night. Without telling the witch not to worry because she had everything under control. Without a second thought about how this might change the dynamic between them. All she wanted was to be alone.

If Hector Fang was captured by “the wrong kind of magicals,” whoever they were, Winland and the crystal would deal with the consequences like they had with everything else. The magicals of East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana were stronger than anybody gave them credit for. They’d stand together against anything that came their way and tried to make them run for the literal and proverbial hills like so many of them had been doing all their lives.

I’m done making decisions based on the fear of what might happen if I do what I actually need. And I needed that wizard out of here. He’s obviously more dangerous to keep around than to get rid of, and it’s not just me I have to worry about.

She shut her bedroom door behind her, grateful that it didn’t slam. Then she went straight to her bed and flopped down backward on the mattress without bothering to pull back the comforter.

She needed a minute to decompress. To think and breathe and figure out what needed to be done—what could be done—before the next disaster everyone insisted was heading their way.

Who’s everyone? Leeland? She thinks one wizard is gonna draw a whole bunch of dark magicals right to us? That’s a long shot.

At first, it made her feel a little better to know that Leeland Byrnes couldn’t know everything about everything. The witch had, after all, been imprisoned in a timeless interdimensional prison for the last thirty years. That was more than enough time for the magical world as she understood it to change considerably. What might have been a potential threat three decades ago was a lot less likely to impact their present now. Especially when places like this refugee sanctuary existed, built by Winland and the other Oriceran refugees who’d come here for one reason.

To live.

Not to scramble for survival in constant fear of what might happen to them.

I can’t believe she’d want to keep Hector around. He probably turned on her faster than he did on me, and they were just temporary partners tackling missions together for the Order of Custodians. Shit, I really hope it didn’t go any further than that between them…

The thought of Hector and her mom knowing each other as “intimately” as Winland had thought she’d known him made her shudder. She wiped that thought from her mind and tried to clear out everything else.

Hector’s words came back to her.

“Either lock me up again or kill me, Winland. But don’t let me walk. Don’t let me out of this house. It’s the only way—”

She hadn’t wanted to listen. She hadn’t wanted to consider the fact that the wizard who’d betrayed her and her mother and the entire magical community here in the Ozarks might have put all their interests above his own.

Winland remembered the look on his face when the Crimson Heart’s magic had leapt forward inside her and she was ready to blast him to smithereens.

Shit, he looked grateful. Like he really did want me to kill him. Even after everything he’s done, that’s the last road I’d take. Yeah, even with him.

The only time she’d permanently taken anyone out of the picture was during that final battle with Ravener and his dark army, and it had been more than one magical wiped from existence with the Crimson Heart’s magic that she hadn’t fully known how to use. That battle had been a group effort among the original Oriceran refugees of East Calico Rock, but Winland had finished it all on her own. The dark wizard Ravener Delowry had nothing going for him at that point, and Winland’s community had everything to lose.

That was a decision she didn’t intend to repeat.

She hadn’t wanted to hurt Hector, just get rid of him. If she’d chosen to keep him around the way Leeland thought she should have, Winland couldn’t have promised anyone that she wouldn’t have eventually given into a growing desire to hurt someone else and call it protecting her home.

No, she knew she’d done the right thing, whether or not anyone else agreed with her. The Crimson Heart had, and the Crimson Heart was a better judge of character than any of them.

But I don’t know who all the players really are in this, do I?

That thought was the most disturbing of all, and Winland lay back onto her bed, her arms at her sides and her toes barely brushing the hardwood floor, staring at the ceiling and mulling over the potential consequences of letting Hector go.

The only thing she knew was that the wizard’s homunculus had been found and captured and that it wasn’t by a magical on her side. That same magical, whoever they were, wasn’t on Hector’s side either if they’d used the severed pieces of his magic dressed up like an arctic fox to torture him into giving up all control.

“Shit.” She pushed herself up off the mattress to sit there on the edge of the bed and grimaced across her room. “That’s what he was trying to tell me, isn’t it?”

The shadowy figure in her living room. The multiple voices from one magical’s mouth. The fact that Hector Fang only acted and sounded like Hector Fang when the eerie purple glow was absent from his eyes.

Whoever had captured Nitya had a hold on Hector Fang. That was why he’d asked her to lock him up or kill him. That was why he’d looked so relieved when he’d thought she was about to do just that.

So who did I see behind the wheel when he grinned at Leeland like that?

She allowed herself to consider the possibility that she hadn’t made the right choice. The only difference in that equation was that keeping Hector inside the Crimson Heart’s wards would have kept him safe and would have put the entire community in more danger.

The safety of over a thousand Oriceran refugees safely hidden in the middle of the Ozarks was more important than the comfort of one conflicted wizard who might have still cared about them in some way. He might have still cared about Winland too, but it wasn’t enough for her to forget all the lies and the manipulation and the terrible things he’d almost convinced her to do. Maybe one day she’d forgive him.

For now, everyone was better off with the ex-Custodian out of the picture. If that led to other struggles and dangers down the road, Winland and the other magicals who called this place home would be ready for it.

Especially now that her ability to work with the Crimson Heart’s magic was more like equally sharing that power rather than throwing spaghetti at a wall and hoping it stuck.

Hector and his own choices carried the sole responsibility for getting him into this mess, and that was that.

It’s not my job to make sure he’s safe too, right? Not after what he’s done.

Winland might not have been as sure of that herself as she wanted to be, but when the familiar, gently tingling warmth of the Crimson Heart’s power flowed through her from head to toe, she stopped worrying about it.

You’re right, crystal. We’re doing what we’re supposed to be doing. And if I was wrong, I know damn well you wouldn’t keep that to yourself, one way or another.

That might have been the only type of reassurance anyone could have given her tonight that eased her mind and allowed her to drift back to sleep. None of the other tiny details mattered right now. Fang was out of the picture, and for now, the refugees within the wards were safe.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


In his hidden mansion on the coast of Maine, Sylas Kattagari snarled in his effort to maintain his binding connection with the fractured wizard. He’d watched everything through the magical lights of the scrying table in the center of his study, but once the wizard had been wrapped up in the Light Elf’s crimson glow and tossed backward right out of the house and into the sky, that connection was precarious at best.

The magic he’d detected had splintered that connection in two. The wizard Hector Fang had shot off through time and space to some other location to be determined, while Sylas himself was thrown backward away from his scrying table to sail clear across his study. If he hadn’t had the presence of mind two days ago to shut the French doors leading out of the room, he could have been tossed clear past the edge of the balcony, over the cliffs, and down into the violently churning waves of the Gulf of Maine.

Instead, the Atlantean crashed unceremoniously against those double doors with a snarl of irritation before slumping to the floor.

His spell on the wizard had been broken for now, but it would be easy enough to find Hector Fang again whenever Sylas wanted. He did, after all, have Fang’s homunculus in his grasp and under his control. And with the way he’d recalibrated the physical makeup of that homunculus, the chances of that severed magic moving and thinking on its own to return to its master were all but nonexistent.

Fang was nothing more than another puppet Sylas could call at will for as long as he could successfully fulfill his purpose. As such, it wasn’t all that upsetting that someone else had wielded magic so powerful that it had rendered his puppet obsolete against his will.

Not just any magical, of course. And not just any Light Elf, either.

Under normal circumstances, being launched out of his own compulsion spell like that and tossed across his study would have made him furious. He would have rushed back to the scrying table to pick up whatever threads of magic remained to use them against the brazen, witless idiot who dared oppose him like this.

Nothing about these circumstances was normal, though. Including the Atlantean’s reaction.

Instead of flying into a rage, Sylas remained where he’d landed on the floor, propped up by the French doors. He blinked in surprise at his scrying table across the room, which still pulsed occasionally with the remnants of purple and silver light woven into his spellwork.

Then he threw his head back and roared with laughter.

The eerie, unnatural sound of it made his hair snakes recoil from the sides of his face in disdain. Not a single one of them offered a hissing comment in their own language shared by them and their master. The only way they had left to communicate among themselves without Sylas hearing any of it was to swivel in all directions and share wary gazes with their brothers and sisters born and trained and nourished through their connection to the Atlantean’s scalp.

If the shared glances of Atlantean hair snakes could say anything, this particular one would have said, “He’s finally gone mad. We’re all finished.”

Of course, Sylas wasn’t focused on what his hair snakes looked like, and he probably wouldn’t have heard their wary comments anyway. He was too busy laughing.

Because they had nothing else to do and no other way to react, one by one, the hair snakes started laughing with him. At first, they were short, gentle hisses as the pieces of serpentine hair weaved back and forth all over the Atlantean’s head. In less than thirty seconds, though, the entire lot of them were cracking up right alongside their master. The Kattagari’s hair snakes had no idea what they were laughing about. Regardless, their sharp, rhythmic hissing filled the study around the low, grating laughter of the one and only Atlantean to whom they answered.

When the worst of it was over, Sylas let them in on his private little joke bit by bit.

“I can’t believe our luck!” Still chuckling, he pulled himself to his feet with the handles of the French doors. “And here I was, thinking this would be an intricate game of cat and mouse. Bah!”

He shuffled across the study, oblivious to the papers scattered across the floor, the puddles of rainwater and sea spray, and the leftover portions of food he’d begun to eat but had abandoned for his spell casting. When he reached his scrying table, Sylas twirled his middle finger above the sand-like particles of magic and powerful reagents to stir up a viewable memory of what he’d seen through Fang’s eyes so he could watch it all one more time.

The colors of this particular spell were much flatter than the original, and the replay wasn’t nearly the same size. But it was clear enough and large enough to see everything in perfect detail, and the Atlantean didn’t want to miss a single piece of it.

There it was again—Fang phasing through the solid stone walls of the kemana jail and across the massive chamber, eventually surfacing in the pitch-dark dead of night with nothing and no one around. The wizard had moved like a creature of the night too, swift and soundless even before Sylas had employed an aversion spell to mask his features.

They’d encountered no one on their trek across the lands protected by the crystal between the kemana and the town. And how easy had it been to force the wizard through the door of that Victorian-style house? No security of any kind. Just a physical door the owner of the house hadn’t bothered to lock.

And then there was the inside of that house seen through Hector Fang’s eyes as Sylas and several of his more intelligent hair snakes discussed where to send the wizard next. The trail of the Adept’s magic had been so strong in that house, so delightfully thick and present, he could almost taste it. And because everything else had been so drastically easy, he’d assumed finding Venyze would be the same.

He’d been wrong, of course.

The bundle of blankets on the couch that had looked like a sleeping woman’s form had turned out to be anything but. When they’d heard movement on the stairs and turned to see the woman standing there, Sylas’ heart had almost leapt into his throat.

The first time around, he’d thought he was staring at his curse witch—wild dark hair strewn messily about her neck and shoulders, fierce brown eyes glowering at both Fang and the Kattagari at the same time. Now, as he watched it again on the replay, Sylas couldn’t help but bark out a laugh.

“I knew she looked too good to be true standing there on those stairs. And too young.”

Venyze had always looked far younger than her years, but if that had been her, three hundred years of separation had only made her look younger. Of course, the woman on the stairs was not and had never been a witch.

She was a Light Elf, which became clear when she screamed at them and attacked with a Light Elf’s magic.

This new creature was so captivating, so compelling, that Sylas hadn’t cared that he hadn’t yet found his true target. Nor did he care when her magic had momentarily paralyzed his control over Hector Fang, and the wizard had just enough strength left to fight Sylas off the rest of the way.

He could have his momentary independence, and the Kattagari enjoyed the show so much that he gave Fang control of his own body too. For a time. Let him think he’d broken through in some way. That there was still hope.

And oh, how the wizard had begged for this Winland to listen to him! To lock him up again so he couldn’t do more harm. To kill him, even.

The whole thing was delightfully awful, but the conversation would have run around in circles forever if Sylas hadn’t stepped in again.

He’d attacked the Light Elf, to see what she would do.

As it replayed in the images hovering above the surface of his scrying table, Sylas let out another low, dark chuckle. “And she did not disappoint, did she?”

This was the power he’d felt when searching for Venyze’s location. Four different sources of four different types of magic—the Adept’s, Hector Fang’s, that of a kemana crystal he couldn’t pinpoint, and the hybrid. Not just a cross between magical breeds, though that much was astoundingly clear after one glance at her. Whoever her father was, the mother was a magical phenomenon. Sylas knew this without a shadow of a doubt, because he knew that mother. Very well.

The Light Elf racing down the stairs, glowing with crimson light and blasting magical energy all over the map in bursts of her natural magic and the power of an ever-loving kemana crystal, looked exactly like the Venyze Sylas knew and loved.

The same witch he’d sent his puppet Hector Fang to that house to find.

He’d thought he’d been remembering her incorrectly after all this time, but no. Here was the real Venyze barreling into the room and shouting for the younger version of herself to stop, to wait.

As he watched this, Sylas grinned the same way he’d grinned when he’d lived this moment earlier. This time, however, he wasn’t being knocked about by the Light Elf’s unnaturally powerful hybrid magic, and he laughed at what he was seeing.

With a quick flick of his wrist, he paused the replay at the exact moment Venyze recognized him behind Fang’s terrified, desperate face. That familiarity on her face was undeniable. She’d been just as certain that Sylas was the one pulling the strings on this one.

Now that he could study her face in a moment of frozen time, rendered in full 3D memory above his scrying table, the Kattagari couldn’t tell if it was terror, relief, longing, or a combination of all three on the curse witch’s face. None of those options was better than the other, though he looked forward to seeing her again and determining that on his own.

With a soft croon, he drew a long blackened nail down the side of the witch’s cheek. It was only made of light, but he could easily imagine stroking her face like this in person when they finally met again after all this time. “You never told me you had a daughter, Venyze. If I’d known, I would have…sent a gift.”

He burst into cackling laughter all over again, which was much more quickly echoed by his hair snakes this time.

And what an incredible daughter she was!

Winland was nothing like the original, of course. Even without her odd crystal-hybrid magic. Powerful, yes, but the Light Elf was practically still an adolescent compared to her mother. Venyze hadn’t trained her, so there was no telling what unshakable worldview this miniature version had nurtured and adopted. If she could still be molded, there were plenty of things Sylas could do to keep her busy for a while.

What he really wanted, though, was the Adept—with or without her Light Elf child.

“Three days, my dear,” he crooned to the frozen, hovering image of Venyze the curse witch, known in some old circles as Leeland Byrnes. “You have three days to make up your mind. If you haven’t answered my call by then, I’m coming for both of you.”

The Atlantean fell into another fit of hoarse, croaking, cackling laughter. It was loud enough to fill the entire mansion with its echo. But there was no one in the old, uncared-for mansion falling apart by the sea, and the sound of Sylas Kattagari’s glee was drowned out by the violent crash of the waves against the sheer cliffs of Maine far below.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Though neither of them knew it, Leeland Byrnes had a harder time than her daughter getting back to sleep. After Winland’s frustrated dismissal of their conversation and disappearance upstairs, the witch had done everything she could think of to bring back at least a marginal level of calm.

The pantry was her first stop, where she grabbed the last of the crackers followed by a bag of pistachios that required extra focus to get the shells off. She tried to get back into the book she’d been reading, but the words jumbled together on the page. She tried sitting on the front porch in the cold in the middle of the night. She tried reading the book out in the cold in the middle of the night. She ran a hot shower in the bathroom attached to the guest room, tried to sleep in the guest bed again, then tried to settle down one more time on the couch in the destroyed living room.

Leeland cleaned up as much of the mess as she could, righting the overturned furniture and weaving a few minor repair spells that were as aesthetically efficient as using a piece of duct tape to patch up a hole in a pair of jeans. But none of it did any good.

With no more ideas or projects to run through, the witch paced across her daughter’s living room. More than anything, she focused on not giving in to the terror she’d kept at bay for the last three hundred years. And now, it seemed, the thing she was so terrified of had caught up to her.

There was no guarantee, of course. But what she’d seen tonight was enough to give her suspicions quite a bit of merit.

She’d recognized the magic that had taken over Hector Fang’s body and his power and most likely the majority of his mind, but from the few things the wizard had been able to say, he didn’t know who was behind the wheel of his own magic turning against him.

She couldn’t know for sure, short of tracking down both Hector Fang and the magical using him as a living puppet. That avenue would never be an option for her. She’d sworn centuries ago that she would stay far away from the ancient and powerful dark magicals she had once called family. Of course, that was before she’d had any idea what family meant. And now, apparently, her past was coming back to haunt her in all the ways she’d been avoiding for three hundred years.

The crux of nearly every decision she’d made during that time.

The whole reason she was who she was instead of who she’d spent every waking moment of the last three hundred years wishing she could be.

The more she paced, the more certain she was that Sylas Kattagari, General under Rhazdon’s Dark Army That Was, had found her here in the middle of East Calico Rock, Arkansas. Whether the Atlantean had been looking for her specifically or had found her by a freakish twist of fate, it didn’t matter. She’d tried to stay out of the fight between Winland and Hector, tried to stay invisible and let them work it out on their own. But when she’d decided to throw herself in the middle, she’d lost all anonymity.

The witch had truly believed that Winland meant to kill the wizard, which would have made it a waste of a perfectly good wizard and perfectly good magic. They would have had the opportunity to question Fang the way Leeland had been trained to question magicals like him so many centuries ago. She’d wanted to gain as much information as she could before anyone decided what to do with the fractured wizard, and instead, she’d given herself away.

Hector had seen her face. And if she was right about who’d captured his homunculus, that also meant Sylas had seen her face.

Wherever he was, however he’d done it, there was no hiding from the Kattagari. Not like this. Not here in this perfectly safe hidden sanctuary Winland had built for the Oriceran refugees. Not safe for the descendants of those Leeland had fought and killed and cursed with her own hands.

My daughter built this place. And she was right. She is the one who’ll protect it.

So where did that leave Leeland?

She’d failed to gain her daughter’s trust without drawing the Light Elf deeper into the pit she’d dug for herself so long ago. Leeland had been trying to claw her way out of that pit for the last two hundred years, give or take, when she’d realized how impossible it was to follow her hopes and dreams and watch them come to fruition.

So foolish. I was so foolish to think I could ever have a life like all the rest of them. Not after what I’ve done. People don’t just change like that overnight, do they?

Leeland had tried. But wanting to change didn’t make it possible. Not for Venyze the Adept under Rhazdon’s wing, not for Idys the warrior witch, and not for plain old Leeland Byrnes.

No. Winland’s the one this new world of magicals really needs. And I’m just…me.

That thought settled deeper and deeper inside her until the witch knew what she had to do.

Since the morning she’d woken up on that pallet on the floor in Sheriff Carmine’s cramped quarters and realized she hadn’t dreamed her entire rescue from the night before, Leeland had been walking all over Winland’s world without realizing it. The Crimson Heart had chosen her daughter. This town and the safety net it had become was here, as strong and sustainable as it was, because of her daughter. Leeland was back, alive, and free in the real world, because of her daughter.

She had no doubt Winland could handle whatever Sylas Kattagari might throw at her. The Atlantean would be interested in Turner Underwood’s oldest and only “claimed child” now that he’d seen what she was capable of with the Crimson Heart.

But Winland wasn’t and never would be the Kattagari’s sole focus. There was no use dragging an entire community through the muck because Leeland wanted to change. That wasn’t feasible, and it was impossible to know whether those hypothetical changes would be improvements or just another mountain of massive failures.

At their core, no. People didn’t change overnight, no matter how badly they wished they could. That was a lesson Leeland still had to learn, and she’d keep learning it over and over until it eventually sank in all the way and she didn’t try so hard to change the rules. If nothing else, being who she was and doing what she did would keep the surviving remnants of Rhazdon’s old regime away from this part of the Ozarks and the magicals who deserved to stay here.

Leeland couldn’t pretend that she had what it took to take Sylas down on her own, and there was likely no magical army in the world willing to take that on either—in her name or anyone else’s. After everything she’d seen tonight, the most logical, most efficient decision for everyone was for the witch to leave East Calico Rock and never look back.

Sylas would be coming for her anyway. It was silly to waste the Kattagari’s time and resources by making him come for her all the way out here. This wasn’t where she belonged, anyway.

She would have to go to him instead.

As soon as she had the thought, Leeland’s churning gut settled, and she knew it was the right choice. She’d spent her long life following her gut through every trial and obstacle in her way. That was the only reason she’d made it this far and survived this long, though her gut had admittedly made a few mistakes along the way.

Like giving Turner Underwood the kind of attention he’d wanted from her since the day they’d met.

Like settling down on Oriceran and trying to raise a child.

Like agreeing to work with Hector Fang sixty years ago despite all the red flags.

Like letting herself get hopeful and comfortable for the last five days in a place like East Calico Rock.

Leeland already knew where she belonged. Her potential for new mistakes would be drastically reduced once she accepted her place and her role and stepped into it.

There was no sense trying to be someone and something she simply wasn’t. If nothing else, Winland would understand that.

Eventually.

The witch stopped pacing and stared blankly at the opposite wall before whispering, “It’s settled, then. Another wild ride to add to the books.”

Now she found herself smiling with the knowledge that she’d decided what needed to be done, at least on her end.

But before she went running back to the dark Atlantean General she’d been running from for the last two hundred years, she had to put a few things into motion. She headed quietly into the kitchen and rummaged through the cabinets and drawers until she found what she was looking for.

Leeland couldn’t change who she was overnight, no. But she had changed a little. Hopefully that would be enough.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


When Winland woke the next morning, she was pleased to find that she didn’t regret the way she’d handled her multiple interactions with Hector Fang the day before. Sure, it was unfortunate that things had turned out the way they had, that the wizard was probably going through one of the worst experiences of his life, and that Winland had to send him away before making it clear to her mom that the decisions she made with the Crimson Heart to protect her community here weren’t up for debate. Things could be unfortunate and still turn out to be the absolute best outcome for everyone, though.

What she did feel a little bad about was the way she’d yelled at her mom before storming up the stairs. As she lay in bed blinking the sleep from her eyes, she decided that was the first thing she’d tackle today.

I called her a child. Which really hasn’t been that far off the mark for the last few days, but that doesn’t give me an excuse to throw it in her face. I should go apologize for that.

And the perfect way to do that felt like a nice long walk in the crisp morning air toward the center of town with Leeland. If East Calico Rock had adopted using actual money in exchange for goods in services like almost everywhere else in the world, Winland would have resolved to buy her mom a coffee.

It’s the thought that counts, right?

Feeling confident and positive about what felt like a fresh start with the Crimson Heart, with her mom, and with the magical Ozarks community as a whole, Winland hopped in the shower and then got dressed before heading downstairs to invite Leeland out. Hopefully, the witch would be open to getting out of the house again after she’d shut herself up for five days. Getting her out for dinner at the Moffetts’ had been a good first step, and Winland got the feeling that with Hector Fang physically and mentally out of the picture, Leeland might have an easier time getting out and getting to know the incredible community that East Calico Rock had become.

Maybe we can start over a little. I won’t be so pissed about her leaving Carmine’s jail room without a word, and she won’t have to feel like such a burden. Hell, we should start planning how to get all her things back. Including her wand. Nice little mother-daughter trip, right?

The thought made her snort before she knocked on the door to the guest room first. “Mom? You awake?”

There was no reply, so she opened the door enough to peer inside and double-check. The room was clean, the bed neatly made, and there was no Leeland in sight. Then again, the woman had slept downstairs last night.

After all the places she’s been and everything she’s gone through, I’m sure a living room recently torn apart by a surprise magical battle isn’t anywhere close to the worst place she’s slept.

Smiling, Winland jogged down the stairs, prepared to do whatever it took to get her mom up and out of the house today. Before last night, that had seemed like an uphill battle. But now that her mom had a taste of what it was like to get out and be social with some of the other locals, Winland was sure it would get easier from here.

Besides, the witch had said she planned to stick around, right?

If she’s gonna be a part of this place, yeah. She really needs to get out more. And now we don’t have to worry about it being interrupted by stubbornly persistent problems like Hector Fang. Twice in one night.

“Morning,” she called out as she neared the staircase’s bottom landing. “I’m really hoping today’s one of those days you felt like getting up super early. If it’s not, I’m still pulling you off that couch to walk with me into town, and I’m not taking no for an answer today. We’ll get coffee and maybe a muffin or something, yeah?” She leapt off the last step with a thud onto the hardwood floor, then grabbed the banister and used it to swing herself to the side toward the living room. “And there’s something else I want to talk to you about this morning. You know, if you’re still serious about sticking around in the Ozarks for a while, I think we should start looking at… Mom?”

Winland stopped inside the living room and took a moment to look it over. Almost all the evidence of Hector’s visit last night and their battle was gone. The wood chips and broken shelves and fluff that had sprayed from the ripped chair cushions had been cleaned up. Most of the holes and char marks had been patched up, though the worst of the damage showed faint traces of their existence like pencil lines that wouldn’t completely erase.

Still, the room looked a lot better than she’d expected it right after what they’d gone through last night. The burgundy throw blanket Leeland had slept with was neatly folded and tossed over the back of the couch again.

But there was still no sign of Leeland herself.

“Mom?” Winland called a little louder. The old Victorian-style house she’d chosen for herself ten months ago, which had always been too big for one person to live in alone, felt emptier and quieter than she remembered it ever being. “Leeland?”

Winland forced herself not to panic, because that had been a waste of energy the last time. The Light Elf chose instead to do another quick search of her house. She checked outside the house, though it was way too cold for anyone to be sitting outside on the porch and enjoying the morning sunshine. It seemed every single room of her house had been cleaned and put back together in neat and precise order, but there was no sign of her mom.

Still no reason to panic. Maybe she walked into town on her own. Maybe she just went for a walk. She could be anywhere right now and still inside the wards. She does that, right? It’s just part of her thing…

Winland double-checked everything again. She hadn’t missed anything. She quickly but calmly got herself dressed in the rest of her winter gear—long jacket, boots, scarf, hat, and gloves. Then she crossed through the living room on her way to the front door and stopped.

Something felt different.

No, something looked different.

Her gaze dropped to the coffee table in front of the large navy-blue couch. The small pad of notepaper sitting there in the middle of the table didn’t look like hers, but then again, the Lapindril had done a whole lot in a short amount of time when it had renovated and stocked her home to someone else’s deepest desires.

She did know that she hadn’t put the notepad there herself, though.

Despite the fully functional central heating that kept her house toasty warm during the winter months, Winland still felt cold as she approached the coffee table and the notepad. A lump stuck in her throat when she was close enough to see that someone had used that notepad and the pen resting beside it. The lines of ink were dark enough to see but not to read, which meant she had to get closer.

The hollow dread dressed up as calm level-headedness made Winland swallow thickly when she reached the table. She did not want to sit for something like this, so she stopped on the opposite side of the table and loomed over the notepad, which was upside down from her perspective.

Biting her lower lip, she bent over to stick her index finger on the corner of the notepad to spin it around so she could read the words scribbled. The handwriting was incredibly messy, but it looked like the person who’d penned it had tried hard to make it as neat and legible as possible despite the difficulty it created.

I am who I am, Winland.

Don’t come after me.

Watch out for snakes.

And remember I left a note this time.

The first time Winland read it, she couldn’t help but look over her shoulder and scan every corner of the room in case this was some kind of joke. She read it again, and a taut, ice-cold knot twisted up her insides and grew tighter with every passing second.

The third time she read the message, hot tears of anger stung her eyes. She blinked them back, but they wouldn’t obey her command to stop forming as she stared at the notepad.

Something’s wrong. This is all wrong. It has to be. She said she was going to stay…

Clearly, Leeland’s plans had changed.

The witch was gone, and there was no way of knowing when she’d left or how far she’d gotten on her own before her daughter had come downstairs to find this note.

It felt like Winland stood over the coffee table forever, fighting not to let the tears take over as reality sank in that this was happening. Again.

Only this time, Leeland had decided to make it clear that she had no intention of staying. That she didn’t want to stay. That she didn’t want anyone coming to look for her. That she wasn’t missing or kidnapped or dead but had simply chosen to leave.

Somehow, those differences seemed to matter quite a bit. So did the fact that Winland wasn’t five years old anymore. She was a grown woman with decades of training under her belt and a much more thorough understanding of how the world worked.

Don’t fall apart, Win. You can’t let this break you. There has to be something else going on.

She was able to move again, and she snatched the notepad off the coffee table to flip through every single page. No, Leeland hadn’t left her any other type of message hidden within all those blank pages, but Winland couldn’t get rid of the feeling that she was missing something. She flipped back to the top sheet of paper and read the note all over again.

“‘Watch out for snakes’? What the hell does that mean?”

It could have been some kind of cryptic warning, which would make sense coming from Leeland. It could also have been the witch’s unsubtle attempt to leave her daughter with a piece of useful advice, though how useful that advice was in the middle of winter where there were no snakes was anyone’s guess. With as little as she knew her mom, Winland gave it a fifty-fifty chance of being either of those options.

And it was one hundred percent unhelpful.

“Okay. What are we doing next about this? Think.” Staring at the coffee table, Winland absently ripped the top sheet off the notepad and folded it once before stuffing it into her jacket pocket. One never knew when a handwritten note would come in particularly useful, especially with someone as closed-off and transient as Leeland Byrnes.

She left because of last night. That has to be it. She got spooked by seeing Hector shuffling around like a magical puppet, and that was all it took to send her packing. But if she was right about other magicals wanting to squeeze the guy for information about her, she shouldn’t have left. Where would she even go? This is the safest place she could possibly be right now.

Wrinkling her nose, Winland tossed the notepad back onto the coffee table with a thump and puffed out a sigh.

I could reach out to Dad, maybe. No, that would just cause a whole bunch of other distractions. I can’t believe I never told him I’d found her while she was here.

Asking Turner Underwood for help wasn’t on top of her options list, despite it having been her first thought. If Leeland wasn’t ready to stick around with her grown daughter for more than five days, she wasn’t ready to face the man who’d gotten her to settle down for all of a decade. The only thing her parents had in common was Winland, and Turner did not need to be involved in this.

Winland could figure it out on her own, like she always did.

She turned her mind toward other options. Actively thinking about her next steps in any situation was an automatic response that had been drilled into her during her years of training with the old Fixer. At this point in her life, it had also become a coping mechanism. While she mulled over all the available possibilities—where her mom might have gone, what the witch was looking for, what the best way to find her was without getting them both mixed up into more trouble than either of them wanted—she gazed around her living room again without taking in any of the details.

She stopped, because one specific part of the room kept drawing her gaze back to it, and she had no idea why. Something was missing.

Right there, on the other side of this couch. The old wooden chest sat where it had sat since Winland had moved into this old house back when it had needed some serious renovations.

The same part of the room she’d caught Hector heading toward last night. If whoever had been controlling him knew what Winland Underwood had in her possession, it made sense that they’d want to get their hands on a few of the rarer and more valuable items inside her house.

If she were including all the things this mystery bad guy might have wanted, it made sense to add her, the Crimson Heart, and Leeland to the list.

Right now, though, one specific, incredibly important object came to mind, because it was flat-out gone.

The Bag was gone.

“No.” Winland blinked at the bare surface of the wooden chest, then hurried toward it. She checked behind the thing, on both sides, and lifted the lid to be sure it hadn’t gotten tossed inside. She checked behind the couch and beneath every piece of furniture.

Upstairs.

Her boots clomped heavily across the hardwood floors as she headed toward the stairs and marched straight up them. The image of the Bag resting on the top shelf of the closet in her bedroom entered her mind, because she had put it there a few days ago to jokingly keep her mom from looking through it for whatever “personal items” might have gotten lost in there from her more intimate days with Turner.

But then she’d also taken the Bag back out of her closet and returned it to its place on the wooden chest. It felt more comfortable there. Like a decorative, functional, powerfully enchanted safety-net family heirloom. She’d been on the verge of telling Leeland she could look through it if she wanted to, because it was part of her past as well.

Part of getting her to where she was today, and Winland Underwood didn’t hold a monopoly on that.

She’d never gotten the chance to make that offer, though. And although she knew she wouldn’t find it in any of these places, she still looked through the closets and under the beds in both the master and the guestroom.

Of course the Bag was gone. Leeland was gone.

And it was plain as day that they’d left Winland’s house together.

“Fuck.” With a snarl, Winland whirled and stormed down the upstairs hallway before taking the stairs two at a time.

Her mom couldn’t just leave a note and disappear. She couldn’t walk right back out of her daughter’s life taking only the clothes on her back and Winland’s budding optimism.

No. The witch had to steal from her too. And to top it all off, she’d had the bright idea to tell Winland not to come after her.

“Not gonna happen, Leeland. Guess you can just chalk that up to me never having had a mom to obey in the first place.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Winland was seeing red as she stormed off her front porch and marched down the dirt road toward the center of town. At eight-fifteen a.m., the sun was up, the winter clouds from the night before had cleared up, and blue sky shone through the trees around her.

None of that had any effect on her mood.

In a single week, she’d been double-crossed twice. Once by a charming, charismatic, good-looking wizard and once by her mother. The woman who’d birthed her and raised her for a few years before leaving her high and dry to practically fend for herself.

The woman whose sole purpose had once been to curse the enemies of Rhazdon’s army and follow in her dark father’s footsteps.

Leeland Byrnes had fooled the entire world into thinking she was dead when she’d decided to disappear, and she’d had plenty of magicals convinced that Idys the warrior witch was a force for good. But she hadn’t fooled Winland one bit, and Winland wasn’t about to sit back and take it.

I should’ve listened to my gut. I knew she was too much like Hector, but I wanted to trust her anyway, didn’t I? Poor Winland Underwood with her mommy issues. Uh-uh. Nope. I’ll find her just like I found him, and she can take her fake good-witch lies back with her wherever she feels like going this time. Just as long as it’s away from here and out of my life. Damnit, I was so stupid!

The cold air and warm sunshine didn’t do much to improve her mood, but they did clear her head a little.

Technically, this could still be jumping to conclusions about her mom. Though Winland was at the end of her rope in handing out the benefit of the doubt to those who were intent on abusing it, she didn’t want to get ahead of herself.

That was how mistakes were made, and she’d made more than enough of those in the last few months.

With the sparse birdsong coming from the bare trees and the rough stomp of her boots across the dirt road, Winland pulled out her phone and immediately dialed Sarah.

The line rang four times before Sarah picked up.

“What happened?”

“I didn’t even say anything yet,” Winland replied, squinting fiercely against the bright sunlight streaking through the trees and across her face.

“Okay, well, if the fact that you’re calling me at eight fifteen in the morning instead of showing up in my store doesn’t give it away, you sounding this pissed off from the start definitely does. So what happened? Something else with the wizard none of us want to talk about ever again?”

“Not right now, Sarah.” Winland tightened her grip on her phone and forced herself to speak gently to her best friend. After all, Sarah only knew about half of what had happened last night. “I mean, yeah, some stuff happened, but we can talk about that later. Right now, I need you to—”

“Oh, hold on. Just a sec—Two caramel macchiatos and three slices of pumpkin bread! That’s you, Jerry? Great. Here you go.” Bags rustled, customers muttered their thanks, and the background noise of Common Grounds’ morning rush in full swing came over the line before Sarah returned her attention to the call. “Sorry, Win. It’s busy. As you know.”

“Then why did you answer?”

“Because you wouldn’t have called me if it wasn’t important. Duh.” The witch cleared her throat and murmured something away from the phone that wasn’t meant for Winland. “So it’s not the poor excuse for a wizard that has you sounding like you’re ready to rip somebody a new one. That’s a relief. How can I help?”

Winland was incredibly grateful not to have to explain herself to her best friend or her reasons for calling. What she did want to explain was what had happened with Hector last night and what she’d discovered about Leeland this morning. But Sarah was busy running the store, the window of time for taking off after a disappearing Leeland was narrowing, and the Light Elf only needed to know one thing.

“Just by telling me whether or not Leeland came into the store this morning.”

“Oh.” Sarah sounded disappointed. “Um…no. Ronnie. Have you seen Leeland at all today?”

“Just last night,” Ronnie shouted across the busy coffee shop. “Which we should totally do again soon, Win! Wait, that is her on the phone, right?”

Sarah must have given her husband one of her signature looks that explained everything the other person needed to know before her voice returned to normal volume in Winland’s ear. “We’ve been open since four o’clock, Win. If she stopped by, one of us would’ve seen her.”

“Great. Thanks. I’ll let you—”

“Don’t you dare hang up on me right now, Winland Underwood.” The way Sarah’s voice changed, Winland could picture her best friend hunching over in the far corner of the shop, her back turned to her customers and both hands cupped around her mouth and the phone for as much of a private conversation as she could get right now. “And don’t tell me everything’s fine. We’ve come too far to play that bullshit, and I’m tired of trying to drag it out of you. So tell me what happened and what you need us to do. The abridged version.”

Despite the urgency of the situation and the foul mood Winland had slipped into this early in the morning, she couldn’t help but laugh as she stalked down the dirt back road. “I don’t think your mom voice is ever gonna stop working on me.”

“Well it hasn’t lost its effectiveness with two teenage wizards and a husband of fifty years, so yeah. Probably not. Talk.”

“Okay. Abridged version.” Winland stopped in the middle of the road. Heading into the center of town was useless if Leeland hadn’t been spotted there. “Leeland’s gone. She left a note that’s somehow infuriating, condescending, and confusing as hell all at the same time. And she took the Bag.”

“She did what?” Sarah shrieked, and for a moment, the deafening background noise inside Common Grounds dulled in surprise before picking back up again.

“Yeah, I know.”

“Well did she at least tell you where she was going?”

Winland froze and rolled her eyes. “Really?”

“Right. Of course.” Sarah’s angry scoff into the phone came through with perfect clarity. “How silly of me to think the woman whose life you saved would have any kind of consideration for anyone else around her. Especially you.”

“You know what? She mentioned that in her note, actually. ‘I am who I am, Winland.’” A bitter laugh escaped the Light Elf, and she shook her head. “Honestly, it would just be easier for me to believe that and let her go, but she stole from me too. So I have to go after her. Again.”

Sarah sighed, then it sounded like she brought the phone closer to her mouth so her lowered voice could be heard above all the background noise. “Whatever her reasons were, Win, that’s a shitty move. What do you want us to do?”

“Call me if you see or hear anything.”

“Always.”

“And…” Winland grimaced. She didn’t want to admit that there might be some extra danger involved in this final giant mess. But the alternative of not putting Sarah and Ronnie on alert was worse. “If anything weird starts happening with the wards, take it seriously. Make sure everybody stays safe and stays inside the wards until I get back. Then—”

“Wait, you’re leaving right now?”

“Well I’ve got one other place to look, but if there’s no Leeland there, then yeah.”

“Shit. Okay.” Sarah clicked her tongue in consideration. “We’ll hold the fort down here. Won’t say a thing about anything to anyone until you tell me otherwise.”

“Thanks, Sarah.”

“Be careful, Win. Oh hey. When you find her, and I know you will, tell her I expected more from her.”

Winland choked but swallowed her surprise back down. “Will do.”

The background noise of the crowded Common Grounds grew louder for two seconds before Sarah ended the call. Winland shoved her phone back into the back pocket of her jeans and turned on the road.

Instead of facing East Calico Rock’s city center to the south, she faced northwest and gazed through the trees down the familiar yet unmarked path she took every time she went from the town to the kemana. She could get to the kemana in an hour at a comfortable pace, forty-five minutes if she booked it the whole way and didn’t meet any other magicals passing back and forth.

“And the longer I take, the more time she has to get away all over again.”

Winland searched the trees a little longer, not because she was looking for anything in particular but because she didn’t know how long she’d be gone. At this point, she had to take a page out of her mom’s book and wing it the whole way.

Plus, Leeland had taken the Bag, and that was the only piece of luggage Winland had.

The irony of it all provoked another bitter laugh before she closed her eyes and took a long, deep breath through her nose. The crisp morning air filled her lungs and made it easier to fully clear her mind.

She envisioned the Crimson Heart in the center of the Ozarks kemana, levitating perpetually two inches above the stone floor by the same magic that had given it life and power. That life pulsed rhythmically with a steady crimson glow—the beating heart of the kemana and this part of the Ozarks and an entire community of lost, dejected, and wayward Oriceran refugees who had come here to find a new home, hopeful against all odds.

It was just Winland and the crystal now, and whether or not she chose to speak to it out loud, she knew it could hear her.

Okay, crystal. I know there’s something more going on here than just a note and a stolen magical duffel bag. Maybe she needs our help. Maybe we just need to finish this whole mess as soon as we can so we can get back to protecting this place and all the magicals who might just be a little more worth our time. Whatever’s happening, I’m letting you know where I stand. If you don’t agree…

A soft chuckle escaped her. “Well, then I guess I’m about to find out.”

Much like using her own Light Elf magic and the occasional spark from the witch half of her, tapping into the Crimson Heart was as easy as a single thought. As long as her intention was clear in her mind, her magic responded instantly.

So did the crystal’s.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


The second Winland turned her attention to the next move she wanted to make, the Crimson Heart’s magic flared through her fingertips and up her arms with that familiar and empowering rush of buzzing warmth. She didn’t have to open her eyes this time to know that she was glowing again, and she braced herself for the inevitable feeling of being caught in a Tilt-A-Whirl.

But nothing happened.

She let out the breath she’d been holding and inhaled a fresh one. “Is there—”

The world lurched around her, and everything was drowned out entirely in crimson light. Winland felt like she’d been dropped into a drink shaker right before some giant hand grabbed it and shook the hell out of it.

The analogy still fit when she landed on the other side of the teleport, only she was being poured out of the giant shaker and onto the cold, hard floor of the kemana’s jail tunnel.

“—something else I’m—dammit!” The rest of her interrupted sentence had come tumbling involuntarily out of her mouth as she went stumbling forward across the floor. She slapped both hands against the wall of the tunnel and gave herself a moment to breathe evenly while she regained her balance. “Okay. Much better landing than last time—”

“What in the ever-lovin’ name of all tortured damn souls do you think you’re doing?”

With a hand still on the wall, Winland spun to see Carmine standing there and staring at her, both hands tightly gripping his staff, which he pointed in her direction. The massive iron door serving as the first entrance from the tunnel into the jail itself still hadn’t finished rumbling open behind him, and the gnome didn’t try to stop it before it thumped against the wall of the tunnel with a resounding boom.

“Couldn’t have dropped me facing the right direction?” Winland muttered. Now she was apparently in the habit of talking out loud to the crystal in front of other people too.

“Speak up if you know what’s good for you,” Carmine barked, and a spray of electric-blue sparks spewed from the tip of his staff in a warning.

She turned the rest of the way to face him head-on and raised both hands in surrender. “I came to see you, actually.”

“Not looking like a damn hex rune, you aren’t. Cut that shit out!”

Only after the gnome had given her a quick once-over from head to toe did Winland look down at herself and realize she was still glowing with the Crimson Heart’s magic. She quickly and efficiently stuffed it back down inside her where it wouldn’t be visible to everybody she met. “Sorry.”

“Uh-huh. I bet you are.” Carmine cracked the butt of his staff against the stone floor with a deafening echo before drawing the powerful stick fully upright beside him again. His upper lip twitched in agitation before another blue light flared around the handle of the jail’s first door and sent it swinging shut behind him again. “Whatever you came to talk about has gotta wait, Elf. ‘Cause I got bad news, and it’s only gonna keep getting worse from here.”

“You know, that’s kind of—”

“Save it. I’m talking about Fang.”

“Right. Listen, Sheriff. There’s been—”

“The wily bastard went and did it again, and I have no clue in hell how that’s even possible, but he did. Just goes to show that even a magical with my kinda experience can make a mistake or two from time to time. And let me tell you, I’m racking my damn brain over how the hell he managed it.”

“Sheriff.” Winland stepped toward the gnome. “It’s not your fault, and you really don’t have to—”

“The hell it ain’t and yes I do!” The old gnome cracked his staff on the floor again before gripping it tightly one more time with both hands. His gaze flickered back and forth between the stone at Winland’s feet and her face. “Dammit, I’m trying to tell you something important, Elf. The wizard’s gone. Missing. Up and disappeared in the dead of the night without a trace.”

Folding her arms, she fixed him with an expressionless stare.

“As in he escaped,” Carmine added, his eyes widening as he gauged her reaction. “As in we got a magical jailbreak on our hands because Hector Fang managed to slip through my fingers. As in…” His eyes widened all the way, then instantly narrowed as he leaned forward against his staff and peered at her in renewed suspicion. “Why aren’t you more pissed off about this right now?”

“Are you gonna let me fin—”

“That’s why you came down here, isn’t it?”

Winland forced herself not to roll her eyes. I guess not.

“You already know something about it, eh? And now you’re just popping your crystal-glowing ass down here to…what? Rub it in? Relieve me as Sheriff?” He wagged a crooked finger at her and vigorously shook his head. “’Cause you can do whatever you damn well please with me, but I’m telling you right now that I care a hell of a lot more about catching that asshole and putting him back where he belongs than whether or not folks around here keep calling me Sheriff. Which I honestly never really liked in the first place. So what the fuck is going on?”

When the last echoes of his shout dwindled into the jail tunnel’s usual silence, Winland took a deep breath and raised her eyebrows. “May I speak?”

Carmine looked her up and down and sneered. “Well, I ain’t gonna stop you.”

“Right. Thanks.” She held back a wry laugh and kept as straight a face as she could. “First of all, I’m not here to gloat or rub it in or relieve you as Sheriff. You’re the best we’ve got.”

“I’m the only one you’ve got.”

“Well that too, yeah.” With an apologetic smile, she spread her arms and hoped the old gnome wouldn’t fly off the rails when he heard what she had to say. “Second, yes, I know Fang’s gone.”

Carmine’s thick, bushy eyebrows drew closer together. “Uh-huh…”

“It happened in the middle of the night.”

“Oh yeah? You just happened to see him waltzing right on out of the kemana?”

“Not exactly.”

The old gnome leaned toward her, his wrinkled eyes twitching as he stopped scrutinizing her face to peer around her up the tunnel. “Where the hell is he?”

“Specifically? I have no idea.” Winland slipped her hands in her pockets and hoped it made her look like less of a target the gnome might be willing to attack if this next bit of news rubbed him the wrong way. Which it probably would. “What I do know is that he’s beyond the wards again and out of our hair. Whatever the other details about it are, I honestly don’t care.”

“And you know this how?”

“Um…” She offered a light shrug and went on as casually as possible. “Because I’m the one who sent him packing.”

He stared at her for another five seconds, then blinked once and smacked his lips before muttering a flat, toneless, “What?”

“You were right, though. That is why I came down here to talk to you. Part of it, anyway—”

“Well isn’t that just fucking peachy.” When Carmine cracked his staff on the floor again, it was a lot quieter and didn’t pack nearly as much of a punch. “Sure. All right. I get it. You wanna take over the whole thing on your own? Great. Fine by me. I’ll go grab my things so you can slip right on in and keep doing my job. Which you gave me, by the way.”

“Sheriff, that’s not—”

“Sure is nice and cozy back there in that corner too. You know. Hell. How about we just pull a full-on swap, huh? I bet I can rattle around in that big ol’ house of yours all by myself just as good as you can. Folks can call you Sheriff and me Winland. Hell of a plan, Elf.” He shuffled around to face the closed iron door again. “I probably don’t move fast enough for you either, so feel free to pop yourself right in there and do whatever you please with the—”

“Carmine.” The old gnome did move so slowly that it was easy for Winland to catch up to him in two long strides before she settled a gentle hand on his shoulder. Carmine stiffened beneath her touch but didn’t shrug her off or try to get away. He didn’t move an inch. “I’m going to say this again, because it’s true, and I really hope you can actually hear it this time. None of this is on you.”

The sheriff let out an unconvinced grunt. “If I’m handling the security in this place, Elf, this damn well counts as something I should’ve been told as soon as it happened.”

“I know. There were…a few other things happening at the same time last night, and I didn’t want to wake you up just for a bit of seemingly bad news or pop into your personal space and scare you out of a deep sleep. Nobody likes that.”

“Uh-huh. Could’ve made it the first thing on your list this morning.”

Winland removed her hand and chuckled. “True. I could’ve given you a call first thing in the morning. You know, if you had a phone…”

He cracked his staff again and peered up at her over his hunched shoulder. “This ain’t the time to be making ultimatums.”

“Sure.” She spread her arms in concession and offered him a small smile. “But you might wanna think about it. Just saying.”

“Uh-huh.”

They eyed each other in silence, and Winland finally felt like she had enough of his attention to get down to the reason she was there. “I also came down here to give you all the details you might need about what happened last night. If you can promise not to interrupt me before I can finish a single sentence.”

Carmine scooted away from her and considered her. “I don’t do that.” When she raised an eyebrow at him, he added, “But yeah. Sure. I can promise.”

“Good. Because I’m pretty sure I’m running out of time with this, and I could really use your help.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


Carmine didn’t invite her into the jail’s entryway so they could sit and finish their discussion, probably because there were two of them and only one chair. Winland almost asked if the old gnome wanted to sit before they got into it, but then she imagined him gruffly telling her that if he’d wanted to sit, he would’ve done so already.

So she started her story right there at the end of the jail tunnel in front of the first iron door, both of them standing. For his advanced age and how often he leaned on his staff for support, Carmine didn’t seem uncomfortable as her story progressed. At least, not that he let her see.

The retelling of events she gave him wasn’t as abridged as what she’d described to Sarah over the phone, but she tried to keep the story as condensed as possible. She could practically feel the seconds ticking away as she told the sheriff about the break-in, how the shadowy figure whispering in multiple voices had been Hector Fang, most likely under the control of the same magical who’d captured his homunculus, and how she’d thought he was headed for Leeland asleep on the couch until her mom had run out of the bathroom instead before trying to intervene.

She wanted to give the gnome all the important details that had even a sliver of relevance—Hector’s pleas to either lock him up again or kill him, the fact that his eyes had lost their purple glow once she’d struck him with her magic, the eerie grin spreading across the face that didn’t look like him when Leeland had revealed herself, and, of course, the fact that despite all his desperate cries for her to listen to him and that he wasn’t in control of himself, Winland and the Crimson Heart had decided to send him somewhere far, far away.

Beyond the wards.

Out of reach of anyone in the sanctuary of East Calico Rock and the Ozarks kemana who might potentially become the next victim of whoever was running the show behind a magically manipulated Hector Fang. When she mentioned having teleported the wizard “somewhere else” using the crystal’s magic, Carmine’s only reaction was a slight lift in his eyebrows before they settled back down into the gnome’s perpetual scowl. That was the only part of her story that got any physical reaction from him, even when she described the strange way Leeland had tried to convince her daughter that she’d made the wrong choice in banishing the ex-Custodian.

He didn’t blink when she got to the final bit about waking up this morning to find Leeland and the Bag missing and an astoundingly insufficient goodbye note waiting for her on the coffee table.

“I’m not kidding. Look. You can’t make this shit up.” Winland pulled that note from her jacket pocket, unfolded it, and held it toward the sheriff.

Carmine leaned forward against his staff to squint at the hastily scribbled words, then grunted and leaned away again.

“Right?” A little surprised that he wouldn’t take it, she folded it up again and returned it to her pocket, shaking her head. “Who leaves something like that?”

“Eh. Someone who’s got a lotta work to do and doesn’t want anybody gettin’ in their way.”

Winland snorted. “Well yeah. That’s a given.”

“All right.” He scratched under his wrinkled chin, filling the tunnel with a sound like whispering sandpaper. “So we got an escaped prisoner you banished all by yourself, a missing witch who’s already dangerous but probably more so after being locked up in nothingness for three decades, and a stolen piece of magical property that means a whole hell of a lot to a whole hell of a lot of folks living out here. Anything else?”

She let out a wry laugh. “When you say it like that, it sounds like just another day in the Ozarks.”

Carmine snorted. “Uh-huh. And what do you want me to do about it?”

Winland took a deep breath, held it, and sighed. “First, I just want somebody else to have all the facts. And honestly, you’re one of the few magicals I really trust to handle this kinda thing.”

“What about the coffee couple?”

“Sarah and Ronnie?”

“Sure. Why didn’t you tell them?”

“Because they’re working.”

“Ha. Right.” The gnome wagged a gnarled finger at her. “Just ’cause it doesn’t pay doesn’t make this gig of mine any less of a job, Elf. Especially with those three bozos still wasting space and breathing up all my air in the back.”

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

His perpetual scowl softened momentarily to reveal a sly smirk beneath his many wrinkles before it was covered up again. “So. Winland Underwood needs advice, then.”

“I guess so, yeah.” Winland shrugged. “And it seems pretty safe to assume that Leeland didn’t come down here at all on her way out, right?”

“Ain’t exactly on the way out.”

“True. I still had to ask.”

“Of course you did.” Carmine clacked the butt of his staff on the floor again. “And next you’re gonna tell me you gotta go after her too, no exceptions.”

“Yep.”

“All right.” With a sniff, Carmine frowned at the walls of the jail tunnel as if he were perusing titles on a shelf of books about How to Find Your Powerful Magical Mother When She Doesn’t Want to Be Found—Again. “You know what I’m gonna ask you first?”

Winland chuckled. “If I did, I don’t think I’d be here right now.”

“Uh-huh. Now I know it’s a touchy subject for you right now, and that’s fine, but we can’t dance around it like it doesn’t matter. All things considered…” He studied her face for a reaction. The old gnome seemed satisfied enough to continue. “You know who she was before all this, right? About eight hundred to a thousand years before all this, to be more specific.”

Raising her eyebrows in surprise, Winland opened her mouth to reply, then closed it again because she didn’t quite know what to say.

Who was this gnome before he got here?

“I do,” she replied with a slow nod. “How do you know?”

“Please. If you think you’re running out of time, we’d both be dead before I finished answering that one. Doesn’t matter how I know, just that I do.” The gnome drummed his fingers along the staff. “And if you know too, you also know the stakes just got kicked up a notch now that all these pieces are coming together the way they are.”

“Yeah, that’s what Leeland was saying too. But she didn’t get into specifics with me. On purpose, I’m pretty sure.”

“Can’t blame her. Good thing I got a few for you anyway.” He sniffed twice, coughed, and hacked like he was trying to bring something up out of his throat that never came, then shook his head. “I spent a little time thinking about this last night too. Knowing who your mama is. Or who she was anyway. She probably doesn’t even know herself after practically not existing for thirty years, but hey. She’s doing her thing. Might be why she’s turning back to some of the old ways.”

“Wait, what do you mean turning back?” Winland’s stomach sank at the words. This was one possibility she did not want to entertain. But she had to. It was a possibility too big to ignore.

“I mean hoofin’ it on back to what’s familiar to her.”

“And that’s—”

“Quiet, now, Elf. I’m gettin’ to that.” Carmine fixed her with a dubious stare until he was satisfied that the Light Elf wouldn’t interrupt again. Winland didn’t bother calling him out on that little bit of hypocrisy. He was old and now wasn’t the time. “Anyhow, I was thinking it over in my bed. When I finally had some peace and quiet. The kinda magic we saw in Fang last night… All the glowy, zappy shit? The eyes? The screaming? Made me think of something I’ve seen once or twice before. A long time ago. Add the damn homunculus to the mix, and it was almost a dead giveaway. I was gonna question the wizard a little more about it this morning to see if he had any idea what was going on and if he knew about where dark magic like that might’ve come from. To control him, right? Of course, I didn’t get the chance. ‘Cause somebody kicked him out and decided not to tell me about it.”

She bit back a laugh and dipped her head. “Hey, if I haven’t apologized for that already, I’m sorry.”

“Uh-huh.” The gnome squinted at her, then picked up where he’d left off. “But I don’t need to question Fang anymore. Poor bastard probably has no idea what’s happening to him or why or how or which end’s his mouth and which one’s his ass. Can’t really blame him.”

Winland grimaced but didn’t say anything in the interest of saving time. Not a visual I needed about anyone. Even Hector.

“But all this new crap about him being a puppet and switching in and out between Hector and not-Hector? Seems to fit the bill. And I’d be willing to bet your mama had a pretty good idea who’s behind the wizard’s wheel too, so to speak. Might be exactly why she hightailed it outta here without saying a damn thing about it.” Carmine’s frown deepened as he nodded. “You know what? I’m sure that’s why.”

“So who’s this—”

“Sylas Kattagari.”

Winland blinked and waited, but apparently, the old gnome with a hell of a lot of experience and knowledge under his belt needed constant prodding to stay on track. “Okay…”

“Uh-huh. That’s one big bad motherfucker right there.” Carmine briefly closed his eyes to think, and when he opened them again, he looked rejuvenated enough for the rest of the conversation. “High-ranking official under Rhazdon. Back in the day, of course. I tell you what. The stories we used to hear about the kinda shit this asshole pulled? Hell, those stories kept the grownups up at night, shivering in our boots next to the fire. I’m talking about experienced warriors, understand? Those of us who’d seen the worst of the worst. Until we started seeing the Kattagari’s handiwork.”

Swallowing thickly, she nodded for him to continue.

“This guy specialized in manipulating other folks’ magic. Specifically to do things you…can’t even imagine anyone doing. Things you don’t want to imagine. I heard some call him the Puppet Master once or twice, but it never really stuck. Kinda hard when you’re putting on actual puppet shows for the kids in all the tiny, terrified villages. Start calling a guy like that the Puppet Master, and the kiddies start screaming and wailing instead of laughing.”

The images were awful, and Carmine was clearly talking about life before the great war—long before Winland was part of the picture. He obviously hasn’t talked about any of this stuff in a long time. I get it. But I feel like we’re getting a little off track here.

“And you think he’s the one behind this? Controlling Hector, I mean.”

“Most likely, yeah. I mean, personally, I haven’t heard a thing about the guy since the war ended. Even in the aftermath, when shit was still weird and the rest of us were left to clean everything up on our own the best we could. Like he just up and disappeared. Sure, some thought he was killed in the end, but that was more just wishful thinking. ’Cause no news ain’t always good news, and it doesn’t always mean the person’s dead.”

Under different circumstances, Winland would have laughed when her mind instantly turned to her mom. “Obviously.”

“Obviously.” The sheriff tapped the butt of his staff absently against the floor again, though it was a fast, soft, rhythmic beat that didn’t echo and wasn’t nearly as distracting as the giant cracks he used for maximum effect. “And now that we’re just putting all the pieces together, I think that’s exactly who got his filthy hands all over Fang’s fluffy ball of disconnected magic. If anyone could use that homunculus to break Fang out of a cell I made, it’s the damn Kattagari.”

“All right. That’s great, Carmine. Thanks. I, uh…” She wrinkled her nose and hoped he didn’t end up saying something about how clueless she looked. “I guess I just missed the part where that’s connected to—”

“Well let me put this in your earhole, Elf. Sylas Kattagari was never seen alone, right? Not in the camps, not on the battlefield, I bet not even in the scummy hole on Oriceran he crawled out of. No, sir. Venyze the Adept was always right there at his side. Day and night. In the shadows and even more shadows, yeah? They were a team.”

He wiggled his bushy eyebrows at her as if she were supposed to recognize the name he’d said.

Winland waited for him to explain, but of course he didn’t. “I don’t know who that is, either.”

The old gnome’s frown deepened, then he clicked his tongue. “That’s what they called her, kid.”

“Who?”

“Haylik Byrnes’ only daughter, yeah? The poisoned apple of his eye, if you catch my drift. And your missing witch with sticky fingers.”

That made her pause, and she couldn’t think of anything to say in response because she was too busy thinking about how complicated this had become. Leeland Byrnes is Idys the warrior witch and Venyze the Adept? Come on. How many aliases does one person need?

Winland realized how unfazed she was by what the sheriff had said about the grandfather she never knew and the fact that her mom was the common variable between all these seemingly random factors. For some reason, it made her smile, and she met Carmine’s gaze again before stating, “Actually, she’s my mom.”

He snorted. “Even if I didn’t already know, it’s the most obvious thing I’ve ever seen. The two of you are… Well. ‘Peas in a pod’ is cliché as hell, but that’s exactly what it is. She’s your doppelgänger. Or you’re hers. One or the other.”

“How about we just call her Leeland?”

“What, you don’t like any of the other names?” That made them both chuckle, because yes, it was a little ridiculous that over the last thousand-plus years, Winland’s mother had gone by at least three different names as three different versions of herself, and there was no telling how many more she’d adopted throughout her lifetime.

Their moment of shared amusement passed quickly. Winland had to think about what this meant for her moving forward, and, more specifically, what it meant for her mom.

“Okay. So you’re saying this Kattagari got ahold of Hector’s homunculus and used it to…do everything we saw in the last twelve hours, give or take.”

Carmine smacked his lips. “Yep.”

“And you think she left in the middle of the night after stealing from me to go join him? After all this time?”

“Call it a classic reunion through the window, huh? He saw her. She saw him. Or at least she recognized the monster behind the wizard mask. If anyone knows what the Kattagari’s magic looks like, it’d be her.”

“But she was here. Inside the wards. There were plenty of things we could’ve done to protect her from this guy if he was…I don’t know. Trying to come after her or something.”

“Eh…not really.” The gnome shrugged. “And I don’t say that lightly, trust me. Hell, if you told me Sylas Kattagari himself was on his way here right now, doesn’t matter what for or why. I’d be halfway to Bermuda by now. And I know a thing or two about making a stand.”

“Yeah, so do I.” Something about his theory didn’t sit right with her, though. She wouldn’t just leave. She’s the one who said it was a better idea to lock Hector up again and keep him here so we could watch him and question him. Wouldn’t that have made it easier for this Kattagari scumbag to find us? It doesn’t make sense. Unless…

“Shit.”

“Oh yeah?” Carmine’s scowl deepened. “Uh-uh. You’re gonna have to pop your glowy-red self into a public kemana bathroom for that one.”

Winland ignored him. The gears of her thoughts were turning too quickly for her to focus on much of anything else. “Hold on. What if he got to her?”

“Looks like he already did.”

“No, I mean what if he locked onto her magic somehow? Leeland didn’t have her wand last night. She didn’t have any real way to protect herself. If they really did know each other that well for that long, Kattagari would already know how to pull her magical strings, right?”

“I guess it’s possible.” He pursed his lips, then grimaced. “Split up by the fall of Rhazdon. Neither one of them thinking they were ever gonna see the other again. And bam. Six months after her only kid goes supernova-Light-Elf with a kemana crystal, both of ’em come crawling out of the woodwork again. Find each other through the sad-sap wizard who locked her up and pretended to be your wizard in shining bullshit. That’s one hell of a gruesome love story if you ask me.”

Winland closed her eyes and sighed. “I didn’t. And I don’t think love has anything to do with it in this particular situation.”

“Eh. You’d be surprised. Then again, we could always just go with the classic case of ‘If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em again to save your own ass.’”

“There’s no way Leeland would just get up and go right back to one of the worst dark magicals post-Rhazdon. Right back to who and what she was before she…decided to do something different. She wouldn’t willingly choose to walk away.”

Carmine’s perpetual frown softened with a distinct amount of empathy that made him look older. “Just like she didn’t the first time, right?”

She stared at the gnome in mute shock and couldn’t for the life of her come up with a suitable response for that. How does he know so much about my life?

She cleared her throat and decided to move past that mystery. “Actually, Sheriff, that feels more like comparing apples to oranges at this point.”

“Oh yeah? If you say so…”

“I do. And I’m focused on moving forward now. So.” Rolling her shoulders back, Winland collected herself and nodded. “Where can I find this Sylas Kattagari and hopefully Leeland with him?”

“Hmm…” Scrunching up his face, Carmine tilted his head sideways to peer as far up toward the ceiling as he could in his constantly hunched form. He wiggled his head back and forth, clearly mulling over the stores of information he kept in there, then clicked his tongue. “Where is he? I have no fucking clue.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Since they’d met, Winland had quickly and easily picked up on the fact that Sheriff Carmine Ratchetter, the insanely powerful gnome, was a little off, especially when it came to social cues of every variety. Until now, however, she hadn’t felt the almost irresistible urge to reach out with both hands and shake him until he quit playing games with her like this.

By the throat.

Great. The only marginally helpful thing he’s given me is the possibility that Leeland might’ve just gone off to rejoin one of the deadliest dark magicals on Earth. And the rest was just a waste of time. I didn’t even have to come down here at all.

“Easy, there, Elf.” Carmine released one of his hands from around his staff and held it toward her like he was trying to soothe a spooked horse. “Don’t get all crystal-twitchy on me now.”

“Thanks for your time, Sheriff,” she murmured before turning stiffly away from him and the jail entrance. “I should go.”

“Yeah, I know. You’re going after her anyway, and there’s nothing I can do to stop you. I get it. But there’s no way in hell I’m letting you take off on this suicidal quest by yourself.”

That stopped her, and she turned to fix the old gnome with a wry smile. “Thanks. But I really think I should be doing this on my own.”

“And I really think that’s dumb as shit.” He cracked his staff against the stone floor of the tunnel and grinned at her. “Ready?”

No. Please. Talking to him for half an hour was more than enough one-on-one time with this gnome.

Winland matched his grin with a tight, superficial smile of her own and tried to be gracious about it. “Really, Carmine. I appreciate the offer, but I need you to stay here. Everybody needs you to stay. If things get out of hand while I’m gone—”

The gnome threw his head back as far as it would go, which wasn’t far, and let out a piercing cackle. The hilarity became too much to handle, and he jabbed his staff repeatedly against the stone floor as he howled with laughter. It didn’t look like he was going to stop anytime soon, so she figured she might have a chance of escaping unseen if she snuck out now.

Before she could get three steps down the jail tunnel, Carmine’s laughter cut off abruptly, joined by an extra-deafening crack of his staff that made her flinch and freeze even before he barked, “Don’t you take another step, Elf.”

When she turned to look at him with wide eyes, he straightened and put on a fake smile.

“I insist.”

“But—”

“No buts. No bullshit.” With another chuckle, he wrapped both hands around his staff again, and the curved top of the long twisting stick started glowing with electric-blue light. “No way in hell I’m coming with you. But thanks for the laugh.”

“Oh. Okay…”

“You need an escort.”

Winland grimaced. “I really don’t—”

“Care who it is? Good. Even if you did, it wouldn’t matter, ’cause I got the perfect magical for the job, and you’re taking him. End of story.”

Her immediate thought was that the old gnome was going to suggest she take someone from his crew of kemana security—like Elijah Moffett, for instance.

Oh no. No, no. Giving Elijah control of the perimeter checks is one thing. I am not taking Sarah’s son with me. Or any of the other seventeen-year-old magicals trying to be older than they are. Their parents would rip me apart…

The electric-blue glow at the tip of Carmine’s staff grew brighter and brighter until it started strobing in the semi-darkness of the jail tunnel. Winland blinked against the glare and turned away to give her eyes a break. Though it was hard to see much of anything through the flashing lights, she could’ve sworn the sheriff was grinning at her again.

She didn’t have time to double-check or ask him to stop. His staff gave out one final blinding explosion of light that was echoed by a second flash three feet from where Winland stood. She lurched away from the unexpected burst of magic and jerked her arm up to shield her eyes.

The intense light of Carmine’s magic faded from both areas, and when she lowered her arm from her face, her jaw dropped.

Standing where the second burst of light had faded away was the Light Elf Jared Heartman.

Wide-eyed, frozen stiff, and looking terrified, he couldn’t bring himself to move for a full five seconds of complete shock. When he did move, it was to dart his uncomprehending gaze toward Winland and blink once in complete bafflement.

“Get ready for this one, Elf,” Carmine said with a chuckle.

Jared spun toward the gnome and staggered sideways a little toward the tunnel wall before regaining his footing. “What?”

“I told you there would come a time, didn’t I?” As he looked back and forth between the two Light Elves, the sheriff grinned like a kid on Christmas morning. “And here it is. So pull yourself together. You only get one shot at this, so don’t completely screw it up. If you can. Got your jacket and boots?”

“What?” Jared was already dressed in outdoor winter clothes, and his cheeks were a little flushed from having been out in the cold.

Or maybe he just blushes when he’s confused. Which I’ve seen a lot over the last few months…

Carmine nodded. “Good. All right. You know the drill. Don’t hold your breath.”

When the gnome’s staff started strobing with electric-blue light again, Winland lurched toward him. “Carmine, I really don’t think—”

“No thinking required, Elf. I’ve just done all the hard work for you. Or at least the hard work of picking yourself an escort who can pull his own weight.”

Jared took a wobbly step backward and whipped his head toward Winland again. “What?”

“Totally fine if you don’t see it now,” Carmine continued cheerily as the light on his staff flashed faster and brighter. “But you will. Promise. The lad’s been itching to prove himself again.”

Winland’s gut twisted into a knot of trepidation when she realized what was about to happen. Holy shit, he’s gonna teleport us both. Together.

“Wait, wait. Hold on.” She took another step toward the sheriff, who stopped her in her tracks when he pointed the top of the staff straight at her head. “He doesn’t know anything about—”

“Just gives you two plenty to talk about on the way, then, doesn’t it?” Carmine winked at her, then wiggled his eyebrows at Jared. “Have fun, kids. Call me if you need anything. Oh, wait. Ha!” He threw his head back and cackled again as electric-blue light drowned out everything in Winland’s vision. “You can’t! Because I don’t have a—”

The world lurched with a violent jolt, and the only thing Winland knew for certain was electric-blue light.

A burst of heart-stopping cold hit her full-on in the face, but when she tried to gasp, the air didn’t seem to want to fill her lungs.

The next thing she knew, she felt solid ground beneath her knees and her palms, the wind was howling all around her, and she was reminded that she’d forgotten to eat breakfast. Otherwise, it would have all come right back up as she popped into existence on all fours somewhere.

What the hell, Carmine? I swear, the next time I see that gnome, I’m gonna—

She heaved again, which was as effective at emptying her mind as it would have been her stomach, and she gave up trying to fight it.

The sound of light footsteps rose behind her, followed by a sharp breath before the footsteps hurried her way. “Whoa. Hey. You all right?”

The only response she could give without risking puking all over somebody was to offer a frustrated groan and stay where she was.

“Winland?” The voice was closer now, and she felt the gentle warmth of a hand settling on her shoulder. “Oh, man. It’s all right. You’re okay.”

She drew in a dry, frigid breath, coughed once, then let it all back out again and watched it mist into a puff of curling steam in front of her face.

The hand patted her shoulder a few more times, then stopped. “I hate when that happens. You held your breath, huh?”

That simple phrase brought the missing parts of her awareness rushing back to her.

The jail tunnel. Carmine and his stupid staff. Being teleported against her will. And…

“Jared?” Sitting carefully back on her heels, Winland propped herself up a little straighter with her hands on her thighs before she turned to look at him.

Sure enough, the Light Elf was beside her, having knelt by her side. His eyes were wide with concern, and he looked her over from head to toe before nodding. “Yep. Still me. You, uh… You weren’t expecting someone else, were you?”

She could only blink at him in surprise. Then she noticed the stark lack of nausea filling her belly and huffed out a wry laugh. “Honestly, I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

“Oh.” Jared’s entire demeanor seemed to deflate at that, and he dropped his gaze to his lap. “Really?”

Why is he so disappointed by that? Carmine just ported him out of…wherever he was and sent him out here with me instead without a word of explanation. Wherever here is.

“Yeah. Trust me, this is a surprise for me too.” Wrinkling her nose, she scanned the thinning trees at the edge of a forest, then cleared her throat. “Sorry.”

Jared swallowed audibly and rubbed his palms up and down the thighs of his thick cargo pants. “For what?”

With a crooked smile, she turned to look at him again and realized that he was serious. “Well…” She gestured between them and shrugged. “For all of this. I told Carmine I didn’t need anybody to come with me, and I don’t know why he can’t just listen when someone tells him something, you know?”

“It’s not.” As soon as he uttered the words, his eyes widened and he looked terrified all over again.

“What?”

“A surprise, I mean. You said it was…” Blinking furiously, Jared looked away from her, shook his head, then took a deep breath and started over. “It’s not really a surprise for me.”

“Huh.” She couldn’t help but fix him with a playful frown as she tried to figure that out. “Does the sheriff snatch you out of minding your own business often?”

He snorted and shook his head, still staring at the cold damp ground between them. “No. I just mean… Well, he… Carmine.” A quick grimace flashed across his features, but he covered it up and took a deep breath. “The sheriff told me to be ready for anything. That you—he might need security detail for something. In the future. You know, after…”

“After I was so willingly kidnapped from the last kemana party?” Her smile grew, mostly because it was better than asking if he was okay, which would likely insult the guy. “Yeah, I remember. You were there that night too. When I—” Winland stopped herself before she said something ridiculous about her almost unlocking one of the most powerful dark artifacts the Order of Custodians was aware of before freaking the hell out and fighting the lying sonofabitch wizard she’d thought she was falling for twenty-four hours before that. A low hum escaped her as she recalibrated how she wanted to describe that night. “When I found my mom.”

A tiny smile flickered across one corner of Jared’s mouth, but he still couldn’t look her in the eye. “I was.”

The cold was seeping through her jeans now, and the wind whipping around them was frigid enough that she expected to be mostly numb in a matter of minutes if they stayed where they were. But now that she’d had this moment with Jared—which she’d never in any way anticipated, she was going to take full advantage of it.

“And I still haven’t thanked you for that, have I?” she asked gently.

“Nah, don’t worry about it.” He offered a halfhearted shrug and shook his head. “I didn’t really do anything.”

“You saved my life. And Leeland’s.”

“I just saw an opening, really. That’s it—”

“Jared.”

He stiffened at the sound of his name in her voice, and his gaze darted all over the place as if she’d gone invisible and he had no idea where she was.

Wait for it. He’ll look at me.

She was right. When Winland didn’t press him to do anything else, Jared finally pulled his gaze up her arm and shoulder until he was mostly looking at her. She thought he was going to keep staring at her lips while she spoke, but his eyes flickered up and he looked right at her.

A soft smile grew on her lips as she nodded. “Thank you. For saving my life.”

“You’re welcome.”

They held each other’s gazes for what seemed like a long time, and Winland couldn’t have brought herself to look away if she’d wanted to. She didn’t want to.

Wow. I think this is the first time he’s actually looked at me for longer than two seconds. And his eyes are so green…

“I would’ve done the same thing, you know,” he blurted.

Winland chuckled. “As what you already did? Thanks, but I think one night like that was enough for all of us.”

“No, I mean as Carmine. I would’ve done the same thing as the sheriff. Not listening to you…” His eyes bulged again, and he drew his gaze away from her to stare at the dirt again. His cheeks were more flushed than they’d been when he’d first shown up in the jail tunnel, and the color in them deepened by the second.

Oh, man. How did I not notice this at all before? That’s what this was the whole time. He’s just insanely shy.

For some reason, that put a different spin on every interaction she remembered having with him, but she still couldn’t pin down exactly what that difference was. What she could do was be gracious enough to show him that she understood what he was trying to say.

“Because I said I didn’t want anyone coming with me on this…little trip I’m taking. Right?”

“Right.” Jared straightened a little, and he’d lifted his gaze to somewhere in the distance over her shoulder instead of staring at the ground with his chin dipped nearly to his chest. “If I were him, I would’ve sent me too. Or, you know, someone else I could trust.”

“Well, I do appreciate that. Really. I think that’s easier said than done, though, honestly.” She took another deep breath that burned her nostrils—or maybe that was the intense cold—and hoped what she had to say next wouldn’t make her sound like a stuck-up magical who thought she could do everything on her own. Or who thought Jared Heartman was incapable of the job the kemana sheriff had given him. “Apparently, I have a habit of getting myself in trouble. I used to think it ran its course when I was a kid and that it was just another thing I’d left behind on Oriceran. But it’s catching up with me again. And this time, it’s the kind of trouble that’s more likely to get other people killed than anything else. So I just don’t think it’s a good idea to—”

“Okay, stop talking and just listen.”

Blinking in surprise, Winland clamped her mouth shut and pursed her lips to keep from laughing. Because now the incredibly shy Light Elf was looking at her head-on again, and all the self-conscious nervousness had disappeared.

Looks like I’m getting a stern talking-to about something he’s passionate about. Definitely didn’t see that coming.

Jared’s green eyes roamed over her face again before he looked back into her eyes. “I know you’re trying to keep everybody else safe. That’s what you’ve always done, and you’re good at it. And I know you think it’s all on you, but it’s not. It doesn’t have to be.”

Her smile widened a bit more, and though he was saying some pretty amazing and unexpected things, arguing about this particular topic was so ingrained in her that she did it without thinking. “Actually, with something like this—”

“Seriously, Winland, it’s gotta be okay for someone else to want to keep you safe.” He didn’t exactly yell it, but it came out sounding like something he’d been wanting to tell her for a long time but hadn’t been able to make her listen. Until now.

Winland was listening.

“Oh,” she murmured as another smile of realization threatened to break through.

“And it has to be okay for you to let them,” he added in the same tone. Jared seemed to realize how forceful he was being, even with his words, and he backed off a little. But he didn’t look away from her again. “You know, as…part of the job.”

Her smile grew a little more, though she tried to tame it a little by pursing her lips again. It didn’t help. “Running security for Sheriff Carmine.”

Jared’s green eyes darted away from her again, but they quickly returned, and he reflected her smile with a little hesitation and self-consciousness. “Yeah. That one.”

“And what does the sheriff pay you in? You know, as part of the job?”

The quick, easy grin he flashed her was startlingly brief, but it lit up the Light Elf’s face in a way Winland hadn’t seen before. She found herself wishing it had lasted longer.

“Jokes,” he answered.

“Right.” They stared at each other, each of them trying not to be the first one to crack up. Then Winland snorted, and they both failed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


That seemed to have settled the matter of Winland going in search of Leeland Byrnes and of Jared accompanying her as a backup and bodyguard and general companion. She decided not to argue with him about it again. He was dead set on carrying out this personal mission of hers with her, and there was no point trying to change his mind.

She hadn’t seen him get this worked up about anything before, so she knew he meant it. Besides, Carmine had teleported them together out of the jail tunnel and up to the surface…somewhere. They could have been on the complete opposite side of the state for all she knew, and she wasn’t about to insist Jared make that hike back on his own. Unlike Carmine, she had no idea if teleporting someone besides herself was in her wheelhouse, let alone sending them off alone while she continued in the other direction.

On top of all that, if she were being perfectly honest with herself, she was grateful for the company.

Setting off on her own to find the Custodian Hector Fang had been lonely and more than a little discouraging, which might have had something to do with why she’d been so willing to strike a deal with the wizard hours after they’d met. Hector had, after all, been so convincing in his assurances that helping each other out in their quests was the best option for both of them.

Or I was just a complete lovestruck idiot who forgot all my training and everything I knew about how the world works just because I found a pretty face. Not this time.

No, this time was different. This time, Winland knew her mother was alive. She had a clearer idea of where Leeland had likely gone, and she knew how to track someone, even someone as powerful as her mom, anywhere in the world. Assuming that her target wasn’t locked up in an interdimensional status in an abandoned facility built inside a mountain, of course. This time, she was sure that wasn’t a factor.

When she looked at it, there was a lot more working in her favor this time around. It helped that she was setting out with someone she knew. If not someone she knew well, at least a magical from East Calico Rock’s original hundred and sixty-four refugees that Winland knew without a shadow of a doubt she could trust. She’d trusted this Light Elf on multiple occasions, and Jared Heartman was nothing like Hector Fang.

Finished with their awkward conversation on the damp, almost frozen ground, the pair picked themselves up, wiped themselves off as best they could, and looked around for any indication as to where Carmine had dumped them. They followed the edge of the forest in the hopes that it would lead them to at least a frontage road cutting through the Ozarks. As Winland mulled over the differences between this search for her mom and the last, she found herself frequently casting sidelong glances at Jared’s profile as he walked beside her.

Nope. Nothing like Hector. Maybe even the complete opposite in the scheme of things. Not to say Jared doesn’t have a pretty face… Wait, what?

She choked in surprise at the sharp and unexpected turn in her thoughts, and she had to look away when Jared slowed to eye her in concern.

“You okay?” He leaned toward her in case he found something she couldn’t.

“Yep. Totally fine. I’m…” Winland swallowed thickly, then cleared her throat and scanned the thinning trees around them. “I know it’s a few more minutes out in the cold without any idea where we are, but I think I should try a tracking spell before we go any farther. At least one, for now. Just so we don’t end up going way too far in the wrong direction and waste a bunch of time having to backtrack later.”

“Oh. Uh…yeah.” Jared stepped aside and gestured to the open space between them. “Go ahead. I guess I figured you just already knew where we were going.”

“Right. Unfortunately, the only time in my life I’ve known exactly where I was going was when I brought us all to East Calico Rock.” She took off her gloves and slipped her hands into her jacket pockets to pull out her mom’s engraved dagger and favorite pecan-wood wand for the tracking spell. “And that was mostly the crystal, I have recently discovered. So hey. Always a random adventure with Winland, right?”

“Doesn’t bother me,” Jared muttered with a shrug, watching her hands while she set up the few things she needed for yet another tracking spell. “I like it.”

That made her smile more than she thought the comment warranted, and she lowered into a squat to set the unsheathed dagger and her mom’s wand on the ground in front of her. “Well, that’s a relief.”

And my new quest partner’s just full of compliments today, isn’t he? Can’t imagine Carmine’s paying him in extra jokes just to add that little extra something into the mix.

She snorted and immediately tried to cover it up again, but Jared noticed.

“All good? Can I do anything?”

“Just keep being patient with me while I try a fantastic tracking spell all over again and hope it doesn’t bust like the last one.”

“Yeah, sure.” He shoved his hands into his jacket pockets and nodded. “Whatever you need.”

She looked up at him with a crooked smile, then returned her attention to her mom’s things. He’s serious. About all of this. If I’d brought him with me the first time around, things would’ve turned out a lot differently. And… There’s no point in speculating about alternate history right now, Winland. Focus.

For having nowhere else to go and nothing to do but stand over her and watch, Jared was the perfect witness to her tracking spell. Fortunately, now that Leeland Byrnes had been released from her untraceable prison and was somewhere out in the world, alive and well, Winland performed the perfect tracking spell as well.

Within seconds, a line of silvery-white threads materialized in the air and headed north, forging an undulating trail for as far as either of them could see. It wouldn’t stretch to Leeland until they’d gotten close enough for the spell to find the actual witch instead of merely the traces of her magic left behind everywhere she’d passed through. Winland expected to have to perform this same spell at least a dozen times over before they got close to Leeland. This time, though, succeeding in her newest quest wasn’t as much of a shot in the dark.

“And there you have it.” Pointing in the direction of the silver-white threads’ trail, Winland picked the dagger and the pecan wand off the ground and returned them to their place in the right-hand pocket of her long jacket. “A very successful tracking spell leading us north. Of course. I probably should’ve guessed that anyway.”

“That’s it?”

Grinning, she stood out of her crouch and spread her arms. “That’s it.”

“It looked…simple.”

“Ha. Yeah, for the most part, it is. Just takes some serious concentration and knowing exactly what you’re looking for. Lucky for us, what we’re looking for isn’t hidden behind a wall in an interdimensional prison this time.” She almost laughed at Jared’s confused frown but pulled herself together again. As she passed him to follow the trail of silver-white threads following the trail of Leeland Byrnes’ leftover magic, she nudged him playfully in the arm with her elbow and shot him a quick sidelong glance. “Tell you what. Why don’t you cast the next one, huh? When this part runs out first, obviously.”

“What?” Jared stared at her like he had no idea what magic was, then he shook his head. “No. I can’t do that…”

“Well, maybe I’m in the mood to prove you wrong about something. And I’m an excellent teacher.”

He barked out a laugh, then pulled it back into a growling chuckle before shooting her a quick smile. “Really?”

“Honestly, I have no idea. But hey, might as well give it a shot while we’re here, right?”

“Uh…okay.” He bit his lower lip through a smile and watched the ground rolling past beneath them as they followed Leeland’s magic. “Sure. I’ll give it a try. But while we’re still following this trail, maybe you could tell me what I actually signed up for? Or…what Carmine signed me up for, anyway.”

“Oh wow. You have no idea what’s going on right now, do you? We just skipped that whole part.”

“It doesn’t change the fact that I’m doing this with you. Or that I want to.” Jared shrugged and tilted his head from side to side. “I just figured I should probably know what we’re looking for and why and how you might need my help when we get there. You know, for the whole…intention thing. With spells. And the…tracking…”

“Yep. Good idea.” This time, Winland didn’t try to hide a soft laugh as she looked up at him. To her surprise, it didn’t feel nearly as strange as it would have a week ago—or two weeks or four months ago—to find Jared smiling shyly back at her with a little bit of that flushed color still in his cheeks. “You know, I really hate to say this, but Carmine was right.”

Jared barked out a laugh. “About what?”

“Well, we actually do have a lot to talk about.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


So Winland and Jared followed the trail of Leeland’s magic north through the woods, and she told him her story.

She decided it was best to tell him everything, from the moment she’d seen the longsword with her mom’s sigil on the hilt stored among Belmont Frasier’s things up to the detailed but only partially useful information Carmine had given her about Sylas Kattagari and the epic team of terror he’d made with Venyze the Adept, a.k.a. Winland’s mom.

Of course, she left out the more intimate details of the relationship she’d thought she’d had with Hector before finding out he’d been full of shit the whole time. The entire town and most of the kemana had at least seen the wizard and noticed him as an addition to their productive little community. Jared hadn’t liked Hector from the beginning, which Winland had pieced together through various interactions although he never outright said it. The way that relationship had turned out was well known, especially because Jared had seen the before-and-after moments for himself.

He’d seen Winland and Hector together around East Calico Rock, during the town meeting, and down in the kemana. And he’d seen them at the end of their short-lived romance that had turned out to be fake and had officially ended with a violent, epic magical battle alongside an escaped Joziah Erickson, a weakened albeit newly freed Leeland, Nitya the homunculus racing through the facility to save her own hide, and Carmine popping in to save the day with his band of recently recruited security. Jared included.

Neither one of them said much about that night in Hector’s abandoned facility in the Lutsen Mountains, including those final moments when Winland had unleashed crimson-heart hell on the charismatically misguided wizard who’d betrayed both her and her mom. It was a relief not to have to relive that night all over again in story form, and that only made it that much easier for Winland to move on from one integral part of her relatively long tale to the next.

Jared listened attentively, nodding and scowling and smiling in all the right places without interrupting to ask a single question or offer so much as a reassuring comment. That, too, was a relief. Winland could just talk, and now she was talking to someone who only wanted to listen. That was new for her and was one more thing she could add to the list of reasons why bringing Jared on this final hunt for Leeland was a good thing.

Soon enough, the silver trail led them to a frontage road, which Winland recognized as the same one leading into Pineville. Carmine must have known they would need to head that way anyway, and he hadn’t stopped to cast a tracking spell on Leeland Byrnes first.

Winland couldn’t help but laugh when she realized where they were headed. “Of course.”

“What?” Jared spun in a slow circle, searching along the road for the cause of her amusement.

“I should’ve known Leeland would take the road into Pineville and hop right on the Starbucks train. Fastest way to get anywhere, right?”

“Well.” He shrugged and fought back a tiny smile. “Other than teleporting.”

They both laughed, and Winland looked up at him again. “Obviously. But I’m pretty sure Leeland can’t teleport. So what’s the fastest and safest way to get where you need to go, especially when the rest of the world has no idea yet that you’ve come back from the dead?”

Jared clicked his tongue and pointed along the silver path of the warrior witch’s magic. “Starbucks train.”

“Starbucks train.”

Winland already knew this particular Starbucks station well. This time, however, she didn’t feel like a complete novice following a pipedream with no evidence to suggest anything would turn out the way she wanted. She’d already done the legwork of finding her mom, confirming that Leeland and the warrior witch were both the same and still alive, and freeing her from her wrongful magical imprisonment.

Then again, she couldn’t ignore the possibility that having Jared with her now probably had a lot to do with her high levels of confidence. The attractive, painfully silent, usually shirtless Light Elf held so much confidence in Winland’s choices already, and that made it difficult to doubt herself. Alone, she probably would have started doing that the second Carmine gave her Kattagari’s name and explained how the warlord and Leeland were connected.

The only odd part about getting on the Starbucks train with Jared to head north after the trail of her mom’s magic was that they’d caught the train on a very, very slow night, with few passengers and therefore low levels of transportation-related urgency.

After waiting at least ten minutes for the train to leave the station, they still hadn’t received any indication from the robotic female voice that they were close to departing the Pineville station to head for the next stops north.

“This is definitely…new.” Winland gazed around the red-velvet-covered train car for what had to be the twentieth time since they’d sat.

Jared frowned and followed her gaze with his own. “I know. I thought these things were supposed to be super fast.”

“They are. When they actually take off. Whatever’s holding us up tonight, I seriously hope they get it fixed soon.” She leaned sideways toward the sliding doors of their private car, which didn’t serve much of a purpose because the train moved too fast for passengers to get up and walk around. When the train was running the way it was supposed to, anyway.

The Light Elf beside her pursed his lips and bobbed his head, agreeing with her but having nothing else to add to the conversation, which had been growing stale and awkward for the last fifteen minutes.

“Hold on.” Winland looked at him and allowed herself an inquisitive smile. “Are you telling me you’ve never been on a Starbucks train before?”

“I guess.” He shrugged, then widened his eyes and leaned forward in a hurried attempt to correct himself. “I mean, just the one time. You know, when you carried us all out of Turner’s New York and into Arkansas. In the Bag. Obviously. Which we’re going to get right now. Assuming we actually find your mom in time and nothing terrible happened to her. I’m pretty sure that answered your question, so I’m gonna stop talking now.”

With a soft chuckle, she shook her head. “You don’t have to. You’re doing fine, and I know exactly what you’re trying to say.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. And if it’s any consolation, I know what it feels like to want to say one thing only to have it come out sounding like someone ran you through the blender first.”

Jared grimaced and stared across their small train car at the other bench seat upholstered in the same dark-red velvet. “That bad, huh?”

“Oh, not from my end, no. I was just talking about what it feels like sometimes. And now I’m realizing that I’ve been mortified by so many things I’ve said that nobody ever actually heard the way I thought they did.” She huffed out a laugh and smoothed her dark hair away from her face with both hands. “Perspective is a hell of a thing, isn’t it?”

“Guess I never thought about it like that.” He nodded, then chuckled and pointed at her. “Which is exactly what you just said, isn’t it?”

“More or less.”

It seemed like they might have broken through the thickening awkwardness of having had nothing to talk about for the last quarter of an hour, but the conversation stalled again. At this point, though, Winland refused to take an awkward silence for an answer.

“So.” She shot him a sidelong glance. “I know you like to garden in the summer and run security in the winter during your free time…”

Jared whipped his head toward her like she’d started speaking an ancient language no one else understood.

Trying to ignore how surprised and startled he looked, she asked, “How else do you like to spend your time?”

He stared at her in disbelief until Winland started to wonder if she’d crossed a line without knowing it. Then he smiled, tried to look away, and did a double-take before smiling bigger. “I mean…I’m in the library a lot too.”

“Ah.” That was a stupid move, Win. Way to score one for the Totally Awkward Team. “Right. Helping Penny out with storytime and stuff, right?”

Jared’s smile disappeared, and now he looked insulted. “No…”

“Oh.” Winland sat up straighter on the bench and cleared her throat. “So you’re not… I mean, I guess I just assumed all the time you spent in the library was because of…”

She wanted to slap herself for sounding like such a space case.

“Hold on.” Jared put his hand down on the velvet seat cushion between them and eyed it before looking up at her. “Did you think Penny and I were… That we…”

Now Winland was staring at his hand on the cushion as well. She shrugged. “Just kinda made sense, I guess.”

“Wait, what?”

“You know she’s head-over-heels for you, right?”

Jared snorted and shook his head. Then he realized Winland wasn’t joking, and his mouth dropped open into a confused O. “No. No, that’s not… Penny?”

“Wow.” Chuckling, Winland playfully nudged a fist against his arm. “Looks like someone’s really been missing all those cues.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.”

“Okay, so…” She twirled her hand in a let’s-keep-this-going motion. “If you’re not in there for storytime support…”

“Uh…” Jared’s gaze darted all over their private train car. “I’m there for the books?”

“Oh. Right. Duh.” And now I’m the asshole for assuming a Light Elf who looks like him wouldn’t actually wanna have anything to do with reading.

“Kinda thought that was obvious at this point,” he added softly. “Seriously, though, that’s what libraries are for.”

“Oh trust me, I know.”

“Yeah? Good.” Jared sighed and tucked his hand back into his lap. “And there turned out to be a lot more new books than I expected. You know, I thought about making another stack and bringing it by again. But then I was like, ‘Eh, maybe not. She’s got a lot going on right now and probably not as much time for reading right now.’ You know, with your mom staying with you and everything.”

“That did end up making things a little complicated.” Winland nodded, then the implications of what he’d said sank in. “Whoa, hold on. What do you mean ‘another stack and bringing it by?’”

Now the guy looked hurt and confused, and she had to force herself not to scream at him to explain this odd statement. “Didn’t you like the first box?” he asked.

“Of books?” She smiled at him. “Of course I liked it, Jared. But I just thought…” Frowning, Winland realized she didn’t know what she’d thought when she’d found that box of new library books on her front porch before she’d left to find her mom the first time. “No way. That was you?”

Jared shrugged, his gaze flickering back and forth like he’d made the biggest mistake on the planet and called himself out for it all at the same time. “Well yeah. I just…saw you looking at all the new sections. Heard you say a few times that you wished the catalog had been updated at least once in the last sixty years. Hey, I’m right there with you. So when the whole wish-granting stone-in-the-coffee thing happened…”

Winland dropped her head back against the velvet cushion behind her and sighed. “You wished for new books in the library.”

“Not as lame as it sounds, actually.”

“And then you brought me a whole box of them.”

“Just the ones I thought you’d like the most.” He shot her a glance, and now he didn’t look quite as mortified as he had two minutes ago. “You don’t have to read all of them, by the way. Hey, I’ll come pick up whatever you don’t want, and if you tell me more of what you’re looking for, I’ll just make you another box. If you want.”

She stared at him then broke into a wide grin. “My own customized TBR list put together by someone who’s been watching my back since day one? Yes, please.”

Jared seemed surprised by her answer but then he beamed at her and nodded. “Awesome. I’ll get right on that. I mean, after we finish this whole thing and find your mom, right? Obviously.”

“Obviously. Yeah.” Winland could tell her unwavering gaze on his face was making him a little uncomfortable, but they’d passed the point of that being a major issue or a deciding factor. While Jared settled back against the velvet cushions behind him and failed to hide a smile as he cast her quick, fleeting looks, Winland saw the other Light Elf in a different light.

Holy shit. A hot Light Elf with a love of books who knows what I like and actually listens. Jared Heartman, where have you been all my life? Working shirtless in the co-op garden, apparently…

She couldn’t help but laugh at that, and Jared turned to look at her with a questioning smile. If he’d asked her what she was thinking, she might have told him, but they were interrupted by the robotic female voice serving as the conductor.

“Attention all passengers. This train will be departing in five minutes. Please be seated, and please make sure that all arms, legs, and other various appendages remain inside your train car at all times until this Starbucks train has come to a complete stop. Thank you.”

“Hear that?” Winland asked.

Jared stared blankly at the speakers above them. “Definitely one of the weirder things I’ve heard in a while.”

“It’s actually not that bad.” Without thinking about it, Winland reached out and grabbed his hand on the red velvet cushion between them. Jared froze, his eyes wide, and it took him what felt like a long time to accept what she’d done and turn to look at her. In the meantime, she kept talking. “Just hold on, okay? And once the train starts moving… I mean, yeah, it’s a little weird. But the trick is to just not fight it, okay?”

Jared gave her hand a playful squeeze and nodded. “If you say so.”

She bit her lip and looked straight ahead across the car. I don’t even believe this. But here we go.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


They stopped at two more train stations on their way north. Winland performed the tracking spell one more time, and the silver threads that only she and Jared could see were refreshed and continued heading north. When the line of silver-white threads subtly changed directions at the Starbucks train station in Rochester, Minnesota, Winland felt like an idiot for not having anticipated that this was where her mom would have headed first.

“Oh jeez.” She rolled her eyes and picked up the dagger and wand she’d laid out for the tracking spell to put them both back in her jacket pocket.

“What?” Jared watched her in concern. “What’s wrong?”

“Just me not paying attention. I should’ve recognized this route back in Iowa.” They hadn’t seen any other magicals in other stations or other train cars, but she peered around the corner to make sure no one was there anyway. “I know exactly where she went.”

“She’s not…still on the train, right?”

Winland chuckled and held out her hand toward him. “Well, she was at one point. Take my hand.”

He eyed her outstretched palm dubiously, and an uncertain smile flickered across his lips. “What are we doing?”

“Trying something new, Jared. So fingers crossed that this works with a plus-one.”

“That sounds a little disconcerting…” He took her hand but leaned slightly away from her like she might strike at any second.

“I don’t think it’ll be all that bad. Just…you know. Don’t hold your breath.”

“Okay, hold on.”

She didn’t give him time to voice his concerns but reached out to the Crimson Heart instead. You know where I’m trying to go, crystal. And I know you’ve got enough juice for both of us.

“Winland.” Jared looked down at their clasped hands and the brilliant red glow flaring up from within hers. “I’m not sure this is the—”

After a quick lurch and a blast of cold air, the red velvet cushions in their Starbucks train car were replaced by faded red brick.

“—best way to…” Jared stopped, blinked, then looked over his shoulder at the mouth of the alley between two brick apartment buildings in St. Cloud, Minnesota. “What?”

“It’s relatively new,” she explained, and when he tried to pull his hand away, she tightened her grip. “Hold on. I know I can get us closer.”

“What?”

Taking a deep breath, Winland closed her eyes and pulled up the Crimson Heart yet again in her mind. Come on. Get us to the door. We’re not gonna find my mom outside in an alley. Apparently, that’s just a Light Elf thing.

The crystal’s light flared all around her, Jared sucked in a sharp breath of surprise when he saw Winland glowing again, and then they were hopping once more through time and space.

She let go of Jared’s hand when flattened carpet appeared beneath their feet instead of the cold, damp asphalt of the alley outside Hector Fang’s apartment. They both stumbled forward, and Winland only needed about thirty seconds to reorient herself before she looked up at Jared and grinned. “So much better.”

To his credit, Jared recovered from two crystal teleports in quick succession and regained his balance without a hand against the hallway wall as he looked around. “And this is?”

Her smile faded a little, and she shrugged. “Fang’s apartment.”

“Huh.” He widened his eyes, then frowned. “And he’s not…”

“I really don’t think so. The crystal would’ve warned me about that. I think.” Winland nodded down the hallway toward the apartment she remembered with perfect clarity and moved in that direction. “I guess we’ll find out.”

He watched her for a moment, then looked over his shoulder one more time before following her.

She reached the front door of Hector’s apartment and held up a hand for Jared to wait. “Look.”

The front door was open a crack, and the doorknob was dented and hanging askew from its setting. Winland reached out for it and felt nothing of the intense magic in the powerful, complicated wards the wizard had previously woven around his entire apartment the last time she was there.

“Wait.” Jared stepped up beside her and peered at the open door. “If someone broke in…”

“I’m willing to bet it was Leeland.” She gestured toward the apartment, keeping her voice as low as his. “This place used to be covered in wards from top to bottom. They’ve all been unraveled. So, at the very least, we know we’re not walking into a magical trap.”

“How…” He looked down at her, tilting his head in consideration like he’d watched someone perform magic for the first time. “How do you know all that?”

“I can feel it. You can’t?”

Jared shook his head. Neither one of them was interested in trying to figure out how that was possible, so she shrugged.

“Maybe it’s a crystal thing.” She went to push open the door, but he stopped her again.

“Hey, shouldn’t we cast that tracking spell first? You know, just to make sure she was actually here and we’re not walking into something that has nothing to do with us?”

Winland fixed him with a reassuring smile and hoped he wasn’t going to keep coming up with excuses not to take the next step. “Oh, she was definitely here.”

She felt that too, somehow, though that didn’t feel like a viable justification for walking into a dark wizard’s apartment that had been broken into and was most likely filled with dangerous magic.

So she added, “Leeland and Fang worked together on a few things, remember? And he was living right here the whole time. When I tracked her dagger, this is where the spell took me.”

Jared stared blankly at her with wide, uncomprehending eyes.

“Meaning her dagger’s still here,” she explained. “And her wand. And whatever else he stole from her before locking her up with no way to escape. So. She was here.”

There was a small chance that Leeland hadn’t left. She’d gotten a five- or six-hour head start on her daughter, but without her wand, it had most likely taken her longer to find Fang’s apartment again. For Winland, it had only been a few weeks since she’d set foot in the wizard’s home for coffee and an unexpected offer to work together toward their individual and overlapping goals.

Leeland, on the other hand, hadn’t seen this place in over thirty years.

Winland’s explanation was satisfactory enough for Jared’s liking. He nodded, then dipped his head toward her and whispered, “Just be careful.”

“Always.”

She was able to reach for the door without further interruption and pushed it open. The hinges creaked only a little, and the door swung a third of the way open before it thumped against something on the floor inside. Frowning, Winland braced against the door with both hands and pushed a little harder, and they heard the noisy scooting of something relatively heavy scraping across the wooden floor.

When the door was open enough, Winland peered around it into the apartment before stepping inside. It was an overturned kitchen chair that had momentarily blocked them, two of its legs snapped off while a massive chunk of the back was missing. That was just the beginning of the mess Hector Fang’s apartment had become.

With wide eyes, Winland stepped inside and swept her gaze across the entryway, the side of the kitchen, and the front half of the living room visible from inside the door. Jared followed her warily, his expression perfectly mirroring hers.

The entire apartment looked like it had been turned upside down and inside out. All the tasteful furniture was ripped to shreds. Huge claw marks gouged the wooden floors and the walls, joined by charred craters here and there, some of which still had thin tendrils of smoke now that the obvious battle was over. The bookshelves had been emptied, their contents wiped carelessly out of place and strewn all over the floor. Scraps of paper littered the living room and the back hallway, and the bitter, tingling remnants of incredibly strong magic hung thick in the air, so thick that Winland felt like she could taste it.

What happened here?

She tried to imagine Leeland entering the apartment, breaking through the wards without the use of her wand, and destroying the place all on her own like this, but those images didn’t fit. For one thing, Leeland Byrnes didn’t have claws. But she could create other forms of damage, especially if she’d found her belongings before the battle had begun or even in the middle of it.

“Winland, let me have those reagents,” Jared muttered, staring at the destruction all around them as he reached toward her with an open hand. “I’m gonna cast the tracking spell.”

“Yeah? You remember how to do it on your own?”

“You were right about being a pretty good teacher.” The smile he shot her was tight and didn’t last long. “I think it’s a good idea to make sure she was here. And then, you know, where she went after. Or I can go look through the rest of the apartment instead if you want.”

He thinks we might find her here. Can’t blame him. Jared doesn’t know Leeland Byrnes.

“It’s fine. You cast the spell. I’ll search the place.” She pulled her mom’s dagger and old pecan wand from her pocket one more time and handed them both over. “Holler if you need anything.”

“Funny.” Jared met her gaze briefly, then crouched in the entryway to lay Leeland’s old items out on the ruptured hardwood floor and perform the spell Winland had taught him on their way north.

She’d been pleasantly surprised to find that she was a decent teacher, at least as far as tracking spells were concerned. But she’d been more impressed by the fact that Jared was a quick study and seemed to capture an entire process perfectly after seeing it done once.

Confident in his ability to cast a successful tracking spell for her mom a second time, Winland roamed through the apartment on her own, stepping carefully over the wreckage and debris scattered underfoot.

Things got messy in here, all right. Okay, maybe I’m a little grateful she got such a big head start on me after all…

She reached the back hallway that led to the first bathroom and the two bedrooms beyond, all of which looked like they’d been dragged into the fight. Not a single inch of Fang’s apartment had been left unscathed.

At first, she assumed the thump and rustle of movement from the first bedroom on the right was a piece of destroyed furniture falling over or giving way after hanging onto itself by a thread. But broken furniture didn’t keep moving. And broken furniture didn’t make the sound of heavy breathing punctuated by pained groans.

Crap.

Summoning a fireball in one hand, Winland darted into the room the sound had come from and threw open the door. It would have banged against the room’s interior wall if there hadn’t been a body in the way to stop it, so instead of a sharp crack, she got a muffled thump and a hiss of pain from the body on the floor.

It wasn’t Leeland.

She knew that the second she saw exposed flesh instead of winter clothing. The only reason someone would be here in this destroyed apartment lying naked on the floor in agony was if that someone was a shifter.

This one had shifted back to his humanoid form, and the two long trails of smeared blood across the bedroom floor ended at the shredded mess of shattered bone and torn flesh that had become his leg. The man was covered in blood and had lost more of it in the process of dragging himself across the floor to prop his back against the wall beside the door. Now he was pale, and his heavy breathing grew shallower by the minute, but he could still open his eyes.

When he did, he looked up at Winland with the fireball in her hand and sneered. “It’s you. The copy with a crystal—” The shifter coughed violently, which made him curl into himself in pain before he settled down again, wheezing. But the sneer on his lips never faded. “That’s some badass shit you got hidden all up in there—”

“Where is she?” Winland stepped farther into the room and lowered the churning fireball in her hand at her side to bring it closer to the shifter man’s face. It was obvious that he wasn’t going to make it long, but she could at least get as much information out of him as possible before he was gone. When he didn’t reply, she gave the fireball an extra little boost to make it flare up to twice its size and tried again. “I asked you a question.”

The shifter let out a wheezing laugh. “Of course you came looking for her. So did I.” He glanced around the room, and his eyes shuddered a little as if they’d forgotten how to move. “Cute, ain’t it.”

“Tell me where she is,” Winland tried again, her voice bordering on a growl. “Or I’ll—”

“Or you’ll what? Kill me?” Another wheezing laugh escaped him, and this time when he broke into another fit of coughing, blood sprayed from his lips and dribbled down his chin. He didn’t bother to wipe it away as he sneered at the Light Elf looming over him. “Have fun, Elf. You’re too late, anyway—”

Before she knew what she was doing, Winland was standing directly over him with one hand clamped down around the shifter’s throat and the other inches away from lighting his hair on fire. The shifter’s head slammed back against the wall beneath her hand as she growled in his face, “What did you do to her?”

Floorboards creaked outside in the living room. If Jared hadn’t heard the shifter man before, he did now. But he didn’t come running to interfere, and in the back of her mind, Winland was more grateful for that than she could have imagined.

The shifter’s throat bulged beneath her hand, clicking and gurgling as more blood pooled at the corner of his mouth and he tried to swallow. Even under the intense and violent scrutiny of the Light Elf, he kept laughing.

“What did I do?” he croaked, holding Winland’s gaze with his glistening gray eyes that flashed with a sputtering silver before dying out. The last of his shifter magic was gone now, and he wasn’t far behind.

Winland ripped her hand away from his throat, and he gasped for breath before chuckling one more time.

“Who do you think did this to me?” He coughed again, wheezed, and rolled his head to the side against the wall. “Didn’t stand a chance. Nobody ever does with her…”

Winland tried a different tactic now that it was clear this dying shifter hadn’t damaged Leeland nearly as badly as she’d damaged him. “Where were you supposed to take her? Sylas Kattagari sent you after her, right? If you knew how powerful she was, you wouldn’t have come here alone. So someone else took her and left you for dead. They’re taking her to Kattagari, aren’t they? Tell me!”

The shifter’s wheezing laughter made her gut sink, and she had no idea why until he spat out another thick glob of blood and told her in one long, rattling breath, “You’ve got it all wrong, Elf. The Adept went willingly. She went home.”

His eyes widened, and a bloody grin contorted his face before the last of his breath filtered out of his lungs and he sagged against the wall. He didn’t move again, but that smile remained, and Winland couldn’t spend another second looking at it.

She lurched to her feet and backed away from the dead shifter in what had been Hector Fang’s guestroom.

The death and destruction, she could handle. It was the shifter’s final words that sent her reeling as she tried to make sense of them.

No way. That can’t be what happened. He’s wrong. That was pain and delirium and a fucked-up attempt to shake me because he knew he was already dead. Leeland would never… She wouldn’t choose to…

“Winland.” Jared’s soft, empathetic voice filtered toward her from the hallway and ripped her out of her thoughts.

She spun away from the dead shifter and met the other Elf’s gaze with wide eyes before gesturing vaguely toward the body against the wall. “Shifter. Definitely the one she fought before she got away. He didn’t exactly say it, but I’m pretty sure Kattagari has her now.”

He nodded, then pointed down the hall toward the living room. “I cast the tracking spell. And I think you should come see this.”

With renewed hope flaring in her chest, Winland hurried after him and didn’t look back into the bedroom where the dead shifter would stay until someone in the building complained about the smell.

Of course he was lying. She left Venyze the Adept behind centuries ago. That could never be home for her anymore. She ran.

As unlikely as it seemed, as much as she wanted to believe her mom had changed, she couldn’t bring herself to admit that she’d detected only truth in the shifter’s final words. Leeland had gone willingly.

It felt important not to mention that to Jared or anyone else. It was a secret Winland would keep, though she had no idea why.

Maybe she was too afraid to accept that she knew it was true.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


All hope wasn’t lost. When Winland and Jared emerged from the back hallway of Hector’s apartment and into the living room, something had changed.

“I did everything exactly the same as the last time,” Jared explained as he stepped over the back of a shattered armchair. “Same exact positioning. Same intention, obviously. Just like you told me, but…” He stopped and gestured toward the product of his most recent tracking spell. “Well, that happened.”

Winland took in the sight with wide eyes and an unreadable expression on her face.

Leeland’s dagger and pecan wand remained on the hardwood where Jared had left them, but now they were glowing with a rich golden light and hovering an inch off the floor. Four feet above them was the successful product of Jared’s spellcasting—a zigzagging, wavering trail of magical light darting right out of the destroyed living room and through the wall, no longer leading north but almost due east. And instead of the silvery-white threads that had led the Light Elves this far in their search, The trail of Leeland’s magic now glowed with the same rich golden color.

Jared looked between her face and the golden light, then sighed. “Winland, I’m sorry. I don’t know what I did wrong, but this… Obviously, it’s not supposed to do that. I’ll try again if you want, but maybe it’s better if you—”

“Jared.” She turned to look at him, then shot him a beaming grin. “You’re amazing.”

“Okay, but—Wait. I am?”

“You cast this perfectly. And this is exactly what I was hoping would happen.”

“It is?”

“Absolutely.” Winland hurried across the room and stooped to gingerly pluck the gold-glowing dagger and wand from the air before returning them to her jacket pocket. The threads of gold light remained in place. She excitedly waved Jared toward her. “Hurry up. I don’t know how much time we have, but if we’re really lucky, we’ll finally catch up.”

“To…”

“Leeland. The gold means the trail’s still hot, Jared. Really hot. And that’s how we’re going in after her.”

He stopped beside her and raised an eyebrow. “As in we’re going in hot?”

“Yes. That.” She pointed at him, then turned her grin onto the threads of undulating golden light that would without a doubt take her straight to Leeland. Wherever that happened to be. “Ready?”

“Uh…yeah. Of course. I just…” He scratched the side of his head and looked half terrified, half proud of himself. “Any idea where we’re going this time?”

“None whatsoever.” She leaned toward him and snatched up his hand before giving it another reassuring squeeze. “But wherever it is, whatever happens when we get there, I’m glad you’re here with me. Thank you.”

The man’s face was a mask of bafflement. It only lasted a second before he offered a small smile and squeezed her hand in return. “Me too. Literally anytime.”

“Well lucky for us, the time is now. Just hold still for a sec, okay?”

“What are you doing?”

“Trying something new. Again.” Winland turned her full attention onto the glowing golden threads in the air and softened her gaze. “Technically, I’ve done something like this before. Granted, it was with wards and enchantments around an insanely powerful dark artifact I almost unlocked like an idiot, and definitely before I figured out how to do the whole crystal-teleporting thing on command, but hey. Magic is magic, right?”

“Uh…”

“You don’t have to answer that.” She took a deep breath, let it all out again through pursed lips, and nodded. “Here we go.”

Jared’s thick swallow was audible beside her, but he didn’t say anything else and didn’t try to stop her from what came next.

Slowly, carefully, Winland tightened her grip on Jared’s hand and reached with the other toward the threads of golden light—a lifeline straight to her mom.

Straight to finally ending this.

As long as Leeland actually wants to end this. She has to, right? She knows what else is out there beyond slinging curses out of the shadows as the Adept. And she has me.

That was as good a reason to change as any.

They had to at least try.

The second her fingers closed around the golden threads, the Crimson Heart didn’t need any prompting from her. Red light and warmth flared up inside her from head to toe, sealing her hand and her intention and her hybrid magic to the remnants of her mom’s. Winland couldn’t have let go of those threads if she’d wanted to. They were now a part of her, weaving in and around and through her to take her exactly where she needed to go.

Jared, for all his uncertainty and shyness and willingness to do whatever it took for Winland, was just along for the ride. He didn’t let go either.

This time, instead of the world tilting and the Crimson Heart’s magic sucking them from one place before popping them wherever Winland’s intentions had determined, the Light Elves and the golden threads stayed where they were while everything else moved. Light and sound and color raced past them at dizzying speeds, taking them straight along the course of those golden threads without stopping.

Nothing was recognizable. Nothing got in their way.

It was over almost as soon as it began. They lurched forward like someone had slammed on the brakes. They were still tightly holding hands, which helped them anchor each other in place.

Winland felt the cold and the dampness in the air. She smelled the salty brine and thought she might have been able to taste it. Everything around her was so dark that she wondered if she’d gotten the final location wrong—down in the ocean, or in a cave somewhere, or buried underground. But Jared’s hand in hers kept her steady, and in seconds, her eyes adjusted to the darkness. At least she wasn’t still glowing.

Then they heard the voices, garbled and hissing, mixing with the recognizable sound of waves crashing against a shoreline. Winland’s mind went back to the night before and the shadowy figure of Hector Fang whispering to himself in different voices like this. But she hadn’t followed Hector here. Wherever he was, his fate was out of her hands.

They were here for Leeland.

Winland tugged Jared’s hand to get him moving after her as she headed toward the voices. The low glow of a flickering fire came from ahead, and they had to pass several columns of dark, dank stone that were covered in moss. Lines of water trickled down them to pool on the stone floor.

Okay, so we followed Leeland into a dungeon underground. Not creepy at all…

The stone columns and the hallway between them opened into an enormous cavern with a domed ceiling. Everything was made of stone. The only light came from iron braziers lining the circular chamber, but it was bright enough to illuminate the two figures in the center of the room.

The first was an enormous magical who probably would have stood seven feet tall if he weren’t permanently hunched over. It looked like he was wearing some kind of robe. It was black and satiny, moving around his body like a solid shadow despite the tattered sleeves and frayed edges on the cloak’s hem dragging along the stone floor. In the light, it was hard to tell what he wore on his head, but his hair was dark and stringy and fell in clumps over his shoulders.

Behind him was a broad stone table that looked suspiciously like an altar.

Kneeling in front of him, head bowed low and hands clasped in her lap, was Leeland.

Winland and Jared stopped behind the final stone column and watched the scene unfolding in front of them.

We found her. This is it. She’s really here. And she’s… What are they doing?

The enormous magical who hissed and whispered in so many different voices stalked back and forth in front of Leeland, lifting his gnarled hands in sweeping gestures that made disgustingly long nails glint in the firelight. Every word he spoke was old Oriceran, so old that its roots were closer to the words of dark magic found in dark runes than anything else.

Though she didn’t understand a word he said, Winland knew this was some sort of ritual. Tools were laid out on the stone altar, impossible to identify from so far away. The magical in the robes shouted and spat and hissed his ritual incantations, sweeping his hands left and right and occasionally toward Leeland.

The whole time, Winland’s mom knelt, unmoving, as if she were about to receive some incredible reward.

No. That’s not possible. She can’t actually be going through with this right now. There has to be something else going on.

That mystery was answered when the robed magical stopped mid-pace and flung both his hands into the air. The braziers all burst with brighter light, roaring through the chamber, and he shouted, “Now! Leeland Byrnes. Daughter of Haylik. Adept Venyze of the Final Order. Do you open your arms willingly to the Shadows?”

Winland wasn’t aware of shaking her head, holding her breath, or leaning dangerously forward past the column keeping her and Jared safe. No, no, no.

Leeland raised her head, and her voice echoed across the chamber with perfect clarity. “I open my arms to the Shadows.”

“And do you accept your place by my side once more?”

“I accept.”

Winland almost screamed.

Something deep within her kept her from making a sound. It wasn’t Jared yanking her backward to hide behind the pillar, and she didn’t feel any magical flare-up from the Crimson Heart in warning. Maybe she’d simply gone numb.

“Then let us end this night,” the robed magical shouted, the sleeves of his robes fluttering around his skinny arms. But then he paused, lowered his arms, and tilted his head. “After a brief intermission. Because now, Venyze, I am very curious.”

It was an odd thing to say during a ritual like this, and as Winland considered what he meant, she looked down at her feet and saw a long, thin, glistening black snake on the stone floor, its head and several inches of its body raised toward her as it hissed.

“Come!” the huge magical shouted. “Don’t be shy!”

An overwhelming cold enveloped Winland, and before she could react to the snake at her feet, she was whisked from behind the stone column, changed directions, and glided at nauseating speed across the chamber to stop beside Leeland. A second later, Jared came to a lurching stop on her other side, his arms pinned to his sides and his feet twitching feebly two inches above the floor.

Winland couldn’t move or speak. She stared at the magical leering at them both, looking from Jared to Winland to Leeland and back again.

His blackened, stained grin made her stomach turn. And now that she was close enough to see him in the light of roaring braziers, she understood.

This had to be Sylas Kattagari. No one else could have fit the bill. No one else could have grasped two Light Elfs by their own magic with such unmatchable force to drag them out of hiding.

Most telling of all were the dozens of black snakes attached to his scalp, each of them glistening in the firelight and weaving back and forth around each other as they stared at their master’s new prisoners and hissed.

He’s an Atlantean.

Winland tried to look down at her mom, but all she could move were her eyes, and Leeland was too far down to fully see.

That’s what she meant. ‘Beware of snakes.’ Holy shit, she was trying to warn me. This isn’t about her going back to her old ways and serving this asshole because she wants to. She’s doing it to keep him away from me.

Sylas’ dark, hissing chuckle filled the chamber. “I’m very happy to have you back, Venyze,” he crooned, turning his gaze onto Leeland. “But I have to say, I did not expect your spawn to be so easily swayed. This will be fun.”

Winland would have told him to go screw himself if she’d been able to speak. She could only hover there, caught in one massive, seemingly inescapable trap, going over everything she knew about magic and curses and manipulating spells that were already put in place.

Mom’s not here willingly. Which means she wants out. Which means we can still find a way out of this. Think, Win. You only have one shot.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Ten minutes later, Jared, Winland, and Leeland were on their knees in front of the stone altar, hands clasped in their laps, heads bowed. Sylas Kattagari muttered to his hair snakes as he bustled around the chamber, preparing for what was undoubtedly a horrific dark-magic ritual. He talked nonstop to his snakes, and the sound echoed so loudly that it masked the sound of his three prisoners whispering to each other in the semi-darkness.

None of them could move, but they could speak.

No wonder people used to call this guy the Puppet Master. So gross.

Winland shot her mom quick sidelong glances and tried to get her attention. Movement was difficult, but all three of them now had enough freedom to make tiny movements on their own. She turned her head a fraction of an inch and whispered, “Mom. Mom.”

“I told you not to come after me,” Leeland hissed. “Why are you here?”

“You can’t steal from me, leave me a note that says not to follow, and expect me to just say okay.”

“Winland, I left you to protect you.”

“And I came to save you.”

Jared let out a heavy sigh and closed his eyes.

Winland nodded gently. “Mom, we can do this. We just have to figure out his weakness, okay? You know what that is. You were with him for centuries—”

“I wasn’t with him.” Leeland darted a glance toward her daughter and grimaced. “I worked for him. It just happened to be twenty-four-seven.”

“Whatever you wanna call it, I asked about weaknesses.”

Leeland paused, then shook her head. “He doesn’t have any.”

“Oh come on. That’s complete—”

“Just a little longer,” Sylas called out from across the chamber. “Trust me. What we’re doing tonight? It’s well worth the wait.” He and his hair snakes burst into hissing laughter and continued their preparations.

Leeland rolled her eyes.

Winland double-checked that their captor still wasn’t paying attention before she continued, “That’s bullshit. Everybody has at least one weakness.”

“Well if it’s there, kid, I haven’t found it. Believe me, I’ve looked.”

“Obviously, you didn’t look hard enough.”

The witch let out an aggravated sigh, then dipped her head lower and toward her daughter. “Winland, you can’t kill him. This guy is the most powerful magical I know. I’m the second. Now that you’re here, you’re not getting out. We just have to deal with that.”

“No. I’m not buying it.”

Jared gently cleared his throat and added, “Yeah, I’m with Winland. This…this really isn’t my kinda thing.”

“Well you should’ve thought of that before you broke into his mansion,” Leeland hissed.

Winland stared at the stone altar, with no idea what was in store for them.

Her vision filled with red light, and she had no idea what was happening until the image of an arched doorway set in a concrete wall materialized, the memory as crisp and clear as if she were standing in the chamber with the Arthastol and watching her mom fall out of an interdimensional prison.

We can’t kill him. But we can put him away forever. And there’s nothing in this dungeon for anyone to rearrange or mess with that would undo the binding. The more she thought about it, the more it seemed like the only option. You sure about this, crystal?

The crimson light within the memory of that arched prison doorway pulsed with the Crimson Heart’s magical light, and that was all the confirmation she needed.

“We don’t have to kill him,” she whispered. “Mom.”

“What?”

“You just need to hold him long enough for me to cast a quick spell. Can you do that?”

“Winland, he took my wand.”

Winland almost grinned, but she didn’t want to give anything away and ruin their chances. After shooting the Atlantean another quick look to make sure he wasn’t watching, she let herself smirk. “Yeah, well, I just happen to have a spare.”

Her mom’s eyes widened. “You what?”

“Pretty genius, actually. Who’s gonna check a Light Elf’s pockets for a witch’s wand?”

Leeland looked like she didn’t know what to say one way or the other, then she whispered, “Can you move?”

“Enough to grab it for you. Yeah.”

“Then give it to me.”

They both looked at Sylas again, who was barking orders to somebody hidden behind another stone column.

It took more effort than Winland thought she had to reach into the right-hand pocket of her long jacket. But when her fingers brushed against the worn, familiar wood of her mom’s old pecan wand, a jolt of strength and warmth from the Crimson Heart flooded through her, and the rest was almost too easy.

She drew the wand from her pocket, heard her mom’s sharp intake of breath, which she immediately tried to cover up with a sigh, and held it out as far as she dared without drawing any more attention to either of them.

But Leeland paused.

“Here.” Winland wiggled the wand. “Take it.”

“Winland, I…” Leeland’s breath hitched again, and she closed her eyes. “That wand is a part of me I left behind for a reason. If I take it…”

“If you take it, we don’t die,” Jared hissed. “Or get turned into creepy dark monsters. Or get marched around like living puppets to the beat of your sicko ex-boss’ drum. You’ve done things. We’ve all done things. Big deal. None of us are who we were even twenty-four hours ago, okay? You’re not special, Leeland. So take the fucking wand.”

It was a miracle that Sylas hadn’t heard any of that. Winland wanted to laugh. She wanted to congratulate Jared on nailing the wake-up call for the witch that Winland probably couldn’t have done better herself. She flicked the wand toward her mom, and Leeland took it.

In the split second that both their fingers touched the pecan wand at the same time, a burst of magical energy almost as strong as the Crimson Heart’s flared up through Winland’s hand and arm.

Magical energy she’d never felt before—something old, insanely powerful, and capable of unimaginable things.

Leeland took her old wand back, the wand that had been her favorite before she’d left it to her only daughter a hundred and sixty years ago, and buried it in her lap.

Yeah, we can totally do this. I have the Crimson Heart, she’s got a wand like that, and Jared… Jared’s got some serious cojones. Especially for a guy who can’t move and only found out about all this crap this morning.

Now, they had to wait for the perfect moment and Winland would give the signal. She wasn’t sure how she’d know when they’d reached the perfect moment, and her options for signals to give that didn’t immediately alert Sylas were limited when all three of them were forced to kneel on the stone floor with their hands in their laps. There was a little wiggle room, though, and now that Leeland had her wand again, their chances of succeeding had gone up quite a bit.

Let’s just hope nothing else unexpected pops up before we’re able to make an actual stand against this guy. I’m not sure how many more serious hurdles we can handle right now.

As if the universe had heard her thoughts and taken them as its cue, a blood-curdling scream of agony ripped through the air and echoed around the enormous circular chamber. Winland and Jared flinched in their magically bound positions. Leeland’s only reaction was to close her eyes with a heavy sigh and remain as motionless as possible.

The scream cut out and was replaced by the Kattagari’s screeching laughter. “Oh wow. I haven’t had this much fun with a strong will like yours since the Trevilsom riots. I’m not sure you’re old enough to remember those, but believe me when I say there were some very hard nuts to crack during that particular uprising. Can I tell you a secret?”

Whoever the Atlantean was speaking to let out a series of agonized groans and a few hopeless whimpers while Sylas chuckled.

When he spoke again, his low, hissing voice made his three unwilling guests shudder. “Those I broke in Trevilsom knew who they were. You, on the other hand, have more contradictions than I’ve ever seen in one person. But don’t worry. That pesky thing you call a conscience won’t be able to hold you back anymore once I’m through with you.”

More whimpers of terror and anger, another dark laugh from Sylas, and the Atlantean began his slow shuffle from the opposite end of the chamber toward the stone altar at its center. He and his newest victim had been hiding from view behind the thick stone pillars, but soon, one or both of them would come back into view, and then Winland would be ready to make her move.

She wished she could do something for the poor guy receiving the brunt of the Kattagari’s attention, but even if she hadn’t been magically sealed to the floor, she couldn’t have helped him. Not now, anyway. She and her mom still had the element of surprise, and that was the only thing likely to keep them alive long enough to get themselves out of this mess.

Sylas appeared in her vision again, his shuffling gait whispering across the floor as his hair snakes hissed at him and each other and occasionally at the three prisoners kneeling in front of the altar. He glanced at Winland, Leeland, and Jared and snickered. “It won’t be long now. And you’ve all been so patient. I promise this’ll be worth the effort. As soon as…” Sylas looked over his shoulder and snarled, “Hurry up! You’re no use to me if I have to do everything myself, and then why keep you around?”

A flash of silver light filled the other side of the chamber, and the Atlantean’s unwilling assistant groaned again before his slow, shuffling footsteps began again.

Sylas leered at him, then pointed a crooked, long-nailed finger at the stone altar. “On the table, boy. Make it quick. And don’t forget I know what stalling looks like, even in you.”

This asshole’s a real piece of work. Winland forced herself not to scream at the Atlantean and demand that he release his hold on whoever was making their way across the chamber. She and Jared had walked willingly into this mess. And Leeland had chosen to be here for this final fight as well, whether or not she’d explained to her daughter why she’d done so many things that originally looked like betrayal and abandonment and a series of stupid decisions.

But letting an innocent bystander suffer through the rest of this charade of a dark-magic ritual wasn’t something Winland could let slide. She had to wait for the perfect moment to begin the spell that would lock the Kattagari up forever, and when that was finished, she could focus on freeing the magical Sylas had turned into his slave.

Wanting to meet the poor guy’s gaze and give him some reassurance, though he had no idea what was about to happen, Winland turned her head as much as she dared to sneak a glance at the stranger.

The man limped painfully across the stone floor, his arms trembling beneath their heavy burden of a massive iron tray full of jars and stones and magical reagents for Sylas’ next terrifying ritual. A perpetual grimace of pain contorted his features as he walked, his clothes were ripped and hung off his narrow frame in tattered shreds, and crackling pulses of purple and silver light raced up his skin and the sides of his neck and toward his glowing purple eyes every other second.

Those crackling streaks of purple light made Winland think of what she’d seen in Hector at her house the night before, and she clenched her jaw.

The hollow-eyed, dejected, agonized magical shuffling across the floor under one of Sylas’ compulsion spells wasn’t another one of the Kattagari’s victims.

It was Hector Fang.

Oh shit…

There wasn’t anything else in her mind at that moment. Winland didn’t know what to think about what she was seeing. Hector was almost unrecognizable. In less than twenty-four hours, he’d faded physically and magically into a shell of himself that was hard to look at. But it was him.

How Sylas Kattagari had found him so soon after Winland and the Crimson Heart had banished the wizard was anyone’s guess. Perhaps the Crimson Heart had known exactly where it was sending Hector Fang and had decided to make the Kattagari’s job that much easier by porting the ex-Custodian right onto the Puppet Master’s doorstep.

That should have made Winland feel something—remorse, horror, resentment, guilt at having flung another magical into such an unbearable fate as this. Anything would have felt like a more appropriate emotional response than the inexplicable rage that flared inside her when she recognized Hector shuffling across the room. Winland’s fury was directed at the winds of fate and circumstance, because despite how hard she had tried, she still couldn’t get the wizard Hector Fang out of her life.

And now she had to incorporate him into her plans for escape. She wasn’t going to leave him here once she and Leeland put the Kattagari away for good. Her worst enemy didn’t deserve what had been done to him. So far in her life, Winland hadn’t made any exceptions to her rule of doing everything she could to protect the magicals around her who needed protecting, and she wasn’t going to start now with him.

Even if she hated him.

Great. Can’t really say it’s four against one now. More like three against one and a half, and now we have to look out for surprise attacks from half a wizard under Sylas’ control. So much for being done with surprise hurdles…

Hector lifted his dejected gaze from the stone floor and turned it on the three other prisoners kneeling in front of the stone altar. She might have imagined it, but she was sure his eyes widened in recognition and surprise before he looked back down at the floor and approached Sylas with the tray of dark-magic spell reagents.

If that was recognition, he knows who we are and what we’re capable of. I hope.

The iron tray of supplies clanged down onto the table, and Sylas fixed Hector with a scathing glare. “Over there, boy. None of this is for you. Yet. But you’re lucky enough that you get to watch today.”

A brighter silver light encompassed Hector, and he flew backward away from the table. Sylas’ control over Hector and his magic forced him onto his knees. He and Sylas’ other three prisoners formed a rough semi-circle, situated so they could all see each other clearly and had a front-row view of the Kattagari’s work at the stone altar.

The Atlantean sneered at all of them, then turned back to the table, but the glistening black snakes attached to his head curled around to watch his prisoners while he worked.

Shit. They’ll know what we’re doing the second any of us makes a move.

“Any minute now,” Leeland muttered, surprising all of the magicals kneeling on the stone floor. She spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear, including Sylas.

Winland turned her head to look at her mom, and the witch’s eyes were wide as she nodded.

“You’ll see,” Leeland continued. “You’re here for a reason, Winland. Now is the perfect time to fully embrace what you’re really capable of.”

That means now.

Winland inhaled and felt the Crimson Heart’s magic powering up within her. It took longer than normal, probably because Sylas’ hold on her magic was also keeping the Crimson Heart at bay. Not for long.

Come on, crystal. We really don’t have forever, here.

“Touching, Venyze.” Sylas chuckled over the pouring and hissing and tinkering sounds of whatever he was mixing on the table. “Though I have to admit I never expected you to become so sentimental over the last several centuries. Even toward someone as full of surprising potential as your spawn.”

Leeland held her daughter’s gaze a moment longer, then turned her head to face her former boss—her former master—and lifted her chin. “Maybe even too much potential,” she suggested to the Atlantean’s hunched back. “Better not let any of it go to waste.”

Winland felt full access to the Crimson Heart’s magic again at the moment Sylas Kattagari seemed to notice something wasn’t right. As soon as her fingers and arms started burning with the full force of the crystal’s power, Sylas stiffened and paused his work at the table.

“That, my dear, sounds an awful lot like you’re trying to tell me how to do my job.”

Leeland scoffed. “Please. I’ve had to do your job for you since the very beginning. And after three hundred years, you’re still an overzealous idiot.”

After that, everything happened at once.

The Atlantean’s hair snakes hissed violently and lurched away from his head. The Crimson Heart’s magic flared up to full power inside Winland, and her body erupted in pulsing crimson light. Sylas spun away from the table with a furious snarl, clearly intending to show his former lieutenant a thing or two about respect.

His attention was immediately snatched up by the red-glowing Light Elf kneeling right in front of him, and he tossed a gnarled hand toward Winland instead. Whatever he’d planned to do to her with her magic in the grasp of his compulsion spell was thwarted by a spear of golden light blasting from the tip of Leeland’s wand.

It hit the Kattagari squarely in the chest and launched him backward toward the stone altar to pin him between the stream of Leeland’s magic and the edge of the table.

Sylas snarled and his hair snakes hissed in fury, but the golden light streamed across his body until it had him physically pinned down onto the table with his arms stretched out to either side.

Like a sacrificial offering someone forgot to lift up onto the dark altar all the way…

Winland had no idea where a thought like that had come from, but the next second, her mom’s urgent shout ripped her out of her awed surprise.

“Winland, now!”

It took all the strength she had to fight through Sylas’ hold on her magic and raise both hands toward the snarling, struggling Atlantean pinned to the table. The second she did, though, the Crimson Heart took over to handle the rest.

Beams of crimson light shot from the Light Elf’s palms and pummeled Sylas with such tremendous force that the hissing crack of so much powerful magic in one place thundered through the cavern. Sylas added his voice to the roar, bellowing in pain and what sounded a lot like fear. Whether or not he knew what they were trying to do, it didn’t matter.

They only had one shot at this.

Winland’s hands and arms burned. She wanted so badly to stand from her knees and put more physical force behind such a taxing display of magical force, but the Kattagari’s hold was still strong on all of them. This was all they could do.

Leeland screamed with the effort of continuing the binding spell that held her former master in place. It was the only thing keeping Sylas where he was, unable to fight back despite the odds still being in his favor, but she couldn’t keep it up forever.

The Crimson Heart still needed time to open one more doorway into that interdimensional realm where neither time nor space truly existed. Where Sylas Kattagari couldn’t use his power and couldn’t get away.

The combined magic of mother and daughter was enough to loosen the Atlantean’s hold on everyone in the chamber, and suddenly Winland and Leeland were no longer alone in this.

Jared let out a terrifying battle cry and launched enormous fireballs at the struggling Atlantean, one right after the other. He couldn’t get to his feet or even off his knees, but that didn’t stop him from attacking with everything he had.

Still, it wasn’t enough.

What are we missing? The crystal knows what it’s doing, so what are we doing wrong?

Winland’s entire body burned now with the force of the Crimson Heart’s magic blazing through her, and she couldn’t do anything to ensure they succeeded in beating back the bad guy this time.

Sylas’ cackling laughter filled the chamber again as he was blasted with what had to be an incredibly painful magical combo.

“And you were always too eager, Venyze,” he hissed, barely able to jerk his head off the stone table to glare at Leeland. “Still not willing to put in the hard work before trying to destroy everything you touch, eh?” Sylas cracked up all over again, his laugh grating against the thunderous crack and buzz of red Crimson Heart magic and Leeland Byrne’s golden binding spell. “You tried so hard!” Sylas’ hair snakes hissed and writhed on the table as crimson and golden light flared all around his taut muscles and tattered robes. “And you’re too soft now, Venyze. When this little game of yours runs out—” He snarled and grimaced when the witch added an extra little boost of pain to her difficult binding spell, but then he laughed harder. “Oh, I’m going to savor every second of reminding you who you are!”

Leeland’s arms shook as she fought to keep her wand and all its power focused on her old master. But she turned her head to meet her daughter’s gaze, and the pained look on her face told Winland the rest.

Opening this doorway needs a sacrifice, doesn’t it? That’s why he’s laughing. No fucking way am I sacrificing anybody just to put this asshole away.

Leeland returned her focus to Sylas to hold him with her spell for as long as she possibly could. Which, judging by the final ingredient they didn’t have and weren’t willing to provide, wouldn’t be much longer.

It can’t end like this. If we fail now, we’re done. There’s no coming back.

Movement on the other side of her mom caught her eye, and Winland turned her head to see what it was.

Of all four prisoners forced to kneel under the Kattagari’s compulsion magic, Hector Fang was the one who had suffered the worst of the abuse. He was also the only one determined enough to push through Sylas’ immense power and find it in himself to rise to his feet. He swayed a little under the building magical pressure, every muscle in his body tense and quivering at the effort. But when he looked at Winland, the purple glow of compulsion magic behind his eyes was gone.

“Jared!” he roared.

The Light Elf whipped his head up to stare at the wizard.

“Don’t let her do it on her own,” Hector snarled. “And keep her safe.”

Jared’s eyes widened, and he looked back and forth between Winland and the wizard.

Winland could hardly feel her hands anymore. She shouted, “Fang, what are you doing?”

He squared himself to face the still-trapped Sylas head-on but didn’t say a word.

“Hector!”

He looked at her again before he muttered, “One last trick.”

At that moment, he looked so much like the wizard Winland had fallen for, the wizard who hadn’t judged her for dark parts of herself buried deep inside, passed on through generations until they’d found a Light Elf strong enough to face them head-on. In some ways, that wizard was all that was left inside Hector Fang’s body.

Winland’s gut clenched into a fiery knot of terror and despair, but she didn’t have time to think about screaming for him to stop.

The air crackled with so much magic in one place, and Hector Fang ran toward the Kattagari bent backward over the stone table by his own lieutenant, her Light Elf daughter, and the Crimson Heart.

The rest happened so fast that it would have been hard for anyone to follow.

Hector leapt at the Atlantean with a battle cry of his own, with his arms spread wide. When he landed on top of the dark magical, he wrapped his arms around Sylas’ head, neck, and shoulders. Dozens of hair snakes hissed and writhed and tore at his flesh with their razor-sharp teeth, but he didn’t let go.

Sylas Kattagari’s cackling laughter became a scream of terror and fury. He thrashed violently against the stone table, but it was too late.

For both of them.

The Crimson Heart’s magic pounded through Winland’s body with renewed force, and she lost all control. That didn’t matter, because the kemana crystal knew exactly what it was doing now that it had the perfect combination of magic.

The chamber filled with a great ripping, rending crack, then the stone table erupted with more crimson light that shot up to the circular chamber’s domed ceiling. Sylas Kattagari and Hector Fang were nothing but dark, thinning silhouettes against the blaze. Heat and light and the thickness of unconscionably strong magic permeated everything, and Winland could hardly see against the glare.

She did, however, see those two silhouettes growing smaller and smaller against the crimson glow—not shrinking so much as becoming thinner and less physically there.

Then they were gone.

The crimson light let out one final burst, then all of it sucked back down toward the center of the stone altar like a deadly explosion moving in reverse. The movement sent a wave of hot air blasting through the cavern, whipping Winland’s hair against her face and tugging her toward the table. She fell forward and caught herself with a smack of both hands against the stone floor. And her hands were no longer glowing.

In an instant, the last of the red light was pulled into the altar in the center of the Kattagari’s creepy dungeon. Another deafening crack split the air, and Winland looked up again to see the altar split cleanly in two.

Both halves crashed to the floor, and the fractured space between them pulsed one more time with crimson light before going dark.

Hopefully forever.

The chamber fell silent.

Winland’s breath escaped her in a gush of disbelief, and she dropped her head between her arms.

Hector…

She didn’t know what to think after watching the wizard she’d written off as irredeemable give the only thing he had left to give.

To help her.

To help all of them.

Jared’s warm hand settled gently on her left shoulder. A second later, Leeland’s much cooler touch came down on her right shoulder.

None of them said a word for what felt like a long time.

At last, Winland pushed herself away from the stone floor, straightened, and sat back on her heels.

Leeland drew a long, deep breath, then broke the silence. “I don’t think I’ve ever truly believed someone could change that much until just now.”

Winland looked up at her mom and swallowed. “He did. In the end. So did you, though.”

The witch frowned in confusion, and Winland reached up to cover the back of her mom’s hand with her own. “You didn’t leave because you couldn’t change, Mom. You left because you already had. And leaving was the only thing you thought you could do to keep me safe. To keep me out of all this.”

Leeland clicked her tongue and grimaced. “Doesn’t look like it made much of a difference, though. Even the second time around.”

“No, it definitely did.”

“Winland.” The witch’s gaze flickered toward the broken table. “We’re on our knees in front of a dark-magic altar.”

“Yeah? Well when the alternative is being locked up inside it, I’d say we made the right call. All of us.”

For the first time, it dawned on Leeland Byrnes what her daughter was trying to say. A small, exhausted smile flickered at the corners of her mouth before she gave Winland’s hand a gentle squeeze and released it. Then she looked down at her favorite pecan wand in her other hand—the wand she’d used as both the Adept Venyze and as Winland Underwood’s mother. She tried to hesitantly offer it back, but Winland shook her head.

“That was never meant for me. I was just keeping it safe for a while. You know. Until you realized you are who you are.”

Leeland snorted and dropped both hands into her lap.

“It’s not the wand or the magic that makes you who you are,” Winland added.

“Now you really sound like him.”

“Thanks.”

Jared hesitantly cleared his throat and both women jumped a little. They turned toward him and saw the Light Elf pointing at the broken altar—now an interdimensional prison for a dark Atlantean General who deserved to be there. “Could you guys maybe do all that somewhere else? Later? It just feels kinda wrong, you know… To sit here not carrying out a good wizard’s dying wish. I mean, I know I didn’t actually say anything back to him, but in my mind, I definitely promised.”

“Promised?” Leeland prompted.

“To keep Winland safe.” He met Winland’s gaze and shrugged. “Not that you need it or anything, just that—”

“I know.” She grabbed his hand and nodded. “You’re right. We should go.”

Leeland pushed herself shakily to her feet, then dusted off her hands and gazed around the chamber. “I’m gonna take a quick look around. There are a few things here I’d like to send out to the bottom of the ocean before we head out.”

Winland didn’t want to ask what those things were. If Sylas Kattagari had been keeping them here, she could only imagine how truly awful they were and had no problem with her mom’s plan. Except for one small magical detail. “Not the Bag, though.”

“Hmm? Oh. No. That was kinda my Trojan horse ticket into… Well, it’s not happening anymore, is it? He tossed it by the stairs. Which are back there.” Leeland pointed across the chamber. “Meet me at the top in ten.”

The witch took off into the semi-darkness of her old master’s ritual chamber, leaving Winland and Jared with a small bit of privacy.

Before she could say anything else, he leaned toward her, staring at a spot on her jacket sleeve, and lowered his voice. “Thanks. For…”

“You’re welcome.” She squeezed his hand again and offered as much of a smile as she could given everything they’d been through. “Thanks for not running away.”

Jared snorted and shook his head. “Trust me, I wanted to—”

“I mean in the last few months,” she interrupted. “I wasn’t paying attention, and I’m sorry it took all of this happening for me to finally open my eyes and see that…you’ve always been there. So thank you.”

His green eyes lit up again as he fixed her with a crooked smile. “Yeah, this was weird as hell. But I’m not going anywhere. Except home. I hope. Soon.”

“Ha. Yeah, that’s definitely the next stop.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


One month later…

“You know, I never really thought I’d be this excited for another kemana party.” Winland sat back in her chair outside Bartleby’s honey wine tavern and crossed one leg over the other. “But this one’s gonna turn out even better than the last.”

Beside her, Jared smirked and slid his arm around her shoulders to settle it over the back of her chair. “The last one set a pretty low bar in a few ways.”

“True.” She turned toward him and grinned. “We’ve got a lot more to look forward to this time around, huh?”

His green eyes roamed all over her face, and he bit his bottom lip before leaning in closer and muttering, “Anytime you feel like you wanna get outta here, just the two of us… I won’t be insulted.”

Winland snickered. “Noted. And I’m so relieved…”

Jared looked like he was about to lean in closer, but then a shout rose above all the hubbub in the Ozarks kemana and startled him upright.

“There you are!” Leeland raced toward them, grinning from ear to ear as she watched her daughter with the Light Elf who’d kept his word to get Winland home safely. And to keep her safe.

“Hey, Mom.” Winland reached out to give Jared’s thigh a quick little pinch, and he let out a high-pitched giggle before immediately covering it up with a forced cough.

“I can’t believe I’m about to say this right now.” Leeland noisily dragged another chair toward the table to join them, then plopped into it. “But I’m actually excited. For a party. Me.”

Winland shrugged. “Everybody’s gotta loosen up and learn to enjoy themselves eventually.”

“Sounds like that’s coming from experience.”

“Just like pretty much everything else, yeah.”

As the three of them sat in contented silence, watching the kemana bustling with pre-party preparations, Winland caught sight of a shock of white hair moving with a familiar gait through the crowd. When the figure emerged from behind two Kilomeas moving an enormous table between them, she saw the familiar face and couldn’t believe she was seeing it here, of all places.

No one else at her table seemed to have noticed the surprising newcomer, and Winland leapt to her feet in an attempt to keep it that way—for the next few minutes, at least.

“Whoa.” Jared leaned away from her with wide eyes and chuckled. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Definitely. I just, uh…” She cast a quick look into the crowd again, then sidled around the table. “I just have to take care of something real quick. Over there. I’ll be right back. Mom, will you grab us some more honey wine?”

Leeland laughed. “Real Oriceran honey wine down here? And here I thought I’d seen everything there was to see on this planet. Can’t say no to that.”

The witch stood to get another round for everyone. Winland caught Jared’s curious gaze, held up a finger to let him know she’d be right back, then raced into the crowd milling around the kemana.

It wasn’t hard to find who she was looking for. Turner Underwood stood out in every setting—if not physically, then because of the air of power and unending knowledge that followed him around like his own inherent trail of residual magic. Especially when he so rarely chose to leave his DC mansion these days after having comfortably retired from Fixing for quite some time.

She thought she might be able to surprise him this time when she came up behind him. The old Light Elf stood with both hands resting on top of his cane, facing the Crimson Heart in the center of the kemana. Its light pulsed happily and filled the air with its warm glow.

Winland reached out for her dad’s shoulder, but before she could touch him, he turned toward her with a knowing smile and gestured toward the crystal with his cane. “You know, I didn’t expect to be this impressed by what that crystal’s been up to in the last year.”

“Dad.” She stopped short, glanced at her outstretched hand, then lowered it to her side.

His smile only widened. “That fountain with the sword statue is a particularly nice touch.”

After blinking away her surprise and confusion, Winland laughed. Of course he already knew I was coming. Why would I think anything different? “That was a fairly late addition.” She nodded toward the fountain with the statue of the sword in a raised fist and the inscription the magical refugees in the Ozarks had added. “From the magicals who came to live down here, actually.”

“A fitting tribute, I think.” Turner’s smile flickered across his lips, and he swept his gaze around the kemana cavern without moving any other part of his body. “Looks like you’ve finally done justice to all the rumors about this place.”

That’s a weird way to put it…

Winland fixed her dad with a playful frown, then decided to shrug off the oddity of his statement as she reached out to draw him into a tight hug. The smell of him was overwhelming—whiskey and patchouli—only now it was the real deal instead of her vivid imagination bringing it up in her mind whenever she’d reached out to communicate with him through a spell. “So I guess the rumors about this place finally made it all the way out to you in DC, huh?”

Turner chuckled as he gently patted her back, and when she released him, she was more confused by the amused glint in his eyes as he tilted his head.

“What?” she asked, searching his face for some clue as to what she’d missed that was so funny.

“I just think it’s cute, Winland.”

With a snort, she stepped back and folded her arms. “Cute? What are you talking about?”

The old Fixer shrugged, his knowing smile growing by the second. “That you assume the rumors had to get all the way out to DC before I decided to stop by and see it all for myself.”

She had no idea what he was talking about, but she couldn’t let it go. She’d never been able to listen to one of her dad’s cryptic remarks without taking the bait. “Well, you already knew we were out here anyway. What have you heard about this place, then? Other than what little I’ve told you, obviously.”

“I haven’t heard anything, daughter.”

“Somehow, I have a feeling that’s not entirely true.”

“Of course it is.” Turner laughed again, then looked away from her to study the bustling kemana that had been a dark-wizard’s prison and an empty shell before Winland and her refugees had arrived. “Rumors have to start somewhere, don’t they? Who do you think started the ones about the Ozarks kemana?”

It took her a minute to realize what he was saying, then her jaw dropped and she gaped at her dad in disbelief. “Wait a minute. You’re the one who…Dad?”

Turner’s expression had changed in an instant as he stared across the kemana. One second, he’d been wide-eyed and smiling. The next, his smile faded into a lopsided approximation of surprise, and a bit of color had crept into his cheeks.

That can’t be good.

“Dad?” Winland set a hand on his shoulder and leaned toward him. “Are you okay?”

“I’m perfectly fine,” he murmured, but his voice was robotic and flat, and didn’t tell her anything as he absently patted the back of her hand. “I’d even go so far as to say I’m better than fine, really. I’m…well, enchanted was the word once upon a time. Why wouldn’t it work now?”

“What?”

The old Fixer’s shocked expression melted into the charismatic, charming-as-hell smile that had stolen so many hearts in Turner Underwood’s long life. When Winland spun to see who he was staring at like that, his odd behavior suddenly made sense.

Because Leeland Byrnes had spotted them, and she’d almost reached them across the kemana.

I’ve never seen him look at anyone like that, and even after all this time, it’s still Leeland. The one who got away.

“Mom.” Winland stepped back as the witch approached, then she couldn’t help but look back and forth between her parents who, for the first time in her life, were standing in the same room together. With their daughter. “I, uh… Well. You…”

“I brought us some honey wine, Winland.” Her mom’s voice had dropped into a low, sultry tone Winland wouldn’t have recognized if she wasn’t watching it happen. The witch held out a fresh tankard of the strong Oriceran drink toward her daughter, but her gaze was fixed intently on Turner the entire time. She took a long, slow sip of her drink, and her eyes never left the old Fixer’s face.

Turner grinned as he reached an open hand out to the witch he hadn’t seen in a hundred and sixty years. “Leeland.”

She lowered the tankard and her smile widened as she took her old paramour’s hand. “Turner.”

“You look as ravishing as the night I first saw you.” Winland didn’t think she could have been any more surprised until she watched her dad bow at the waist and press his lips against the back of her mom’s hand, holding Leeland’s gaze. “Which I will never forget, by the way.”

Leeland’s expression didn’t change a bit, and she graciously retracted her hand when he released her. “And you just look old.”

Turner’s eyes widened, and he blinked at her in mute surprise.

Winland grimaced. Well, that could’ve gone better…

Then the old Fixer threw his head back and roared with laughter, the sound of it echoing through the whole kemana and momentarily silencing the loud buzz of activity and conversation before it picked right back up again. When he finished, the color had deepened in his cheeks, but his brilliant grin had returned. “Have I told you how exquisite you are?”

Leeland let out a light, airy laugh. “Once or twice. You know, there’s something I’ve been waiting to tell you for a while.”

“Really?” Turner widened his eyes and waited.

Winland felt like she’d walked into a private, extremely intimate conversation, something even their own child wasn’t supposed to see or hear. Not to mention the fact that they were having this conversation right here, in the center of the kemana, where everyone was a witness.

This might just be my cue to leave…

Winland couldn’t get over the novelty of seeing her parents not only at the same time in the same place but speaking to each other. As if they’d both known this whole time that this day would eventually become a reality despite all evidence in the last hundred and sixty years pointing to the contrary. And she couldn’t bring herself to walk away and let them have their moment.

Leeland, on the other hand, turned away from the father of her child to fix him with a coy gaze from the corners of her eyes. She looked him up and down, her smile flickered, and then she delivered the line Winland never would have expected, given the history between them. But when she did say it as she turned to walk away, nothing else could have possibly been more appropriate.

“Welcome to the Ozarks.”

The old Fixer watched her walk away, his blue eyes sparkling in the kemana’s artificial light. Then he dipped his head, set both hands on top of his cane, and leaned toward Winland despite not being able to remove his gaze from “the one who got away.”

“You know,” he began as a slow smile crept across his lips. “I had a feeling we’d be seeing her again.”

Winland looked her dad up and down in surprise, then couldn’t help but laugh. “Of course you did.”
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I’ve started a project answering questions for my son about my life. I realized after last year’s fifth round of cancer, and then chemo this time that he was expecting me to die sooner rather than later. It’s been a lot for him to deal with and there isn’t much I can do to make it better, except tell him stories that I can leave behind – eventually. Hopefully, a long time from now. I’m going to let you guys listen in as well.

My author notes for this year are going to be answers to questions and all of you can get to know me better, too. Maybe inspire, maybe give you a laugh along the way.

Today’s question is: What was your wedding like?

I don't know that I've ever told you much about this day. Your father and I were divorced before you were three and then I was focused on being your mom and making a career out of writing. Plus, let's be real, your dad and I didn't part on the best of terms, which unfortunately you do know.

However, that day was a good one, even if there were already signs this wasn't going to be a long one. There were also signs of hope so I suppose it could have gone either way. But let's stick to just that one day. In a very real way, you were there too. 

In those days, I was a stockbroker and doing fairly well for my new position. I can't remember after all these years if your dad was between jobs or just starting one, but I became the bank for the wedding, rehearsal dinner and the reception. Neither set of parents contributed anything and I'll just leave that right there, too. It wasn't a commentary on the marriage, at least from my parents. It was more of a habit.

The rehearsal dinner was in a brick townhouse in Church Hill in Richmond, Virginia and was beautiful. I can't remember what we ate or drank. I just remember how warm and friendly it was and that everyone had a good time.

The next day was the wedding at St. James Episcopal Church in Richmond, Virginia. I was wearing my mother's wedding dress altered to make room for you, since I was already about four months pregnant but looked more like six or seven. Oh, and yes, I wore a veil. This could have been my only wedding and I wasn't missing out on all the props. 

Sure, I could have gone with just the backyard ceremony we already did on a whim to calm my parents' fears their friends would find out but that's not my style. Besides, I wasn't going to make the way you came into the world a secret. You were a blessing from day one, so I was sharing the news. If someone didn't like it, that was gonna have to be their problem. Frankly, I needed that attitude a lot more often. 

It was the knowledge of you that made the difference. I wasn't going to make you wonder or be confused from half-truths. And like I said, just knowing you would be there soon filled me with joy, and nothing else.

I walked down the aisle on the arm of my father who was pleasant and smiling and having a good day. My future mother-in-law was a little teed off because I didn’t have corsages for the mothers. I didn't know that was a thing and I was the only one doing anything for the wedding, plus the whole pregnant thing. I let that one go. The church was filled with about a hundred people all happy to see us. The minister was a cool guy and when we told him about the whole getting married before the wedding story he was more up in arms than we were. That was another thing I would learn about myself over the years. I wasn't very good at recognizing bad behavior directed at me and would put up with way too much. It was always in someone else's aghast face that I would clue in and think, hmmm, I suppose that was bad or rude or inappropriate. I was just trying to smooth things over and keep things moving. Let me tell you, not a good life plan. Don't do that. Let people be mad, or walk off, or maybe get over it but don't take crap off of anyone for any reason. 

Back to the festivities. Unbeknownst to me or your father, his brothers had taped, Help Me, on the bottom of his shoes so when we knelt at the altar, everyone saw it and got a good laugh. 

The reception was catered by a brave friend of mine who took it all on herself to do that part for a much lower fee than hiring someone else would have been for me. The cake was three tiers with peach-colored birds and was beautiful from a local bakery. For some reason, I loved the peach taffeta bridesmaid dresses with poufy sleeves and big bows on their butts. I really thought they were gorgeous. It was the eighties. What can I say?

We had a local band playing who was really good and when your dad and I took our first dance, people showered us with dollar bills. Your uncles said it was a custom and it didn't occur to me to ask at the time - a custom for what? We used the money on our honeymoon.

The day ended with your father and I driving to Baltimore to catch a plan to Jamaica, watching tornados develop on the horizon. Kind of a white-knuckler. But we made it, and you were there with us for all of it, safely tucked away. Sure, the marriage didn't last very long but the day was memorable and in the end there was you. Totally worth it. Love you. Love, Mom. More adventures to follow.
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Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

The king is dead. Long live the king!

The phrase above confused me as a young reader. Finally, I understood that we were tossing out the old. In with the new, and may life not change!’

As we come to the end of this series, we say goodbye to these characters in this place, but we aren’t saying goodbye to stories. So, The series is over. Long live the new series!

Sometimes, Creativity is a PITA.

Today I’ve struggled to stay focused and on task with my writing. I keep getting lost in my thoughts and imagination, which can be a double-edged sword.

On the one hand, it allows for a constant flow of new and creative ideas. On the other, it can be difficult to rein in my mind and keep it on task. On the third hand (Hey, I’m a fantasy writer. I get multiple hands), the energy needs to stay creative. It ebbs and flows, and when energy is down, it’s hard to muster the desire to keep going.

I’ve talked to other authors, and in general, the mark of the professional and non-professional is the “stick-with-it-ness” the author exhibits.

Writers write. Professionals publish (or so they say).  Personally, I think that as soon as a person releases a book and is paid for it, they are a professional.

Back to the troubles with creativity. Sometimes, I'll be in the middle of writing a scene, and a new character or plot twist will pop into my head, pulling me away from what I was working on.

I get excited about the new idea and want to explore it, then realize I need to get back to what I was working on. It can be a constant battle to balance my creative impulses with the discipline to stay on track.

I've tried different methods to keep myself focused, like setting timers or creating outlines, but it seems like my mind always finds a way to wander. I know that is part of the creative process and it will all come together in the end, but it can be discouraging in the moment.

Ultimately, I remind myself that it's all about the journey, not just the destination. As long as I keep putting in the effort and chipping away at my story, eventually, it will come together and be everything I hoped it would.

For those of you who are tempted to write and find yourself (and your creativity) jumping around like a spider on crack, realize that your creativity is a two-edged sword. Sometimes it works with you, but sometimes, you must be the adult and get your creativity to focus on your story.

THEN allow it to go into other dimensions.

Thank you for reading our stories!

Chat with you in the next book.

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE: https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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