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Chapter One
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MY FIRST SIGN that Aunt Kit was close was the sudden flurry of rain pounding against the glass of my large kitchen window. Only a minute ago the sky had been clear blue with spotless sun, but now it was covered in steel gray obscured by the downpouring rain.

Lissa, my new vampire assistant, paused next to me, a pie crust half flattened in front of her. “What in the world...”

I added some comfort of home potion to my pie filling, a drop at a time so as not to over-magic it, and flashed a smile up at her as the spicy scents of nutmeg and cinnamon wafted around us. I had mentioned my aunt was coming, but as far as she knew, the rain was unconnected.

I knew better.

Sure enough, within half an hour a knock echoed through Pie-Jinks. I wiped my hands on my apron, shuffled around my kitchen crowded by Lissa and my two sprite friends, Oak and Cardamom—always hanging around in the hopes of scraps and extra pies—and made my way to the entry hall. I hurried to open the door before Aunt Kit could knock again, excited to see the woman I hadn’t seen in years.

I swung the door open with a grin. “Aunt Kit!”

A tall, slim woman wearing a patchwork coat of purple, pink, and green turned to face me with a smile of her own. She tipped a large, deep purple hat back, the pooled rainwater streaming off behind her to the porch. “One of my two favorite nieces!”

I rolled my eyes and stepped aside, beckoning her inside with a nervous glance up the stairs where my house hob, Thea, slept. She was grumpy when guests woke her up, since she worked all night.

Aunt Kit handed me an old-fashioned carpetbag—she always did travel like a storybook character—and proceeded to hang her hat on the coat rack and unwrap miles of scarf from around her neck. She stepped out of muddy boots... too muddy for wandering through town. Where exactly had she been?

The wind howled behind her, sending the rain over the porch rail, across the stack of pumpkins waiting to be carved and the garland of fall leaves around my door before hitting me with mist. I quickly closed the door against the weather. It would settle once Aunt Kit was settled.

Something crashed in the kitchen, and then the pitter-patter of tiny sprite feet stampeded into the hall. I cringed, leaping out of the path of the sprites. They jumped around her legs like excited children (a mistake only someone who didn’t see their creepy smiles would make) as if sensing her true nature, the magic she held within. It was still family magic, but... different.

Aunt Kit reached for the carpetbag. She snapped it open and extracted a handful of brightly wrapped candies, handing them to the sprites.

Great. Just what they needed. But then again, they had once turned half my house into candy. Maybe this was just their love language or something.

I rubbed my hand over my face anyway, imagining how they would be bouncing off the walls soon. I’d have to talk to her about how much energy those two had and how they’d already had an entire leftover pie that morning and how they really didn’t need candy on top of that.

But the words faded before I could even say them. There would hopefully be time for that later. For now, my aunt was visiting, and I hadn’t seen her in at least five years.

We dropped her bag in the corner guest room, tiptoed back down the stairs, and returned to the kitchen where I situated her with a slice of extra pie (yes, now that I had a real assistant, I could make extra pies!) and a cup of coffee. I was already on my third of the morning.

I glanced up at my assistant as she slid a pie in the oven. “Lissa, I’d like you to meet my aunt, Kit. She’s a candy witch.”

Lissa smiled a fanged, toothy smile. “Good to meet you.” Her eyes flicked to the window where rain hit the glass in a sudden flurry.

Aunt Kit smiled. “A vampire? It’s very interesting to meet you.” She stirred honey into the coffee, something I’d never seen anyone else do. I’d always assumed it had something to do with her candy witch nature—that love for nature’s own candy, honey. She slathered it on almost everything she ate.

That reminded me: I’d have to pick some more up from Clover if I expected my stores to last through Aunt Kit’s visit. We’d settled on a vanilla bean custard pie to showcase his honey, so I had an assortment filling my cabinet (for the moment). It had been... uncertain if our business partnership would last, but despite how he’d accidentally brought a flower toxic to Fae into Cider Hollow, I couldn’t blame him for it too much. It seemed he’d been tricked somehow, though Forrest, my own Fae prince, still hadn’t gotten back to me about who might have sent him the seeds.

Lissa’s muscles tensed as Aunt Kit identified her as a vampire and her smile grew strained. Flour exploded around her as she dropped more onto the counter for rolling out another crust, and I had to stifle a laugh. I couldn’t make fun of her, or she’d quit. She was so sensitive about her abilities here.

“Yes, but she’s an artist, like us,” I said to rescue her. “She’s new to town. We had a bit of a... kerfuffle last week, so she’s working with me and keeping a low profile.”

Better to warn her now than have it come out in a way Lissa didn’t want. Still, Lissa ducked her head, returning to rolling out dough. If she wasn’t a vampire, she might have flushed in embarrassment. Maybe I had said too much. I bit my lip and rested a hand on my friend’s shoulder for a moment.

“A low profile,” Kit said. “How fascinating.” She waggled her finger between the two sprites, who were still sorting through the candy she’d given them. “And what’s the story with these two?”

Where to even begin?

As I returned to preparing fillings and assembling pies, I said, “They’re part of the local Court and have taken a liking to me.”

“We’re not the only ones,” Cardamom giggled. She flashed me a bright white smile outlined in sugary blue.

Aunt Kit looked back at me expectantly, and heat flooded my face. The tendril of blonde hair that had escaped its messy bun shifted to the blush pink of embarrassment.

“Well I can tell there’s a story here,” she said. “Hair doesn’t lie.”

I glanced over at her, for the first time seeing her hair shift in a plethora of colors. Right now, it was shifting between sunshine yellow and static gray—happiness and anxiety. I glanced down at her plate, but she’d hardly touched her slice. Maybe if she’d just finish it, she would feel better. I’d made sure to add plenty of peace to the extra pie.

I nodded my head at it. “Is something wrong with custard pie?”

She sipped her coffee. “Dear, you are no more clever than your mother. If I didn’t fall for her tricks, I won’t fall for yours either. I can smell your potions a mile away.” She lifted her nose, as if sniffing the air. “Speaking of which, it smells like you’ve used some standard ingredients recently. I thought you kept to the emotion pies?”

Just like Mom, shifting the topic to suit her. That was fine, for now. “Part of last week’s kerfuffle. I had to break into that emergency box you sent me.”

Aunt Kit nodded. “Then it’s a good thing I brought fresh supplies for you.”

I flashed her a smile. “You’re the best!”

She shrugged, smiling back as if she’d always known how great she was, when someone knocked on the door again. My house was becoming a regular waypoint.

I started wiping my hands on my apron again, but Kit waved me off, setting her coffee down and rising to her feet.

“Please, dear,” she said. “Let me. You’re obviously very busy with this booming business!” I could hear the pride in her voice, and it warmed my stomach like the best hot chocolate on a blustery day.

“It’s probably my delivery boy,” I said, sliding a pie into a box. “He picks up the first deliveries around now.”

She raised her eyebrows as she swept toward the door. “The first delivery! How fancy.”

She vanished into the entry hall while Lissa and I packaged the set of early-morning pies, reappearing a moment later with Luke, as I’d expected. And suddenly my kitchen felt even smaller.

I hurried to send Luke off with the pies, sighing in relief as he left again. How long could I put up with such cramped quarters?
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AUNT KIT WAITED PATIENTLY, switching to tea and drinking several cups until all the pies were done and Luke had picked up all the deliveries. Finally, I hung up my apron, said goodbye to Lissa, and changed into something more appropriate for the brisk fall air and still-falling rain: fleece-lined leggings and a cable-knit sage-green sweater.

I rejoined Aunt Kit in the living room, taking a moment to build up a fire in the fireplace before settling onto the couch. Aunt Kit had moved to an armchair in the corner, sipping at another cup of tea, a cider-scented candle flickering on the table next to her. The sprites sat in front of the fireplace, talking softly in their unknown language, trading candies between them.

My stomach fluttered as I sat, dreading the coming conversation. I was happy to see Aunt Kit, of course, but besides not knowing why she was here... some strange things were happening to my magic that my mom couldn’t explain. I was hoping Aunt Kit would have more insight. But I was also terrified of what she might have to say.

“It seems business is going well.” Aunt Kit smiled over at me, her eyes flicking over the gray streaks in my hair.

Darn that magic. I couldn’t ever hide anything! Mom was way better at it than I was.

Or Aunt Kit. She still had gray and yellow warring in her own hair.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm the magic. “It’s definitely picked up. I wouldn’t be able to manage without Lissa’s help.”

“That’s a pretty good problem to have.” She sipped her tea, face placid.

I rubbed my hands on my thighs. They were sweating now. “It is.”

She gazed at me a moment longer, then finally said, “What’s on your mind, sweet stuff?”

What was on my mind? So many things! Why was Aunt Kit here? What was up with my magic? Did I need to be worried about any of this?

Where to start?

I opened and closed my mouth a couple times before finally getting out, “What brings you here? I mean, we haven’t seen you in five years. Why now?”

At that, Aunt Kit set her teacup down on the saucer and set it on the table next to the candle. Her face went from soft and interested to hard, cold, closed. “Can’t a woman just visit her family without the third degree? Speaking of which, how about we surprise your mother?”

She blew out the candle and stood, hurrying from the room and leaving me to wonder what just happened.
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WE STEPPED ONTO THE porch, the sprites on my heels. The rain fell in a curtain of white noise just off the porch, and I winced, mentally mapping the distance between Pie-Jinks and Mom’s house. By the time we got there, we’d be soaked through.

“Can’t you do something about this?” I said, gesturing toward the clouds as I locked the door.

“’Fraid not, sweetie pie,” Aunt Kit said. “The weather just kind of follows me, you know?”

I sighed and popped open my umbrella. It had been worth a try, but Aunt Kit was still convinced she couldn’t control the weather. Even though all the rest of us could see how closely it was linked to her state of mind and emotions. None of us doubted she was a weather witch. The stormy weather now, complete with wind and rain, told me just how anxious she was to be here. But why she was anxious to be home was anyone’s guess. Maybe because she hadn’t been back in so long?

Aunt Kit opened her own umbrella, and the sprites crowded close to my legs as we stepped off the porch. Whatever had brought her back, she seemed intent on keeping it from me. But if anyone could get her to talk, it would be my mother.

The umbrella did little to protect us from the driving rain. As I’d feared, it only took a block for the water to soak through my leggings, though my rain coat did a decent job keeping my sweater dry at least. No one else seemed stupid enough to be out in this gale, not even driving on the streets.

We finally arrived at Mom’s only a few short blocks away—though it felt like miles. Mom threw open the door as we climbed the steps, even though I hadn’t texted her to let her know we were on our way.

“Kit?” she said, blinking at her sister. “What are you doing in Cider Hollow?”

Aunt Kit shook out her umbrella under the porch’s protection and snapped it closed, then smiled up at Mom. “Nice to see you too, Kat.”

“Can we have this exchange inside?” I said, cutting off their hellos. I closed my own umbrella and shook it out away from the sprites as they shivered against my legs. “I think Oak and Cardamom could use some tea.”

“Hot chocolate!” Cardamom raised a tiny hand.

“Yeah!” Oak echoed. “Hot chocolate!”

Mom shook her head, as if clearing a daze. “Of course, please.” She stepped back, allowing us in as she turned to yell over her shoulder. “Heath, light the fire, would you?”

We peeled off whatever sodden clothing we could and left our boots just inside the door before making our way to the living room. Dad hunched over the fireplace, arranging a stack of logs and lighting a pile of what looked like crumpled printer paper. He grumbled something under his breath, but he looked up as we entered, simply holding up a hand in greeting.

“Hey, Dad.” I started to sit on one of the armchairs, then jumped up. Mom would kill me if I sat on her furniture right now. If only one of the family witches could magically dry clothes.

Aunt Kit strode in behind me, and Dad did a double-take. “Kit?”

She smiled her bright smile. “Heath.”

The sprites hurried in on her heels, making a beeline for the fireplace as the first log caught. Dad replaced the fire screen and straightened with an audible pop. We stood in awkward silence for several long moments, and then Mom bustled through the door with a stack of fluffy towels.

“Kit, I don’t know why you let the rain soak everyone to the bone,” she said. “You really ought to do something about that.”

Aunt Kit took one of the towels and started drying herself off, dabbing at her clothes. “Kat, not this again. Please. I’m a candy witch, not a weather witch.”

I rolled my eyes, but no one noticed. Probably for the best; I’d only get scolded for sassing my elders.

Mom handed out the rest of the towels and took a seat on the couch. “Reese, dear, could you give us a few moments? Maybe take the sprites into the kitchen for their hot chocolate? You may as well put on a pot for tea, too.”

I could tell when I was being dismissed. “Come on, guys.” I waved at the sprites. “Dad, you in?”

“Actually,” Mom said, “why don’t you come sit with me, Heath?”

I eyed them suspiciously, but I took the sprites’ hands and led them to the kitchen. My parents seemed to think something was up with Aunt Kit, something they didn’t want to share with me. But maybe I could still catch some of the conversation from the kitchen.

The sprites chattered to each other in their language as I released their hands just inside the door. A low hum of conversation filtered in from the living room, but I couldn’t hear over Oak and Cardamom.

“Can you stop talking?” I said, eyeing the open doorway. The dining table shone between us and the living room, giving me a clear shot to the couches. Hopefully they wouldn’t notice me.

Cardamom pouted at me. “Reeeese!”

I flinched. “Sorry. That didn’t come out right.”

“Are you trying to eavesdrop?” Oak said, too loudly.

I held up my hand, shushing him.

“The Prince says we’re not to do that anymore,” Cardamom added.

“Well, the Prince isn’t here,” I said. “Don’t you want to hear why my Aunt Kit is here?”

“We want hot chocolate!” Oak said.

I sighed. “Okay. If I make your hot chocolate, will you let me listen?”

They nodded enthusiastically, and I smiled tightly at them. I loved the sprites, but they certainly were a handful. They may be sweet and thoughtful and loving, but they could still be loud and troublesome.

Now that the sprites were quiet, I could just barely hear Mom’s voice. If I’d known they were going to do this to me, I would have made extra potion pie bites to give me super hearing or something.

“Kit, you haven’t been back in five years,” Mom was saying. “What’s going on?”

I pulled milk from the fridge and set about finding the other ingredients for a stovetop hot chocolate. Maybe I’d add a little cayenne to surprise them.

“Can’t I just visit my favorite sister?” Aunt Kat said in response.

Mom hesitated. “Maybe if you’d told me you were coming. But you only told Reese. And I have to wonder why?”

That was a very good point. Why wouldn’t Aunt Kit tell Mom she was coming? She’d been fine with just surprising Mom this morning, but she’d asked me not to say anything until after she got here. And she’d asked to stay at Pie-Jinks instead of with Mom.

The living room fell silent. Finally, Aunt Kat said, “What if I told you it was better you didn’t know?”

My hands stilled over the pot, a cup of cocoa powder poised over still-cold milk. What could possibly be too dangerous to share with my mom? Even though she didn’t really practice anymore, she was still a powerful witch.

“I’d say you’re crazy,” Mom responded.

We locked eyes across the dining table, and Mom stood and crossed the room to the pocket door separating the dining room from the living room. With a stern look that told me she knew I heard it all, she slid the door shut.

I sighed and turned back to the pot, adding the rest of the ingredients and a dash of cayenne. It was a variation on Mexican hot chocolate, one I hoped the sprites would appreciate. I could use a bit of spice on such a blustery, strange day.

As I stirred the pot, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I extracted it, still stirring, and flushed as Prince Forrest’s name flashed onto the screen.

“I know that look,” Oak said.

Cardamom just giggled.

They would find it funny. They deserved credit for bringing Forrest and I together over a dessert competition—by tormenting me and almost making me quit baking—but they also thought it was hilarious to tease me about it every chance they got. Forrest and I had finally had our first official date last week, just after that whole issue with Lissa, but our second date had been up in the air.

Until now, apparently. And he still wanted to go see the cranberry bog, the same one that had been every class’s field trip as long as the bog had existed outside town. Though, I did love that place... the rustic feel, the warm smells, the crisp fall air. And I had been there at least five times during my school days. To be truthful, I was kind of excited to take Forrest and share this piece of my past, this part of Cider Hollow’s culture.

But a Fae this excited to visit it? What a weird request.
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Chapter Two
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THE NEXT MORNING, I once again found myself crowded out of my own kitchen. I bumped elbows with Lissa at least three times in half an hour and tripped on the sprites a good bit more before I got frustrated and stepped out onto the porch for some fresh air.

I closed the door softly behind me and lifted my chin to the sky, though the sun still wasn’t out. The air was cool on my skin, carrying a bite, mist from the remnants of the rain, and the crisp scent of leaves. The clouds scudding across the sky promised more rain to come—as did the weatherman.

“Rough morning?”

I jumped at Aunt Kit’s voice and spun to see her sitting on the porch swing. I held a hand over my pounding heart. “I didn’t know you were out here. I thought you were still asleep.”

Aunt Kit rolled her eyes and swirled tea in a mug she was holding. I hadn’t even seen her get it from the kitchen—unless she’d conjured it? “Why? Because the rain stopped?”

Well, yes, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. Not with that anger in her eyes. It filled the air around her. If I made pies with negative emotions, I’d be able to fill at least three vials from that miasma.

“Because it’s early,” I said instead. It was half true, at least. It was just after seven, and Lissa and I had been working for two hours already.

Aunt Kit stretched her legs out in front of her. “My joints were aching. Woke me up an hour ago, so I figured I’d get some air. And you have such a nice porch.” She patted the open seat on the swing next to her. “Come sit with your aunt. Let’s catch up a little. If you’re shirking duties, that is.” She winked.

I flushed, pink embarrassment streaking through my hair. Or was it guilt? Maybe a mix. But I still found myself crossing the porch boards to settle next to her on the fluffy orange cushion. For a few moments, we simply swung gently, letting the wind dance around us and enjoying the decorations. I’d stacked a couple bales of hay against the siding and added red leaf-print pillows to the porch swing, not to mention the pumpkins and mums that added splashes of yellow, orange, and red to the otherwise neutral colors of the porch.

“So,” Aunt Kit finally said. “Tell me about him.”

I leaned back and blinked at her. “What?”

She rolled her eyes again. “Oh, please, my dear. I know you’re dating him. Even if your mother didn’t tell me yesterday, your reaction just now and your friendly little autumn sprites spoke volumes.”

More pink overtook the blonde in my hair, and I nervously adjusted my glasses. Coincidentally, the shade of embarrassment in my hair perfectly matched the plastic frames. “Forrest?”

Aunt Kit waggled her eyebrows and shimmied her shoulders. “Ooh, first name basis with the Autumn Prince, is it?”

She’d been here one day. And already she was in my business. I’d forgotten how much she loved to be involved in people’s business.

But it was actually okay. I’d talked to Maple and Lissa so much about him already, I kind of felt bad gushing to them any more than I already had. Aunt Kit was a pair of fresh ears eager to hear everything.

“Well,” I began. “I guess you could say it started at the Harvest Festival a few weeks ago.”

“Weeks? That explains the giddiness.” She smiled and poked my side.

I tucked a blush-pink strand of hair behind my ear and filled her in, starting with the announcement of a baking contest with an amazing cash prize (which got me through my hardest month since quitting the day job), through the sprites wreaking absolute havoc on me and my bakery, and ending with bonding with Forrest over a rather unique pumpkin spice blueberry pie—the same one that won me the contest. Aunt Kit listened attentively, barely interrupting, seemingly enraptured by my story.

By the time I finished, she had a knowing grin on her face. She downed the rest of her tea and stared into the bottom of the cup for a few moments, her face growing serious. Beyond the porch, the rain started again, slow and light, almost matching the mist in my aunt’s eyes. What was going on in that head?

“Aunt Kit?” I said.

She blinked and looked back up at me. “Hmm? Oh! Right, your prince. My dear, I have seen a lot of matches in my time—and made a few myself.”

I nodded. I’d forgotten she used to be a matchmaker. Mom had even tried to get her to find me a man after my own breakup.

Aunt Kit turned slightly toward me, and the swing slowed its rocking. “I can see great strength in your future. But also great trials. You must overcome them together, or the power the two of you could hold together will be nothing more than a candle in the wind.”

I adjusted my glasses, uncomfortable at the shift in the atmosphere. I’d never heard her talk like this, almost like giving a prophecy. But very few witches actually had that ability, and it didn’t run in our family.

Unless there was something else Mom hadn’t told me.

“Aunt Kit, why are you really here?” I blurted out.

Her eyes refocused on me, and she lowered the teacup. “I don’t think your mother wants to share that. Heck, I didn’t even want to share it with her.”

“How about a hint?”

She shook her head. “Sorry, darling.”

Something crashed in the kitchen, and I jumped. A split second later, tiny feet pattered to the front door, and the door swung open to reveal Oak and Cardamom, faces matching and every movement in unison, as usual.

“Reese, we need you!” they said at the same time.

Of course. I cast one last glance at Aunt Kit’s melancholy face, then stood with a sigh. Someone had to keep this bakery running.
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BY THE TIME THE LAST order was out the door, I had about had it with everything and everyone in that tiny kitchen. When it had been just me, it didn’t feel so small. But with the sprites there every day and now Lissa constantly bumping elbows with me, the kitchen was overflowing with stress. But I had too many orders now to handle them on my own. Without Lissa’s help, I’d be sunk in a week.

How long could I tolerate the close quarters, though? And just what was I supposed to do about it?

I poured another cup of coffee into my Basic Witch mug, added more creamer than I probably should have, and collapsed into a kitchen chair across from Aunt Kit. Sometime during the last hour, she had wandered into the kitchen too, adding to the claustrophobia even seated with the sprites at the table. Now, she simply sipped at another tea and flipped through a magazine, Modern Witch. A smiling winter witch stared at me where I sipped, sending chills into my bones. She might be the current on-trend witch, but there was something off with her. Was she even a witch?

My phone chimed a cheery tune on the table, for once not on vibrate. I sighed again, exhausted from all the social interaction of the morning, but I checked the screen anyway.

“Oh, fairy circles and toadstools!” I cursed.

Aunt Kit lowered the magazine. “Pardon?”

I picked the phone up and started tapping out a message as I rose, ruefully leaving my coffee behind. “Lissa and I were supposed to meet Maple for brunch in ten minutes. I completely forgot.”

Lissa froze next to me, still carrying a canister of flour toward the pantry. “Ooh, me too.”

Aunt Kit’s eyes sparkled. “I always did like that girl. How is she doing?”

“Good,” I responded automatically, focused on responding to Maple’s text to tell her we would be late.

Aunt Kit sipped her tea and picked the magazine back up. “Tell her hello. I’ll call her mother while I’m here, see if we can set up some dinner plans.”

I nodded absently. “Sounds good. I gotta go, though. Will you be okay here?”

“Darling, I’ve been a single witch longer than you’ve been alive. Go, be young, have fun!”

I gave her a quick smile, then darted upstairs to switch out my flour-covered clothes for a fresh pair of leggings and a dusty rose-colored cable knit sweater. I rushed down the stairs in time to meet up with Lissa coming out of the downstairs powder room, her makeup refreshed and most of the flour dusted off her own clothes.

“Do you need an umbrella?” I said, pulling on my boots and glancing out the window on the side of the front door.

“I always carry my own,” she said with a smile. She leaned down toward the oversized teal tote bag she carried and withdrew a dark purple umbrella with painted cherry blossoms along the bottom. “Can’t be too careful. I don’t always have appropriate sunscreen.”

I nodded, thinking back to the last time I’d seen her in the sun. As a new vampire, she was too sensitive to the sun’s rays and had to have some kind of protection. At best, she’d get a severe burn. At worst, she’d burst into flames. And neither of us wanted that. Even with the problems she’d been involved in the last couple weeks (not her fault!), no one would want her to turn to ashes.

I slipped a bright yellow umbrella from the umbrella stand and slung my leather purse over my shoulder. “Shall we?”

Lissa nodded with a smile that showed her fangs, and we stepped out onto the porch. The wind was still light, which was good news for the umbrellas; since my conversation with Aunt Kit out here on the porch swing, the rain had picked up, now falling steadily. The air held a chilly bite, mist weaving between the golden-crowned aspen trees lining the street.

We were to meet Maple at the Sunny Cider Diner, normally not a bad walk, but today it seemed like miles away. We each opened our umbrellas, crossed the yard, and began the tedious walk to the diner across town.

Few people were out and about in this bone-numbing weather, but those who were seemed like nothing more than shadows in the mist, almost ghosts. And despite the boots and umbrellas, our leggings were soaked by the time we turned into the small diner parking lot. We hurried across the open pavement, dodging parked cars and splashing through the deepening puddles.

Once under the overhanging awning, we closed the umbrellas, shook them out, and stepped onto the already-dripping mat inside the door, next to the hostess sign.

“Hey, Reese,” the woman at the counter said. “Lissa.”

Was I just imagining the frost coating her voice as she greeted Lissa? “Hey, Reyna. Is Maple here yet?”

Reyna, one of my high school classmates, pointed across the diner toward one of the booths by the window. I smiled at her, then led the way toward the booth. By the time we got there, the rain pounded against the glass, streaming down the window as if someone had turned on a fountain. It was a good thing we’d made it before all that happened. And hopefully it would be done by the time we left.

Maple grinned and stood as we approached, reaching her arms toward me. I accepted her embrace, and even the bouncing in circles with her excitement. I couldn’t deny her the enthusiasm. She released me after a moment and repeated the gesture with Lissa, and warmth filled my core in spite of the cold damp that had worked its way into my body. It was so nice to see someone else accept Lissa, forgive her for her role in the recent bad luck.

It hadn’t been her fault, not really. Lissa was a young vampire and therefore more vulnerable to dangers in the environment—like Crimson Dianthus, a Fae flower that had unpleasant effects on supernatural creatures.

And unfortunately for Lissa, the townspeople hadn’t forgotten her response: luring victims into the woods, drinking their blood, and leaving them to return with no memories of that day. Yet another uncertainty: would her bite have any lasting effects on them? Even my own delivery boy, Luke, had been affected.

But Lissa herself?

I studied the vampire again as we took our seats and grabbed menus. She was definitely more reserved than she had been before, quieter—and she had been quiet before all this happened. Her skin was pale, even for a vampire, and the sparkle in her scarlet eyes had faded.

Was she happy at all? Or just putting on a show?

I could practically feel my heart break at the changes in her, but there really wasn’t more I could do. I’d already offered her a job with me (however cramped that space was becoming) to supplement her waning paint with a twist business, and Maple and I included her in our get-togethers. We were being the best friends we knew how to be.

I could only hope it was enough. But I didn’t know her that well yet. And vampires were their own breed, one I hadn’t interacted with before. Maybe we should ask Forrest to contact one of the old ones to pay a visit, see if she could get a little more support than a witch and a half-Fae.

“Reese?”

I blinked, tearing my eyes away from Lissa and toward Maple’s expectant face. “Hmm?” How long had she been talking to me?

“I asked how your aunt is settling in,” she said again. She smiled, but there was a tension around her eyes. Could she have suspected what I was thinking? Or was this about my aunt?

“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t know you even knew she was here!”

She quirked an eyebrow. “In Cider Hollow? Are you kidding me? Someone could burp a little too loud and the whole town would know. Of course everyone knows the town’s prodigal daughter has returned.”

I laughed lightly, playing along even though a weight still pressed on me. I didn’t really know why Aunt Kit had left in the first place—though the whole town loved to gossip about it.

“So? How is she?” Maple pressed, setting her menu aside.

“Fine, I guess.” I shrugged one shoulder and waved a hand at the rain running down the window. “You know how she is. Fun, but moody.”

“What do you mean?” Lissa said, looking over the top of her menu.

I was saved from explaining when Reyna appeared at the table, notebook poised to take our orders. My mouth watered at the thought of cream cheese stuffed pancakes and another cup of coffee. Maple practically vibrated with excitement as she put in her order for towering Belgian waffles topped with strawberries and cream. And even Lissa had an option: blood sausages. It wasn’t much, but it would be enough for a young vampire like her.

Reyna left, and I looked through the rain-blurred window. The birch forest was south of here, its edges barely visible through the window, and on the other side of that, the cranberry bog. Sometimes, if the light was low, I could see wil-o’-the-wisps glowing even from here. Yet, as I watched, it almost seemed like the sky glowed faintly blue and yellow, the same colors as the wisps. And it wasn’t even midday.

Could it be connected to why Aunt Kit was really here?

So suddenly that Lissa jumped, I spun to face the space between them both and leaned in, keeping my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t think she’s just here for a visit.”

“What?” Lissa said. “Who?”

I turned slightly toward her. “My aunt.”

“Why would you think that?” Maple ripped open a sugar packet and dumped it into a pile in front of her. An old nervous habit.

Did she know something, too? Was anyone ever going to clue me in on what was happening in my own family?

I blinked at the spilled sugar but pressed on undeterred. “Because when I took her to my parents’ yesterday, they talked. And when my mom asked her why she was here, they closed the door. They didn’t want me to hear.” I held up my fingers as I listed my thoughts. “Which means it’s important, not a simple visit, and potentially dangerous.”

Maple drew lines through the sugar with a bright red coffee stirrer. “It could just be something personal. Does she have an old flame here or something?”

I shook my head. “As far as I know, she’s never been interested in marriage. Or a relationship. I’ve never even heard her talk about a celebrity crush.”

“So then what do you think it could be?” Lissa asked, voice shaking slightly.

I leaned away, reeling back my paranoia. I didn’t want to scare Lissa with conjecture; she’d been through enough lately. “I don’t know. Maybe she’s gathering spell ingredients native to Cider Hollow?”

“Like what?”

I shrugged, trying to back off the topic. But the flush that crept into my hair made my embarrassment at bringing it up impossible to hide. “I dunno. But she knows a lot more about potions and spells than I do. I just bake them. She makes candies, and those are a lot harder.” I pointed at the rain clouds outside. “And very weather dependent.”

“Huh?”

“Yeah, the temperature and humidity have to be just right for a lot of candies to come out correctly. Pies are way easier.”

Reyna returned to the table with our drinks, and Maple swiped away the sugar pile. And along with the sugar, any sign that she was hiding something from me. I bit the inside of my cheek, pushing down the anxiety that was building in me like the storm clouds outside our window. Whatever was going on here, she wasn’t about to tell me now.
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Chapter Three
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I SLID MY phone into my pocket as a sleek red car pulled up to the curb. Someone in the back seat opened the door, then Forrest stepped out into the rain, always the gentleman. The rain immediately plastered his coppery hair to his head, and he blinked the water out of his eyes as he gestured for me to get in the car. At least he wasn’t wearing his decorative glasses (that’s right, he was one of the people who wore them without needing them... which, I had to admit, made him look even more attractive). I turned, closing my umbrella and sliding into the seat as quickly as I could. He slid in after me.

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at his drowned rat look. So instead I took off my glasses and pulled a corner of my shirt from my raincoat, drying the lenses without looking at him. “You didn’t have to get out, you know.”

He grinned, a half-smile that quirked the corner of his mouth upward in a way that made it very difficult to keep from kissing him. My stomach somersaulted, and my hair streaked with a mix of gray anxiety and the red of passion. And then, as soon as I realized what my hair was saying without my control, that insidious blush pink of embarrassment.

He glanced at my hair, then returned his bright, sunflower-yellow eyes to mine. “I love reading your hair. Always a useful adventure.” He reached one dripping hand forward and plucked the red strand from my shoulder. “What’s this color mean? Last time I saw it, you were furious. But this... doesn’t seem like fury.”

I tucked it behind my ear quickly, more of my hair changing to pink. “Never mind about that. Back to my comment. You don’t need to inconvenience yourself for me.”

He shrugged and turned forward as the car pulled away from the curb. He’d hired a car service—an actual car service—to take us on our second date. Though I had to wonder how the cranberry bog would be in the pouring rain. What was this, day three of rain?

But for some reason, he was so excited to see that bog that he didn’t seem to care.

“You’re not an inconvenience, Reese,” he said, glancing back at me quickly. “Plus, we’ve only been officially dating for... what. Two weeks? I still have to impress you.”

He smiled, eyes on the road past the driver’s shoulder, and dimples flashed at me. At least he couldn’t see the rest of my hair flush from blonde to pink. I could feel it all over my face, too. I was probably a splotchy mess by now.

“Yes, well.” I cleared my throat. “You don’t need to impress me. Save it for my parents.”

“Are you kidding? I go to your mom’s book club, and I gave your dad some beer brewing tips.” He leaned back, lacing his fingers behind his head. “They already love me.”

I laughed lightly. He was probably right. Mom had been trying to get me to come to her book club for ages, and she’d finally succeeded. The fact that Maple and Forrest were also regular attendees only added to her joy.

It also introduced us all to Lissa. And I had a feeling that friendship would be a good one.

The car passed the last building in town, turning onto the nearly deserted country road past the last of the businesses. Out my window, the golden birch forest flashed by, and out Forrest’s window, rolling hills of fields and meadows stretched out to distant mountains. I smiled at the sight; even in the rain, it was beautiful. Peaceful. I loved my home.

And then a flash of bright red. Were those Crimson Dianthus, the flowers that had invaded Cider Hollow?

I spun in my seat to face Forrest. “Any word on where those seeds came from? The ones Clover planted that got all over town?”

Forrest’s smile faded. “There are still a few teams cleaning up the flowers around Cider Hollow. They didn’t just stay within town limits.”

So I had seen them out here.

Forrest continued. “As for the magazine you shared with me, it seems to have... disappeared. But I was able to trace it to the Winter Fae before it vanished.”

“The Winter Fae? Why?” What would they want with our little town? Why would they want to mess with it?

Forrest shrugged. “I’m not really sure. Not yet. But I haven’t given up.” He reached for my hand, giving it a squeeze and then keeping hold of it on the seat between us.

I ducked my head and smiled, squeezing it back. Whatever was going on there, I knew he was on it. And I knew he had my back, and that of the entire human community. As he’d said, if he was establishing a Court here, he was responsible for all of our safety. And... I was really happy about that.

I settled back into my seat, keeping my hand tucked in his for the rest of the ride. A warmth not related to the heater blasting from the front of the car filled me, and I felt almost lighter than the air around us. The cranberry bog wasn’t far, so the car followed the road for less than fifteen more minutes before turning into the bog’s parking lot. This was the biggest farm in the area, and so they were open to the public for tours and had at least twenty spaces. But the rain must have scared off any potential tourists; the lot was entirely empty.

The driver pulled up to a porch leading into a bright red barn, and we tumbled out of the car and under the protection of the porch’s ceiling. The bright scents of cranberry, cinnamon, and herbs filled the air, and I smiled as I breathed it in.

I looked over at Forrest and laughed, covering my mouth to try to hide my smile. He was bouncing on his toes, eyes sparkling and bright as he took in the rustic rocking chairs, cranberry décor, and hand-painted signs adorning the porch.

“Where’s the bog?” he said, leaning as he tried to see around the sides of the barn.

I giggled again lightly. “It’s on the other side. But we have to get tickets first.”

He nodded and stepped up to my side with a smile, wrapping one arm over my shoulders. “Then let’s get tickets.”

My stomach did a few more flips at his touch. He’d only held my hand before this, the perfect old-fashioned gentleman. This felt like a step up from that, like a piece of familiarity that had taken me months to form with my ex. Either I was never really into my ex, or Forrest and I shared something deeper.

I was pretty sure I knew which it was. I’d never been so comfortable so quickly with a person before. Forrest was kind and enthusiastic. He listened to me, helped me, cheered me on. The only other person I was this comfortable with was Maple.

And he was definitely easy on the eyes.

I placed my hand over his, and we stepped through the door into the barn. Just inside, an older woman stood behind a counter, flipping through a magazine that looked like the same one we had taken from Clover as evidence of the Crimson Dianthus last week. It had even made its way here?

I glanced at Forrest, noting the furrowed brows as he also saw the magazine. He’d be on it. But for now, we were on a date. Not an investigation.

I looked around the room quickly, taking in the exhibits on one side and the small gift shop full of country style decorations and cranberry themed foods. Exactly as I remembered it from all those field trips.

Forrest released my shoulders and stepped up to the counter, digging in the pocket of his brown trousers. “How much for two tours?”

The older woman slid her magazine aside and pulled off a pair of bifocals. “We don’t usually do tours in the rain.”

Her eyes traveled across Forrest briefly, and a tinge of jealousy punched me in the stomach. Which was ridiculous. The woman was, like, thirty years older than me.

Then again, Forrest was, too. But he was Fae.

“But I suppose for you, honey,” she continued, “I can make an exception.”

I had to consciously force myself not to glare at her, but part of me was seething. We were on a date, wasn’t that obvious? Wasn’t the arm across my shoulders hint enough?

I glanced over at Forrest, who hadn’t seemed to notice her ogling. It was small consolation. Would this be what it was like to date the prince of the Autumn Court? People fawning over him as if I wasn’t there? As if I didn’t matter?

The woman punched keys on her old-fashioned cash register, and she gave Forrest the cost. He held a handful of gold coins up, sifting through them.

I nudged him with an elbow playfully, trying to forget the woman’s behavior. “Those are real, right?”

He glanced at me and chuckled. “Oh, yes. I learned my lesson.”

I laughed back, stopping only when I saw the critical gaze of the woman. Not everyone thought the Fae’s quirks were funny, especially when it involved fake money. Forrest didn’t use charmed coins anymore, like the acorns charmed to look like gold he’d used to purchase the land for his new Court. That had been a mistake he’d been trying to smooth over ever since. And I didn’t want to ruin all his hard work by making this woman suspect his payment.

He handed the woman three large gold coins, and with a clanging of bells, she dropped them in the cash drawer and the printer spat out a strip of paper. She slid it across the counter, then reached underneath to extract two bright white sheets of paper.

Dropping a pen on top of the papers, she said, “Brightvines Bog is not responsible for any damage or loss of property you may suffer during your visit. Please be aware this is a functional cranberry farm with all the ditches, holes, and soft, wet ground you may expect in a bog or field. Brightvines Bog is not liable for any damages, emotional or physical, incurred by the local Fae populations, including but not limited to wil-o’-the-wisps and a local boggle. You are advised not to disturb the boggle and to ignore the calls of the wil-o’-the-wisps, but if you choose to disregard that direction, Brightvines Bog is not responsible for the outcome. If you agree to these terms, please sign your names on the waiver of liability.”

I blinked at her. I didn’t remember any of the spiel from last time, at least not the parts about the Fae, though as a child it was possible Mom had signed the waiver for me. The other possibility was that word of Lissa’s problem had reached out this far and the dangers of the Fae were a concern now.

I glanced back up at the woman. It was impossible to tell if this was just a standard waiver or if she was housing some sort of prejudice, a prejudice I hadn’t been able to see until Maple pointed it out to me. And once I saw that, I couldn’t un-see it.

Forrest nodded serenely, seemingly unconcerned by the list of liabilities, and reached forward to sign his name. I picked up the pen, and, with one more glance at my companion, signed my form as well.

As soon as I lifted the pen, the woman swept the papers away with a smile. “Excellent. Welcome to Brightvines Bog. You can call me Carly, and I’ll be your guide today.” She glanced out the back door where the rain continued to fall in a steady stream. “Tours start on the hour. You are free to look around in here until then.”

I glanced up at the clock. It was already five minutes until the hour, so that didn’t leave much time. I turned to say so to Forrest, but he had disappeared from sight.

With a glance at the woman, I turned to look for him between the shelves, finding him next to a table of buffalo plaid.

He ran his hand over what was either a blanket or a scarf—it was hard to say, since it was so big. He glanced up at me as I approached. “This would look good on you.”

I smiled. “I think it’d look better on you.” I wrinkled my nose and plucked at my loose rose-colored sleeve. “I’m more of a pink girl than red.”

I rounded the table and pulled one of the folded layers of fabric from under his hand. Scarf, definitely a scarf.

Before I could stop myself or allow the anxiety to creep into my head (and hair), I looped it around his neck in a few loose turns. Biting my lip, I stepped back, one hand still on his shoulder.

“Perfect,” I said.

“Really?”

I nodded, finally pulling my hand back. “You’re like... a sexy lumberjack or something.”

He quirked one eyebrow, and my stomach did that gymnastics performance again. “Sexy lumberjack?”

Heat rushed over my face. There was that embarrassment. I looked away quickly and tucked my pink hair behind my ear. Luckily, I was saved from responding by the tone of a bell from the counter.

“Next tour, to the front of the store!” came Carly’s voice.

I risked a look at Forrest, and he seemed just as amused as I did. The store was absolutely empty, and she knew it.

He unwrapped the scarf from around his neck but didn’t replace it on the table, which made me flush all over again. Sexy lumberjack? What was I thinking? Maple was going to laugh her butt off at me.

We made our way to the front, and he set the scarf on the counter. “I’d like to purchase this after the tour. May I leave it here?”

I bit my lip as he talked, savoring every bit of that British accent. Could he do anything that wasn’t sexy?

Carly nodded. “Sure. Now, if you’ll follow me, we’ll start right out back.”
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FORREST AND I HUDDLED under our umbrellas as Carly walked us through the farm, explaining how the fields were planted (there were layers of different materials to help the vines grow) and harvested (cranberries had either wet or dry harvests, but this farm used wet—they flooded the fields). And then, of course, a whole sales pitch on the many uses of cranberries and which of those could be found in the gift shop.

I already had an idea for a cranberry pie I wanted to bake for a special someone.

We were just about to head back to the barn when we caught our first glimpse of the magical. At first, I didn’t notice anything, just a chill on the air like wind blowing across the bog.

But there was no wind.

Then Forrest stiffened next to me, freezing in place and turning toward the expanse of cranberry vines and rippling water. I stopped and turned, brushing soaked hair out of my eyes. Mist from the steady rain speckled the lenses of my glasses, but I could still mostly see.

One by one, like the appearance of fireflies in the summer, wisps began to glow across the bog, bobbing and drifting at first aimlessly. But then, they began congregating at a point on the far left of the fields, toward the edge of a bright red and yellow forest. More and more joined the fray until it was a swarm. Even the air hummed with the buzzing of the wisps as they whipped into a frenzy.

“Forrest?” I said hesitantly. I’d never seen anything like this, and I’d been to the bogs plenty of times.

Forrest just blinked and shrugged. “I don’t know why they’re doing that.” He turned to Carly. “Is this normal here?”

She shook her head, also entranced by the display before us. “I have never seen them behave like this before.”

“Where is your boggle? Shouldn’t they have some idea what’s going on here?”

“The boggle?” She scratched her head. “He doesn’t usually like to meet guests. I don’t even have a way to contact him.”

Forrest’s face fell, and I jumped in.

“We can set up another meeting with him,” I said quickly, trying to ward off his disappointment. “He’s used to noisy humans, not other Fae, coming to visit. I’m sure either your Court or my aunt can decipher some way to find him.”

“Of course.” Forrest nodded understandingly. But I could still see his disappointment at missing the opportunity now. “I would certainly love a local to introduce us.”

“Let’s get you folks out of the rain,” Carly said with a small smile. “Cranberry apple spritzers on the house.”

We thanked her and followed her back to the gift shop where she brought us the spritzers and left us to browse. We perused the jams, preserves, baked goods, clothes, and décor lining the shelves and tables, sipping at the warm spiced spritzers, but I couldn’t get the odd activity of the wisps out of my head.

Just what was going on out there? Why would they swarm like that?

I tried to return my attention to Forrest, wishing I could bask in his attention like I’d wanted to for our second date. Yet all I could do was try to ignore my uneasiness.
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Chapter Four
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RAIN POUNDED ON the glass of my bedroom window, waking me before even my alarm. For once, Thea wouldn’t have to scold me today. Blearily, I reached for my glasses and sat up, careful not to disturb Nutmeg, although she was alert and staring out the window at the pounding rain.

I hadn’t seen the rain fall so quickly, so strongly, since the last summer storm months ago.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and slid my feet into my woolly slippers, then slowly walked to the window, looking through the water streaming down the glass. The storm clouds overhead were steely gray and highlighted in silver, the woods behind my house blurred by the sheets of rain. The sun wasn’t even up yet, but the clouds reflected as much light as if dawn were here.

“Jeez,” I mumbled.

The bedroom door creaked, and I turned to see Thea prancing inside.

“What’s that?” she said, squinting up at me. “Why are you up already? It’s only four.”

“Really?” I spun to check the clock on the nightstand, and sure enough, it glowed back at me 4:11 a.m.

“Are you getting up early for a head start today?” Thea continued, oblivious to my surprise.

“Um. No, it was the rain.”

Thea’s face softened. “Ah, yes. Your aunt awoke early, too. She’s down making tea if you wish to join her.” She waddled toward the gingerbread house in the corner, its trim repaired with fresh royal icing, and opened the door to her apartment. “I’m going to bed. Good night.”

“Good night, Thea,” I said absently. Then I turned back to her with a smile. “Thank you for your hard work.”

She blinked at me, then nodded stoically before shutting the door between us.

I sighed, for once feeling far too awake to keep sleeping, even at this early hour. Maybe I should take the hint from Thea and get a head start. If I weighed everything out, maybe prepared the dough, Lissa and I would be done early.

Maybe I could even sneak in morning coffee with Forrest.

I smiled at the idea, turning away from Thea’s apartment. Grabbing my silky, dusty rose robe from the footboard of my bed, I pulled it on over my tee and maple leaf-covered pajama pants before heading downstairs. Nutmeg jumped down from the bed and pranced along behind me, her footfalls soft on the hardwood.

As Thea had said, the light was on in the kitchen and Aunt Kit moved around between the stove and cupboards, a kettle already heating on the stovetop.

“Couldn’t sleep?” I stopped in the doorway and crossed my arms, leaning casually against the door frame.

She turned, and my teasing smile faded as the deep, dark shadows under her eyes and her pale skin came into view. Even her eyes looked dull and bloodshot.

I straightened and uncrossed my arms. “Are you okay, Aunt Kit?”

She smiled, but it was a tired, loose thing. “Of course, dear. I assume the weather woke you as well?”

I nodded and stepped forward to lean on the peninsula between us. “It’s really coming down out there.”

Thunder pealed in the distance, and I jumped.

Aunt Kit chuckled. “Yes, there aren’t many storms this time of year, are there?”

The kettle began to whistle behind her, and she turned to flip off the switch. “Can I get you some tea?”

“Yes, please!” I wasn’t ready for my usual influx of caffeine, but chamomile sounded pleasant in the dark, early morning hours.

As if sensing my thoughts—and maybe she had; Aunt Kit was an enigma—she pulled the box of chamomile mint tea from my cabinet, along with a second mug. It wasn’t my favorite mug, but I saved that for my coffee anyway. Instead, this was one Lissa had given me just last week, a ceramic mug she’d hand painted with Crimson Dianthus. Commemorating our experience together, I guess. The flowers waved along the bottom, and red maple leaves fell in the white space above.

Aunt Kit poured water into that mug and the other one she’d grabbed, a purple mug covered in glittery candies. I could only assume that one was for her. She dropped the tea bags in the water with cream and a generous spoonful of honey, then slid the red and white mug toward me.

“Want to sit outside and watch the rain?” I said. “Like we used to when I was little?”

Aunt Kit blew at the steam above her mug. It swirled away in a miniature tornado. “No, it’s awfully cold out this morning.”

“Is it?” I turned toward the picture window and took a step closer to the thermometer that read the outside temperature. A brisk thirty-three degrees. And it was storming? “Oh, it is.”

“How about a nice chat by the fire instead?”

She didn’t wait for me to respond, already halfway to the living room. I had little choice but to follow her, only pausing long enough to grab a tub of chocolate chip pumpkin cookies Mom baked a couple days ago. I set the open tub on the coffee table as Aunt Kit settled into the couch and waved a finger toward the fireplace. A fire burst to life, and I smiled as the room began filling with warmth.

“I don’t know how you do that so easily,” I said, sitting down next to her and grabbing one of the cookies. “Nonverbal fire spells? That’s so hard.”

Aunt Kit winked. “Not so hard for a candy witch. We need to be in control of our surroundings as much as we can.” She sipped at her tea.

I touched my lips to my own mug, but it was still much too hot to drink. She must have done something with her fancy hand magic to make it cool enough to drink. Instead, I took a bite of the cookie. It was still soft and cakey, just like they always were.

“You’d be better at it if you practiced more,” she continued. “I already know you can do nonverbal hand magic. Do you even still have your wand?”

I swallowed my cookie, almost ashamed that I’d let my practice fall by the wayside. “Somewhere. I work more in potions and pies these days.”

“Potions?”

“Yes. Actually, that emergency kit you left me came in quite handy with the whole Lissa thing.”

Aunt Kit nodded and picked up a cookie for herself. She held it to her lips, but paused. “Can you tell me what happened with that vampire now? She won’t be here for another hour.”

I sighed and lowered my mug. “I suppose. But try not to hold it against her. She wasn’t exactly in control of herself.”

I recounted the tale of the Crimson Dianthus, feeling all of the confusion and fear all over again as I got to the parts where Luke disappeared and returned with a rash—one that we eventually figured out was a vampire bite that had been aggravated by pollen from the flowers. Flowers that had been taking over the whole town ever since the first disappearance and that especially affected Fae.

“We still haven’t figured out who switched out the seeds Clover ordered,” I finished, finally able to sip my tea. “But Forrest tracked the sender to the Winter Fae.”

Aunt Kit tapped her chin thoughtfully. She was starting to look more alive, less ill, as we chatted and warmed ourselves by the fire. “You say they’re Fae flowers?”

I nodded. “At least, that’s what Forrest said. I just don’t know why anyone would want toxic Fae plants here, of all places. The Autumn Court isn’t even finished yet, and there aren’t that many Fae.”

“Aren’t there? You already mentioned Lissa and the entire new Court, not to mention the Fae who were here before, like Maple’s family.”

Huh. I hadn’t realized how many Fae really were here. And more seemed to be joining our small community every day. And of course, that just meant more questions and more problems. There were so many questions I could ask Aunt Kit. Could she have encountered any of these things in her travels? Where did I even start?

My mind traveled back to Maple, to whatever it was she seemed to be hiding at brunch. What could she possibly have to hide from me?

“Aunt Kit,” I said, studying the ripples in my mug, “what do you know about Maple’s family? I had never thought to ask until recently, but I’d never met any Fae quite like them, never heard of any who look like them. What are they?”

Aunt Kit paused, cookie halfway to her mouth. “You should probably ask your friend that.”

“I did. But she said she really wasn’t sure.”

“Interesting.”

I waited, hoping she would continue, elaborate, say anything else to hint at what she knew. But she stayed silent, munching on her cookie and sipping the tea. The fire popped and crackled in the fireplace, and by now the room was filled with its warmth and the pleasant scent of woodsmoke. The only sounds in the room as I waited for any response were the fire, the rain pelting the windows, and the ticking of the clock on the wall.

Finally, she took a deep breath. “My dear, I would love to tell you everything I know about everything, but if there’s one fact I’ve learned over my life, it’s that not everything is mine to tell. You can ask, of course, but I reserve my right not to share.”

I sighed. As much as I wanted to push her, make her tell me everything she knew about Maple and why Aunt Kit was here and the weather ever since she’d gotten here, I couldn’t make her. And I respected her wishes.

But there was one more thing she might be willing to talk about.

“I understand,” I finally said. “But... I do want to ask one more thing that I hope you’ll be willing to discuss.”

“No way to know until you ask.” She took a bite of another cookie.

“When Forrest and I were at the bog yesterday, we saw something odd. The wisps in the area all appeared earlier in the day than normal, and then they swarmed, like they were attracted to something or something had agitated them. Have you ever seen them behave like that?”

Her eyes lit up at my description, and she sat up straighter. “Only once before. Can you tell me exactly where you saw this?”

I leaned forward to set my empty mug on the coffee table. “Well, yes, but what does it mean?”

“Where was it?”

“The cranberry bog. Brightvines Bog. Out in the back, by the woods that surround the fields.”

“And what time of day was this?”

I huffed in irritation. “Are you going to answer me?”

The doorbell rang, and I jumped, slapping my hand over my heart. I glanced up at the clock to see it was already five thirty. Where had the time gone?

With one last annoyed look back at my aunt, I stood to let Lissa in and start our day.
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I WAVED TO LISSA AS she ran through the rain to the hired car waiting to pick her up, then closed the door, mind already on my next steps. Aunt Kit had left about an hour ago for who knew where, which meant I had one person left to talk to about my concerns. I didn’t know if Forrest had learned anything new since yesterday, but we still needed to contact the boggle to schedule a meetup.

I slipped on my boots and raincoat, then returned to the kitchen. “Okay, let’s go!”

The sprites just looked at me with the saddest faces I’d ever seen from them. Even their hair seemed to droop toward the ground. As one, they turned to look out the picture window behind them, then swiveled back to me.

“But it’s raining,” Cardamom said.

Her brother pouted at me. “A lot.”

“It’s not that bad,” I said. “Besides, I got you guys something to keep here for days like this.”

I returned to the foyer, smiling at the pitter-patter of their tiny feet behind me, and swung open the coat closet. Tucked on the far left hung the two child-sized raincoats I’d purchased for them, both in bright pumpkin orange and covered with black polka dots. I pulled them off the hangers and handed them to the sprites.

“Now you have nothing to worry about. You’ll be just as dry as I will!” I smiled brightly at them, waiting for the next complaint.

“But these won’t do much in this rain,” Oak said, pointing out the window next to the door.

“Yeah!” Cardamom added.

I pulled an umbrella from the stand. “Okay, but how about if I give you one of these, too?”

They traded an uncertain look, then spoke as one in that creepy nonhuman way of theirs. “Where are we going?”

I could hear the defeat in their voices. I won this round. “Court,” I said simply.

Still smiling, I helped them into their coats and herded them to the kitchen door like lost sheep. I was the first one to splash into the back yard, beckoning for them as they stared forlornly at the puddles covering the grass. Finally, with one last sigh, they popped their umbrella open and took their first sorrowful steps into the rain.

Satisfied that they would follow me to the Court, I set my umbrella on my shoulder and spun toward the woods.

The pouring rain drowned out all other sounds, covering them in staticky white noise, and my rain boots splashed with every step. If this rain didn’t let up soon, my entire yard would turn into a lake. I’d have to buy a boat.

What I really needed to do was talk to Mom about why Aunt Kit had brought such a storm with her. And what we could do to help it calm. My heart ached that she seemed to be going through something so big that it would cause an endless rainstorm, but if she didn’t tell us what, how were we supposed to help her?

We left the back yard and splashed up the hill, dodging the many streams and waterfalls that had cropped up over the last few days. Just to our left, part of the hill suddenly collapsed, and I jumped back, heart thudding and pixies fluttering in my stomach. Was the whole town this sodden? Could we handle all this rain?

Once we made it into the relative shelter of the trees, we were partially protected. The speed of the rain decreased as it dripped through the trees, but that gave it time to collect into big, fat drops. The steady light patter against my umbrella became a heavy thrum, and the ozone in the air filled with the smells of wet earth and plants. The familiar smells eased my worry over how Cider Hollow would handle this weather, but it stuck in the back of my mind like the briars tugging at my clothes.

The deeper we traveled into the woods, the more ethereal the forest became. It seemed like each time I traveled to the Court, the woods changed just a little more, emitting a light from the trees and undergrowth. The sounds even changed, echoing more than normal and drowning out the standard sounds of the human world. Each trip was proof that the Court was establishing itself, growing stronger with each passing day, overlapping with the forest that had been here before.

But it seemed the rain dimmed the spirits of even the Fae here. Normally, by now I’d be seeing pixies and lights dancing between the trees. Today, the entire forest was subdued. Even the bright yellow leaves shone a little less brightly.

I sighed as we picked our way along the half-flooded trail, starting to feel the melancholy sinking into me. Even my hair shifted to a morose blue, and I didn’t bother tucking it away.

Finally, the dome of sticks and leaves that made up the heart of the Court came into view, and I went straight for the intricately carved wooden door. I pushed it open with an effort and breathed a sigh of relief as the bright light of the Court chased away the gloom and cold outside. Already my heart felt lighter, just being out of the rain.

Hannah, the hob who served as Prince Forrest’s right-hand lady, appeared next to us, clasping her hands together. “Lady Reese, welcome back.”

I smiled at her. The welcome was quite different from the first time I’d forced my way in here, when I was met with shock and confusion. “Thank you. Is the prince around?”

She looked over her shoulder at the small gatherings of Fae around the room. “Perhaps his study. Shall I let him know you’re here?”

Part of me wanted to barge past her and let myself into his private study. But the bigger part of me wasn’t quite ready to be that confident in a place that I didn’t really belong. Maybe eventually, if our relationship turned into something more than dating, I could be that person.

But that day was not today. I didn’t have the bravery for it.

“Yes, please,” I said softly as I unzipped my raincoat.

A Fae in servant’s clothes appeared next to me, accepting our coats and umbrellas and then whisking them away. The coat had mostly kept me dry, except for the stripe along my thighs where neither the coat nor the boots covered my clothes. I crossed my arms over my chest, glad I’d opted for the thick burnt-orange sweater today. It was alpaca, the warmest fabric I owned, and right now I needed it.

Hannah returned after a moment and waved us forward. We followed her across the floor of the main Court room, once nothing more than dirt and now fine pink marble tile, and through the door that led to the prince’s private rooms. The study was one of the first rooms through this door.

She swung the door open and stepped to the side. “The prince is ready for you.”

I smiled at her and nodded. “Thanks, Hannah.”

Sprites on my heels, I stepped into the study and closed the door. Forrest looked up from his desk as I entered, flashing me a distracted smile. His desk was completely covered in books and papers and scrolls, a mess I’d never seen from him before. Even his usually immaculate appearance was marred by a half-untucked shirt and hair sticking out in every direction. After another moment staring at whichever book was open in front of him, he slipped a piece of paper between the pages and closed it, rising to his feet and actually focusing on us.

“Reese!” he said with a smile. “I didn’t expect you this morning.”

I eyed the desk again with amusement. “I can see that. What have you been up to?”

“Research.”

I waited for him to explain, but when he didn’t, I said, “Care to elaborate?”

He pulled a pocket watch out of his pocket, then rubbed his eyes and looked at it a second time. “Why don’t we talk over breakfast? We just hired a new cook who happens to be proficient in coffee drinks. I can tell you about it then.”

Before I could answer, a drop of water hit my nose. Blinking in surprise, I looked up to see a leak in the ceiling right over my head.

I pointed at it. “That doesn’t look good.”

Forrest swore under his breath, grabbed a cup off his desk, and, after gently nudging me to the side, set the cup beneath it. “That won’t be enough for long.”

He rushed to the door and stuck his head out, yelling for Hannah. As always, she appeared almost instantly, listening intently to his instructions before hurrying off.

He turned back to us. “Okay, now we can go.”

I pointed at the ceiling again. “And that’s nothing to worry about?”

“Hannah will take care of it. It’s this frost-cursed rain. The Court wasn’t ready for such a deluge.”

I pressed my lips together, thinking of the collapsed hill and sodden ground earlier. If even a magical Court couldn’t stand against the rain, what hope did Cider Hollow have?

We followed Forrest out into the hall and through a maze of passages I hadn’t seen last time I was here. The halls were lined with floor to ceiling windows, probably illuminating the space with bright light on a normal day, but now it just provided a glimpse of the drowned woods, and—not woods? Eventually, it seemed the passages left the woods to settle on the shore of a lake, but there were no lakes so large this close to Cider Hollow. If I had to guess, I’d say we’d entered fully into the Fae world, and my stomach did a somersault at the thought. I’d never gotten to see the Fae world, and my heart swelled to think that Forrest would share this with me.

Yet, even if we were in the Fae world, the rain persisted.

So slowly I barely noticed it, the scents of coffee and bacon permeated the thick scent of rain in the air, setting my mouth watering. We passed by a room filled with the clatter of a kitchen, and my stomach grumbled, reminding me that I’d rushed myself and the sprites out the door without a proper breakfast. Or a breakfast of any kind, really.

Forrest turned a corner, leaving the bustling kitchen behind, and I forgot my hunger as an expansive deck terrace came into view. Wide, light wood French doors stood open to the probably-Fae vista outside, pale yellow curtains rippling in the breeze. A large, gleaming dining table stood in the middle of the floor, but Forrest led us past it and straight outside into the thick, humid air.

Luckily, the terrace was covered by an overhanging roof, and the deck radiated some kind of heat. Even though beyond the edge of the protected area it was cold and the rain poured, the table Forrest led us to was warm and comfortable. It was small and round, made of a weathered wood with streaks of green and purple in the grain, and four places had been set with sunny yellow dishes and a bouquet of burgundy mums.

I leaned in a little, double-checking that they actually were mums and not the dianthus flowers that had been plaguing the town. But no, just mums.

As soon as we reached the table, the sprites dragged two of the chairs close together and huddled, foreheads almost touching as they chattered in their incoherent mix of Fae and human tongues that passed for twin-speak. I laughed, taking the open seat next to Forrest.

Giving me a perfect view of the scene before us. The misty lake stretched out in both directions, bordered by a mix of pine trees and leafy trees in shades of pink, yellow, and red—definitely Fae—with snow-capped mountains reaching for the clouds beyond.

“Wow,” I breathed.

Forrest chuckled. “Mother’s idea. Welcome to my small corner of Underhill.”

I leaned forward and propped my chin in my hand, letting myself enjoy the scene, allowing the worries plaguing me to subside.

But too soon, a Fae servant appeared at my side and set a steaming mug in front of me, in the same butter-yellow shade as the other dishes, and then vanished again. I pulled it toward me, sniffing. Pumpkin spice and foamy milk wafted up to greet me, and a smile broke my face.

My favorite!

I looked up at Forrest. “How...?”

“You think I wouldn’t know my own girlfriend’s beverage of choice?” Forrest blew steam from his tea.

I froze, mug between my cold hands, all thoughts of weather and family and magical creatures fleeing. A hot flush crept up my neck, but my hair shifted to a sunshine yellow, not the pink of embarrassment or the gray of anxiety.

He’d called me his girlfriend. And I was happy about it.

“Ooh,” the sprites said in unison, giggling like schoolchildren. “Reese and Forrest!”

A bit of pink crept into the yellow, but not enough to replace it. Even the sprites’ teasing couldn’t dim the warmth I felt now.

“Reese?” he said, breaking me from my surprise. “Are you okay? Oh, frozen fairy circles, I shouldn’t have... I’m sorry.”

I held up a hand with a smile. “No! Don’t be. I mean... I like it. Girlfriend has a nice ring.”

His relief was tangible, but he didn’t settle back into his usual relaxed, cheerful self until the servants returned with a breakfast fit for... well, a prince. Belgian waffles the size of my head, topped in mountains of cream and luscious berries. Eggs with vegetables and cheese and bacon. Scones and pain au chocolate.

If I was going to date him, I might need to take up exercising.

“Why did you come all the way out here, anyway?” Forrest said, disrupting my brunch fever dream.

The food spell broken, I looked back out over the lake as the worries returned. Glowing orbs began to appear, drifting out onto the water and reminding me of the swarm we’d seen yesterday.

Eyes on the orbs, I said, “I tried asking my aunt about what we saw in the cranberry bog.”

“Oh. Right. How did it go?”

I looked back to him and picked up my fork, stabbing a sausage link a little more forcefully than was necessary. “No luck. She said it was interesting, then completely ignored me.”

Forrest rubbed his chin. “Hmm. Interesting.”

I dropped the fork. “Oh, come on. Not you too!”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’m just as much in the dark as you. I tried to find what I could in my library, but if the answer is there, I haven’t found it yet. Not even my beast master knows.”

I sipped the coffee. I’d met the beast master just over a week ago, when we’d found a nest of wisps in the woods and thought they were to blame for the disappearances around town.

“Didn’t you say we could contact the boggle? Maybe he would know something.” Forrest took a bite of a currant scone.

“Oh, you’re right.” It had completely slipped my mind between the gorgeous view and the whole girlfriend thing.

The thought of the girlfriend word brought a flush back to my cheeks, but I pushed it back, promising myself I’d chew on the idea later, really savor it like a good pie. For now, I had to figure out how to contact the boggle.

I leaned forward, wrapping one hand around my mug again and leaning my head on my other hand. I hadn’t seen the boggle since the one time he’d dared to venture out during a field trip fifteen years ago, when I was eleven and visiting the bog for the third year. And that was too long ago for me to use a locator spell on him now.

I paused in the middle of sipping my coffee and set the mug back down, looking at the shining surface of the latte. The foam had subsided by now, leaving a glassy, almost mirror-like surface.

All I needed was that basic memory. And a mirror. Or a reflective surface like this coffee.

“I can scry him,” I said, still staring at the coffee. “Well, not exactly scry. It’s not telling the future. But I can try to contact him with a spell that works with the same medium.”

Forrest sat up straighter. “You think that will work?”

I shrugged one shoulder and slid around closer to him. “Only one way to find out.”

We hovered over my mug, and I reached into my memories for the spell. I hadn’t tried one since my teen years, when I’d first learned it. Cell phones made something like this a bit obsolete—except when it came to communicating with creatures who spurned technology. Like the boggles.

I took a deep breath and held my hand over the mug, concentrating on what I remembered of the boggle and the land around his home. I had to hope he’d be near a reflective surface and that he’d be open to responding.

I focused on the spell, mouthing the words silently until the coffee rippled under my open palm. It took longer than it should have—maybe Aunt Kit had been right about me needing to practice more. Once the spell was complete, I dropped my hand and leaned over the cup, watching as the bog came into view. The picture was distorted, likely from the rain hitting the water, and at first it seemed the field was empty.

No, not quite empty. Movement at the left of the image caught my eye, and I waved a hand. “Hello?”

Whatever I’d seen stopped moving, and for a moment I thought I’d scared it off. Heart sinking, I was about to apologize to Forrest when a gray face with a long nose appeared close to the image, staring through the reflection as if it were a lens.

“Heh?” the creature said. “Who’re you? How’d you find me?”

I flashed Forrest a smile, then turned back to the reflection. “I’m Reese, the witch who runs Pie-Jinks? We were just visiting your bog yesterday.”

“We?”

Forrest shifted into view and raised a hand.

“Heh? Who’s he?”

“Prince Forrest, of the Autumn Court,” I said. “He’s heard a lot about you and would very much like to meet you. Can we perhaps—”

“No!” the boggle cut me off.

I took a deep breath, frowning at Forrest before trying again. “He only wants to introduce himself. He’s been trying to meet the Fae in the area, since there’s a new Court in Cider Hollow.”

“Did I ask to meet a usurper? No!”

Usurper? Was that what the Fae thought of the new Court? Or was it just him?

“Okay, if you don’t want to meet him... Perhaps I can ask you something else.”

“Humph.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” I tried smiling at him again, but his face remained screwed into a disgruntled scowl. “While we were visiting yesterday, we encountered something we can’t explain. And we’ve been having a heck of a time trying to find any information about it.”

“Hmm?”

“The wil-o’-the-wisps in your bog. They seemed to almost... swarm? It was over near the edge of the fields, by a small forest. Do you have any idea what could cause something like that?”

As I spoke, the boggle’s features turned from angry to expressionless. “I don’t know anything about that. I have to go.”

“But wait, if you could just—”

“No! And if you’re wise, you’ll keep your nose out of this!”

The boggle disappeared from view. When he didn’t return after a few agonizingly long moments, I dropped the spell, heart pounding, and exchanged a worried look with Forrest.

Just what was everyone hiding?
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Chapter Five
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BY THE TIME I went to bed that night, my emotions were at war with themselves. On the one side, I was floating on clouds. I had a boyfriend! And he was adorable and kind and magical, just like Mom had always wanted for me. Not to mention that Mom loved him already.

But on the other hand, something strange was happening, between Maple’s avoidance of... something and the boggle’s response. The lack of answers to my questions, not to mention the blatant warning to stay out of it, was unsettling like nothing else. It was yet another thing to pile on top of my stack of fears, right alongside the anxiety that my crowded kitchen was causing me, the worry that something was terribly wrong with Aunt Kit, and the concern that all this rain would just never stop.

Despite the thoughts racing each other in circles in my head, I somehow managed to fall asleep, engulfed in my quilt and cuddled up with Nutmeg. But my dreams were filled with threatening wisps and floods.
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SOMETHING SOFT AND warm tickled my face, pushing against me and slithering down my body to my hip. It pulled me out of sleep slowly, then all at once as I came awake enough to be startled. I tore the quilt up, squinting at what had crawled in bed with me, then breathed a sigh of relief.

“Nutmeg. What’re you doing there, girl?”

Nutmeg blinked her gleaming eyes at me from deep under the quilt, climbing back up to nestle herself against my chest. I didn’t have long to wonder why she’d hidden under there as a blast of frigid air poured in. I tucked the blanket back around us both and blinked into the stillness of the room, not that I could see much in the gloom and without my glasses.

“Did the furnace break again?” I said, my breath a cloud of silver in the dim light filtering in from the window.

The window. It was quiet for the first time in days, no rain pounding against the glass. A relief, but also... something didn’t feel right. And it wasn’t just that it was so cold in the house.

I took a deep breath. I was going to have to face the cold whether I liked it or not. Either my furnace was broken again—Dad had literally fixed it less than a month ago—or something was seriously wrong here. And either way, I needed to find out.

Gathering courage, I released Nutmeg to burrow deeper into the quilt and slipped out of bed. As quickly as I could, I stuffed my feet into my wool-lined slippers and pulled the plush blanket from the foot of the bed around my shoulders. Only once I was properly outfitted with warm things did I bother pushing my glasses onto my face and approaching the window.

Each breath in the cold air released yet another puff of steam, and I shuffled across the floor through the dark. I approached the window cautiously, a rock in my stomach. I should be happy it wasn’t raining, right? That meant the town could recover from the deluge, and no one would be in danger of flooding anymore.

But then something caught my eye that made my heart sink into my slippers: a line of sparkling ice reached from the edges of the window into the room, trailing along my wall. In fact, the corners also had accumulations of ice. As I watched, a soft crackling filled the air, and the ice seemed to reach even farther. Then the room fell into eerie silence again.

Now my heart pounded against my ribs, butterflies in my stomach, and I looked out the window and into the night.

“Oh, no,” I breathed, fogging the glass in front of me.

Outside my window, everything was coated in a thick layer of ice, glittering in the light reflecting from steely gray clouds. The trees were rimed with the layers of crystal, and inches of ice covered the grass so it shone like a mirror. I listened into the stillness, though I didn’t know what I expected to hear.

Then, a crack as a tree fell in the forest up the hill. And another. And one more, louder than the rest, as the biggest branch on my prized maple tree split and splintered onto the ground in front of my eyes.

We’d had a deep freeze. A flash freeze. How was this possible?

More cracking filled the air at various intervals, and I winced with each one. Every sound was destruction, danger, damage to the town.

The room plunged into darkness as my clock winked out. There went the power. And my chance at getting the furnace up and running again.
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“THAT’S THE LAST OF it,” Thea said, brushing off her hands. “This should keep burning at least until you split more wood.”

I sighed, burrowing deeper into my blanket on the couch, holding Nutmeg to my chest. I hadn’t released the blanket since I’d gotten out of bed, and once it became clear the bedroom was too cold, I gathered the cat and Thea to the living room. And now that Thea had built up the logs in the fire, it popped cheerily, throwing warmth into the room to push back the freezing temperature in the rest of the house.

Thea stood from the fireplace and took a long drink of the hot chocolate I’d made on the stove. Luckily, my stove ran on gas, so the lack of power didn’t keep me from cooking. But what chance did I have at making tomorrow’s orders without power?

My heart flipped. Everything outside was ice. There was no way Luke could get here to even make the deliveries. There was no way he should even try.

I pulled my phone out of my pajama pants pocket and typed out a quick message to Luke and Lissa, warning them not to come in. It was only four thirty, but they would be waking soon. I’d rather they saw the message early enough to give them the opportunity to rest and take care of their own homes.

Oh gosh. How bad was the ice at Lissa’s? And she was all alone dealing with it. At least Maple had her parents.

I tapped out another message to Maple, warning her to be careful, then updated the Pie-Jinks webpage that I wouldn’t be taking orders today. And then of course that meant I had to cancel the morning’s orders.

I winced, heart pounding as I sent off one cancellation after another. I’d finally gotten to a steady stream of business, and now this? How badly would the loss of business affect my income? Would I be able to pay the bills this month?

Could I pay Lissa?

“Stop it,” Thea commanded.

I looked over at her, blinking, eyes wide. Thea stood completely still, mug clutched between her hands. It was almost comical, as the mug was a third her size, but her gaze was stern.

“Stop what?” I said, pretending I didn’t know what she was about to say.

“Get out of your head. The business losses will happen. You’ll be fine. We’ll be fine. Your customers love you, and they will come back as soon as things are back to normal.”

“But—”

“No. One bad day isn’t the end of Pie-Jinks.” She set her mug on the coffee table. “Now, do you want to go back to sleep, or should I get us some entertainment?”
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I WOKE THE SECOND TIME to a knock on my door. My head jerked up from the back of the couch, and I looked around the living room blearily. Nutmeg was sprawled across my chest, eyes closed in sleep, and Thea was even nestled into the couch with me. The room was still pleasantly warm, though the fire had burned down significantly, and the sky outside the window had lightened.

The knock sounded again, echoing oddly in the too-quiet house.

“I’m coming,” I mumbled under my breath.

I shifted Nutmeg off of me and next to Thea. She gave me a disgruntled “mrowr” but adjusted and fell back asleep almost immediately. Thea didn’t even shift, only gave one monstrous snore too large for her small body. I slid out from under the blanket and padded across the living room and to the front door, rubbing at my eyes under my glasses. I leaned forward to look through the frost coating the glass next to the door.

Three figures shifted on their feet outside, two of them the size of children. I blinked again. Okay, not children. It was Forrest and the sprites.

I threw open the door to a blast of the chilled air. “What are you doing here?”

They hurried inside, stamping their feet and rubbing their hands together. I looked past them, half expecting to see a car or a sleigh or something, but the street was empty. The ice shone like a sheet of glass all the way out to the street, but the sun still hid behind roiling clouds.

I closed the door softly and turned back to face them, crossing my arms over my chest self-consciously. “Are you guys okay? I have no power here. Or heat.”

Forrest breathed into his hands. “I wanted to make sure you were all right, and of course the sprites needed to know, too. They adore you, you know.”

“Reese!” they shrieked in unison.

As if to emphasize his words, they each picked a leg and wrapped themselves around me. Instinctively, I reached down and placed a hand on their heads. They responded by nuzzling their noses against my thighs.

“I’m fine, but I had to cancel the orders for today.” Just saying it again made my stomach sink, and I swallowed. “No heat, no power. It was too much, and I didn’t want Lissa to risk coming in. I am worried about her, though. She’s alone at her apartment.”

I did an odd sort of shuffle toward the living room, the sprites still clinging to me as if their lives depended on it. It was sweet... though a little difficult to move. But the sprites had never been the easiest to deal with.

Maybe it was time to release them from the forced help and just... enjoy their company. It was kind of nice to have them around, and we already had that weekly board game night anyway. Would it hurt to let them hang around just as friends instead of punishment?

I picked up my phone as Thea began to shift under Nutmeg’s weight. One message from Luke acknowledging they were fine, which was a tiny relief. But nothing else. Not even from Maple. And it was after seven now, which meant Maple and Lissa should have seen them.

“Anything?” Forrest said, appearing next to me.

I shook my head, biting my lip.

He took a deep breath and ran his hand through his hair. If I wasn’t so distracted with my own worry, I would have savored that.

“Well you’re obviously worried,” he continued. “We should swing by and see if she’s all right.”

I smiled at him, the warmth from him caring about my concerns spreading throughout my body to chase away the cold of the house air. “Okay. Let me change.”

I peeled the sprites off my legs—with a little help from Thea and Forrest—and took the stairs two at a time to change into something warm as quickly as I could. These pajamas didn’t do much to keep the cold air at bay, and I didn’t want to waste any time. I grabbed the closest, warmest things I could find: a chunky, sage-green sweater from the top of my clothes-covered chair in the corner and a pair of fleece-lined leggings with a fall leaf pattern in shades of red, yellow, orange, and the same green as my sweater. Finishing it off with the thickest wool socks I owned, I stomped back down the stairs and grabbed my winter gear and boots.

“So how are we going to get past the ice?” I said, sitting on the floor to lace up my boots.

Forrest held up a hand, yellow sparkles glimmering on his fingers. “Magic, of course.”

He reached his other hand down to help me to my feet, and we stepped outside with the sprites. Thea volunteered to stay behind and watch the house, to do her best to make sure the pipes didn’t freeze. As a hob, she had that kind of power. Or so I assumed. I didn’t really ask. I just knew she’d somehow accomplish it.

I shut the door behind me and immediately pulled my beanie down lower over my ears and my scarf up over my nose. There wasn’t much wind, but there was enough to cut through any exposed skin, numbing it almost immediately.

But there was something else in the air too. A crackling energy, like the air before a storm, full of electricity and potential.

I hugged my arms over my chest, physically warding off the feeling of unease as best I could without a potion or spell.

Then another thought hit me. “Wait, where’s my Aunt Kit?”

I turned on my heel and bolted back into the house, quickly searching the upstairs and exchanging a few words with Thea before realizing that my aunt was nowhere to be found.
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A PORTAL OF YELLOW light and glitter swirled closed behind us as I looked up at the front of my mom’s house. On another day, I’d be obsessed with this new ability I didn’t know Forrest had... but today, I was too worried about my family and friends.

I rushed down the path toward the front door, Forrest and the sprites not far behind me. Mom’s prized rose bushes—well, everything, really—were covered in a sparkling coat of ice, like crystal, suspending the world in time.

“You can wait here,” I said, pausing at the end of the path. “If you want.”

I didn’t wait for Forrest or the sprites to respond before hurrying up the steps and pushing the door open, but their footsteps behind me told me they were following anyway.

“Mom?” I called, breath puffing. It seemed their heat wasn’t working either.

I made my way to the living room, slowly uncurling myself as the heat from their fireplace grew. Mom was already halfway across the room in response to my yelling, but a quick survey of the room only showed her and Dad. If Aunt Kit really did come here yesterday, she wasn’t here now.

“Reese? Are you okay?” Mom said, extending her arms for a hug. “I tried to call you, but my phone died. We’ve been busy trying to keep the house from freezing over.”

“I’m fine, Mom,” I said. “Thea is watching Pie-Jinks. Is Aunt Kit here?”

Mom’s brow furrowed. “She didn’t get back to your place last night?”

I shook my head. “I thought she was still here. And when everything got cold, I forgot to even check.”

Mom nodded and pursed her lips. “Kit never was good about keeping people informed of her life.”

Dad joined her, draping an arm across her shoulders. “That’s an understatement.”

I glanced back at Forrest, who now stood just behind me with the sprites. As I’d thought, they followed me inside. “I guess add her to the list.”

“The list?” Mom said.

“People to check on. Or, I guess, look for.”

“Oh, I see. Hang on.”

Mom walked past us, through the dining room and into the kitchen. I followed to the kitchen door, watching as she bustled around and filled two thermoses with something that smelled kind of like cinnamon. She screwed the lids on, then returned, handing them to me and Forrest.

“These are survival potions,” she said. “They won’t last forever. But I wanted to make sure your father and I wouldn’t freeze to death. They should be enough for the four of you if you are going to venture out there. I’d say call me if you find Kit, but...” She trailed off.

I held the thermos close to my chest, feeling the warmth even through the double walls of the container. Survival potions weren’t needed often; the last time she’d made them had been a winter hike we took when I was in high school. I’d been right about the cinnamon, but it also had a flavor kind of like apple crumble. Mom’s own special recipe. I needed to get that from her one of these days.

Forrest flashed my mom a smile. “May I see your phone?”

Mom blinked, then nodded without a word. She turned to where it was plugged in uselessly on the counter, pulling out the cord and handing it to Forrest. Forrest held it in his hand for a few moments as more of that glittering yellow swirled around the phone. Then, the phone flashed to life.

He handed it back to her. “That should be enough for now. It’s not completely full, but if you don’t overuse it, it will last through the day.”

Mom took it, smiling and clutching it to her chest. “Oh, thank you, Forrest dear.” She looked to me. “Reese, don’t you lose this boy! He is a gem.”

That stupid flush crept into my face—and hair—again. “Mom.”

She held up a hand. “I’m just saying. Be careful out there. And call if you need help.”

I nodded, still flushed. “Of course.” I waved the thermos at her. “And thanks for this.”

Mom and Dad followed us back to the door, watching as we descended the porch steps. Forrest wasted no time generating a new portal, like the one he’d made to bring us here, and we stepped through.

We landed on the other side in front of Lissa’s paint shop.

“Why don’t you always travel this way?” I asked. The cold was already sinking into my cheeks, and I had to resist the urge to chug some of Mom’s potion already.

Forrest shrugged. “It takes a lot of energy, and I don’t like drawing this much attention to myself. But there aren’t many people out today.”

Many? There was no one. Cider Hollow might as well have been a ghost town.

I glanced down at the sprites. “How are you guys doing? Still okay?”

They clutched at each other but nodded solemnly. Their lack of joking and teasing was unusual, but hopefully they were just worried like I was.

With a nod at them, I stepped up to the door and pressed the buzzer next to the shop door. Lissa lived in the apartment above the shop, so the buzzer worked as a doorbell with the shop closed.

The intercom crackled to life. So Lissa still had power, then. That was good.

“Yes?” came the staticky response. “Who’s there?” Lissa’s voice held the tight strain of suspicion.

“It’s Reese and Forrest,” I said, hoping the intercom could pick up my voice over the wind.

“And Oak and Cardamom!” the sprites yelled.

“And the sprites,” I added.

There was only a moment of hesitation, and then, “Use the side door.”

The intercom died, and I led the way toward a small alley between the paint shop and the shop next door, an empty storefront for now. The alley was yet more ice, broken by bits of brick and stone poking up through the otherwise smooth surface. The side door was set back in a small alcove off the alley, painted in a bright salmon color. Had Lissa done that?

I stopped in front of the door in time to hear the click of several locks disengaging, then Lissa swung the door open and waved us in.

“Hurry,” she said. “I don’t want to lose any of the heat.”

We crowded inside and shuffled past her in an awkward dance, ascending the steps just to get out of the way so Lissa could close and lock the door behind us. I stopped at the top landing where the stairs opened into the living room and kitchen, an open concept design. I’d never gotten to see Lissa’s apartment, and I was pleasantly surprised to see it decorated just like her personality.

Green houseplants covered one wall around the window, and a faded pink-and-blue carpet covered the living room floor. A gray couch and loveseat sat along the walls in an L shape, and a round glass coffee table held stacks of books on famous artists. Next to the TV along the opposite wall, an easel held a half-finished painting of a night scene, and a table supported an entire bouquet of paints and brushes. Opposite the counters that divided the bright white kitchen from the living room was a closed door that probably led to the bedroom.

Lissa tromped up the stairs to join us at the top. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I know I’m not supposed to be bothered by the cold anymore, but it just makes me feel... dead.”

I pulled my scarf down from my face. That explained why it was about ninety degrees in here. “I’m glad you’re okay. Why didn’t you answer my text?”

Her eyes widened, and she put her hands over her mouth. “Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry! I saw the text, but immediately went back to bed and forgot to respond.”

I released the breath I’d been holding since Forrest woke me up. One down, two to go. “Have you heard from Maple at all?”

Lissa’s brows lowered. “Not since sometime yesterday. We were playing a game last night, but I didn’t hear from her today.”

“A game?”

She smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, Maple found a video game that we both like. Multiplayer. So we play at least once a week.”

I blinked. Would my friends never cease to surprise me? Or find common ground without me? First it was the book club (though I still suspected my mom orchestrated that one to get me to start going... it worked. I was still going every week, even when I wasn’t caught up on the reading.). Now Lissa and Maple were hanging out without me? I was happy for them, but also feeling just a little bit left out.

Forrest’s hand settled on my shoulder, and his warmth brought me back to the present moment, reminded me that no matter what my friends did without me, it didn’t mean they stopped being my friends.

“Okay, so she’s still on our list then,” he said.

“Your list?” Lissa said.

“Maple didn’t answer Reese’s text,” Oak said seriously.

“Yeah,” Cardamom added. “And her aunt is missing.”

Lissa’s alarmed eyes jumped back up to me. “Kit is missing?”

I sighed. “She’s not at Pie-Jinks, and my mom said she left their house yesterday. And with this cold...”

I didn’t have to finish the thought. We all knew what would happen to a person trapped outside in these temperatures. Mom had called 911 just in case, but I couldn’t just leave it. I had to see if I could find her before something terrible happened to her.

If it hadn’t already.

“Kit loves Maple,” Lissa said. “And she seems pretty close to Maple’s mom. Maybe she’s there?”

“I hope so,” I said, crossing my arms again. I didn’t know what I’d tell my mom if we couldn’t find her. Or... if we found her too late.

Lissa stepped past us to a small coat closet next to the stairs, pulling a jacket, hat, and scarf from its interior. “I don’t really need these, but old habits are hard to shake. And... I don’t need to stand out any more than I already do.”

Her voice was quiet, timid, and my heart broke a little listening to the despair. I had to get the rest of the town to forgive her for what had happened. It hadn’t been her fault—it was those stupid flowers!

“You don’t have to come,” I said. “I don’t even know what we’re going to do. Or where to look, besides Maple’s.”

She shook her head. “No, I want to help. Please, let me do something good.”

I pressed my lips together, thinking it over. It couldn’t hurt. “Okay. Then let’s get going.”
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Chapter Six
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THE WEATHER HAD shifted again when we stepped back outside. It was still cold, the wind biting into us like the bitterest winter day, but the hum in the air was stronger now. As we stepped out of Lissa’s alley and back onto the main street, thunder rumbled in the distance, and fat flakes of snow began to fall slowly from the steely sky.

“Thundersnow!” Lissa said breathlessly, wonder in her voice.

But I had no wonder to share with her. Thundersnow on its own would have been exciting as such a rare occasion, but with the buzz in the air, the extreme weather, and the missing aunt, I wasn’t so keen to sit back and enjoy it.

Instead, I pulled my beanie down again and my scarf up over my nose until only a slim strip of skin around my eyes was open to the air. Forrest pulled up another portal, and we hurried through to Maple’s house.

Maple lived in a neat cul-de-sac on the other side of town, one with cookie cutter houses and manicured lawns. Her mom had been desperate to fit in with the humans in town for as long as I could remember, and so their home was the most normal, average, run-of-the-mill house I could have imagined. One day, after she graduated her grad program, I hoped Maple would move in with me and away from her parents—not that there was anything wrong with them, of course. But Maple craved her own space. She just couldn’t afford it yet, even the half mortgage she would have paid living with me.

Heck, I could barely afford it, either. For now.

We climbed the porch steps, and I lifted the brass knocker, letting it click against the door. We waited for several long moments—too long—until finally footsteps shook the floorboards under us. Then the door swung inward, revealing Maple with her bright bubblegum-pink hair.

She smiled at us, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Reese? What are you guys doing here?”

“You didn’t answer your phone when Reese texted,” Forrest said. “Lissa didn’t either. We’re making the rounds.”

Lissa held up a finger. “And Kit is missing.”

Maple shifted to the side, dropping her eyes. “You should come in.”

We tumbled through the door. Maple’s house was cold, but not like it was outside and certainly not like Pie-Jinks. The power was on, if the lights in the sconces next to the front door were any hint.

But it was quiet. Usually, the TV blared in the den while her mother bustled about the kitchen or study.

“Where are your parents?” I looked back at her questioningly.

“Out,” Maple said simply. “I haven’t seen Kit, though. I’m sorry. But with this cold...”

My heart leapt at what she left unsaid. There was more, I could feel it, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Maple was definitely hiding something, like she had been back in the diner.

I spun back to Forrest, swallowing my fear. “We have to find her.”

He set his hand on my arm again. “We will.” Then he turned back to Maple. “Do you have any idea where Kit might be? She’s friends with your mother, isn’t she?”

Maple bit her lip. “She is, but... My mom doesn’t tell me everything. I know Kit came to visit at some point, had a conversation with my mom, but I wasn’t involved.”

Hmm. If Maple was hiding something, at least her mom kept her in the dark about whatever this was as much as mine did.

The light next to us flickered, almost like the wisps we’d seen at the bog. My conversation with Aunt Kit came back to me, her interest and lack of answers on the odd behavior of the creatures.

Maybe...

“We should try the bog,” I said slowly. “Maybe she wanted to see the wisps for herself.”

Forrest nodded, his movements as slow as my words. “It’s worth a shot.”

I turned back to Maple, suddenly unsure. “Maple, do you... can you...”

She threw open the coat closet next to the front door and pulled a puffy violet jacket out. “Oh, I’m coming. I want to know what’s going on as much as you do.”

I studied my friend, for the first time knowing without a doubt that she was hiding something from me and she probably wasn’t going to tell me anytime soon. But she was coming with us to find my aunt. So was it really to help find her?

Or was it to obscure whatever it was she didn’t want me to know?

I swallowed back my hurt and gave her a small smile when our eyes met, but she broke the look quickly and continued preparing for the cold outside.

“There is one problem,” Forrest said, pulling my attention away from Maple. “I’m out of magic. I can’t make another portal to get us there.”

Maple smiled, and this time I could tell it was genuine. “Leave it to me.”

We stepped out onto the porch, waiting at the top step while Maple continued forward into the yard. She stopped just short of the street, then lifted her face toward the steely sky. As the snow continued to fall in fat flakes around her, the thunder rumbling, she began to sing in a language I’d never heard before. I glanced over at Forrest, but he seemed just as confused as I was.

A question arose unbidden, again, one that I had never considered until these last few weeks. Just what kind of Fae were Maple and her mother?

There was little time for me to wonder, though. As Maple’s last note rang out in the chill air, the world grew calm, even the thunder subsiding. And then the clouds overhead changed, almost boiling like water in a pot, shifting between dark gray and silver linings. From one spot, the clouds seemed to flow down toward the ground, sinking in a long, thin streak almost like a tornado without any spin. As it touched the ground, it spread, coalescing into three horse-like forms.

“What...” But I couldn’t finish my thought. I didn’t even know what my thought was. Instead, my eyes were locked on the creatures stamping on the ice before us.

“Air elementals?” Forrest said, wonder making his voice breathless.

Instead of answering, Maple simply spun back to face us, a grin on her face. “Ready to ride?”

Ride? On air elementals? And there were only three of them and six of us. How exactly—

“Forrest and Reese can ride together,” Maple said, cutting my thoughts short.

I blushed, looking away quickly.

“Lissa and I can take one of the sprites each.”

Oak and Cardamom bounced on their feet, then rushed forward to pet the silky-looking noses of the air elementals. Maple helped Lissa on the back of one of the steeds, despite her protests, then lifted Oak up with her before taking Cardamom to her own mount.

Forrest turned to me. “You and me, then.”

I leaned closer to him, heart pounding. “I didn’t even know air elementals were real. And not only am I supposed to ride one, but trust that it won’t dissolve from under us?”

I pressed a hand to my cheek, feeling the heat of my embarrassment. Maple was absolutely insufferable sometimes!

And yet... I couldn’t say the thought of sitting that close to Forrest, feeling his heat against me, didn’t send a thrill through me. My heart stuttered again at the thought.

If only it was under better circumstances.

Forrest climbed on the back of the last elemental and reached a hand down toward me. “It will be fine. I’ll make sure of it.”

I glanced at the elemental’s long face again, and it looked back at me with eyes like starlight, blinking slowly. The beast emanated calm despite the stormy clouds that comprised it.

Looking back up at Forrest, I took his hand and allowed him to pull me up in front of him. He wrapped one arm around my waist, and I fought to suppress a smile as warmth spread through my body.

I settled into the curve of his body, holding onto the arm he had wrapped around me and leaning into him as the elemental took its first steps forward. Next to us, Lissa’s and Maple’s mounts surged forward as well, and we glided along the cul-de-sac. Snowflakes struck my exposed skin, melting and then refreezing as the air rushed by.

And then the elementals kicked off the ground, and we rose into the air. First, it was only a few feet. But then we were gliding over the rooftops and trees as smoothly as if we were floating.

I leaned forward just enough to search out Pie-Jinks among the quaint streets below. Smoke poured from the chimney of the cottage, adding to the gray sky. Thea was keeping the fire going for sure, though I still didn’t see any lights inside.

We soared over the park, past the last buildings, and over the birch forest on the outside of town before following the road toward the cranberry bog. The road was empty, which was for the best, as the frigid temperature extended even here, glittering with deadly black ice. The road snaked through the bright yellow trees like a dark river cutting through the woods, but we kept our course straight, following the direction of the road without all the twists and turns.

Then the trees opened up beneath us, and I caught my breath as the bog came into view. It hadn’t been flooded yet—a good thing, since the bogs were also frozen solid—but still glimmered like crystal in the dim, snowy light. The wisps drifted through the air just over the ice, like confetti on the wind. Their light reflected off the ice between the rows of vines and illuminated the tree trunks just past the forest’s edge across the bog’s fields.

And there was something else. A heaviness in the air, the crackle of ozone, stronger than it had been in town. And a smell, like woodsmoke mixed with burning herbs, drifted through the air.

“What is that?” I said.

Forrest must not have been able to hear me, because he didn’t respond. But all three elementals began to descend toward the frozen edge of the bog, settling lightly on the ice.

Maple leapt off her mount and helped the sprites and Lissa to the ground. She didn’t turn to look at me, instead casting glances toward the woods then away as if trying to seem like she didn’t care.

Just what was it about those woods?

Forrest slid off the elemental and then reached up to help me down. As soon as our feet were on the ice, the elementals faded away onto the wind, disappearing with a rumble of distant thunder. As soon as they were gone, the world descended back into that unnatural stillness.

I turned in a slow circle, studying the frosty ground underfoot, watching for any movement, listening for any sound. “Aunt Kit?” I called.

Silence responded. But there was something here, I could feel it.

I took a few steps toward the treeline as thunder rumbled again in the distance. Whatever was here, I had a feeling it was hidden by those trees. Wisps darted in and out of the trunks like bees from a hive, buzzing with irritation. One whizzed by me, and I just barely ducked out of its way before it could hit me.

Something else darted from one shadow to another, there just long enough to show me a flash of pink before it was gone again.

“Aunt Kit?” I said again, softer this time.

I felt someone step up behind me, and I turned to find Maple at my side. Farther back, Forrest and Lissa studied the ground around the edge of the bog while the sprites chased each other from one end of the ice to the other.

I rolled my eyes before returning my attention to Maple. “What do you think? I thought I saw something in the woods.”

Maple squinted at the darkness between the trees, even leaning forward. “I don’t... wait, what’s that?”

She pointed toward a section of trees just off to the right, and I followed her pointing finger to a glow different from that of the wisps. Instead of the multicolored, bobbing lights, it seemed that a larger glow emanated from deeper in the woods. I stepped onto the smooth ice of the bog carefully, testing my steps to be sure I wouldn’t fall through to the water below, but it seemed it was frozen solid. Footsteps crunched behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Maple following. The others didn’t seem to notice we had moved.

I turned back toward the woods, taking each step tentatively, ducking and dodging the wisps as they flew past or swarmed nearby. I finally made it past the last of the cranberry vines and onto the frozen earth and pushed my way past the shrubs lining the forest’s edge. Tiny brambles caught at my clothes, pulling me back toward the bog, but I shook them off and pressed forward.

The dim daylight faded as I stepped under the icy branches of the forest, and only the occasional snowflake made it down to the ground. The glow was brighter here, though, filling the icy coat of the trees with a light blue glow.

The hum was louder now, too, as was every sound: the swish of my clothes as I walked, the earth crunching with each step, even my breaths, deafening in the stillness. Maple glided almost soundlessly behind me.

The deeper I walked into the woods, the brighter the glow grew until it was nearly as bright as the sun. I squinted and held up a hand, trying to peer into the light to see what was causing it, but it was no use.

Could Aunt Kit really be here? And where was Maple’s mom?

And then another sound broke the low hum, a sound like a cross between singing and the tinkling of chimes. It grew louder, ringing through the crystalline forest until I had to cover my ears. The light grew with the chiming, and I squeezed my eyes shut against it, unable to keep them open anymore.

The sound echoed in my skull, ringing until it filled my body and I fell to my knees, unable to support myself through the vibrations. It consumed my mind until nothing else remained.

And then there was nothing.
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Chapter Seven
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I CAME AWAKE so suddenly that I nearly knocked Nutmeg to the floor. Someone shifted next to me, and I blinked my eyes against the bleariness of sleep. I reached up to adjust my glasses, but my fingers only brushed my skin. That explained the blur around me.

The room was dimly lit by the crackling fire, and the dancing light glittered off the coffee table in front of me. I squinted at it, hoping to see my glasses, but it was useless. I reached around, feeling for them until my hand bumped them, nearly knocking them onto the floor. I put them on, then looked around, trying to remember why I was sleeping on the couch.

I jumped back, catching my breath as I saw who else was here. Forrest snored on the couch right next to me, his head back and mouth hanging open. His own glasses, even though he didn’t need them, glinted on the coffee table next to a tray of empty mugs rimmed in chocolate.

What was he doing here? And why were we sleeping?

I pushed the blanket off, moving slowly so I didn’t disturb him—or Thea, who I finally saw nestled into his side. My head was as fuzzy as if I’d had a few too many glasses of rosé last night, but I didn’t remember drinking anything.

The floor was cold underfoot, even through my wool socks, as I tiptoed off the faded rug and toward the front door. I pulled my thick, bulky cardigan closed in front of me and leaned toward the window next to the door, peering out into the dim light of early dawn.

All the while, my heart thudded in my chest and pixies fluttered around my stomach. There was something wrong here, but I just didn’t know what.

The ground glittered in fading moonlight, catching fire as the first rays of dawn crested the trees and tops of the houses across the street.

Bits and pieces came back to me. The deep freeze. The power outage. Aunt Kit?

I was about to race back up the stairs to check if Aunt Kit was still missing when a board creaked on the porch outside. I froze, then slowly, quietly, cracked the front door and leaned my head out to look toward the left, where my swing hung from the porch ceiling.

“Aunt Kit?” I said breathlessly, letting myself out the door. I closed it silently behind me, not wanting to wake the others.

Even if I couldn’t remember why Forrest was even here.

I stepped fully onto the porch and crossed my arms to keep my sweater closed. It was still cold out here, frigidly cold, but... not as bad as it had been when the power went out. Then, even as I thought it, the porch light next to the door flickered to life.

Power was back.

I returned my attention to Aunt Kit, cocking my head to the side in confusion. She stood in front of the swing, but it was like she didn’t hear me, didn’t see me. She was almost spectral, semi-translucent and glowing with a faintly white-green-blue light.

But that couldn’t be right. She was fine. She had to be. And I didn’t have the ability to sense ghosts, did I?

I tried again. “Aunt Kit? Are you okay?”

She spun, almost toward me, looking over her shoulder. But she still didn’t seem to see me, only looking through me. Her mouth moved like she was saying something, but the words were lost to whatever it was that separated us.

The front door creaked behind me, and I turned to see Forrest stepping out next to me. He shut the door and ran his hand through his hair. “Reese?”

I spun back toward the image of Aunt Kit, hand raised toward her, but by the time I looked again, she was gone.

“Reese, what are you doing out here?” He looped an arm over my shoulders. “It’s freezing.”

“I...” I looked back and forth between him and the porch swing, but she truly did seem to have disappeared. Again. “I thought... my aunt...”

He dropped his arm and looked around me. “Kit? You saw her?”

I looked at the swing one more time. Maybe I had just been imagining things. Maybe I was still asleep. “I guess not.” I reached for the door knob. “Let’s get some coffee. The power’s back.”

I cast one more look over my shoulder before reluctantly following Forrest back inside.

The heat was humming and clicking, and I breathed a sigh of relief. At least one thing wasn’t a total disaster. I brushed past Forrest lightly, headed straight for the kitchen and the coffee maker. I set it for the biggest pot it could manage, then pulled up my order management software. Last week, with Lissa’s help, I had managed to convert all of the email orders to the automatic system. So far it was saving me a lot of headaches, but it still took some getting used to.

I glanced up at the clock as the coffee pot gurgled behind me. It was already after seven.

Two days. I’d lost two days to this mess.

I sighed and posted an update on the website that I would be open again starting tomorrow, then softly closed the laptop, feeling lost. Yesterday was largely a blank, other than waking up to the cold and the lack of power.

The light flickered overhead, and something clicked in my memory. I stared at the flickering light for too long, details slowly arranging themselves into the holes. Yet it still made no sense. Small pieces of yesterday were finally coming back to me, but it was leaving more questions than answers.

Where was Aunt Kit? Had I only imagined the spectral image of her? And if not, was she all right?

What about Maple and her mom? Why was Maple acting so strangely?

And then there was the bog. The biggest question mark of them all. Now that I was remembering yesterday, the strange glow in the woods returned, too. Could the humming have been linked to how I ended up back here? And if so, why did it send Forrest with me but not the others?

My heart thudded in my chest, hard, and spots danced in my vision. Were the others okay?

“What’s wrong?” Forrest said. He had shuffled around behind me to start filling mugs with coffee. It seemed even he needed something stronger than tea today.

“Where’s my phone?” I said. My panic made my throat tighten painfully, and I tried to swallow past it.

Forrest set the pot back on the burner. “I’m not sure. Where did you leave it?”

Did he not remember yet?

“Forrest, I...” I swallowed and tried again. “Why are you here? And where are the others?”

“The others?” He froze, eyes flicking up to the ceiling as he thought. I could see the moment the memories returned to him, too, as recognition glimmered to life in his eyes. “Oh my word.”

Now he was getting it.

I cast my gaze around the kitchen to all the usual places I stashed my phone. It wasn’t on the charger, the peninsula, or the kitchen table. Pushing off from the counter, I hurried back to the living room. Thea sat up, rubbing her eyes as I entered.

“What’s going on?” she said blearily.

“I’m not sure,” I responded, eyes tracking over the end tables, another charger in the corner, and finally back to the coffee table.

There! I snatched my phone off the coffee table and tapped the screen. No calls, no texts, nothing.

“Huh.”

Forrest appeared behind me, his heat on my back calming my thudding heart. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” I said, staring at the empty screen. “Nothing at all. It’s like... like nothing even happened?”

I hurried across the floor to the window, staring out again. I thought I remembered snow—thundersnow—yesterday, but now it was a light rain. Even the ice that had been coating everything was thawing, leaving nothing more than puddles and flooded yards in its wake.

“Forrest, you remember what happened in the bog, right?” I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the melted waterscape that was my front yard.

“You mean the wisps? Or going after Aunt Kit?”

“Yes.” I took a deep breath. So I hadn’t just imagined it all.

I spun from the window and started making calls. I had to know if the others were all right and what in the world was going on.

The phone only rang once before Maple picked it up, and for a moment I wondered if calling her was a mistake. Would she keep hiding whatever it was she was afraid to share?

“Maple?” I found myself saying anyway. “Meet me at my mom’s.”
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“WELL,” MOM SAID, PRESSING the button to hang up her landline before setting the phone on the end table. “The police are on it. If you didn’t actually see Kit, then it’s been long enough for them to start a search.”

I pulled my socked feet up onto the couch with me, snuggling into the blanket Mom always had draped over the back of the couch. Next to me, Forrest settled in closer, though I wasn’t sure if he even realized it.

“Very good,” Forrest said, eyes on Mom. “I’ve already contacted Hannah to send out a search of our own. From what I hear, the sprites are eager to help.”

Mom drew her eyebrows together and settled on her armchair. “I just don’t understand. She shouldn’t have—” She snapped her mouth shut as she looked sharply up at me.

“What?” I said, uncurling slightly.

She opened her mouth as if to respond, but in the moments she spent hesitating, the doorbell chimed. “I’ll get that,” she said instead, rising from the chair and hurrying from the room.

I rolled my eyes and dropped my head back against the couch, staring up at the ceiling while the fire popped in the fireplace. “I don’t know what she’s hiding from me, but I don’t like it.”

Forrest made a sympathetic sound and set his hand on my knee. Fire spread from his touch, and I jerked upright. He seemed to sense it, too, as he pulled his hand back like he’d been burned. A flush crept across his face, and he adjusted his glasses nervously. I could feel the heat in my own face and brushed the pink-streaked hair back behind my ears.

When would I stop acting like a schoolgirl around him? Hadn’t we already agreed we were dating? And didn’t that imply he would touch me? Spoiled spells, girl, get it together!

Dad walked in, carefully balancing a tray with a tea kettle, stack of cups, and basket of hot chocolate packets. Not as good as my own homemade hot chocolate, but it definitely had that childhood nostalgia to it. He set the tray on the coffee table just as Mom returned with Lissa and Maple.

Dad looked up at them, straightening. “I’ll get more cups.” He disappeared back to the kitchen again.

“Are you guys okay?” I said, standing as they entered the living room.

Lissa nodded, while Maple said, “Yeah. We’re fine.”

I pulled first Maple, then Lissa, into a hug. I’d vowed to take better care of my friends. I wasn’t okay with whatever had made me almost forget about them. I hoped my hug gave them everything I felt, how much I cared about them.

I pulled back and sat back down next to Forrest. “You’re sure you’re fine?”

“Yes, of course,” Lissa said this time. She settled down in the armchair opposite Mom.

This time Maple was conspicuously silent, instead crouching next to the fire to stir the logs with the poker.

I glanced at Forrest. He was watching Maple’s back, eyes just slightly narrowed. If I hadn’t been sitting right next to him, I probably wouldn’t even have noticed.

I cleared my throat and leaned forward for a mug, dumping the hot chocolate powder and hot water together and stirring slowly. “Maple, did you find your mom?”

She stood and turned, still holding the smoking poker. “Yeah, she was home this morning.”

“That’s good,” I said, watching her as I blew on the steam over my mug.

“Yeah.”

I waited for more, hoping she’d come clean, but nothing. Finally, I said, “Do either of you remember anything from the bog? It took me a while to remember when I woke up. And how did we even get back home?”

Maple studied the end of the poker, not speaking.

Lissa rubbed at her eyes. “I’m not sure. One minute, I was standing in the bog with the sprites. The next, I was waking up in my own bedroom.”

I turned back to Maple. “Maple?”

She took a deep breath, and when she looked back at me, she said, “Listen, Reese. I think it’s best if you just trust my mom to deal with it.”

I blinked, lowering the mug. Trust her mom? Why? What did her mom have to do with any of this? “What do you mean?”

She shook her head, looking away again. “It’s some kind of Fae thing. I don’t expect you to understand. Even Forrest... Well, just trust me. And I really think it’s best if you leave me out of any investigations you choose to do.” She looked back at me. “But it’s really safest if you don’t go snooping where humans don’t belong.”

A hand clamped my heart, and I caught my breath. Maple had never talked to me like this before. Like... like nothing but a human.

But we were friends! She was my best friend. Why would she want me out of this part of her life? Couldn’t she trust me? Hadn’t I earned that much after all our years together?

I tried to tamp down the hurt, but it was abundantly clear now that Maple really did know more than she wanted to admit. And that she didn’t want me to know, or didn’t trust me with that knowledge. My eyes burned with unshed tears, my breaths too shallow and pixies fluttering in my stomach. It was like something that had always been a piece of me was suddenly, violently, torn out of me, and I almost gasped at the pain of it.

“Okay,” I said, blinking back the tears. I leaned forward to return my mug to the coffee table. My voice was rough, quiet. I could barely talk past the lump in my throat. “Okay.”
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Chapter Eight
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I CROSSED MY arms over my chest as I walked down the sidewalk back toward home. Forrest and Lissa chatted quietly next to me, but Maple had left right after her warning to stay out of it. I felt like she’d dropped a rock in the pit of my stomach.

Of course Maple and I had fought before. Every friend fought with a friend at some point, didn’t they? But somehow this was different. She was purposely excluding me, keeping me out of her thoughts, away from her. And it hurt worse than if she’d punched me in the stomach.

I took a deep breath. The air didn’t burn when I inhaled, not like it did during the deep freeze, but it still chilled my lungs. And it still carried a tang of ozone, a hint of something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

And I wasn’t ready to give up on Aunt Kit. But just what had happened when we went to the bog? Did it have something to do with whatever Maple was warning me away from?

Eventually we made it back to Pie-Jinks, heading inside just as the wind picked up. It gusted so hard that it slammed the front door shut before I could even close it.

“Well hello to you too,” I mumbled to the wind as I yanked my hand back. I’d nearly lost a few fingers. I turned away from the door as Thea hopped into the foyer. “You guys hungry?”

“Hungry?” Thea said, lowering her eyebrows. “You’re never hungry when you’re upset.”

“Why do you think I’m upset?”

Forrest spun away from the kitchen door, eyes flicking to my hair. “You’re upset? Oh... you’re upset.”

I threw my hands up. “I’m fine. Please, let’s get something to eat already!”

Before any of them could question me again, I shuffled past them and pulled open the fridge, looking for something to take my mind off of everything going wrong. Cooking always did that for me.

“Pot pie?” I called over my shoulder, still looking at all the food I had stocked in the fridge. Luckily it seemed like nothing had spoiled from the power outage. Too cold, probably. “Chicken and dumplings?”

“Nothing for me,” Lissa said, her voice so mournful that I closed the door and turned back to face her.

Right. She could eat, but she wouldn’t enjoy it. Not until her blood moon, when she became fully initiated. Until then, anything I fed her would just taste like ashes. My heart squeezed at the thought. How long had it been since she’d been able to enjoy food?

I couldn’t even imagine not having food in my life. It was a comfort, a joy, and my source of income. If I couldn’t enjoy it, too? I don’t know what I’d do.

“I’m sorry,” I said to her. “Can I make you something else? When is your blood moon, anyway?”

She sighed. “A week? Two? I have to ask the coven.”

I pressed my lips together and nodded somberly. “I could see if I have any blood sausages left?”

Her face lit up, just a bit, at that suggestion. She couldn’t enjoy most human food, but blood sausage? That was blood. She could certainly enjoy that.

I smiled at her nod, turning back to the fridge to take out the sausages and fixings for omelets. “Forrest, do you want something to eat? Thea?”

“I’m going to bed, now that you’re back,” Thea said, throwing her hand up. “I work all night you know.”

I half laughed. “Yes, I know.”

But as she left, I thought I heard her whisper toward Forrest, “Keep an eye on her. I don’t like her upset.”

My hands stilled over the pile of vegetables I was sorting. Thea was such a mother hen.

But I was fine. Really. Or... I would be. I just needed to cook, just like always. I needed the order of the recipes, the familiarity of the process, the zen feeling I got from just chopping and mixing and baking.

“We’ll have a quiche,” I said. “With blood sausage for Lissa.”

I heard them sit down at the peninsula behind me, but I wasn’t ready to see them watching me, like I knew they were. Waiting for me to crack.

I’d lost two days of income. My aunt was missing. And now my best friend was pushing me away.

I was fine. Really. Yet my eyes burned as I methodically chopped vegetables, and it wasn’t from the onions.

I sighed to myself, doing my best to focus on the shh of the knife slicing through first the onions, then the peppers. The click as it hit the cutting board. Then the repetitive motion of whisking the eggs and milk until all the strings were gone and they were a fluffy light yellow.

I patted the dough into a pan and filled it with my pie weights before sliding it in the preheated oven. While it baked, I gave the eggs one more stir, then added the vegetables and sausage. I pulled onion powder, cayenne, seasoned salt, and paprika from my spice rack, lining them up along the top of the cutting board, then crumbled some herby goat cheese I’d picked up from the grocer. The goat cheese would add a nice tang to the creaminess of the eggs.

“Reese?” Lissa said. “Do you want to talk?”

I shook my head, not meeting her eyes, and pulled the crust from the oven as the timer dinged. If I could focus on this one small thing, this cooking, I could keep myself together. I quickly dumped the pie weights and finished the preparations before baking the full quiche.

Focus on the food, and everything would be fine. That’s how it always went. If I stopped to talk to Lissa and Forrest, I might lose my cool. It was a little irrational, but it almost felt like if I stopped now, if I took a break from the functional things like making food, I’d completely break down. And if that happened, how would I ever get back?

I only made one miscalculation. This quiche would take almost an hour to bake. An hour of time I had to fill, to avoid Lissa’s and Forrest’s concerned faces.

I sighed again and turned back to them, untying my apron and laying it on the counter. “It may be a while.”

They traded a look, then stood from the peninsula.

“Then let’s go wait in the living room,” Lissa said. “No use watching a quiche bake. We can turn on the TV or something.”

I scratched my chin. Would the TV distract them enough? “Okay.”

We filed into the other room, and I found the most exciting show I could on TV. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much on, and I wasn’t sure what Lissa liked. And Forrest... What would hold his interest?

I settled onto the couch between them, my stomach full of butterflies that I couldn’t get to settle. I kept expecting them to say something, anything, to try to break through the conversation. The anticipation of it was killing me.

“Everything will be fine,” I blurted. “I’m not delicate.”

Neither of them looked at me, but Forrest said, “We never assumed you were delicate.”

I looked down at my hands, clasped in my lap. Why did I say something so stupid? So assuming? The burning started behind my eyes again, and I blinked furiously.

But this time, they wouldn’t be tamed.

I could feel my face crumble like a too-dry crust, and, infuriatingly, there was nothing I could do to stop it. I was going to cry in front of people.

I shoved my glasses on the top of my head and buried my face in my hands, wishing I could just disappear into the cracks of the couch like all that popcorn and change that was probably down there. My breath hitched with my effort to control my tears, but it was like trying to hold back a tsunami with a single broken sandbag.

Arms wrapped around me, and one of them took my glasses. Without looking, I heard a click as whoever it was set them down on the coffee table.

I gave up, allowing myself to dissolve into ugly tears and hiccups. Two sets of arms held me close, turning me into a sandwich, as Lissa and Forrest let me sob. With each caught breath, each gasp, I released the pain, the sadness, the fear. It wouldn’t be gone, of course, but a good cry always set my head back on straight.

I just preferred to do my crying in solitude.

Eventually the tears dried up, and they drew back. Forrest pulled what I could only assume was a handkerchief from a pocket, though in my teary, blurry vision it just looked like a smear of white. I held it to my eyes, sopping up the last of the tears... and a bit of mascara.

Lissa handed me my glasses, and I put them on with a sniffle before passing the handkerchief back to Forrest. “Sorry for the stains.”

He just smiled at me kindly and put it back in his pocket. “No apologies needed.”

The timer wailed in the kitchen, saving me from further embarrassment. I jumped up, almost running from the room to escape any more questions and the shame burning my face and hair streaks. As soon as I stepped into the kitchen, I took a deep breath of the quiche-scented air and released the last of my tension.

Nutmeg appeared at my feet, rubbing around my legs as I crossed to the oven.

“Well, that was embarrassing,” I mumbled to her, nose stuffy, and hitting the button to stop the alarm’s blaring. I threw open the oven door with a blast of heat.

“Why?” came Lissa’s voice from the threshold.

I tensed back up and glanced over my shoulder. Both of them had followed me.

Turning back to the oven, I slid the dish from the rack to a trivet, testing the quiche to give myself a moment to come up with a response.

Why was I embarrassed?

Still staring at the toothpick I’d used to test the egg, I tried to put my feelings into words. “All my life, other people have taken care of me. I... I don’t want to force people to do that anymore. I’m an adult. I can take care of myself.”

The stools creaked as they sat at the peninsula, and I sighed, cutting them each a slice of quiche. When I turned to set the plates in front of them, I caught their sympathetic looks.

“You aren’t a burden, Reese,” Forrest said softly. “You never have been. And just because you can care for yourself doesn’t mean you have to bear difficult things alone.”

Lissa quirked a half smile at me, exposing her gleaming fangs. “Yeah. You’ve been doing a pretty good job taking care of me. Why won’t you let me return the favor?”

I shook my head. “It’s not like that. It’s just that I want to be strong.”

“You are strong,” Lissa said. “You’re so strong. When I lost my mind over those flowers—and so did your Fae friends, I might add—you were there to catch us all before we fell too hard. And when the town turned against me, you offered me a place in your kitchen. And your heart.”

I flushed again, staring at a speck in the countertop.

“Do I even need to mention how you handled Oak and Cardamom all on your own when they set their sights on you?” Forrest said. “A lesser person would have collapsed under their mischief. But you didn’t. You reined them in and befriended them. Who do you know who would do that?”

I shrugged one shoulder, risking a look back up at their earnest faces. What they said was true, technically. But it was hard to accept when Maple spent her whole life standing up to my bullies. When I failed to stand up to hers.

And now everything was falling apart.

I sniffled, trying to push back any stray tears. Ignoring their encouraging words about me, I said, “I just don’t understand why Maple is pushing me away.”

Lissa rounded her lips in a silent, “Oh,” and Forrest’s compassionate face turned grave.

“I do wonder what Fae thing she mentioned,” Forrest said. “Certainly not one I am familiar with. And I should be familiar with them all, if I am to be Prince here.”

Forrest picked up his fork and poked at the quiche without eating. A wrinkle I’d never seen before appeared between his eyes, creasing his otherwise perfect forehead. Even his eyes, usually that bright sunflower yellow, seemed to dull as he looked away, absorbed in his thoughts.

How much pressure was he under for this Court? I had never seen him so worried, so serious—and that was saying a lot, since he was a very serious person. I had known that a lot of his future here rested on his ability to bond with the local humans, but what about the local Fae? Would they accept him, too? I hadn’t even thought to ask Maple.

My heart flipped as I considered the other possibility. If Forrest couldn’t fit in here, if he somehow failed whatever tests his parents set for him... would he have to leave? I was only now his girlfriend. I didn’t want to do a long-distance relationship.

I bit my lip and looked back at him. “We’ll figure it out.”

He laughed once, mirthlessly. “I thought I was supposed to be cheering you up, not the other way around.”

I rolled my eyes, trying to inject some humor back into the heaviness in the room. “I think that’s my job as girlfriend. Partners, baby. Give and take alike.”

My words seemed enough to pull a small smile from him, and he reached an open hand across the counter to me. I settled mine in his, loving how it fit so perfectly, and heat spread up from where we touched.

“Gross,” Lissa said, shoveling a forkful of eggs into her mouth. “Get a room.”
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Chapter Nine
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EVENTUALLY FORREST WAS summoned back to the budding Court, leaving Lissa and me to settle in for our own hangout. I was at a loss, not sure what to do about Aunt Kit or Maple, and so I fell into a sort of stasis. Luckily, Lissa was on board with bingeing old sitcoms and terrible snacks.

I popped in a DVD of one of my favorites, then settled back on the couch with Lissa and a humongous bowl of popcorn. Nutmeg even padded into the room and took a place behind my head, loafing on the back of the couch with her paws tucked delicately underneath her.

While we watched the ridiculous antics with recorded laugh track, the wind began to howl and rage outside, whistling around the corners of the house and making my whole home creak and shudder. I tried to focus on the TV, but every now and then, after a particularly hard gust, I glanced at the window.

And then, about an hour after we started our binge watching, another sound broke the creaking and gusting: clicking and tapping against the roof and the glass of the windows.

“What is that?” I said, shoving the blanket aside and handing Lissa the popcorn.

Lissa set the popcorn on the coffee table and stood with me. “It sounds like... hail?”

We hurried over to the window and shoved the curtains aside, staring out into the front yard. Lissa was right. Hail the size of peas fell from the sky, littering the grass with tiny balls of ice.

“Glad I don’t have a car out there,” I muttered.

The hail piled up before our eyes into mounds that filled any holes in the ground like snow. So slowly we almost didn’t notice, the size of the hail increased to golf balls. Then grapefruits. The house filled with a roar of white noise as it hit the shingles and bounced off the glass, and my heart pounded as I prayed none of my windows would break.

And without warning, it suddenly stopped, leaving us in ear-ringing silence. Even the wind was gone. The clouds evaporated overhead as if they were some kind of special effect, leaving a cotton candy dusk sky and the chirping of birds.

I blinked up at the setting sun. “What is going on with the weather in this town?”

Lissa shook her head. “I’ve never heard of anything like this. And I lived in a few magical places over the years.”

I let the curtain fall back into place. “You have? Like where?”

“Oh, here and there. I spent a couple years with a traveling carnival, then spent a year in the Winter Court up in Alaska.”

“The Winter Court?”

She nodded, but her face was pale, making her lips stand out blood red. “It was part of an internship. After I left the carnival, I was trying to get into an art program. I wanted to paint, and the Winter Court advertised for interns to make a mural.”

I turned to face her and leaned as casually as I could against the window sill. “It sounds like it was a great opportunity. So why do you seem upset?”

She bit her lip, her fang digging into her skin. “That was where I met Anton.”

“Anton?” Had I heard that name before? It didn’t sound familiar, but this seemed important.

She nodded. “My first boyfriend. My last, too, actually. I don’t date much. It’s not really my thing, and I can only date someone after I really connect with them. I’m just not interested outside of that.”

“Okay, so he was your first boyfriend. Did it end badly or something?”

She laughed. “You could say that. He turned me into a vamp.”

For a moment, all I could do was blink at her. She’d never told me her story before, and, not wanting to pry, I hadn’t bothered to ask.

There were a lot of ways to become a vampire. About half of them involved mercy turnings for terminally ill people or those in need of help, a third were seen as some kind of reward, and the last bit... well, those were the vamps no one wanted to cross.

Anton definitely seemed like that last type, if the grimace marring Lissa’s face was any indication.

She kept talking, but her eyes grew distant. “I was content to just go slow, see where the relationship would take us. I didn’t even know he was a vamp for at least the first month of our relationship. I had barely even held his hand up to that point.

“But it all came out when we were out hiking one day. I got caught in some brambles, and they sliced me a bit. The scent of my blood in the air was enough to send him into a frenzy, and the naïve girl I was had no idea. He attacked me, completely out of his mind, and, well.” She focused back on me, raising her hands to her sides. “Here I am.”

I shook my head slowly. It seemed so impossible that something like that had happened. “And what happened to him?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “It wasn’t really his fault, but I couldn’t see myself staying there after all that. I broke up with him, his master punished him, and the vamps in the area arranged for me to move here, under the protection of the local master.”

“I... I’m so sorry, Lissa. That sounds horrible.”

She tucked hair behind her ear in a self-conscious gesture I recognized well. “It’s fine. The master here is really nice, and he’s made sure I have everything I need to be happy, including therapy. And my parents promised to come visit soon, so it’s really not that much different from my old life.” She looked wistfully toward the kitchen, and I somehow doubted her parents were coming to visit. Last I’d heard, she’d fallen out with them a bit over this. “I do miss food, though. I can’t wait for my blood moon so I can enjoy it again.”

I laughed lightly, trying to cover the pain her story had stabbed into my heart. “I’ll make you the best feast you can imagine as soon as that happens.”

We laughed and went back to the sitcoms, but my heart stayed heavy. There was so much pain all around me. How did anyone stand it?

But as I sat with Lissa, heart warm at her presence, I knew the answer. Just as she’d kept me company today through my own crisis, I would be there for her, too.

Friends were how we navigated all the valleys.
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I SHUT THE DOOR TO the guest bedroom softly behind me, leaving Lissa with the fresh blankets and towels I’d brought from the linen closet, and turned toward my own room. Nutmeg pranced along at my heels, sensing approaching bedtime and excited by the extra person in the house. When we’d ended up watching show after show until midnight, I’d offered to let Lissa stay over, especially since it was back to the kitchen in the morning, and honestly... it was nice to have the company.

But it would make my next task just a bit harder to hide.

I nodded to Thea as I passed her in the hall, glancing over my shoulder to be sure she actually went downstairs before diverting into Aunt Kit’s room. Whatever was going on, I had to know if Aunt Kit had brought it with her. I had a horrible tight feeling in the pit of my stomach, that something was wrong, that Aunt Kit was connected to it all, but I needed proof.

I slipped through the second guest door where Aunt Kit had been staying. The room was cluttered and messy, much like her personal style. She’d only brought the one bag with her, which meant she had been carrying all this in that bag. It had to be magic, judging from how many clothes and toiletries littered the room.

Nutmeg pranced through the door in front of me, strutting between discarded piles of clothes, a box filled with loose leaves that might be tea, and Aunt Kit’s open bag. I cracked my fingers and went straight for the array of bottles set up on the dresser.

I recognized a few of the bottles. Mixed in with her perfume, face creams, and lotions were basic potions meant for everything from achy limbs to headaches to sleep. Nothing out of the ordinary for a witch, especially a witch her age.

I moved away from the dresser to the nightstand. A stack of small spell books sat next to a half empty glass of water and a prescription bottle. Tucked between the spell books, a plain leatherbound book jutted crookedly.

I slid the book from the stack and flipped it open. Aunt Kit’s neat handwriting covered the pages, broken occasionally by labeled diagrams and figures. The English was mixed with a language I didn’t recognize.

I turned another page to a large diagram of something that looked like a statue of a sun and moon superimposed on each other. The labels here were in that language I couldn’t read again, and I frowned at it. Only one phrase was on the page in English: Mugwort’s bog.

Mugwort? Did that even grow around here? And what was the significance of this bog... and the statue? Could this be what she was here for? And why? What did it do?

Something fell down the hall, probably in Lissa’s room, and I jumped, suddenly feeling as if I was intruding. I snapped the journal closed and slid it back into the stack before retreating to the hall with Nutmeg. We hurried back to my room, and I shut my own door behind me with a sigh. Nutmeg immediately jumped onto the bed and curled up in the open space next to where I always slept, and I rushed through my bedtime routine, desperate to banish the feeling of unease that had settled over my shoulders like a heavy blanket.

As I slipped into the covers, cool and soft against my skin, I looked toward the window. In the dim skyglow of the night, I could just barely see the trees in the woods behind my house, hazy without my glasses.

The woods where Forrest was. Where I wished I was. Or maybe I just wished he was here with me.

I rolled onto my back again and held my hand in front of my face. Though it was blurred at the edges, I traced where I remembered our hands touching earlier in the day, remembered the feel of his skin against mine.

Wanted it again.

I sighed and turned onto my side so dramatically that Nutmeg blinked up at me with a glare.

“Sorry, girl,” I said softly.

I closed my eyes and was just starting to drift off when my phone buzzed on the night stand.

Good night, beautiful, said Forrest’s text.

I couldn’t contain my smile as I wished him a good night, too.
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THE NEXT MORNING, I woke before the alarm. Instead of trying to fall back asleep, I got up, put myself together, and got a head start on the day. I even managed to turn off the alarm before it disturbed Thea.

But the barb in my heart was still there, despite the good time I’d spent with Forrest and Lissa yesterday. Maple was still distancing herself from me, and nothing was better, other than the power being back on. Maybe that’s what had woken me in the first place: the feeling of dread that reached all the way into my bones.

I went straight to the kitchen to pour myself a cup of pumpkin spice coffee and sat down to log the morning’s orders. Since I hadn’t bothered to do any prep work last night, it was probably for the best that I was up early. The work would do me good, let me forget again for a while the troubles plaguing me and this town.

I froze as I stared at the number on the screen, mug halfway to my lips. That was a lot of orders.

I copied the list into my day planner, put the laptop away, and started measuring out the flour and butter for pie dough. Each of the pies for the morning’s orders required slightly different variations: some with buttery, flaky crusts, some with vodka to create the flakiness, and others with a doughier texture. About half would need to be blind baked and the other half refrigerated prior to adding the fillings, so I set to work rolling the dough out and filling pans.

After I had the first few pies in the refrigerator, Lissa wandered into the kitchen, yawning.

I glanced up from rolling. “Sleep well?”

She ran a hand through her dark hair. “I’m not sure I’d call it sleep, being a vampire and whatnot, but if that’s what you want to call it, sure, it was a good sleep.”

I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t stop the smile. “Smart aleck.”

She pulled her apron off the hook on the wall and slid around the peninsula, displacing me from the rolling station. “Let me. Pie dough is my job, isn’t it?”

I shrugged, trying to hold back the feeling of suddenly being crowded in the small space. I had invited her here, and regardless of the size of my kitchen, I needed her. “Roll away.” I slid the day planner closer to her. “These are the only ones left for now. I’ll get the fillings going.”

We fell into the amiable silence of work, her rolling out dough and creating decorations to bake on top of the pies, me cooking up the fillings with a variety of emotion potions inside. I would have to restock the potions in the next couple of days, though, and I mentally kicked myself for not taking care of it when I couldn’t bake. I didn’t need my oven or lights to make potions, and I could have used that time productively.

But no. I put my nose in someone else’s business and got my best friend to alienate me.

Something glimmered in the shine of the pumpkin pie filling in the bowl on my left, and I paused, spoon in hand to stir a berry mix. I leaned over the bowl, the pumpkin and spices drifting up to greet my nose. Sure enough, right in the middle of the mix, the light wavered as if radiating heat.

Or magic.

I set the spoon down on the counter and pulled the bowl toward me, reaching out with my senses to try to distinguish what kind of magic had made it into this filling. It was one I hadn’t added any potion to yet, so it certainly wasn’t my own magic.

I shoved my sleeves up and gripped the sides of the bowl, holding my nose so close to the filling that wisps of anxious gray hair nearly brushed the surface. I could feel whatever it was trying to break through, and it felt like...

Scrying?

The filling wobbled, and then an image began to appear, one I recognized. A familiar boggle ran into the frame, then back out again before I could respond.

I caught my breath as it shifted again, showing me another person I knew... or, at least, a vision of the person. Like last time I’d seen her, she was almost spectral, but now her body crackled with energy that arced out into the surrounding vines.

Aunt Kit was at the cranberry bog.
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Chapter Ten
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I GASPED, PULLING back from the bowl, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Aunt Kit. What had happened to her? Was I too late?

“What’s wrong?” Lissa said, laying down the strip of braided dough she was working with.

I finally managed to pull my gaze away from the scry and back to Lissa. “We have to go back to the cranberry bog.”

“What? Why?”

“My aunt... I think she’s there!”

Lissa hurried across the kitchen and looked into the bowl. Her eyes grew wide, and I knew she had seen what I did.

She pulled back. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!”
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LISSA SWUNG QUIETLY on the porch swing while I paced back and forth across the planks, a feeling of unease, of dread, heavy as a blanket over my shoulders. Luke swore he’d be here to pull the pies from the oven, but my dread wasn’t about the orders. After Maple’s warning (and the odd disappearing act that threw us back home), I was loath to go back to the cranberry bog alone, so I had called Forrest and he agreed to meet us here. He said he’d be here as quickly as he could, but when I checked the time on my phone, it had already been a full thirty minutes.

How long did it take him to get out of the Court? Couldn’t he use that magic of his?

As if in answer to my thoughts, the crunching of leaves at the side of the house caught my attention, and I spun on my heel to see Forrest striding around the corner, hands in the pockets of a thick burnt-orange cardigan and plaid scarf draped around his shoulders.

The blanket of dread lightened just a bit as he approached, and I released my breath. Aunt Kit was in danger, and who knew what else was going on, but at least I wouldn’t be facing it alone. I still had Lissa. And I had Forrest. A witch, a vampire, and a Fae prince should be able to handle this, right?

The wind gusted again as he drew closer, tugging his scarf free and directly toward me. I caught it lightly and covered the last few steps to meet him, Lissa right behind me.

I handed him the scarf. “Thank you so much for coming.”

He took the scarf, but leaned forward to hug me tightly before looping it back around his neck, tighter this time to keep the wind from stealing it again. The wind still hadn’t settled, and I half expected to see Pie-Jinks blow away in its ferocity. I melted into his hug, closing my eyes against the cold reality of the world for a few moments and letting his comfort envelop me, reaching my arms around to pull him closer.

This. This was home. And whatever Forrest’s future held in Cider Hollow... I wouldn’t let him go that easily.

He pulled back, and I reluctantly released him.

“Of course,” he said. “You sounded desperate on the phone. I’m always here for you, darling.”

Warmth blossomed inside me again at the words, pixies fluttering in my stomach. Darling? I loved it.

But there were more important things happening right now than pet names. “Well, we’re going to need your magic. I’ve already called a car to take us back to the cranberry bog.”

“The bog? Why?”

Lissa stepped up. “She saw her aunt there. Or... some kind of specter of her aunt? We are going to investigate, and considering what happened last time...” She trailed off.

“Of course.” His eyes lit with understanding. “You were hoping I’d have something to protect us from whatever sent us home.”

I nodded. “I was too afraid to try again on my own, and after I forgot so much that first time, I wasn’t sure it was worth messing with. And then there was Maple.”

“Say no more. When is the car arriving?”

Gravel crunched out on the street, and we turned to see the silver car I’d hired stopping at the curb.

“Right now,” I said, almost smiling.
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I WAS THE LAST TO SLIDE out of the car in the bog’s parking lot. I straightened from the seat, waved at the driver, and slammed the door, not bothering to watch him drive off.

There were no other cars in the lot, and even the gift shop looked deserted today. They were definitely not open, but it was hard to tell if anyone at the house on the hill, where the owners lived, was watching.

I led the way around the side of the barn toward the fields in the back, splashing through the few remaining puddles from the endless rain of only a couple days ago. The sun was high in the sky, reflecting off the mirrored surface of the bog as we made our way past the visitor area and toward the field where everything had gone downhill last time we were here. A few clouds scudded across the clean blue sky, and a bank of dark rainclouds sat over the eastern horizon, but the weather seemed mostly clear.

Other than the wind, of course. That continued to howl and protest, yanking on our clothes, trying to turn us back and away from the outdoors.

But we trudged on along the edge of the bog, following a beaten path wide enough for a small tractor or an ATV. Every weekend the farm ran hayrides out this way, and around Halloween, they even threw in some scares and haunted field features to the ride.

The path would take us directly to the edge of the forest.

More clouds began to move in as we went, the wind gusting at us so hard we had to hunch forward to make any progress at all. I could barely even lift my head to see where we were going.

And then the trees suddenly loomed before us.

“What now?” Lissa said over the whistle of the wind.

I looked toward the woods, dark and silent. There was no sign of the glowing I’d seen last time and no sign of Aunt Kit. But there was nothing out here that seemed linked to whatever was going on here, and that left us with only one choice.

“I guess we go in,” I said.

I took my first steps cautiously, ears attuned for any sounds out of the ordinary, eyes searching for the glowing light or movement or anything that could indicate either my aunt or danger.

I paused at the edge of the brambles and looked back at Forrest. “Can you protect us? Hide us somehow?”

He nodded once and held up a hand. A warm orange glow, like a campfire, grew in his palm. Bits of red and gold, like glitter or confetti, swirled within the light. The glow spread, widening to engulf all three of us. Inside the bubble of light, the wind’s intensity died down, and a warmth that smelled faintly of apples and cinnamon surrounded us.

Forrest glanced over at us, still holding his hand up to cradle the brightest part of the glow. “That should protect us from any spells directed our way, as long as they’re not too powerful.”

I pressed my lips together and nodded to him. “Ready?”

“Ready,” Forrest and Lissa both said.

I took a deep breath, stomach clenching at the thought of my last encounter here. Would Forrest’s magic be enough to hold back whatever was in these trees? Or would we be sent home empty-handed, again?

I pushed the spiky shrubs aside, clearing a narrow path forward. The undergrowth was thick at the edge of the trees, but about ten feet in it cleared up, the forest too old and too thick to allow much of anything to grow in its shade other than ferns. In fact, after the thorny barrier to the woods, the entire forest floor was covered in a sea of bright green ferns, all waving and dancing with the trees in the wind.

Were all these ferns here before?

I pushed through the last of the brambles, and the air shifted much like it had last time. Wisps appeared between the trees, bobbing in place, their glow dim.

And then a brighter glow caught my attention, a bigger one. It wasn’t the same as the glow I had followed, but it was still a glow I had seen before.

“Aunt Kit!” I called, hurrying forward.

“Reese, wait!” Forrest said from somewhere behind me.

Breaking branches cracked behind me as Forrest and Lissa crashed through the undergrowth and into the sea of ferns with me. But my attention was on the sputtering image of Aunt Kit as it dodged in and out of the tree trunks.

I took off after her, heart pounding with my beating footsteps. The glow surrounding me faded as I pulled away from the others, and I had to force myself to slow down so I didn’t lose Forrest’s protection. But Aunt Kit flashed in and out of existence around me so quickly, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep up with her even if I sprinted full tilt toward her.

My foot caught on something poking out from the dirt, and I tumbled forward, sprawling on my face. The air rushed out of my lungs with an “oof,” and I rolled onto my back, gasping and staring up at the waving leaves of the trees overhead.

“Reese!” Forrest yelled from somewhere behind me.

“Keep going!” I tried to gasp, waving my hand over my head. “Aunt Kit!”

“On it!” Lissa yelled, running past me in a blur.

I sat up quickly, still gasping, to see Lissa darting between the trees. The glow around her faded with every inhumanly fast step she took.

“Forrest, help her!” I shrieked.

He slid to a stop next to me, and dirt sprayed over my legs. He held his hand out toward Lissa and released an orb of the warm light from his hand.

The entire orb.

It streamed off after her, leaving the two of us in sudden darkness. My heart thudded in my ears, blood roaring. The forest was as dark as night, every little sound loud in the stillness. Even the wind stopped.

Forrest reached down a hand and helped me to my feet. Slowly, my breath returned, the pain in my chest easing.

But Lissa had disappeared, as had Aunt Kit. The protection had faded from around us, and the air had taken on an immeasurable chill. I clung to Forrest’s hand, peering into the darkness around us. There was no light, no movement. Nothing but the cold, dark night of an old forest.

“Are you okay?” Forrest said, kicking at the dirt around whatever I’d tripped over.

“Yeah,” I breathed, eyes still darting between the trees.

I brushed dirt off my pants and tore my eyes from the woods, then squatted to look at the stone protruding from the ground. Forrest knelt down next to me, sweeping his hand over the stone to clear the dirt and moss away. A faintly glowing symbol winked up at us, one I’d never seen before.

“What is this?” I said.

Forrest leaned closer, tracing the symbol with his finger. “It looks Fae, but... I have no idea.”

Someone shrieked in the distance, and we shot to our feet.

“Lissa!” I yelled, my voice cracking.

But the forest was silent.

I ran a hand through my leaf-tangled hair. “Oh, fairy circles. We have to find her.”

I turned in the direction she’d disappeared, but Forrest grabbed my arm before I could run off too.

“Wait,” he said. “We have to be careful. I sent all my power after her. You and I... we’re not protected anymore.”

“Spoiled spells. So what do we do?”

Something rang lightly around us, a chiming ring I recognized.

“Do you hear that?” Forrest said.

A lump formed in my throat, and I tried to swallow past it. I knew this sound, and I knew exactly what it meant. I clutched at my hair, streaked with gray anxiety. “We have to get out of here. But what about Lissa?”

Forrest shook his head. “She’s strong, and my protection will last for at least another twenty minutes. We’ll just have to hope she gets out in time.”

I hated the thought of abandoning her, but what choice did we have? If this was anything like our last visit, we were about to be forcefully ejected from these woods anyway.

“Okay. Let’s go,” I sighed.

Forrest took my hand, and we jogged back the way we had come as quickly as we could. The chiming grew, and with it, my anxiety and fear. We had to get out of here before whatever this was made our choice for us. I was not keen on losing time and memories like last time.

We made it to the bushes lining the edge of the forest and dove through, not caring as the brambles caught at our clothes, not even when my leggings tore on one of the branches.

But we made it, emerging relatively unscathed on the shore of the bog. I huffed and gasped, bending to put my hands on my knees as I fought for breath. As soon as we stepped into the now-cloudy day, the chime ended, as abruptly as if we’d flipped a switch.

I straightened and looked back at the woods. There was no sign of life from within, not even the wisps we’d seen after we made it past the undergrowth.

No sign of Lissa.

Something splashed in the bog, and we whirled to face the noise.

“What are you doing here?” a scratchy voice cried.
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Chapter Eleven
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THE BOGGLE HOBBLED into view around a cranberry vine, a sneer carved into his face. “I said what are you doing here?” he demanded again.

I blinked at him, too surprised to say much of anything, but luckily Forrest was collected enough to speak for us.

“We’re seeking someone we lost,” he said, voice strong. He sounded every bit the prince he was in that moment. “Someone in the woods.”

“You’d best forget about them,” the boggle grumbled. “If you lost them there, they are gone.”

My heart skipped a beat, and I caught my breath. “What do you mean, gone?”

He glanced back and forth between us, and his face softened. “You really don’t know?”

We shook our heads, almost in unison. Several long, painful moments of silence stretched between us. The boggle peered at us with narrowed eyes, as if trying to read our very souls. I did my best to look innocent and helpless, someone he might underestimate. Just in case.

It must have worked.

The boggle sighed. “Very well. You might as well come with me, then.”

He turned toward the center of the bog, not looking to see if we followed. I exchanged a look with Forrest, who merely shrugged.

I turned back to the bog, heart pounding. Once again, did we have much choice? If we were going to find out anything, this might be the only way. Who else was going to tell us, especially after Maple shut me down? And could he help us get Lissa out of there?

I took my first step into the still water of the bog, cringing as it surged up over the top of my boot and spilled down into my socks. This was going to be an unpleasant walk.

Forrest splashed behind me, and we hurried as much as we could to keep up with the boggle as he led us between vines, down rows of cranberries, and away from the barn, all the while staying relatively parallel to the forest on our left.

The boggle disappeared behind a particularly thick vine, and when we rounded the edge of the row, a small rocky outcrop gaped open at us. The boggle stood next to the entrance, tapping his foot impatiently.

As soon as we both stepped up onto the small dry island (well, relatively dry), the boggle pointed a finger at us, and a stream of glittery green light motes bobbed toward us. They swirled around us, and the world seemed to grow. I looked over at Forrest only to see him shrinking in height.

“Now don’t get any ideas,” the boggle snapped, dropping his hand. “You’ll fit in my home now, but you’ll never find it without me. So don’t even try!”

Forrest and I exchanged another look, then Forrest said, “Of course not.”

“Hmph.” The boggle spun on his heel and disappeared into the gaping entrance of the cave.

We inched closer, hesitating outside for a moment. The daylight disappeared almost immediately through the opening, and a dampness radiated out toward us. A smell like rotting leaves drifted from the damp opening, and I wrinkled my nose. We were small enough to fit inside now, but if Aunt Kit’s life wasn’t on the line—and maybe even Lissa’s—I wouldn’t step as much as a toe through that opening.

Forrest squeezed my shoulder. “Come on. It will be all right.”

How could he say that? He couldn’t know! For all he knew, the boggle could be getting ready to eat us. Were they carnivores? Predators? So many Fae were.

I looked up at Forrest, a hair’s-breadth away from telling him I wasn’t going in there, but the warmth in his eyes made me shut my mouth again. Forrest was Fae, and he was strong. I was strong, too. Between the two of us, we’d be okay.

Wouldn’t we?

I took one last breath of the relatively clean air of the bog (still smelling of decay), took Forrest’s hand, and stepped into the dark.

Just inside the opening, a staircase descended into the darkness. An orb of light in a shade of pale, buttery yellow drifted up from below—help from the boggle? It wasn’t bright, but it was enough to see the stairs underfoot. The thick darkness below ate the light after only a few steps, though, and I swallowed past my fear of what might lie beyond the light.

The air grew cooler as we descended, slimy green moss and algae streaming down the stone walls of the passage. I pulled my shoulder away from the wall every time a rock protruded toward us, trying to keep my jacket from gathering scum, but it only worked about half the time as Forrest pulled me down the stairs. Dripping water echoed in the blackness, beyond the reach of the light orb, and our footsteps added to the echoes, but otherwise it was silent as a grave.

My heart stuttered. I probably shouldn’t have compared this place to a grave.

The staircase turned, then leveled out, and the light fell on the boggle waiting for us next to a slimy wood door. His eyes glowed green in the dim light, and he tapped his foot again, the sneer back on his face.

“About time,” he grumped.

The boggle turned to the door, grabbed a tarnished silvery ring, and pulled the door open to reveal a bigger room lit by a warmly crackling fire.

I blinked in surprise. I wasn’t sure what I had expected, but after the damp, moldy state of the stairs, I thought there would be more moisture, more decay.

Instead, the room was pleasantly warm from the fire and lit by glowing white fungi in the walls. A short couch and armchair flanked the fire, made of what appeared to be packed earth and soft, cool moss, and past that, a small table stood, covered in bowls, plates, and scraps of food. A small fountain streamed into a pool the size of large stock pot in the corner, and green vines and flowers climbed down the walls on either side. On the other side of the room, a nest-like sleeping area was protected by more of the hanging vines, and I could just barely make out shelves of books along the walls inside the nest. And all over the room, tucked onto shelves and in nooks in the rocks, crystal spikes glowed in a rainbow of colors.

It was actually... pretty homey. As we stepped through the door, I found my chill and fear retreating, replaced with an interest in the boggle and his home as well as a feeling of being... welcomed? What magic was this, exactly?

“Please, remove your shoes,” the boggle said, pointing to our mud-crusted feet.

I wiggled my toes in my boots, feeling the water and mud slide between them. Normally they would have protected my feet, but some of those ditches in the field were too deep; the water and mud had flowed right over the top edge. Taking my shoes off wasn’t going to be much cleaner, but I still knelt to remove them as Forrest slid his off. We lined them up against the wall next to the door, on top of a mat of moss the boggle indicated that must have been there for that purpose; a small pair of leathery slippers already sat there.

Forrest straightened and extended a hand. “It’s good to finally meet you, though unfortunate under these circumstances. I’m Prince Forrest Autumnleaf, of the Autumn Court.”

The boggle glanced at his hand, then his eyes flicked back up to Forrest’s. “I know who you are.”

He turned and hobbled toward the fireplace.

Forrest closed his hand and dropped it to his side. “What can we call you?”

The boggle grumbled and stabbed at the fire with a metal poker. “Mugwort is good enough for the likes of you.”

My heart flipped. Mugwort? Like the Mugwort in Aunt Kit’s journal? I wanted to ask the boggle about it, to find out what he knew, but could I even trust him? I didn’t know him, and he certainly hadn’t wanted to talk to us before now.

“Very good, then. Mugwort,” Forrest said. “Why did you bring us here?”

Mugwort pushed a squeaky hook holding a kettle until it hung over the fire, then flopped to the table and shuffled dishes around before returning with three chipped cups. “You might as well sit.”

Forrest stepped forward, hesitating only a moment as he pressed his hand to the mossy seats, and sat on one side of the fire. I followed more slowly, settling myself next to him. I shuddered as the cold seeped through the seat of my pants, and I tried not to imagine muddy water oozing up from the moss.

“What is this about?” I said, forcing my attention away from the cold under my butt. “Why did you bring us here?”

Mugwort popped the lid off a tarnished tin and shook a brown-green powder into each of the cups, all lined up along the hearth. “I’m going to be nice about this, but only because one of you isn’t from Cider Hollow and the other of you is a human.”

I bit my lip to keep from retorting something snarky. It reminded me too much of how Forrest thought I would only be a liability as a human. Of Maple’s words, the ones that cut like a knife straight through me. I had proven Forrest wrong, at least, and I wanted to say I was an asset. 

But I needed Mugwort to keep talking. So I kept my mouth shut.

“This land is older than the town,” he continued. “And it will exist long after the town is gone. But long before the humans arrived, it belonged to the Fae. And not Fae like you”—Mugwort narrowed his eyes at Forrest—“but Fae as old as history.

“In those long ago days, the Fae divided their land into three clans: the Pine Fae, the Aspen Fae, and the Datura Fae. But one tract of land stood neutral, sacred ground with magic as old as the Earth. It was the one place all clans could come together, restore their magic, find peace.

“But the peace did not last. Each of the clans grew jealous, wanting to annex the sacred land to their own. As the years passed, the clans fell into war after war. Many died, and many more lost their magic.” Mugwort pulled the kettle off the hook and added steaming water to the cups. A fragrance something like mud and mint spread around us, stinging my nose. “Eventually they came to a truce and drafted a treaty: if the land could not belong to one clan and one clan alone, none could have it. Have you heard the saying ‘salt the fields’?”

I nodded, dread turning my stomach in knots again. Mugwort handed us each a cup, and I held it to my nose, sniffing at the thick, sludgy brew.

“Well, the Fae essentially did that to the land. They erected spells around it to keep anyone with magic out. They dropped magic artifacts into the middle of it to keep them out of the hands of their enemies. And the sacred land returned to the Earth. And, finally, the Fae had peace.”

I took a cautious sip. It was surprisingly not bad, hitting me with spearmint and cumin. Though, I certainly wouldn’t be making mint-cumin pies any time soon. “Are you saying the woods here are that land?”

Mugwort hopped onto the remaining seat and took a sip from his cup before responding. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. So stay out of it. I say this for your own good. Venture in, and you may never return.”

My heart fluttered, and I looked to Forrest in alarm before turning back to Mugwort. “I think my aunt is in there. And my friend.”

Mugwort sighed. “Then you may as well consider them lost.”

I closed my eyes as my pulse pounded in my ears. It couldn’t be true. I wouldn’t accept it. Couldn’t accept it.

Why would Aunt Kit go into those woods if they were warded against entrance? What would compel her to invade such a sacred space?

And was this why Maple told me to stay out of it? Was she from one of the three clans? Was it that she wouldn’t help because of her heritage?

Or maybe she couldn’t help.

Hope rose in my chest like a bird into the sky. Maybe Maple would have helped if she could but was compelled by her family to keep me out of it. Maybe she wasn’t pulling away from me on purpose.

Maybe it wasn’t her fault.

Which meant that maybe we could mend this. If only I could talk to her, tell her that I knew.

“What happens if her aunt stays in the sacred land?” Forrest said, voice stiff and tense. He still held his cup as he’d been handed it, unmoving.

Mugwort lowered his brew. “I... I’m not sure. But I can tell you one thing. Nothing has been normal since she went in there. And maybe she got exactly what was coming to her.”

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. Maybe the bad weather really was her fault.

Just not the way I thought.
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MY HEART RACED AS WE made our way back up the stairs and out of Mugwort’s den. All I could think about—besides trying to decipher what would possess my aunt to invade sacred land—was Lissa.

It was my fault. And if she was lost to the land, that would be my fault, too. I sent her in there, sent her after Aunt Kit.

I didn’t know any better, yet instead of flour, I was likely to have blood on my hands at the end of this.

“We need to find Lissa,” I said through wooden lips.

We broke through the opening of the cave, and with each step, I could feel the spell wear off as we returned to our normal sizes. The scent of ozone still hung in the air, the wind carrying bright golden leaves across our path, rippling the water in the field. But beyond the wind whistling around us, all was silent.

“I’m not sure we can,” Forrest said. He pressed his lips together, staring across the field toward the forest’s edge.

I reached for his hand, craving any touch, any comfort. Any proof that this wasn’t just some horrible nightmare. He grasped my hand, squeezing it once and then holding on tightly as we stepped back into the water. I shivered against the wind, against the chill of the water.

“Then what are we going to do?” I choked out. “I can’t just leave her there. I sent her in!”

He shook his head, still not meeting my gaze. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t know.”

“Then what?” Tears burned at my eyes, and a streak of dark blue hair whipped across my face.

He took a deep breath. “We go back to the Court. I contact my parents. Maybe they know something about this.”

“Maybe we should find Maple.”

He didn’t answer, and I turned my gaze to the ground, feeling stupid for suggesting it. Why would she talk to us about this? She told us to stay out of it, and if we’d listened... if we’d listened, we wouldn’t be stuck in this sticky dough.

But we’d be no closer to saving Aunt Kit, either.

Forrest slowed as we reached the end of the watery line of vines and stared into the woods. For several long moments, he didn’t say anything. I followed his gaze, heart in my smelly, muddy shoes.

Still no sign of Lissa.
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I TAPPED MY FINGERS on the polished table in front of me, head propped in my hand, as I watched Forrest pace back and forth across his dining room. We were back in the Court, in the half that extended into the Fae realm, and the doors were open to let in the cool, crisp air from the lake.

We should be out looking for Lissa. We should be contacting Maple. I should have taken the chance to ask Mugwort about the journal while I could have. I shouldn’t be sitting here, twiddling my thumbs as Forrest begged for help from his parents.

Hannah appeared next to me, cradling a steaming cup of coffee. It was dark and definitely had less cream than I usually added, but it smelled strong. Today called for strong.

“Thank you, Hannah,” I said as she set it on the table in front of me. “Do you read minds?”

She laughed lightly. “Of course not. But a good hob knows the needs of the household.”

I offered her a wooden smile, and she patted my shoulder before taking the handle of a cart and pushing a kettle of tea over in Forrest’s direction. He didn’t stop his pacing as she prepared him a cup, his Fae version of a cell phone pressed to his ear. Its case looked like it was carved from bark, but the screen was still glass, and he could still access normal smartphone apps and such. Plus a few Fae ones I’d never seen before.

“But what can I do?” he was saying, pausing in front of the open door.

I lifted the coffee to my nose, inhaling cinnamon and hazelnut and letting the warmth in the cup spread through me. Just the smell of the coffee was enough to calm my nerves and bring me some peace, even though nothing was resolved.

Forrest sighed and ran a hand through his hair. I couldn’t hear anything that was said on the other side of the line, but judging from his expression, it wasn’t helpful.

Finally, he lowered the phone, tapped the screen, and shoved it in his pocket. He was wearing jeans now, not traditional Fae clothing, but Hannah had been kind enough to fetch me a clean Fae skirt that shimmered when I moved. I may have secretly hoped she’d let me keep it after I was able to change back into my own clothes.

“No luck?” I said, taking a sip.

Forrest dropped himself into the chair opposite me and began adding honey to his teacup. “No. They seem to think this is a good lesson for me. That I need to figure it out on my own.”

I hesitated. “And if you don’t?”

He scratched at his chin, eyes on the tea. That crease between his eyebrows appeared again, the one that told me how concerned he really was. “I will likely have to abandon the Court plans and return home.”

My heart dropped. Return home? Away from here? Away from... me?

I shuddered. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I couldn’t imagine moving back in with my parents.”

He pushed the cup away and lowered his head to the table. “Neither can I. They’re great, but... If I can’t do this, they’ll never treat me like an adult.”

I set my coffee down and rounded the table, laying a hand lightly on his back. “That’s the problem, isn’t it? No matter how old you are, it’s hard for them to see you as capable.”

He sat up, and my hand slid to his shoulder. He grasped it, and a flush of pleasure washed through me. “Especially if I fail here.”

I bit my lip. “So don’t go home, then. Even if you can’t establish the Court... Maybe you can just... stay?”

His face softened, and he looked up at me, his sunflower eyes bright. “What did you say before? Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that? But... perhaps I am open to that discussion.”

The door to the hall flew open, and Armon, one of the Court guards, rushed inside the dining room. For the first time, Forrest and I didn’t break apart—he only held my hand tighter.

“Sire!” Armon said. “A Fae to see you. A local Fae. She says it is urgent.”

Forrest and I exchanged a look, then he turned back to Armon. “Then let’s not keep her waiting.”
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Chapter Twelve
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ARMON SWEPT DOWN the hall, boot heels clicking, and Forrest and I shuffled after him. There was a buzz in the Court, a hum of excitement—or fear. Those two emotions were mixed so heavily in the air, it was hard for me to separate them.

Were the local Fae something to fear? I’d never been afraid of any of the Fae I’d known, other than the normal sayings and admonitions that Grandma had taught me. Never thank a Fae. Don’t give them your true name. Don’t invite Fae into your house.

My stomach flopped as the words returned to me. How could I have forgotten?

I’d gotten so comfortable with the sprites and with Forrest. I invited all three of them into my house. I probably thanked at least one of them. Hadn’t I even just done that with Hannah and the coffee? And they all knew my name by now.

Should I be afraid? How much did I really trust them?

I glanced over at Forrest as we rushed along, at the way his eyebrows were drawn in concern, the way one stubborn curl of copper hair bounced over his forehead. His hand brushed against mine, then he grasped mine, enveloping it in pleasant warmth. It was such a contrast to the chill that descended around us.

I could trust Forrest. I knew that, deep in my bones, like we’d always belonged together. Even now, as things were falling apart with Maple and Lissa was missing, I could be sure of that. He hadn’t given me any reason to believe otherwise.

I gripped his hand tighter, and we reached the throne room.

This was the source of the emotions drifting through the halls like the scent of a freshly baked pie. A hush enveloped the room, heavy and expectant. Courtiers stood against the woven twig walls, not even gossiping behind their fans and hands, their eyes fixed at the center of the room where a tall Fae woman stood, her vibrant magenta hair cascading down her back, ears long and pointed at the tips and lined with stone earrings in every possible gemstone color. She wore standard human garb, a pair of dark wash jeans and a fitted, dark green sweater, her boots up to her knees and shining in the yellow-gold light illuminating the Court.

But I knew this woman, the set of her spine, the arch of her jaw.

A head leaned around the woman to peer over at us. Another very familiar Fae—or, rather, half-Fae.

“Maple?” I couldn’t keep from saying.

My heart thrummed faster, and blood rushed into my face. Did she know what I’d done? Was that why she was here? My stomach churned, and I regretted the extra coffee from Hannah now that it sloshed unsteadily. I started to pull my hand back from Forrest as it grew slick with sweat, but he only held on tighter, drawing me forward toward the throne.

The taller woman turned slightly toward me. It was Maple’s mother, her face stern and commanding, like it had always been when she caught us sneaking into the woods at night for fireflies or trying to get an extra snack before dinner.

But Hannah had said the local Fae were here. And that could only mean that Maple and her mother were the local Fae. Maybe that word—local—meant more than I thought. Maybe... maybe these were the Fae here before the town, the ones from this land.

All the bits and pieces of our conversation with Mugwort came streaming back, as well as my own conversations with Maple about her heritage. She hadn’t known exactly, but I wasn’t so sure that was true anymore. Were the local Fae hiding their true natures from Cider Hollow? Was that why she’d never told me?

And why were they here, now?

Forrest finally released my hand as he approached the throne, leaving me at the base of the dais with Armon as he took his seat at the top. Only after he was seated, regal and princely with no hint of the fear and concern I’d felt from him on the walk here, did he speak.

“Who requests an audience?” he said, settling his arms on the armrests of the throne.

Maple’s mother lifted her chin. “Lyra and Maple of the Aspen Fae.”

Blood rushed in my ears as the words confirmed my suspicions. Maple and her family were the local Fae, and there was no way she hadn’t intentionally hidden it from me all this time. Well, from everyone really. Not even Forrest had known about them.

Yet, while part of me understood it was likely family dynamics that had prevented Maple from sharing with me, since no one in Cider Hollow knew of the local Fae, the other part of me couldn’t help the wave of betrayal that hit me as hard as a punch to the gut. Or a caved-in pie, which was absolutely worse. 

My eyes drifted from Maple back up to Forrest, to the worry lines between his brows. He was establishing a Court in land that was already owned by other Fae. No matter my personal problems with Maple, right now this had to take my focus. For now, it was more important.

But after this was all over, if it ever really ended, we needed to talk.

Someone produced a chair and set it behind me, and Hannah appeared from nowhere, gently pushing me into it. I glanced at her, unsure why I was given a seat when everyone else in the Court stood, but I complied. Once again, I could feel an undercurrent of something I didn’t recognize, something political, drifting through the Court.

I did not like not knowing what it was.

“Welcome and greetings, Lyra and Maple,” Forrest said, inclining his head. His voice didn’t betray any of the emotions I could feel emanating from him in waves. “What brings you to the Court?”

For a moment, the room was so silent that the wind whistling outside was like a scream in my ears.

Lyra stepped forward, in front of Maple. “It has come to our attention that another clan of Fae wishes to establish land in this region. Is this true?”

Forrest glanced at me, and while he was trying to hide it, I could still sense the apprehension sweeping away from him.

“It is,” he admitted.

“It has also come to our attention that the new Fae have allowed trespass into our sacred lands. Is this true?”

Forrest took a deep breath, and I had to fight the urge to run to his side and protect him. “The nature of the local Fae was not known to this Court prior to today.”

I gripped the arms of the chair until my knuckles turned white. I wanted to run up the steps that separated us, to yell that he didn’t know, that no one knew. That they couldn’t blame him, couldn’t force him out, couldn’t punish him for something that had been hidden from the entire world.

I was still reeling from the shock of it all myself. But I couldn’t lose Forrest over this. Wouldn’t.

“So it is true, then.” Lyra’s gaze swept toward me. Her eyes were hard, cold, her voice steel, as if she never knew me, as if I hadn’t spent half my childhood running around her house. “And you have brought in a witch of power, no less. Another I was told has trespassed not once, but twice.”

I bit my lip, heart pounding. Witch of power? I just baked pies! And Lyra... she’d never spoken of me this way before. Sure, she’d been distant and cool like most Fae I’d met in my childhood (other than Maple), but she’d always been kind.

I shrank back from her, feeling the weight of the reprimand in her tone, the warning. I had done something truly terrible, and I didn’t know what. Maple had tried to warn me, but now...

Had I destroyed something fragile? Something for which they could never forgive me? Did I ruin any chance of restoring my relationship with my best friend?

I looked back up the dais at Forrest. He swallowed, his skin ashy. Could he feel it too, the weight behind Lyra’s words? The weight his own words carried now?

“As I said, a simple mistake,” he continued, careful not to look back at me. Did he know something of what she said, of that witch of power thing? “A friend was lost in the forest, and we sought to restore her.”

Lyra shook her head slowly. “You’ve no idea what you’ve done. You took a witch of power into the Sacred Grove twice. And you left another witch and a vampire. Events... events have been set into motion. If you wish to continue your presence here, you must meet with the Council of Three.”

Lyra produced what appeared to be a rolled yellow leaf. A piece of shining green ribbon, like a blade of perfect grass, was tied in a bow around it, holding the small scroll together. Hannah stepped forward to take it, then returned to my side, holding it carefully in front of her.

Lyra nodded her head at the leaf scroll. “Consider that your summons. If you wish to resolve any of your transgressions, you will appear at the indicated time.”

With that, Lyra spun on her heel and strode, head high, toward the door. The door had grown since I was here, the Court still changing and growing as it dug in its roots. Maple hurried along behind her mother, and after only a moment, they were gone.

A few seconds later, my phone buzzed against my hip, in the deep pocket sewn into the borrowed skirt. I pulled the phone out and glanced down.

Meet me at Pie-Jinks in two hours, came Maple’s text. There are some things you should know now. Things I have to tell you.
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I PULLED THE CURTAIN back from the window by the front door and stared out into the yard, toward the street. But all I could see were the golden trees along the street waving their branches in the wind, their leaves skittering across the ground. No cars, no people out and about. And it was too early for even bespelled jack-o’-lanterns to make faces at me from the house across the street, where the garden witch lived. A ring of white mushrooms was just beginning to sprout in my yard... something I’d have to talk to Forrest about later. I didn’t want any Fae popping in on me unexpectedly, at least any Fae other than the ones I considered friends.

I couldn’t stop thinking about everything that had happened—and how I’d royally messed things up. But I couldn’t take all the blame when no one had bothered sharing with us lowly humans about the dynamics of the Fae.

And then there was the way Lyra had described me in the Court: a witch of power. Just what did that mean?

A memory returned unbidden, how just last week I’d suddenly had more power than I should have. I had commanded wil-o’-the-wisps in the woods, and they’d heeded me. And when I’d rescued Lissa and Forrest from the effects of the Crimson Dianthus, I had more power than I should have had at my fingertips, power I shouldn’t have been able to command with nothing more than intentions.

But why? What was going on with me, and why now?

A squirrel ran across the footpath to my front door and Forrest shifted on his feet behind me, drawing my attention back to the present. A few bubbles drifted along on the wind across my lawn, maybe carried from a birthday party down the street. But there was no sign of Maple, and it was only a couple minutes before the two-hour mark she’d given in the text.

I let the curtain fall back into place and sighed as I turned back to Forrest. “Where is she?”

My heart pounded, and pixies danced in my stomach. Why did she want to meet? Was she going to chew me out some more? Did she realize what I’d done? Of course she did. She had to, if her mother went all the way to Forrest to complain.

Someone knocked lightly on the door, and I nearly jumped out of my socks. I spun and pulled the door open to Maple’s sheepish smile.

She was smiling? How?

“Hey, Reese,” she said, voice soft. “Can I come in?”

Since when had she asked to come in? Were things that bad that she didn’t even feel comfortable letting herself in anymore?

I stepped aside wordlessly, too afraid of what she was about to say to form any words of my own.

“Hey, Forrest,” she said as she looked over my shoulder. “I didn’t think you’d be here. But I suppose it’s for the best. You should hear this, too.”

She led the way into the living room and sat in an armchair, where I couldn’t sit next to her. Where she faced us alone. For the first time since all this started, the toll all this was taking on her was apparent: dark bags sat beneath her amaranthine eyes, her shoulders drooped, and even her bubblegum-pink hair looked dull and lank.

“Are... are you okay?” I couldn’t help saying, despite my fears.

She gave me a tired half smile. “It’s been a difficult time among my family. Nothing for you to concern yourself with.” Her smile faded. “What I have to say is a lot more serious.”

I cleared my throat. “Well, don’t think I’ll forget everything else. Maple, why didn’t you tell me you were a local Fae? Or even explain what that meant?”

She took a deep breath. “Reese, we’ve been friends for a long time. And I don’t want to lose that. But please trust me when I say... there are things I can’t tell you, at least not now. My family... we have very strict laws within the clan, laws meant to protect us, to keep peace here.”

I adjusted my glasses, glancing away. She had a point—and I did trust her. I just wished she trusted me more. I wished her mother, after all the years she’d known me, trusted me more.

“And if it wasn’t for recent events,” Maple continued, “I wouldn’t even have risked coming here. Lissa is in danger. And your aunt. We need to get them out of the Sacred Grove.”

I pressed my lips together and nodded before speaking. “So you’ll help us?”

She nodded. “As much as I can. While my mother is right that it was dangerous... I can’t just sit by and let the Grove have them.”

My stomach fluttered again at her words, and the implication that the forest was alive. I wiped my hand on my thigh, almost too afraid to ask the next question. “Does this mean we’re not fighting anymore?”

Maple laughed, a light, delightful sound that eased the tension in my chest. “We were never fighting. But don’t think I’ve forgotten how you completely ignored me when I told you to stay away. If you’d listened, Lissa wouldn’t be trapped with your aunt!”

I lowered my head, shades of shame spreading through my hair. “I’m sorry.”

I looked back up in time to see her shrug one shoulder. “What’s done is done.”

But there was one other thing. “Maple, I need to ask you this. Why did your mother call me a witch of power?”

This time Maple bit her lip and looked away with a frown. “Remember how I said there are some things I still can’t share with you? That’s one of them. But when this is over, maybe I can petition my family to tell you. Maybe.”

I sighed, too tired to fight any more, at least not while lives hung in the balance. It seemed I would remain in the dark a while longer.

“Now... I think we have some baking to do.” Maple turned straight toward the kitchen.

I ran along after her, rounding the peninsula as she began pulling potion bottles down from my shelf. “What? What are you doing?”

She barely spared a glance at me. “You’re a witch. First and foremost, a pie witch. It’s time to do what you do best. Make us some pies so we can save our girls!”

The next hour was a flurry of preparation. I directed Maple and Forrest around the kitchen, trying my best to instruct them how to create a subset of the powerful hand pies I’d made with my emergency potion ingredients while I called out the instructions from the family grimoire. At the same time, Maple suggested which selection of pies to focus on, what special abilities we might need, and some small hints at what we might expect once we got to the Grove.

But by the time we were done, I was certain that even she wasn’t sure what we were about to walk into.
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Chapter Thirteen
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WE WERE ALL shrugging into our coats, ready to head back toward the bog, when I remembered the journal. Maybe now that Maple was helping us, I could ask her about that note—and the significance of Mugwort’s bog.

“Wait here,” I said, pulling my arm through the sleeve and darting up the stairs to Aunt Kit’s room.

The journal was exactly as I had left it, and much like the last time I’d looked at it, a feeling of unease swept over me as I grabbed the book. She must have put a protection spell on it, something to keep people from reading it. But now that I recognized the feeling as a spell, I could ward it off.

Even as the thought crossed my mind, I felt that strange, untapped power rise up in me and push back at the spell. With a feeling almost like a popping bubble, the spell dissolved, and I shoved the book into my pocket and raced back down the stairs.

Maple quirked an eyebrow at me. “What was that about?”

I shook my head. “I’ll tell you on the way.”

We stepped out the door, and I glanced over at Forrest. He still had that wrinkle of worry between his eyebrows, and I had to resist the urge to run my finger across it, to try to smooth it out and erase his concern.

Maple looked at him and propped her hands on her hips. “Should we travel by elemental or portal? How are you feeling today?”

In response, Forrest held up a hand as golden light and glitter shaped like bright orange maple leaves swirled over his palm. He tossed the light forward, like an underhanded softball throw, and a portal splashed to life before us.

Maple nodded and smiled at him. “Great.” Her smile faltered. “And, uh... for what it’s worth, I hope things work out with the Council of Three.”

The crease between Forrest’s eyebrows deepened. “I appreciate the sentiment, but it’s my own fault. I should have done more research.”

Maple shrugged. “You never would have found out. My people are too secretive, and any records are probably wrong anyway. But let’s save Lissa before we worry about that.”

“And Aunt Kit,” I said, cutting into the conversation.

“And Aunt Kit,” Maple agreed.

We turned back to the portal and stepped through, one at a time.

The bog—and the forest beyond—greeted us, the earth squelching beneath our feet. As soon as I stepped away from the swirling portal, I pulled the journal out of my pocket and flipped to the page with the statue, then looked at the next couple pages. A sketch of the landscape before us filled the pages immediately after the statue sketch, along with the words, “Hot chocolate scry: September 25.”

So whatever Aunt Kit was doing, she’d been able to scry the location that led her here. Which meant she was actively searching for this... whatever it was.

I tilted the pages toward Maple. “Do you know what this is? I think this is what Aunt Kit was looking for.”

Maple took the book and stared closely at the sketches. “I didn’t know Kit spoke Common Fae.”

“Common Fae?”

“Yes, that’s what this is written in.”

I looked over her shoulder at the script again. I had never seen Fae written, but I believed her. “Can you read it?”

She nodded and fell silent, her eyes following the words on the pages. Her scowl deepened as she read silently for far longer than I was comfortable with.

Finally, she said, “It’s about an old Fae artifact. One that was locked away in the Sacred Grove. It has the power to change circumstances or to unlock hidden potential.”

The briefest bit of understanding dawned on me. “Well, doesn’t that sound like something a candy witch would want.”

A candy witch like Aunt Kit. Circumstances were integral to the kinds of spells she cast, like the weather influencing the outcome of her candies. But what would prompt her to risk so much for this? Weren’t there other ways for her to accomplish the same goals?

“So what exactly happened when she went in?” I said. “Was she responsible for all the weird weather?”

Maple shrugged. “It’s hard to say. But the artifact could have caused it... which would be bad news for us. Do you have those pies ready?”

I patted my bag where I’d packed our stash of emergency potion pies, the ones selected at Maple’s direction. In an odd twist of fate, the emergency kit that had helped me make my first potion pies years ago, that I had used recently to save my friends from the flowers, was the same kit I now used to save the aunt who gave it to me in the first place. I’d depleted far too many of the resources—ones Aunt Kit hadn’t given to me yet, though she’d brought them along on her visit—but there was enough there for me to craft a few strong protection potions, a strength potion for me (Fae didn’t really need what those potions could give, since their strength was already more powerful), some specialty hand pies that would buff different senses, and a few healing potions. I was sincerely hoping I wouldn’t need those last ones, either for us or for Aunt Kit and Lissa. But just in case, I had enough healing hand pies for all five of us.

“Great,” Maple said.

She turned back to the forest and stared into its darkness, unmoving.

“Are you okay?” I said, dropping my voice to just above a whisper. “You don’t have to do this, you know. I don’t want you to get in trouble. I can handle it. In and out, just like that.”

She shook her head so violently that half her hair escaped her messy pink bun. “No, I could never live with myself if I let you go in there and you didn’t come back.” She pinned the loose strands back in place. “I’m coming. Let’s just hope my mom doesn’t find out.”

I shuddered theatrically for her, and she cracked a worried smile. It wasn’t much, but at least it was a response.

At least we were here, together. Just like when we were kids.

I glanced over at Forrest, and much like Maple, his eyes were fixed on our goal: the edge of the trees. I followed his gaze, looking for any hint of movement—or spectral family and friend—but it was just as dark and motionless as the last couple times we’d entered.

Oh, how quickly that had changed.

I took a deep breath. “So what’s the plan?”

Forrest bobbed his head toward the trees. “Get in. Find Lissa and Kit. Get out.”

I almost rolled my eyes, but the nerves in my stomach kept me from being too snarky. “Beyond that.”

Maple dug in her pocket and removed three stiff orange-gold aspen leaves, a rune I didn’t recognize carved into them. She breathed on them, brilliant copper light enveloping the leaves in her hands and igniting the rune with a glow as bright as the setting sun. The runes now alight, she passed each of us one leaf. “Please, don’t ask me what this is. But don’t lose it. Keep it in your pocket at all times. It’s the only way we can stay in the Grove.”

I swallowed at her words, biting my tongue to keep from asking questions. I desperately wanted to know what she’d given us and how it could possibly protect us from whatever had kicked us out, but... I had to respect Maple. I had to trust her now like I hadn’t before.

Still, my heart beat wildly, and silver anxiety took control of my blonde hair. Maple’s eyes flicked to it once, but she only pressed her lips together and stepped toward the forest.

The wind howled across our path, blowing leaves and dried bits of cranberry vines under our feet. They crunched with each step, and I pressed forward. Could the wind be alive now, as it had seemed to be last time? And was it related to the artifact inside the Grove?

The closer we drew to the edge of the Grove, the tighter the knot in my stomach ached, until it was like cream added to a hot custard too quickly: clotted in little tiny pieces and souring the entire recipe. The wind continued its howling, now pulling at my clothes as if it had a personal mission to keep me out of the trees.

But somehow, finally, we made it to the edge.

Now that I’d heard the history of this place, it was hard not to notice that all the trees were either aspens or pines, and beyond the thorny edge of the trees, where the shrubs formed a nearly impenetrable barrier, the flowers appeared to all be from the nightshade or Datura family. Was it a coincidence? Did the Grove respond to the Fae who called it home? Or had the Fae in the area taken their names from the plants growing here?

I glanced over at Maple and opened my mouth to ask, but the stern set of her jaw, the outright fear in her eyes, quieted my tongue. Now was not the time. Not when we were about to do something so dangerous, something that could have any number of terrible aftereffects for Maple.

I had to do whatever I could to protect her, even if it meant keeping my burning questions to myself.

We stopped outside the barrier of undergrowth, and a faint ringing like windchimes met my ears. Was the leaf charm working? I reached my hand into my pocket and rubbed my thumb along its ridged surface, allowing the warmth of whatever spell she’d used to chase the numbness from my fingertips. The chiming dissipated, and I took a deep breath of the damp, earth smell.

Afraid to break the silence, I glanced between Maple and Forrest. They both nodded, faces grim, as we stepped forward and broke through the briars. My heart thudded in my chest, warning me of something, though I wasn’t yet sure exactly what that was.

That deathly stillness descended as I stepped onto the soft loam in the darkness of the Grove. I gripped the leaf tighter, praying it would do its job now. Praying we would stay long enough to find those missing.

The ringing continued, drifting between the trees so softly I could barely hear it, and light pulsed from deeper in the Grove. But unlike before, no wisps bobbed between the tree trunks, and there was no sign of the spectral form of my aunt.

Or of Lissa, for that matter.

The ferns appeared again, an entire sea of them. Were they different this time? Taller? Hadn’t I encountered them earlier when I’d lost Lissa? Or was it a trick?

Laughter, so much like the sprites’, echoed around us, and I paused, one foot in the air, as I looked around for its source. But much like the sprites’ laughter, I couldn’t pinpoint it. It was like it came from nowhere and everywhere all at once.

I shivered and pulled my coat closer around me. The wind hadn’t followed us, but it still howled outside, adding a whistle that slowly overtook the heavy silence that had been here when we first stepped through.

The ferns parted around my feet, and I slid my boot back and forth, hoping to see the stone that had tripped me last time. But the sea of ferns was too vast, and I was too disoriented. Everything here looked different. Felt different. It was like the Grove changed and grew in our absence, shuffling itself so that no one would be able to return without starting over.

How much of this was a spell? Was the land alive, or had it been made this way by the Fae?

A branch snapped in the distance, and I looked up and past Maple deeper into the woods. The light glowed faintly in the distance, mostly blocked by the tree trunks between us, but... was that a person?

I opened my mouth and took a deep breath to call for Lissa, but Maple spun, eyes wide, and clamped a hand over my mouth before I could so much as whimper. She shook her head once, firmly, like the way Thea responded in nods and shakes, and pressed a single finger to her raspberry tinted lips.

I snapped my mouth closed and nodded, pixies fluttering about my stomach now. Why did we need to be quiet, and was our talking why we’d been pursued last time?

With each step deeper into the Grove, my fear and apprehension grew. There was so much more that I didn’t know, so much that Maple couldn’t tell me. And yet here we were anyway, risking our lives on the chance we could save others.

Warmth touched my open hand, the one not clasped around the aspen leaf, and I smiled shakily over at Forrest as he squeezed my fingers. He offered me his own smile, the plastic, confident one he showed to his Court.

One that attempted to hide how afraid he truly was.

But I could feel it in the way his fingers trembled, in the way his breath came in shallow bursts, in the way his steps hesitated even as we pressed onward.

The ferns rustled, adding their whispers to the soft chorus of the forbidden forest. They seemed to stretch on forever, undaunted by the eerie, chilled atmosphere.

I took another step, my foot sinking into the soft earth beneath my feet.

But it didn’t stop.

Before I knew what was happening, the ground crumbled beneath me, and I disappeared into darkness.
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I BLINKED MY EYES OPEN, then blinked again as they were only met with more darkness. My head throbbed as I tried to push myself into a sitting position, and I held a hand to the pulsing welt on the side of my head.

What in the name of all that was sweet and sugary was that? And where the heck was I?

Better question, where were Forrest and Maple? I vaguely remembered Forrest pulling on my hand, but he’d only managed to grab my glove as I disappeared into the earth, swallowed whole.

I looked up, but I could only see the barest hint of light—at least a hundred feet above me and hazy.

How was I even still alive?

I took a breath to call for my friends, but the memory of Maple’s wordless warning caused me to snap my jaws closed again.

I reached up to adjust my glasses, but my fingers brushed my face, and I cursed my luck silently before feeling around the ground for them. Something soft and cool, like moss, covered the floor, tickling my skin. My fingers bumped something hard and cold, and I wrapped them around it.

These weren’t my glasses. It was too rough, too heavy.

I dropped it and kept feeling around until I finally brushed up against them. I shoved them on my face, then felt around in my bag for the small flashlight I’d brought, the one with the night setting, and flipped on the red light.

The stark crimson landed on the thing I’d grabbed by mistake, and I jumped back as my heart leapt into my throat.

It wasn’t anything alive, thank goodness. But it was dead. A bone as long as my entire arm, one I couldn’t identify.

I readjusted my glasses again and shifted to my knees, careful not to touch the bone. But as I cast my light around the small hollow into which I’d fallen, dread overcame my initial fear.

The entire hollow was littered with bones.
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Chapter Fourteen
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I FROZE IN shock, staring at the scattered bones while the blood pulsed in my ears. They were all sizes: the huge bone I’d touched earlier, bones the right size to be a person or a Fae, bones so tiny I barely saw them in the loam. Whose bones were these? And what had killed their owners?

A chill worked its way under my skin, digging deep to my own bones, and I shivered as I backed toward the wall behind me. The rough, uneven surface stabbed into my back through my coat, and I swallowed, unable to peel my eyes from the graveyard at my feet.

Until another sound echoed around me, something like a low hiss. I jerked my red light up and swept it across the far wall until it was consumed by a gaping tunnel. The sound could only be coming from there—and judging from the rest of this tiny, death-littered room, that was my only way out.

I knelt on the ground again and dug around in my bag for the food storage bins I’d shoved in there. With the red light, I was able to make out the labels I’d hastily written for each. The healing potion pies were on the top, and my heart flopped at the sight. Hopefully Forrest and Maple were okay aboveground, since I couldn’t give these to them right now. I popped one in my mouth and kept digging.

Underneath the healing pies I found what I needed: night vision and courage pies. It would take courage I didn’t have to step into that tunnel.

I started with the night vision. I’d baked this potion into a bite-sized hand pie flavored with key lime filling; I thought the bright green would be funny for night vision, like how the image appeared through those goggles. But now I just wanted to roll my eyes at past-Reese. Still, I popped the pie in my mouth, allowed the creamy filling to burst on my tongue, and waited for its effects to kick in.

The room came into focus, much like at dusk, each edge growing sharper as the potion took hold. I slipped the flashlight back into my bag’s side pocket where I could grab it again once the potion wore off, and dug out one of the courage pies.

I hesitated as I raised it toward my mouth. I’d baked it into a blueberry hand pie, again bite-sized. There was no pumpkin spice in this one, like there had been in the first pie I’d served Forrest, but there was the warmth of memory. Even when I was only going for effects and buffs to my own abilities, I couldn’t resist adding the emotions.

The memory in this pie was one that pushed me forward, a mess of words from my parents, from Maple—and from my grandmother. All the people who spurred me on to follow my dreams, to take the risks I’d been too afraid to admit I wanted.

These were the comments that had pushed me to quit my day job and open Pie-Jinks.

I took a quick breath and shoved the bite in my mouth, chewing through the tart blueberries and sweet, sugary crumb layers. Visions of those closest to me danced through my head, their words echoing strangely in a way that had never happened with my simple emotion potion pies.

You have such talent, my dear, came Grandma’s voice.

I’m so proud of you! My mom.

It’s like you’re all grown up! Maple.

I took a deep breath, shoved the container back in my bag, and rose to my feet. With a determined look at the gaping maw of the tunnel, I slung my bag over my shoulder and took my first step into the dark.

The air grew colder as I walked, alone, into the earth. Yet each step took me upward, even if by only a few fractions of an inch at a time. I could feel it, could feel the upward shift in the world, in my place in it.

This was the way out. And once I made it out, I could find my friends. Save the others.

I could do this.

I planted another foot on the path, and that hiss echoed down the corridor again, freezing the blood in my veins. I whirled around, searching the darkness, but even with the enhanced vision there was nothing to see. Much like the laughter had been in the forest aboveground, the hissing seemed to be coming from both nowhere and everywhere.

Another feeling permeated the air now, one that raised the hairs on the back of my neck and caused goosebumps to prick my skin.

Something was watching, of that I was sure. But was it a creature? Or the Grove itself? I mean, how much did I really know about this place? Only that it was sacred—it was in the name—it was dangerous, and I was never supposed to be here.

Whatever was watching me wanted me to know that last part: I was not welcome.

Invader! Outsider!

I shuddered and pushed onward, glancing over my shoulder every couple of steps to be sure I wasn’t being followed. Once or twice, I thought I caught a glimpse of wide, luminous eyes in the shadows or of a vaguely humanoid form in the darkness, but nothing ever materialized.

A silvery glow cut the darkness ahead of me as I rounded a corner, and the gaping mouth of a cave draped in vines and waving clusters of white flowers came into view.

I doubled my speed toward it, breath coming faster as the end of this separation from my friends came into sight. The hissing increased behind me, growing louder the closer I came to the entrance. My heart pounded, the courage wearing away and leaving my nerves raw and exposed. Each step took eons as time seemed to slow, my pulse loud in my ears. Fear gnawed at me again suddenly, large and overwhelming. I whimpered, the sound odd in the uneven walls of the cave passage.

And then I burst back into the seemingly eternal twilight of the woods.

My breath returned to me as my heart eased its pounding. The potions had definitely worn off much more quickly than they should have, but everything was different in the light, less threatening.

But now that I was back on the surface, back in the woods, the chimelike ringing returned, echoing lightly on the nonexistent wind. Another sound joined it, something that sounded like... singing?

I turned my head, trying to locate which direction the singing was coming from. Once I picked up the path, I started in that direction. I didn’t know where I was, let alone where Forrest or Maple were, but maybe, if this was another person, they could help me.

I wound through the trees, my feet somehow finding what appeared to be a narrow deer trail through knee-high flowers in every shade of the rainbow. Woodsmoke drifted around the trees, carrying another, all too familiar, scent: baking.

Who in the world was out here baking?

Movement out of the corner of my eye stopped me in my tracks, and I turned toward it. Far off, at least a hundred feet if not more and partially hidden by the trees, stood a figure. The same figure I had seen when we entered, though I couldn’t be sure exactly who it might be at this distance. They were wrapped in a silvery cloak of some sort, one that shone like moonlight on the water or frost on the grass, and silvery specks glittered in the dim light surrounding them.

A branch snapped in front of me, and I jerked toward the sound, searching for the source fruitlessly as my heart flopped. I was getting tired of all the spooky sounds in here.

Once again, nothing.

I looked back over to where the figure had been, but they were gone.

Okay. That was fine. Spooky sounds, creepy people watching me from a distance, a living forest. Sure, I’d get out of here in one piece, all right. Definitely wasn’t like a horror movie or anything.

I rolled my eyes at myself, pushing down my fear, and continued onward, following the singing, the smoke, the food, for what seemed like ages as time stretched and spun around me. The scenery never wavered, never changed, adding to the illusion that time stood still.

I stepped past a tree trunk, and the temperature dropped again, at least another ten degrees. The ground sloped downward toward a small glade housing a mirror-like pond, dancing silver lights hovering over its surface, and a cottage. Smoke curled from the cottage’s stone chimney, and the flowers at my feet lined a footpath all the way to the door. It looked similar to Clover’s cottage back by Cider Hollow, but somehow, instead of the warm colors of his home, this place seemed cold, unwelcoming.

Yet how many options did I have? I was alone. Lost. And how was there someone living here, anyway?

Unless it was an illusion?

I swiped a hand over my eyes, feeling too tired. This was all so much. Tears pricked at my eyes, hot and burning, and I wished more than anything that my friends stood by my side now.

But it was just me. And I had to do the best I could, or, like Aunt Kit and Lissa, I’d be lost to this forest.

I took a shaky breath and stepped onto the footpath toward the cottage below. My breath puffed in a cloud of steam, and glittering crystal snowflakes seemed to hover in the air around me. The entire forest here had a gray-silver cast to it, adding to the feeling of cold that surrounded me.

Much like that cold that had frozen Cider Hollow just a couple days ago. Could they possibly be related? Or was it merely coincidence?

When I raised my hand toward the door, ready to knock, the singing stopped abruptly. By now I could tell it was coming from inside the house. The door swung open, and a willowy Fae woman stood just inside, her skin as pale and translucent as the ice around me, her gown seemingly woven from frost.

But her eyes. There was something behind that stare, something colder than the ice. Something dangerous.

I hopped back, only partially aware of what I was doing. “Um. Hi?”

The woman stared at me with her frozen blue eyes, unblinking, no hint of emotion.

“I’m lost.”

Still nothing. We stared at each other for several long moments, her not shutting the door, me not running.

And then something shifted behind that stare. She opened her mouth wide in a hiss, revealing too long spikes for teeth, each one glistening like an icicle, ready to impale me.

Crap!

I turned and sprinted back in the direction I had come, gasping and panting in the cold air as it seared my lungs, as it stabbed into my ears. The wind from my sprint whipped against my face, numbing my cheeks instantly. The frozen ground under my boots jarred my knees with each pounding step.

I risked a glance over my shoulder and nearly screamed, immediately regretting that decision. The Fae woman—or whatever she really was—glided only feet behind me, those fangs poised to strike.

I turned my head forward again, but it was too late. I tripped on something—or she raised something to trip me—and I tumbled down an incline. I smacked into branches and boulders all the way to the bottom of a small gorge before hitting my head on something hard and unyielding.

The world went dark and cold.
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Chapter Fifteen
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SOME TIME LATER, I awoke, every muscle stiff and every bruise aching where I’d hit the Grove. I blinked my eyes open and sat up quickly, head pounding as I searched for the Fae woman. Movement caught my gaze at the top of the incline, but it wasn’t the woman.

Something long and glistening like ice, ribbon-like, like a snake or... dragon? Whatever it was, it paced back and forth, staring down at me with the same open, toothy sneer, ready to devour me. Yet it seemed it couldn’t cross some sort of invisible threshold at the top of the hill.

And staring at those teeth, I knew without any hint of uncertainty that this thing was my pursuer.

So it had really been some kind of illusion. Was the cottage even real? Was any of this real?

Something rustled to my left, and I leapt to my feet, wincing and pressing a hand to my head. Hopefully my healing pies had made it through that fall unscathed. I needed one, desperately. Again.

A flicker of light darted between the trees near where I’d heard the sound, and a staticky form much like how I’d seen Aunt Kit on my porch wandered between tree trunks. But this one wasn’t her. It wasn’t even Lissa. I didn’t recognize this person, a human.

How many people were lost in these woods? And why had the Grove only started to react when Aunt Kit trespassed? Did it only care about magical creatures intruding?

The figure disappeared, and something like pity settled into my stomach. If I could, I would free that person, too.

A branch cracked again from the same direction, and then Maple and Forrest came into view, their expressions filled with fear and despair. As soon as their gazes found me, relief swept over them and they sprinted through the flowers to reach me.

Forrest rested his hands on my shoulders, looking into my eyes, lowering his brows at the trickle of blood where my head had hit that rock or whatever it was. “Are you all right?” he whispered. Then his gaze drifted over my shoulder and up the hill toward the creature. “What in the four Courts is that monstrosity?”

Maple froze next to him, her gaze sweeping up to the creature as well. The blood drained from her face. “We need to get out of here,” she whispered.

“Can you walk?” Forrest whispered, voice strained and tight.

I nodded, then winced as the motion made my head pound. He put his hand on my lower back, sending a shiver through me that wasn’t from cold, and guided me in front of him. We didn’t run, but we certainly didn’t delay. The forest remained frozen around us, those motes of ice still floating in the air, but the infuriated roars of the creature faded as we dove back into the flowers and ferns, leaving the incline behind.

Maple led us toward a cluster of rocks in a small clearing, a frozen waterfall extending into a pond that was also completely ice. We nestled down next to this meager protection, surrounded by ferns again, each tiny, serrated leaf feathered in frost.

I took a deep breath as I settled onto the ground, too cold to really feel the temperature of the hard earth anymore. As I dug in my bag for pies, I said, “Did either of you see any strange... people? Figures?”

Maple settled down next to me, her eyes wild and roving the trees around us. “What do you mean?”

I glanced up at Forrest, still standing next to us with his attention fixed on the trees as well. He looked seriously spooked.

Turning back to Maple, I said, “I keep seeing, like...” I waved a hand vaguely in the air in front of me. “Staticky people? Kind of ghost-like. I saw Aunt Kit at first, finally, but just now I saw someone I didn’t recognize. Someone human.”

Maple turned to look at me, expression grim. “The Grove has pulled people in over the years. If you saw your aunt like that... it means the Grove has a hold on her.”

“So how do we break it?”

“That is the question, isn’t it?”

Forrest raised a hand, glowing with that warm golden light. “Well, until we figure that out, we should probably protect ourselves.”

Maple leapt to her feet. “No! Put that out!”

She clamped her hands over his, pushing it back down to his side. I stood next to them, looking from her terrified face to his confused one.

“Magic will draw the Grove’s attention!” she hissed. “My leaves can’t protect us if that happens. Only a potion, like Reese’s pies, would be undetected.”

I blinked at her. “The Grove’s attention? What does that mean?”

“Well, you saw those people. You want that to happen to us? Because I assure you, if the Grove catches us, we’ll be the ones needing rescue. And then my mom will definitely kill me!”

Under other circumstances, her worry about her mom might have been comical. But now, I almost wished Lyra would show up and save the day, like she did when we were kids venturing too close to a grumpy old gnome’s burrow or other dangers.

But no one was going to come to our rescue now. We were adults, and we had made a very adult decision to trespass here, whatever good intentions we started with.

I swallowed, turning back to her. “So what do we do? How do we get everyone out of here?”

Maple took a deep breath. “This all started when your aunt went after the artifact, right? Then we need to find it and deactivate it somehow.”

“Okay...” I said, tapping my chin. After the time we’d been having, that didn’t seem so easy.

“And we have to do it without disturbing the Grove.”

“Is that even possible?” Forrest said.

Fear filled his eyes, and I couldn’t keep myself from laying a hand on his cheek, pushing as much comfort as I could through the motion. Could he feel my emotions the way my customers could in my pies? Was I powerful enough for that?

He laid his hand over mine, and the deep lines of worry in his face softened. I lowered my hand as he pulled me into a hug, enveloping my body against his. I let my head drop onto his shoulder and closed my eyes, trying to ignore the way my glasses dug into my temple. For a few moments, we just stood together. Comforted each other.

“Okay, guys,” Maple cut in. “I think that’s enough. We need to figure out a plan.”

Reluctantly, I pulled away from Forrest and turned to face Maple. He didn’t release my hand, and I flushed, pleased despite our circumstances.

Maple handed me one of my healing pie bites. “Start with that. You need it.” She pointed a finger at Forrest. “And no healing magic, either! That’s just as bad as warding magic.”

Forrest sighed and ran his free hand through his hair. “I feel as if I am not prepared for the politics in this town.”

Maple half smiled at him. “Neither am I.”

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at that. “So how do we find the artifact?”

“Well,” Maple said, inhaling with the word, “if I recall my own history correctly, when it’s active it means that someone turned it on. My guess is your aunt.”

I almost pointed out that the rain had started before she even showed up on my doorstep, but it was possible she’d already been poking around in the woods even before that. Maybe just that interference had been enough to trigger events here, and my story about the wisps could have led her to the artifact itself. And from there, well... it was no great leap to connect the more extreme weather with the activation of the artifact.

“And if it’s on,” Maple continued, “there will be some kind of trail. Something obvious, but related to its effects.”

I raised an eyebrow, confused. “A weather trail? What does that even mean?”

She pressed her lips in a thin line and tapped her chin with one manicured nail. “Maybe there’s something in that journal?”

“Right!” I knelt back down next to my bag and dug for the journal.

Maple and Forrest knelt next to me and leaned over my shoulders to see as I riffled the pages. Finally I came back to the sketch of the artifact. I flipped to the next page, slowing down now that I’d found the right place in the book, and examined the sketch of the edge of the Grove, as seen from the cranberry bog. It was hard to make out anything that might be hidden in the drawing, though more of the Fae words were scrawled in the margins. Maple mouthed silently as she read them, tilting her head to get a better look.

“Nothing on this page,” she finally said. “Just a description of the bog.”

I squinted at the pencil and ink trees one more time for good measure, but when nothing popped out but finely detailed leaves, I turned the page.
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Chapter Sixteen
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I CAUGHT MY breath at the next images in the journal. Someone, probably Aunt Kit, had taken a wash of watercolors to create a weather cycle in every possible color.

Lissa would have loved this.

I froze and shook my head lightly. Why was I talking like she was gone? We were going to find them—we had to. Yet I couldn’t help the sinking feeling in my stomach. The longer we took, the less hope I had for a good outcome to this whole mess.

Soft susurrations whispered in my ear as Maple read more of the Fae text, but eventually, again, she shook her head. “No, this is only about the weather function of the device.”

I nodded and slowly turned the page. But just then, a gust of wintry air puffed across the journal pages, shuffling them toward the end, and a banshee-like scream filled the air.

We jumped to our feet, and I shoved the journal into my pocket.

“Is winter wind a weather trail?” I said, voice shaking. “Or a winter banshee?”

Forrest rubbed at his chin. “I feel like... I’ve heard that before. But that’s crazy.”

I zipped my bag and slung it over my shoulder. “Well, I followed a whole trail of frost here, and just look at that waterfall! Maybe it’s a sign?”

Maple glanced over her shoulder. “Maybe. I suppose it’s worth a shot.”

“What about that creature?” Forrest said.

I shuddered, the image of its long, glistening teeth seared into my memory.

“Avoid it, I suppose,” she said, her voice too calm and level when talking about the thing that nearly destroyed me.

Forrest nodded. “Then let’s do this.”

“Wait, what?” I blurted. “We’re just going to waltz back up to the creature that tried to eat me? It pretended to be a woman baking in the woods, for crying out loud!”

Maple tugged at my bag. “Didn’t you say you had some kind of special pies in there?”

“I do... but only enough for the three of us.” I pulled my backpack closer to me and unzipped the bag just enough to rummage for one of the smaller storage bins. I didn’t have much of this, since I didn’t realize we would need it. I popped off the lid carefully so I didn’t spill, then handed out the smallest of the pies.

These things were potent. And unless something in the Grove disrupted it, the effects could last for an entire twelve hours.

And I only had these three.

I zipped the bag back up, and we each held our pies up before popping them in our mouths. I had used an uncommon filling for these: teaberry. It was sort of a mix between bubblegum and wintergreen, but it worked well for this particular potion’s minty flavor. The pie dissolved on my tongue, releasing the cool sensation of mint across my entire body.

I raised a hand, checking my own potion’s effects, and looked through my palm to a fern below me. I looked up at my best friend and my boyfriend. A blue-white aura seemed to emanate from them, and their bodies faded just a bit so they appeared translucent.

But not like the figures in the forest. Those figures were like static, flickering in and out of reality, while we were more like ghosts.

Forrest stared at his own hands, turning them over in front of his eyes. “What did you do to us?” he said, wonder in his voice.

“Invisibility, sort of,” I said. “We’re not exactly invisible, but we should be invisible to anything with magic. Magic can’t touch us as long as this potion is active.”

“Wow,” he breathed.

I nodded, but I couldn’t even enjoy the awe in his voice. This was one of Aunt Kit’s recipes, one she’d added to the family book. It had used up the last of several of my ingredients. I could only hope it would be enough.

“Ready?” Maple said.

I wasn’t, not really. Maple was far braver than I. But as she took the lead, of course I fell into step behind her. She was my friend. And I was committed to this.

Forrest’s footsteps rustled against the ferns and flowers behind me, and I reached a hand back. He took it immediately, sending a wave of warmth, of comfort, through me.

And then we retraced our steps toward the beast, whatever it was. I didn’t even want to ask Maple, didn’t really want to know, what it was.

My breaths misted into the air as each one came faster the closer we came to the incline I’d fallen down. The chiming sounds rang again, like windchimes echoing in the stillness, but then something else broke the silence of the forest.

I know what you are.

A shiver rippled down my spine, and I yanked my hand back from Forrest as I spun to look around us. The voice had sounded clear as day, right next to us, but there was no sign of life anywhere nearby, not even the flickering forms of those lost here.

“Did you hear that?” I whispered.

Forrest and Maple both shook their heads, but they looked around anyway. But when it became apparent there was nothing in the area, Maple just gave me a shrug and continued onward.

Something crackled, then snapped, off to our left, and then a path of stark white frost raced toward us from the direction of the sound. We leapt back out of its way, and it continued onward past us. I slapped my hand over my heart as it pounded.

“What the heck?” Maple said softly.

Forrest simply pointed at the path. “Weird weather pattern?”

My stomach flopped at the words, both in nerves and realization. He was right. This was exactly the kind of sign we were looking for.

But where in the world had it come from?

“Let’s go, then,” I said, taking the first step toward the frost trail’s origin.

I kept parallel to the path, Forrest next to me and Maple on the other side of the frost. None of us touched it, and I wondered if they felt the same waves of trepidation rippling off it that I did.

Something else cracked nearby, and then a tree branch crashed down just ten feet to our left. The entire branch had a thick coating of ice that shattered and exploded in a bloom of white powder that glittered as it fell back to the ground like snow. I jumped as it fell, and we hurried forward. The trees creaked and groaned in protest of the ice and cold, and every now and then, another tree branch broke in the distance.

A few light gray stones, much like the one I had tripped on in the ferns last time, began breaking through the surface. They also had carved runes on them, but the moss mostly covered them, the runes cold and dark. I had no idea what they meant, but now I was sure they were related to the nature of this place, to the Fae who built it.

The trail of frost zigged and zagged between the trees, and we followed as quickly and quietly as we could, doing our best not to draw attention to ourselves. The chimes continued, the specks of frozen light and snow still floated on the air, but no figures popped into existence nearby.

Yet, despite the calm, my heart thudded and my head felt light as I expected something, anything, to jump out at us.

The trail suddenly ended at the bottom of a cliff, its stone the same light gray as the rune stones scattered throughout the forest. I looked up the sheer face, glistening with ice, and thought I saw someone standing at the top—the same cloaked figure I had seen before. But I blinked, and suddenly the figure was gone again.

“What now?” Forrest whispered, looking left and right where the cliff extended out of sight. The magic from my pies mostly protected us, but we all still appeared to be afraid of raising our voices too loud.

There seemed to be no way around, only up. I looked toward the top again, where the forest continued as if someone had just pulled part of it upward out of the ground. The trees looked just as old, and dry grass hung over the side, reaching down toward us.

I set a hand on the cold rock, and ice melted beneath it. The frost made it slick, that was sure, but roots and plants had somehow found purchase here anyway, making for potential hand- and footholds.

As if reading my thoughts, Maple said quietly, “We climb.”

Forrest opened his mouth to respond, but Maple was already grabbing onto a ledge of stone close to her. Forrest and I exchanged a look, found our own handholds and footholds on our side of the frost trail, and slowly began the ascent.

“I don’t know why we couldn’t just summon those air elementals again,” I grumbled to myself, my muscles already burning after only a few feet. I thought of the strength pie in my bag, but that wouldn’t be enough for this. What I needed was stamina. Or stronger magic.

I know what you are.

I froze, one hand on a tree root, one foot raised in search of a foothold, and looked back over my shoulder as if the source of the voice was behind or below me. But all I saw was the sparkling trail of frost cutting a sharp line through the forest floor.

I turned back to the cliff face and looked up. I was still so far from the top, and I groaned inwardly. How was I going to make it all the way to the top? And now, my stomach churned with unease as I considered the voice. Was I the only one who could hear it? And if so, why?

Pulse pounding, I placed my foot and pushed myself up to the next handhold. But before I could do more than that, the world blurred around me, and a bright white light obliterated everything I could see.
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THE WORLD WAS SO WHITE around me that I couldn’t even see where the ground met the sky. There were no shadows, no objects, nothing to break the bright expanse.

Except me.

I shivered and rubbed my arms. The air was cold here, like a winter day, and the chimes were louder, their sustained note burrowing into my brain. I wanted to clamp my hands over my ears, but something told me it wouldn’t change anything. The forest was gone, and I was alone. Somehow, the Grove had gotten to me, and I fought back waves of panic that I would be the next spectral figure wandering the world.

“Do you have any idea who you are?”

I spun on my heel toward the voice, the same voice I’d heard on the cliff face, to see the mysterious cloaked figure. It was a woman, judging from the curves under the shimmering cloak, but the hood was pulled up so that her face was thrown into dark shadows. The cold seemed to flow from her, rolling across the ground until it surrounded me like fog. I shivered, reminded of the thing that had wanted to eat me, but this... this was a real humanoid Fae, like Forrest and Maple. That primal instinct didn’t emanate from her like it had the beast.

“I asked you a question. Are you deaf?” Her voice had turned petulant.

I swallowed. “I don’t understand.”

“Pft. Humans. I know what you are. Do you?”

Humans? Just who was this person? “I’m a witch.”

“Yeees,” she said, stretching the word out like I was stupid. “And?”

And? And what? And why was I even here? Where was here?

“Who are you?” I said.

The cloak shifted as if she shook her head, and the blue fabric glittered like it was covered in frost. “You don’t need to know that. Not yet, at least. What are you?”

The blank white expanse shifted, flashing bright for a moment before settling back into something more normal. The world turned gray and dark, and I found myself standing on a small island surrounded by swampy ground. Skeletal trees reached over me, dripping vines and ivy like party banners. The putrid smell of decay filled the warm air, and fading sunlight barely reached through to the ground.

A snapping twig caught my attention, and I turned to face the sound, holding my breath. What was going on, and where was I now? My heart pounded so hard in my chest that I thought it might burst.

Green blackberry bushes heavy with berries rustled. A woman, her long blonde hair plaited, stepped into the clearing, a basket looped over her arm and her dress a dark, rough fabric that looked like it came straight out of the 1600s.

She glanced over her shoulder with a look I could only describe as terror, then rushed forward—straight for me. I gasped and held up my hands, but she passed through me like I was a ghost, and I turned to follow her movement.

The woman knelt in the center of the island and dug in a pile of freshly turned earth, all the while mumbling something, breathing words I couldn’t make out. Her movements were jerky, hurried.

And then she pulled something from the ground, holding it up so it caught the light with a fiery glow. It looked like an opal pendant, strung on a gleaming gold chain, now dirty from the earth. Fire flashed in the opal as she rose and looped the jewel around her neck, then she turned back toward the blackberry bushes, hands raised, face no longer fearful. Something shifted as the gem settled against her chest, like a darkness that had enveloped her dissipated.

Two men stumbled out into the clearing, but as their eyes fell on her, their looks of fierce determination shifted into horror.

“Leave now,” the woman said, a slight tremble in her voice. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

One of the men stepped forward, his hands up as if to calm her. “Now, Ruth. Just come with us, and we promise no one will harm you.”

“Lies!” the woman—Ruth—said.

She raised one of her hands higher, and a deafening crack, a flash too bright to see, struck as a narrow lightning bolt hit just inches from the man’s boot, raising his hair on end and scorching the ground.

“You’re coming with us one way or another,” the other man shouted. He rubbed at his ears fiercely, but despite his brave words, he took a step backward. “Do you think we could ever let a witch of power free? You have a duty!”

“Not to you!” the woman yelled. Tears glistened in her eyes. “I won’t do as you say! I can’t!”

The men lunged forward, and Ruth raised her hands again. The world flashed, and I held up my arm to block out the blinding light. When I lowered it again, the stark white expanse was back, and Ruth and her attackers were nowhere to be seen.

Witch of power. Lyra had used that same term. But what did it mean? Who was Ruth?

“Do you know now?” the cloaked woman said from behind me.

I turned to face her. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction, didn’t want to say the words, but they squeaked out anyway. “A witch of power?”

The cloak moved in what looked like a nod. “Perhaps the most powerful in a thousand years.”

My heart pounded again. A thousand years? What was she talking about?

“Who are you? How do you know this?” I demanded.

The woman raised a hand toward me, her fist closed around something. Her skin was pale, almost translucent, and tinged with blue. “Take it.”

“What?”

She opened her hand, revealing the same opal pendant Ruth had worn in the... vision? “Take it. And remember this when I come to call next.”

Something wasn’t right here. What would she demand of me when she returned? What could I possibly do for her? And why would she do this for me?

But before I could ask any more questions, I found the pendant in my hand, and she was gone.

The white grew brighter again, so bright I had to squeeze my eyes shut against it. When I opened them again, it was all gone.
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Chapter Seventeen
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I BLINKED AS my eyes readjusted to the dim light of the Sacred Grove. I gasped and wheezed, on the edge of panic as I found myself clinging to the cliff just as I’d been before... well, whatever that was.

I looked down to my hand, the one where the woman had left the pendant. I had it closed around the opal, the chain dangling down toward the ground, slightly blackened with soot.

“Reese?” Maple called from somewhere above me. “Are you okay? Are you coming?”

I shook my head lightly. There would be time to figure this out later. I hoped. But for now, I had to climb this cliff.

I draped the chain over my head, and as the opal settled between my collar bones, it flashed with that fiery light again, growing warm against my skin almost instantly. Something I didn’t recognize flashed through me, and the burning in my legs eased, my breathing growing slower and more even.

Right. I’d figure that one out later too.

Trying not to think too hard about what I’d seen or about the opal at my throat, I climbed behind Forrest toward a speck of gray sky far above, toward pine boughs reaching out over the edge of the cliff. Next to me, the trail of frost slowly dissipated and the ice coating the cliff face like frosting melted, dripping steadily down toward the ground. Even the air seemed to warm, if only a little.

Forrest climbed over the edge just overhead, then spun around and reached a hand down toward me. I grabbed it happily, though my muscles no longer burned—again, I’d definitely be coming back to that after all this was over—and he pulled me up with him. I slammed into his chest, and he instinctively wrapped his arms around me, steadying me. For a moment, I wished I could just stay there, safe, warm, but reluctantly I pulled away.

The top of the cliff was like an entirely different world. Pine trees dotted the ground, but the trees weren’t as close together as the trees below, so brown grass waved in the wind all around us. More of the flowers and ferns danced in the wind, rustling as if the forest whispered about us. In a small clearing not far from where we stood, tall granite stones stood in a circle, more runes carved into their surface, cold and dark like the one I’d seen earlier.

No glow in the runes was good, right?

I looked around, blinking at the abrupt change in the landscape. The weather artifact had to be close... why else would everything have changed so abruptly? Just a few feet behind us, it was like winter. Here? Spring.

And the trail had dissipated just like the cold air.

I turned back toward the edge of the cliff, wanting to see exactly where the trail of frost ended. But before I could lean out, my forehead hit something hard, something I couldn’t see.

“Ow,” I whispered, still afraid to wake anything in the Grove.

I rubbed at my forehead and lifted a hand out in front of me. Sure enough, it came up against some kind of invisible barrier.

“What in the world?” I said.

Forrest and Maple appeared on either side of me and tapped the barrier with their own fists or knuckles. Their expressions morphed from confused to terrified as quickly as my heart dropped into my boots. We were trapped here.

Maple took a step back and propped her hands on her hips. “Well. Shoot.”

Forrest spun toward us. “Is it the Grove? Does it know?”

As if on cue, the chiming I’d been hearing since we got here grew louder, like it did that very first time when the Grove kicked us out. My heart sped up, pounding in my ears as I looked around expectantly. But despite my fear, despite the way the sounds mimicked the first trip here, no blinding light appeared.

What did appear, though, were dozens of spectral forms, each one flashing with static. They were all ages, from small children to hunched older men and women, humans and Fae and other creatures I’d never seen before or never believed existed.

And two familiar faces standing off to the side, looking deeper into the spring-like forest.

I ran toward them, forgetting myself and raising my voice. “Lissa! Aunt Kit!”

They turned toward me, their movements slow, as if they were under water or stuck in mud. They mouthed something at me, their eyes wide, but once again I couldn’t hear anything but the chimes, couldn’t understand what it was they were trying to tell me. I reached for them, and they reached back, but my hands passed right through theirs.

They weren’t dead, right? They couldn’t be! But had I ever actually seen a ghost? Maybe this was what they looked like.

“Reese!” Forrest yelled behind me.

Yelled? And was that... fear in his voice?

I spun breathlessly just in time to see the nearest specters reaching for me. But there was something different about these, something very different from Aunt Kit and Lissa. Their eyes were hollow, and in the bursts of static running through their forms, streaks of dark red cut through the blue-white. I somehow instinctively knew touching them would be a very, very bad idea.

I ran past Maple and grabbed her hand, pulling her along after me and calling for Forrest to follow. The chimes crescendoed to a fever pitch as we darted and wove through the scores of reaching hands and glazed stares. Once, a pair of hands nearly caught me, and a wintry wave of air washed over me.

Maybe these were the real ghosts. And if that was so, did that mean Lissa and Aunt Kit would be next?

The circle of stones loomed in front of us, and Maple yanked against my grip, pulling us to a stop outside the ring. “Wait!”

I spun with the force of her grip, looking back at the approaching figures with wide eyes. Forrest wasn’t far behind, barreling toward us, not slowing as he ran. “What? Why?”

“I don’t know if we should go in there!”

There was no more time. Forrest tried to stop, but he slid along the earth and straight into us. We hit the ground, tumbling head over heels and into the ring in a jumble of limbs.

The runes on the stones flared to life around us, glowing with golden light. Warmth filled the circle, and the opal at my throat thrummed in response.

And then I felt something else. Just like I had been certain we couldn’t let the specters touch us, I was sure we were safe within this circle.

I rose to my feet and gripped the opal. I still didn’t know why the Fae woman had given it to me, what it meant, or how it related to two Fae now calling me a witch of power, but I was beginning to feel some kind of connection to it, like it had always been mine. And with that connection, I felt a sense of responsibility.

I would find the artifact, yes, but I also needed to release more than just Lissa and Aunt Kit. I just wasn’t quite sure how.

The chimes mingled with a hum from the stones, and I found myself humming along. Maple and Forrest stood to their feet next to me, brushing the dirt and pine needles from their clothes, but they didn’t approach. It was like they could also sense something in what was happening here, something none of us could quite explain.

The hum increased behind me, and I turned to face it. A trail of light shot out from the stone circle, away from the cliff’s edge. Rain began to fall, but for some reason, it only fell around the trail, like an invisible awning protected it.

The weather stone had to be that way.

I followed the pull of the chimes, the warmth of magic, toward the trailhead, pausing for a moment before setting my foot down. As it touched the glowing gold of the path, puffs of light drifted into the air like dust.

I glanced over my shoulder at the specters. They watched from outside the circle, inching closer as we ventured onto the path, following our progress but always staying outside the light, out of reach.

“I think we need to go this way,” I said, glancing at my friends.

“How do you know?” Maple said.

But Forrest only looked at me confidently. Not like he knew I was right... but like he knew he could trust me.

I turned away quickly to hide the tears burning my eyes. We had come so far in such a short time. It started with him thinking I was little better than a human, unable to protect myself or venture into the magic of his world.

And now here we were, in a forbidden Grove of magic, with me leading the way. Me protecting us.

With him at my back, each step I took had more force, more confidence behind it. This was the way, I knew it was. There was something pulling me onward, something drawing me to it. Did Aunt Kit feel this? Was that why she sought the stone?

The path stretched on seemingly forever, a balmy spring day surrounded by frozen ghosts. And at the front of the line, following just behind me, were the figures of Lissa and Aunt Kit. If I had any chance of saving them, I needed to follow this path.

I gripped the opal around my neck, feeling a warmth emanate from it that strengthened each step, each breath. I felt the hum of the magic in the air, contained within the chimes, yet between the necklace and path we were on, not to mention my potion pies, I knew it couldn’t touch us.

We turned a corner, and the light around us dimmed, though the path remained. The trees here grew larger, thicker. They were as old as the town, probably older, covered in patchy lichens and fungi, their bark smooth and gray. They stretched so high overhead that their branches blocked out what little light was left to the day.

And there, just ahead, a moss-covered pedestal. Small yellow flowers dripped down from the top, where a stone object sat on the bed of green, a stone object that was all too familiar.

The weather artifact. The device that could let anyone change the atmosphere, bring a storm—or increase their own magic. And as we approached, the evidence was unavoidable: footprints in the mossy loam exactly the right size to be Aunt Kit’s. But other footprints sank into the moss as well, older, newer, everything in between, some filled with glimmering, mirror-like puddles of water, some dry and covered in red and yellow leaves from the trees above.

How many people had been here, seeking the artifact, and why? And just what was Aunt Kit’s goal here? Did she just want to control the weather for her own magic, for her candy?

Or was she looking for power?

I suddenly realized how poorly I knew my aunt. I clenched my teeth, angry that she never bothered to call or write, didn’t try to get to know me. Angry that Mom would hide whatever it was she was doing here.

The path led to about ten feet from the pedestal, and we stopped at the edge, staring forward at it. I was so, so tired of secrets. I was ready for the truth.

Maple stepped up next to me. “So, what? We run up and take the artifact? Then what?”

I shook my head slowly, eyes on the object. It was made of both stone and brass, shaped like a globe comprised of hoops, each hoop slowly revolving. In the center, a tiny storm cloud hovered, lightning flashing, its minuscule rain drenching the ground below.

I glanced at Maple, all ideas for what to do fleeing my thoughts. “I’m... not sure.”

Forrest came up on my other side, careful to keep from stepping off the path where the specters could reach him. “That is the problem, isn’t it? We found it, but how do we release those who are trapped? And what do we do with the artifact?”

“The short answer is nothing,” Maple said, spinning to face us. “Whatever any of these people did to themselves, it doesn’t give us the right to take this thing. Or destroy it, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s Fae magic. Trying to destroy it could make it unstable or bring the wrath of my people down on our heads.”

I could almost hear her heart pounding in her chest with her fear, and I could certainly feel it flowing from her... only now I felt it more strongly as the opal pulsed warmly at my throat.

I didn’t know the local Fae like she did. Heck, I hadn’t even known they existed until Lyra showed up at the Court. And neither, apparently, had Forrest. I had just assumed they were like the other Fae I’d encountered.

Obviously I’d been wrong.

I rubbed my thumb across the smooth, warm surface of the opal. There were so many questions left unanswered, and frankly, I didn’t know where to find those answers.

Movement caught my eye in the dark trees just past the artifact, and I shifted to see the figure who had given me the necklace.

I threw an arm up, pointing toward her. “Do you guys see that?”

Maple and Forrest turned to follow my point, squinting into the dim light.

“See what?” Maple said.

“That person! The one right...” I trailed off as I looked again, the figure gone.

You know what you need to do.

I shuddered, the voice beginning to feel like ice down my spine or spiders crawling over my skin—both unpleasant options.

I took a deep breath as frustration built. How was I supposed to figure this out, and why did it fall to me?

But I knew the answer. It fell to me because I was the one here, now. I had found the source of all the town’s problems with the weather, of the disappearance of Lissa and my aunt. If I didn’t act, who would?

And then there was that mysterious witch of power business.

As if in response to my last thought, the opal pulsed with heat. I thought of Ruth again, of how she’d fought off the men who had wanted to abduct her. Was she the last witch of power? Was she... Could she possibly be an ancestor?

I closed my eyes, not quite sure what I was hoping for. But if I already knew the solution to this puzzle, maybe a little focus would help.

The artifact controlled the weather, something that was a product of the movements of the planet mixed with air currents and a whole bunch of stuff I didn’t really understand. I was a pie witch, not a weather or candy witch, so I’d never needed to know.

But Aunt Kit was a candy witch. The changes in the weather affected the consistency of candy, the ability for candies to set properly. Just that alone would make the artifact tempting for a candy witch.

And then there was the crowd of specters watching us, waiting. For what? For us to step off this mysterious path where they could attack us?

Or were they just waiting for help? Where were they, and how had they come to be lost?

I opened my eyes. I needed to see this artifact up close.

“Stay here,” I said, still clutching the pendant as I held up a hand toward Maple and Forrest.

“What?” Forrest said, voice tight. “No, Reese, let me!”

I shook my head. “No, it has to be me. I... I can’t explain it. But I think I’m meant to do this.”

He snapped his mouth closed audibly, but he didn’t argue any more, and neither did Maple, who just crossed her arms and chewed at her bottom lip.

I owed them so much pie when this was all over.

The ground sank under each step I took closer to the artifact, the chiming loud in my ears. The closer I came, the harder the wind blew, whipping my hair around my face, finding its way into my coat until I shivered. Mist rose up from the ground, obscuring the mossy forest floor, but I didn’t let any of it distract me.

I stopped just in front of the artifact, watching the way the dim light flashed across the bronze rings and accents. The tiny storm cloud still raged within, and something told me it was that storm that was at the heart of the problems, that the artifact had been activated somehow, that it was... unhappy?

And then, like the sun rising over the autumn trees, I felt it. I did know what to do. At the heart of it, I wasn’t just a pie witch.

I was an emotion witch. And this artifact was angry. I could fix that!

I reached forward, but when my fingers were only a few inches from the whirring rings, Maple shouted behind me.

“Don’t touch it!”

I glanced back over my shoulder, calmer than I had ever been before, certain I was on the right path. I even offered her a small smile. “Trust me.”

She blinked hard, like she was fighting back tears, and even Forrest’s forehead wrinkled in concern.

But once again, they didn’t try to stop me. I had asked them to trust me, and they did.

I turned back to face the artifact as lightning flashed inside the hollow sphere. “It’s okay,” I whispered. I didn’t know if I was talking to the artifact or to myself. “Everything will be okay.”

I raised my hand again, reaching for the wells of emotional memories I kept deep within. All the family gatherings, surprise parties, friendships. Trips to the movies with buttery popcorn and girlish giggles. First dates and first kisses.

But the strongest memory, the one that made the artifact pulse and hum under my fingers, even an inch away as they were, was the one from just now. The trust. The strength at my back.

I took a deep breath, then touched the artifact.
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Chapter Eighteen
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THE WORLD SEEMED to explode around me as my fingers touched the cool surface of the artifact’s one non-spinning ring. The forest shifted into a shade of pale blue reminiscent of the spectral forms that had been following us, and sparks flashed around me, drifting and floating like wil-o’-the-wisps. I spun in place to see the specters standing behind me, a crowd of white light watching my every move.

I turned back to the artifact and pressed my entire palm to it. The storm inside was dark, like it absorbed all the light around it except for the intermittent lightning. It radiated rage, just as I’d sensed before, but in this weird place it was ten times stronger.

I took another breath, the air charged with ozone and heavy with mildew, and reached for the memory it had responded to. I allowed the memory to fill me, warmth at the trust my friend and boyfriend had for me spreading throughout my body. It was the kind of trust that made a person strong, that was a sturdy foundation under their feet and wind at their back. Even the thought of it made me stand straighter and set my jaw with determination.

A presence behind me drew my attention, cool air hitting my back like a wall. I glanced behind to see Lissa on one side and Aunt Kit on the other. They smiled at me, nodding with encouragement, but even as I watched, their forms flickered again.

They were fading. I could feel it. There wasn’t much time left before they were like the crowd that stood around Maple and Forrest, my friends’ forms dark blue.

Thunder broke through the ringing chimes, so loud and heavy that it forced the breath from my lungs. I spun back to face the artifact, heart galloping forward. The storm had grown in size, now as large as my head, and shot off bolts of lightning every few seconds. Each peal of thunder was deafening now, stronger, angrier.

The figure from before flashed to life in front of me again, just as mysterious and unknowable as before. She stood on the other side of the pedestal among the trees where I’d seen her before, not speaking, just watching. It was spooky, but I had to deal with one problem at a time.

You know what to do.

I swallowed back the lump in my throat, pulling up the memory, the emotions. The storm responded by strengthening yet again, fighting back against me. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and pushed the emotion toward the artifact, through my hand, through every bit of skin contacting the object.

The world rocked under my feet, and I grabbed the artifact off the pedestal with both hands, clutching it close to me, forcing the feelings into it. It grew warm, then hot, and I screamed, sure that if I dropped it now, it would all be over. I would be among the lost.

Tears pricked my eyes as the skin on my hands blistered and burned. But I fought against it. I would end this. I would bring them back.

I would calm this storm.

Again, it fought back. Memories flashed back into my own mind, each one reminding me of the times I failed my friends, when their trust was misplaced. Each one a dagger in my side.

I gasped for air as Maple’s face swam into view, as she’d been at the football game just the other week, before the incident with Lissa and the Crimson Dianthus. Her eyes were sad, her shoulders low, her entire being despondent. She had told me how she almost didn’t get into her grad program because of the biases between Fae and humans. How her father had to get involved.

And how she didn’t tell me. Didn’t trust me with that. How she knew I couldn’t—possibly even wouldn’t—help. Because I was a human, and there was still so much mistrust between humans and Fae from any place.

Shame coursed through me, hot and so painful I gasped again.

No. I wouldn’t listen. A tear slid down my cheek, hot against my cold skin, but I recalled the trust Maple had in me, the belief I could do this, that I could change things for the better, and pushed back against the storm I held.

Another memory, more recent. Mom and Aunt Kit discussing whatever had brought Aunt Kit to town. The same information I still didn’t know. The look on her face when she caught me listening in and closed the door on me.

My confusion, my anger, diluted the warm emotions.

As each of the negative memories popped back into mind, they built on the previous one, growing stronger, making it harder to hold onto the good memory.

My ex’s face popped into my vision so quickly that I jumped back with another gasp. This one hurt almost as much as Maple’s. The sneer was exactly as I remembered, the one full of judgment, the one that told me my ideas were stupid. That I couldn’t be trusted with my own future. How stupid he thought the bakery was. How stupid he thought I was. How he trashed my reviews after I’d broken up with him.

A keening wail broke from my lips at this memory. It wasn’t even fresh anymore, but it hurt all the same. A wound not quite healed, his abuse dug fresh into me.

Tears flowed freely down my face now, fogging my glasses as I blinked against them. The emotional pain the storm threw at me dug deep into my very body, igniting my bones.

But I had come out of that relationship. I was the one to break it off.

In fact, I’d triumphed over all of these things. I’d left my ex and found Forrest, then proceeded to prove that I was capable, strong. When Maple shared her story, I’d apologized. I’d vowed to be there for her, and to the best of my ability, as much as she let me, I had been. When Mom had tried to keep me out of this business with Aunt Kit, I’d dug my heels in, refusing to be stymied, especially when Aunt Kit disappeared.

And now I’d found her. I found my chance to fix things, to bring her back.

I was strong. I was capable.

And the warmth of those emotions glowed around me, filling me again and pushing away the horrible thoughts the storm tried to use against me.

I pushed the memories, the emotions, back toward the storm, allowing myself to feel the good and the bad but not allowing it to take over again.

Calm, I thought at it.

And the storm shrank.

As it shrank, something from the globe trickled the other direction, adding itself to my own buzz of magic. The opal pulsed again, vibrating now, and much like when I’d climbed the cliff, power and strength filled me again.

Keeping my grip on the artifact, I pushed myself to my feet. The burns on my hands faded, disappearing as the power coursing through my body grew.

Witch of power.

I blinked again and shook my head. The storm was only the size of my hand again and shrinking rapidly. The size of a golf ball. A pea.

It vanished, then a warm glow, like a miniature sun, replaced the storm in the center of the artifact. Instead of the anger, the confusion, the fear it exuded, now it was warmth, peace.

Huh. I guess showing anything a bit of compassion could go a long way.

I turned around. Maple and Forrest looked around, their eyes wide and jaws slack. And as I watched, I understood. The crowd of specters, the older ones I had sensed were long gone, was dissipating one at a time, faces morphing from fear and anger to peace. Their bodies dissolved into glittering light, bursting apart before dispersing and disappearing into the air.

I looked to Lissa and Aunt Kit, heart pounding. Their faces appeared overjoyed, but instead of fading away or turning to clouds of light, they grew more real, more solid, their forms becoming darker until they matched the same dark blue shade of Maple and Forrest.

I told you.

I turned again, and leapt back. I was face to face with the Fae woman. She reached her hands out, and instinctively I handed the artifact to her.

“How did you know?” I said, my voice echoing oddly in this in-between space.

She didn’t answer, but I sensed a smugness about her. She turned to set the artifact back on the pedestal, and the light inside it dimmed, then disappeared as the rings came to a rest.

The device was off, and it would once again be protected by the Grove... where no one would be able to get to it again. At least, not without the same risk that sent Aunt Kit and Lissa into that alternate existence.

Remember our deal. I’ll be back for you.

And then the figure faded away, along with the surreal light blue atmosphere.

The forest came back into focus in all its shades of brown, green, and autumn. The air was no longer winter-cold, only holding the semi-chill of the fall.

And best of all, everyone I’d lost stood in front of me.

I leapt forward, clutching at Aunt Kit and Lissa desperately, tears coursing down my face again but this time for a good reason.

I’d done it. I’d saved them!

“I knew you’d come,” Lissa said with a shy, subdued smile.

“And I knew you could do it!” Aunt Kit beamed, engulfing me in another enormous hug.

But there wasn’t much time to revel. I looked past Aunt Kit and Lissa, smiling at Maple and Forrest, but my smile faded as I saw how solid their bodies looked.

The potion had worn off.

I pulled back, looking up toward the canopy. Sure enough, the chiming crescendoed again, the light growing bright around us.

And then, with a flash, it all disappeared.
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Chapter Nineteen
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I SET THE hot pie on the counter and pulled the oven mitts off, placing them to the side. All I could do was blink at the pie. I didn’t remember putting it into the oven, didn’t remember returning to the kitchen.

The opal at my throat pulsed warmly again, and the events in the Sacred Grove came rushing back. We’d stopped the device, but how much of the Grove was unknown, unexplored? What other dangers lay there unknown to the town?

And there was something else. The magic in my veins felt... different, somehow. Stronger. Warmer. More powerful. Did it have something to do with the opal? Or was it the time spent in the Grove?

It wasn’t the first time in the last few weeks that my magic had caught me off guard, like when it had started responding to my intentions rather than my spells and potions alone.

Something big was happening, and I still didn’t know what. But it terrified me, and my heart began to pound.

“Reese?” Forrest set a fork down on a plate of half-eaten pie in front of him. “What are we doing here?”

Breathless, I rounded the counter and sat on the stool next to him. Behind us, Maple, Lissa, and Aunt Kit sat at the kitchen table with their own partially eaten pies. It had happened again, to all of us. The Grove kicked us out with no warning.

I looked over my shoulder at the others. “Is everyone okay?”

My question was met with various expressions of confusion and shock, but eventually they nodded.

“Did we do it?” Lissa said.

I looked toward Aunt Kit. “I guess we should ask her.”

All eyes turned to my aunt, who simply blinked and picked up her fork. I was sure she didn’t remember starting this pie any more than any of us did, but she put on a good show of pretending.

“Aunt Kit?” I pressed. “What were you trying to do?”

She sighed and lowered the fork. “Reese, my dear, when you get to be my age, you learn more than you ever wanted to know. I had hoped to spare you that anguish.”

I lowered my brows at her, trying to pin her with my most serious tell me everything face.

“I see you found the Crystal Flame.” She nodded toward me, eyes flicking to the necklace.

I touched the opal gently with two fingers. “Crystal Flame?”

She sighed again. “You just followed me without knowing anything, didn’t you? The Crystal Flame is a family heirloom. It was lost centuries ago.”

I bit my lip. “So you were looking for it? Why take that risk? And what about the weather artifact?”

Aunt Kit shoved a bite of pie in her mouth. “You know, this is really delightful, my dear.”

“Aunt Kit.”

She slammed the fork down and swallowed. “Fine, Reese. You want to know the truth? Because once you know, you can never forget.”

My heart thudded in fear at her words, but I was tired of living in the dark. “Please. Just tell me what’s going on.”

She rubbed at her chin and stared out at the yard through the kitchen window. The sun shone in the bright blue sky, white-gray clouds scattered across the expanse. The wind was light, barely rustling the branches of the trees I could see from here. From what I could tell, everything was back to normal.

“You may have noticed strange things happening,” Aunt Kit said, still staring out the window. “Power you shouldn’t have.”

I caught my breath, but didn’t speak. She knew?

“You’re special, Reese. You were never just a pie witch. You were born for so much more. A witch of power, as the Fae like to say. Only one in a thousand witches are born with the abilities you will develop.

“And the last one was in our family, over four hundred years ago. A woman named Ruth.”

I touched the necklace again. “This was hers.”

Aunt Kit glanced at me sharply. “Yes. How did you know?”

I shook my head. “What does it mean?”

She looked around at my friends one by one. “Are you sure you want to know now? Here?”

In front of them, those were the words she didn’t say.

“What you have to say you can say in front of my friends,” I said. “I trust them.”

Forrest reached for my hand in response, and I took it.

With another look at the supernatural creatures surrounding us, she said, “If you’re sure, then. These... witches of power are highly sought by all manner of beings. Coveted. If you truly are one, then humans and Fae alike will be after you soon. I had hoped to get you the necklace, to give you some control. Ruth imbued it with warding magic, the kind that can protect you and help you channel your power.” She looked back out the window.

“And the weather artifact?”

“An unfortunate accident. I had hoped to destroy it.” She looked back at me, eyes haunted. “But instead you found it. And now there is no going back. If you are a witch of power, and you touched that device, your abilities will awaken. To their fullest potential. There’s no going back, Reese.” Her voice was tight with worry, desolate.

I could feel the blood drain from my face even as the hair around my face shifted to gray anxiety. “Am I in danger, then?”

Aunt Kit nodded at the opal. “Keep the necklace on. And don’t tell anyone else what happened here. That’s the best I can offer.”

Forrest rose to his feet. “Well, it’s not the best I can offer. I have guards at my command. Reese will never be unprotected.”

Maple jumped up. “That goes for me, too. Though, my mother already knew.” She tapped her chin. “Let me do some digging and see what’s up with my people. Why they never said anything...” She trailed off, rubbing her chin and staring off in thought.

I turned back to the counter and lowered my head to my hands. It was so much to take in, and my ears were roaring as my heart pounded.

Aunt Kit’s voice echoed in my head: there was no turning back now.
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Chapter Twenty
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I TOOK A sip of my latte, enjoying the way it burned my mouth. It had been days since Aunt Kit returned, since the proclamation that my life would change. Maple had made little progress with getting her mother to explain anything, like why the Aspen Fae were so annoyed with Forrest and why they never told me what I was, but she was resourceful. She’d figure it out.

Lissa scuffed her feet along the sidewalk next to me, casting a longing glance at my cup. “I miss coffee.”

I frowned and held the cup out to her. “You can have some of mine?”

She shook her head with a sigh. “No point. I still can’t taste it.”

“You’re not missing anything,” Forrest said from behind us, where he walked next to Maple along the sidewalk across from the park.

I rolled my eyes. “You would say that. All you drink is tea.” A smile tugged on my lips at my joke, and I held my cup to my mouth again to hide it. But I couldn’t hide the sparkle of mischief in my eyes, reflected back at me from my drink, or the yellow in my hair.

Maple mock gasped, a hand to her cotton-candy-pink lips. “Scandal!”

We continued on down the sidewalk in silence for several long moments. A weight hung over us, between all the events in town lately and now the issues between the Fae, and it was hard to be happy, even though we’d won this round. We were together again, and we were all safe.

I glanced over at Forrest, who offered me a stiff smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. That furrow in his brow hadn’t disappeared yet. Would it be there forever? Or just until his meeting with the Council of Three? He’d shared little with me about it—and neither had Maple—but he did tell me that it would be held in two weeks. Until then, there was little he could do but try to prepare. And this time, Maple offered to help him, so he’d be ready for whatever it was he was going to face. But I hadn’t been invited, and he wasn’t talking, so the best I could do was moral support. That was, unless I could convince him to involve me.

Someone’s phone chirped, and Lissa reached into her pocket. She slowed as she read the message, then stopped completely. We all came to a stop next to her.

“What is it?” Maple said.

She opened and closed her mouth a couple times before responding. “My blood moon. It’s in one week!”

Maple and I burst into smiles. “That’s fantastic!” she said.

“And then coffee and pie, my treat!” I added.

Lissa smiled wistfully and replaced her phone. “It’s been months. Half a year? I’m losing track!”

Forrest wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “No matter how long, we will be there to celebrate with you.”

And hopefully, after the blood moon, Cider Hollow would finally accept her back into its ranks. But I didn’t want to say it out loud, didn’t want to remind anyone of what she’d been through.

I leaned my head on Forrest’s shoulder and held my latte closer. “Congratulations, Lissa. You deserve happiness, you know.”

She smiled shyly. “Thanks, Reese.”

Maple dug an elbow into Lissa’s side. “Maybe we ought to go chat about it?”

“Hmm?”

Maple waggled her eyebrows, and I lifted my head off Forrest’s shoulder.

“What are you plotting?” I said suspiciously.

“Oh,” Lissa said. “Right. Yeah. I, uh... have to watch some paint dry.”

Maple raised a hand as they began backing away. “And I have to go watch her watch paint dry.”

I lifted a hand to protest, but they were already halfway down the block ahead of us. “What on earth was that all about?”

Forrest shrugged, but I could see mischief in his eyes.

“Oh, come on,” I said. “You too?”

He laughed lightly, and I warmed at the sound, basking in it. There was nothing like having a happy partner.

“It’s all good things,” he said, putting his hand on my lower back and guiding me forward.

A thrill wound through my stomach at his touch, but I followed his direction. We continued down the block, away from Witch’s Brew where I’d gotten the latte, and toward Lissa’s shop. Lissa and Maple were already out of sight and had definitely not gone back to the shop to “watch paint dry.”

We crossed the street after the single car I’d seen in ten minutes passed, and turned toward Lissa’s. Leaves scuttled across the concrete, crunching when we stepped on them, and the sun was warm on my face. I couldn’t imagine anything better than this moment, right now.

Until we stopped at the vacant store front next to Lissa’s. It had a giant empty window, painted over and covered in autumn themed window clings.

I looked up at Forrest, confused. “What’s this?”

Instead of answering, he reached in his pocket and pulled out a key, then stepped into the recessed doorway to unlock the door. He pushed it open, standing aside and gesturing for me to enter.

As soon as I stepped through the door, Maple and Lissa yelled, “Surprise!” They held a sign between them, obviously painted by Lissa, with gold trim and an elegant pie—and the name Pie-Jinks.

“What’s going on?” I said again, my stomach flipping. I was excited, confused... but somehow I already knew what they were about to say.

Forrest turned toward me. “You’ve worked so hard on your bakery. It’s really doing wonderfully.”

“And it’s getting really crowded!” Lissa said. “I’m tired of getting stepped on.”

“It’s time you had a proper bakery,” Maple added. “One where you have space to grow and a place for clientele to sit and enjoy their pie.”

I looked around, heart sinking. I wanted it so badly, but... “How am I supposed to afford all this?”

Forrest shook his head. “You don’t have to. You have investors.”

“Investors?”

“We’ll go over the details later. But for now, know that the entire town is behind you on this,” Maple said.

“Everyone loves you, Reese,” came two familiar voices. The sprites popped out of a door behind the dark counter.

Tears pricked my eyes, and I gasped for breath. It was—too much. But it was also wonderful and encouraging and exciting all in one. And if they were telling the truth, I wouldn’t need to worry about how to afford the startup rent.

I wiped at a tear before my glasses fogged. “This was you guys?”

Maple shrugged. “Mostly Forrest.”

“His idea, but a really good one,” Lissa said.

Forrest spun me to face him. “It’s like you said to Lissa earlier. You deserve good things, too, Reese. We’re all so proud of you. I’m so proud of you.”

As he spoke, warmth expanded like a balloon in my core, filling me to my fingertips. I couldn’t stop the tears now, but I felt lighter than air, ready to bounce off the walls. I found myself spinning, arms out, through the center of the small dining room.

Forrest grabbed my hand and spun me back to him, pulling me straight into his chest until we were nose to nose. And despite my fears of the future, of what my new power may hold, I drowned in that sunflower stare. A flush washed over me as he stared at me with a fierce intensity, then lowered his lips to mine, his touch light and gentle, just like him. My eyes fluttered closed, the tears still hot on my cheeks, and the bakery faded around us until it was like only the two of us remained.

Maple hollered behind us. “Gross!”

We broke apart, and I looked back at her just in time to see Maple nudge Lissa.

“Yeah!” Lissa added, the mirth and joy in her voice, in her expression, the exact thing I’d wanted to see since we’d met. She was light, free. She had a place with us, and she knew it.

“Yeah what?” Maple said under her breath, leaning toward her.

“Oh, right.” Lissa turned back to us. “Get a room already!”
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WANT MORE REESE AND Forrest? The adventures continue in Book 3: Cinnamon Bun Sirens!

You can also read their meet cute in Pumpkin Spice Pie-Jinks, available now at major retailers.

And if you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. Reviews help my stories find new readers, and I appreciate each and every one.

Until next time, thanks for reading!
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