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Chapter 1
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Rain drizzled from the grey Seattle skyline as I closed the portal behind the truck. It was typical weather for this time of year. Not enough rain to bother carrying an umbrella, but enough that you needed to cover up. Raincoats, hoodies, and jackets adorned the passers-by. I drove the truck out of the alleyway, merged into traffic, and started looking for a spot to park. I’d given up trying to decipher the multitude of parking signs that cluttered the sides of the street. If the spot was open, I parked there. Hopefully, I picked a suitable spot and if not; I didn’t think I’d be here long enough to get a ticket. The old truck lurched to a stop as I parked it next to a parking meter and got out.

Iverog appeared next to me; his green, scaly skin and jet black horns were a stark contrast against the grey city backdrop. The rain did nothing to his incorporeal form, passing through his body without a sound. Not one person screamed. No one even looked in our direction. That was good. Either nobody saw him, or nobody cared.

After Stephanie had seen him, we tested his invisibility in each city we visited and so far, nothing out of the ordinary. I was becoming more convinced it was something special about Stephanie. Iverog still argued it was a side effect of the battle with Reselda. Either way, we were playing it safe around people and keeping him hidden.

I tucked my long, black hair into the hood of my zip-up jacket with one hand and held the steaming hot pizza I’d picked up from Chicago ten minutes earlier in the other. 

Hot steam still rose from the box. It smelled delicious. 

I pulled out the order form Grandpa Dan had given me and checked the bottom for the delivery address: a city park just a block from here. 

I stepped around a homeless person holding a small cardboard sign, and the park came into view as I passed the Starbucks. It was a green space, overgrown with bushes and thick with trees.  

Crime scene tape stretched between several of the evergreens, making a barricade. I walked to the edge of the ‘Crime Scene—Do Not Cross’ line and debated whether to just duck under. A small crowd of police officers milled about near a make-shift tent. A few of them looked like crime scene techs. This looked like the right place.

A police officer spotted me and came over. Iverog vanished as he approached.

“Park’s closed, ma’am. You’ll have to go around.” The officer’s name tag read “D. NORRIS”. He had a walkie-talkie mounted on his shoulder, and I was pretty sure the gun he had on his hip didn’t shoot BBs like mine.

“Actually, my order is for Agent Karakowski. I assume he’s here?” I pulled the folded order form out of my jacket and held it across the tape line. He took it and unfolded it. A moment passed with him poring over it, then he folded and handed it back to me. I slipped it back into my pocket as he pulled at his walkie-talkie.

“This is Officer Norris, I’ve got a young woman here with a pizza delivery for Agent Karakowski,” he said, smirking a little.

A voice crackled over his radio. “Did she remember the garlic sauce?”

Officer Norris raised an eyebrow at me. I shook a little baggie that had come with the pizza, shooting him a smile.

“Garlic sauce confirmed,” he said, smiling at me. “Shall I send her through?” he asked, suppressing a laugh. 

“Send her through,” came the reply, followed by some muffled staticky snickers.

Officer Norris lifted the police tape, and I ducked under it. We walked toward the tent that stood next to the playground equipment. It was strange walking into the crime scene. It layered on a sense of danger to what otherwise appeared like a playful environment.

“What happened here?” I asked Officer Norris. I gestured with the garlic sauce baggie at the tent ahead of us. He gave a sigh.

“A family came here this morning to play with their kids. One of the younger ones stumbled upon a homeless man lying in the bushes. Scared the daylights out of the entire family. It looks like he was st-” Officer Norris stopped for a second, realizing something.

“What am I doing,” he continued, “Telling a young lady all this. You make your delivery and for your sake, I hope that’s all you ever need to hear about what’s happened here.”

He opened the tent and led me through a small group of officers around a table talking to a tall man with brown hair wearing a dark blue jacket. The gold letters on the back read FBI.

“Karakowski?” I asked as he turned around. Special Agent Karakowski shooed the other police officers off with a wave of his hand. Officer Norris left with them.

“Alecia! That was fast,” he said with a smile. “I knew you were good, but wow. I can’t even get the local pizza joint to deliver this fast, and they are just down the block.” 

“Oh, shut up,” I said. “Somehow I don’t think this delivery is about the pizza anymore.” Agent Karakowski and I had been through a couple of adventures together, and he was one of the few people I could talk to about magic. 

“Of course it’s not, but I couldn’t pass up the chance to get a hot pizza from my old neighborhood in Chicago.” He flashed a wry smile.

“So why am I really here?” I asked. “People don’t call Grandpa Dan for pizza deliveries.” I handed him the box, steam still rising from it.

“Do you want some pizza?” he asked. 

I shook my head. Karakowski shrugged and took a slice from the box. He pulled the garlic sauce container open and poured a little on his slice. He took a bite and grinned.

“Papa Toni’s still makes it like they used to,” he said with a mouthful of pizza. “Best pizza I’ve ever had.” 

Karakowski closed the sauce and walked to the door, passing it and the rest of the pizza over to a group of officers outside, who dug into it eagerly. He walked back, closing the flap behind him. He set the pizza slice on the table, his grin vanishing as he wiped away any sauce on his face with a napkin. He paused before he spoke, and I could see the mood change in the tiny room. 

“Here’s the thing,” he said. He looked me straight in the eyes. “I feel bad asking you, so you can say no if you want to, but I need you to view a dead body.” 

His words took a second to register.

“A dead body?” I said, stunned. My mouth fell open. “Seriously? This a murder scene?” 

Seattle was a big city, and had gotten rougher in the last few years, but wasn’t exactly known for violence.

He crossed his arms, and his voice took on a calculating tone. “Possibly,” he said. “We haven’t made any decisions. The medical examiner has yet to arrive.” 

“But you want me to look at the body?” I asked. I didn’t know if I felt horrified or curious about the offer. Possibly both.

“Only if you choose to,” he said, holding up a hand as though to stop me from rushing in there by myself. “I wanted it to be your decision.”

A realization struck me.

“You ordered a pizza all the way from Chicago,” I said, “to get me in here without having to explain to Grandpa Dan what I was up to?”

“Basically,” he shrugged, hiding a tiny grin. 

Agent Karakowski caught himself, cleared his throat and continued. “It’s not like I’m hiding anything, and I’d never put you in danger.” 

“I guess that part makes sense, but why do you need me to look at a dead body?” I asked. 

“Actually, I was hoping you would summon your spirit guide and get his help on the matter.” He gestured to the area near me where I guess he assumed Iverog would be. 

I raised an eyebrow. 

Iverog was the ‘spirit guide’ Karakowski was referring to, and the only reason Karakowski knew about him was because he figured it out on his own. I couldn’t tell anyone about Iverog. Anytime I tried, magic prevented me from speaking. But that didn’t stop others from being smart. It didn’t hurt that Agent Karakowski was excellent at his job.

“I guess I should have known you didn’t need my help,” I said. It stung a little to realize that, and it must have shown on my face.

“Alecia, this is serious stuff.” Karakowski met my gaze. “I don’t want to involve you. Not at all. You are what, fifteen?”

“Sixteen last month,” I said. 

“Exactly. I shouldn’t be calling on you, but something weird is going on and I’m convinced it’s magic. It’s not like I don’t trust Mr. Dan; it’s just that I know I can trust you.”

I smiled. We’d gone through quite the adventure together, and I trusted him. If he needed Iverog’s help, I'd do my best.

“I’ll do it,” I said. I rolled my shoulders back and tried to stand taller. I wanted to appear more courageous than I was feeling at the moment.

“Are you sure?” he said. “This is one of those things you can’t unsee. I remember my first dead body, and it still haunts me.”

“I might regret this tomorrow,” I said. “But if you need my help, I’m here. You helped me when I needed it.”

“Thank you,” he said. “I appreciate your willingness. Let me show you the evidence we collected earlier. If we can get some clues there, I might not have to show you the body. Wait here.”

Karakowski walked off towards a group of police officers. He seemed like the only FBI agent here, so I wondered how he had gotten involved with the case.

He returned with a small set of clear plastic bags. One had a tiny, brown twig inside, and the other looked like it held a snippet of hair. 

“Technically, I'm not supposed to let anyone see this stuff,” he said, handing me the bag with the hair clipping.

“What is it?” I asked, turning the bag over in my hands. The clippings looked like they were once golden blonde, but layers of dirt and smudge hid its natural color.

“This bag has a few tufts of hair or fur that we haven’t been able to identify yet.” Karakowski said, “We collected it from the body, but it could be from anywhere, so I don’t know how relevant it is.” He took the hair baggie back and tucked it under his arm. 

“Now this is why I brought you here.” He handed me the clear plastic bag with the plant piece in it. The tiny twig had several green leaves attached to it; the end of it appeared to have been sliced free from its roots.

“What is it?” I asked, turning it over in my hands.

“It’s the murder weapon,” said Karakowski. 

A squeak of horror escaped my lips as I dropped the bag. 

Karakowski’s hand shot out and snatched the bag before it hit the ground. 

“Sorry, I should have warned you,” he said, holding the bag for me to examine.

“It’s OK,” I said, taking the bag back. “I got it this time.” I felt silly for dropping it. I’d just never held a murder weapon before, and I hadn’t expected it to be a twig. 

Iverog materialized next to me, inspecting the bag. I turned it different angles to allow him to see the bottom. A splotch of deep red stuck to the end of the tree branch.

It was blood.

The twig was too small for someone to have been stabbed by it. What was there about this twig that made it lethal?

“Is this poisonous or something?” I asked Karakowski. I’d never studied botany, so I couldn’t tell what species it might have been.

“I don’t think it was poison that killed him,” said Karakowski. “We took the twig you are holding from a stick shoved into the victim’s chest.”

Iverog nodded, a gesture unseen by anyone other than me.

If it’s not poisonous, maybe it had another, more magical property?

“Let me try examining this in a different way,” I said and unfocused my vision. I wasn’t an expert at sensing magic or anything, but when I unfocused my eyes, I could see certain aspects of magic. I inspected the bag, looking it over from end to end, but there wasn’t the faintest trace of magic. I looked up, just to confirm that my eyes were working and I could see the two ley lines running overhead even through the tent.

I glanced at Iverog. He looked at me and shook his head. I sighed, disappointed. I had hoped he would speak up and tell me what we were dealing with, but his silence made this problematic. 

“See anything?” asked Karakowski. 

“Sorry. As far as I can tell, it’s just like an ordinary twig.” I felt bad that I couldn’t help him, almost as though it was my fault.

Karakowski gave a deep sigh.

“I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this,” he said. “I will have to ask you to be brave.” 

“The dead body?” I cringed a little. 

“Yeah. I’m afraid so.” He said, “Do you think you can handle looking at it?”

I nodded.

Karakowski gestured to the back wall of the tent.

“We’re going to head out that way,” he said.

The door flap of the tent swung closed behind me as Karakowski stepped through the tiny hallway to a rear exit of the tent. 

Karakowski led us through a row of trees to a small clearing. Black fabric stretched over several aluminum frames created barriers arranged around a tall evergreen tree, a final fortification before the horror to come. Rain ran down the framework, forming streaks that shattered on the cross bars into dozens more droplets. A uniformed officer stood near the only opening. 

“Tess, you remember Alecia,” said Karakowski, addressing the slightly familiar-looking officer standing guard.

“Oh, yeah. I remember you,” she said, an open hand outstretched.

“I’m sorry,” I said, shaking her hand. “You seem familiar, but I can’t say I remember you.” 

“I’m Officer Tess Locke,” she said.

“She was one of the officers working with me when you reappeared,” Karakowski said. 

It’s easy to see why I’d forgotten her. A lot had been going on when I returned from Alfheim, but one moment stood out in my memory.

“That’s right!” I said. “You were the friendly lady who helped me clean up after I puked on Karakowski’s shoes. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Officer Locke said with a smile. “You were in bad shape back then, it’s nice to see you back to normal.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Tess,” said Karakowski. “Is the medical examiner here yet?”

“Yeah,” she said, pointing to a portly man standing to the side talking to a police officer. In one hand he carried a briefcase or a medical bag. His hair was in the early stages of greying, and combed back to stress his widow’s peak. He wore a navy blue jumpsuit with the word “medical examiner” written in solid gold letters. 

“I told him he had to wait for you,” said Officer Locke

“Great, thank you.” Karakowski gave the medical examiner a wave and walked towards him. “Howard, thanks for coming out,” he said, shaking the medical examiner’s hand.

“Who’s the girl?” Howard asked, nodding toward me.

“This is Alecia,” Karakowski said. “She may not seem like it, but she is our expert.”

The medical examiner gave Karakowski a skeptical look. “Is she an expert in whatever killed this guy?”

Karakowski put a hand on his shoulder, giving the man a hard look. “Howard, I’m just going to say ‘yes’ and you are going to pretend she isn’t here.”

“Fine with me,” the medical examiner said. “But isn’t she a little young for this?” 

“Why yes,” grinned Karakowski. “Yes, she is. But don’t let her fool you. I’ve seen her knock a grown man out, and he never knew what hit him.” I blushed a little. The man had been a guard holding Grandpa Dan prisoner, so I didn’t feel bad for kicking him in the head. 

“Pardon me, Miss,” the medical examiner said and nodded politely. “Remind me to stay on your good side.”

I smiled and curtsied sarcastically.

“Now that introductions are taken care of,” Karakowski interjected. “If we could move to the scene itself, we have a curious plant mystery to solve.”

He led us back to the privacy barriers where Officer Locke stood guard. She stepped aside as we approached. It seemed like a scene straight out of TV. 

Karakowski grabbed the flap, pulled it open and faced me.

“This is it, kid,” he said. “The victim is on the other side. Change your mind?”

“No, I haven’t,” I said. I stepped forward to enter the door myself, but then a thought crossed my mind.

“Is it horrible, like pieces everywhere?” I said.

“No.” He shook his head. “Not bad like that, but it’s still kinda gruesome.”

“I think I’ll be OK.” I hoped my words sounded more confident than I felt.

He opened the simple door, and we stepped through.

The first thing that struck me was how quiet it was. Inside the covering was the lower portion of the evergreen tree, too large to stretch my arms around. A white sheet had been placed over the base of the tree, covering its roots. The soft patter of rain hitting the tarp ceiling was the only sound that struggled with the silence. The ceiling left us room to stand, and the walls allowed us to move around the sheet without knocking elbows. The air reeked of feces, meat, and pine needles. I tried not to think about it.

I looked at the shape under the sheet again. In movies and TV, you could tell it was a dead body under the sheet, but the shape in front of me made no sense. Curves and bends created a shape that I couldn’t resolve into something human. I frowned and almost reached for the sheet before I thought to wait for Karakowski. 

“The body hasn’t been processed by crime scene techs,” said Karakowski, his voice calm and routine. He’d done this before. “I’m going to ask you to wear gloves,” he continued and handed me a pair of blue nitrile gloves. I pulled them on. They were a little big, but I made them work. The FBI agent and the medical examiner had clearly put such gloves on more times than I cared to imagine, slipping them on almost without thought. Iverog’s scaly head peeked from behind the tree. I assumed he was hiding there in case he was suddenly visible again.

“I heard what you said on the phone,” Howard said to Karakowski. “But I’m having a difficult time believing a plant killed this guy.” Howard set down his medical bag, knelt by the body, and grabbed the cloth covering. “If I lift up this sheet and this is another snake-in-a-can prank, I’m talking with your supervisor about tampering with a crime scene.”

“I wish,” said Karakowski. “But there are strange things going on and I’ve just come to accept it.”

Howard gave Karakowski an unconvinced glare. 

“Is she some sort of botanist then?” asked Howard. “You said she was our expert.”

“I also said you should ignore her and do your job,” Karakowski said.

“Hey now, I’m not trying to pick a fight here. I’m just trying to figure out what is going on.” Howard seemed to have second thoughts about calling this a prank. I wondered what Karakowski had said to him over the phone. What did he mean by ‘a plant killed him’?

“I wouldn’t have brought her in if I didn’t think she could help. You’ll see what I mean when you see the body.” Karakowski said.

“Fine. Let's get on with this,” said Harold. “Are you sure you’re ready?” He looked straight at me. I could see the concern in his face. Iverog stepped out from behind the tree and gave me a nod. No sudden gasps from anyone.

“Yes,” I said with resolution I didn’t feel. Iverog knelt by the medical examiner to view the body and looked up at me. 

“You can close your eyes if you wish,” said Iverog. “I will attempt to identify it.” 

I shook my head. Part of me was dreading what was about to happen, and part of me was curious to know what was going on. However, I had a job to do, and I was going to do it right. I let out a nervous sigh.

It’s not like I hadn’t seen death before. I’d watched the dragon Korac eat a troll, and I’m sure I’d killed a few goblins with all the magic I’d unleashed during that fight. But then I hadn’t really stuck around to see the aftermath since I was all but running for my life by then. This time, there was no running away. 

“You can go ahead,” I said.

He peeled back the fabric, and a pale, unmoving face greeted my gaze. The man’s jaw hung slack and his eyes were fixed wide open, his expression frozen in a horrible scream. Fuzzy vines entwined with dried brown feelers stretched around his lips and nose. Dried husks of leaves were sprinkled into his open mouth and in his hair. 

The medical examiner pulled the sheet more, revealing the rest of the man’s body. Thick brown vines covered his pants and bare torso. Tiny, tough branches sprouted from his skin, as if the plant had grown from within him. A tight knot of the plant growth covered his chest above where his heart would be. The knot wrapped around itself several times, making it too dense to see his original chest. What glimpses of skin could be seen were covered with scratches and bruises. Whatever had happened to this poor man had not been pleasant.

I closed my eyes. The image of the dead man’s face stuck in my memory. A strong smell of putrid meat hit me and I wanted to vomit. I turned and walked over to the tent entrance, looking for some place to think, to breathe. I opened my eyes and took a deep, shaky breath. 

“You okay?” asked Karakowski. He stepped between me and the body, his badge and uniform blocking my view of the plant-covered corpse. Iverog had his hand on his chin, examining it next to the medical examiner.

“Yes,” I said. “I just need some fresh air.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know this can be really hard.”

“It’s OK. I got this,” I said, and took another deep breath. This one wasn’t as shaky. 

“Not to be insensitive,” said Howard. “But if you guys are done over there, I could use some of that expertise you were talking about earlier.”

Karakowski gave me a pat on the back.

“If you need to talk, I’m here,” he said. 

I nodded to Karakowski, and we both walked back to the body.

“What have you got?” asked Karakowski.

“I’ll start with the facts. Based on lividity and rigor mortis, I’d give an early estimate of time of death between eight and twelve hours ago.”

“Do you know any plants that can grow this big in less than twelve hours?” asked Karakowski, looking at me.

“I’m not done yet,” said Howard. “There is a significant amount of blood pooling in the deceased’s back and you will notice he is currently sitting mostly upright. That leads me to believe the body has been moved.”

“The body’s been moved?” asked Karakowski, perplexed. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” said Howard. “I tried to roll the body, but the roots of that plant go right through it and into the ground.”

“How is that even possible?” Karakowski rubbed his forehead. Howard shrugged.

Then Howard’s expression turned dark.

“You might not want to hear this,” he said. “I don’t think the plant killed him.”

“What?” Karakowski’s puzzled expression grew more confused.

“I won’t be able to confirm anything till I get back to the lab, but I don’t see any signs of bleeding from wounds made by the plant,” Howard said. 

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means this isn’t the original crime scene and we don’t know what killed him,” said Karakowski.

“It also means that this plant growing on the deceased happened in the last two to four hours,” said Howard. “I’ve never heard of anything growing that fast, so if you are the expert here I’d love to know what’s going on.” He turned to me and folded his arms expectantly, waiting for an explanation.

I looked at Iverog, but he just shrugged his scaly green shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” I said, looking at the medical examiner. “This is beyond anything I’ve seen. But I could ask around if you wanted.” I didn’t know anyone who would know more than Iverog, but I felt like I had to say something.

“Actually, as of right now, everything in this case is classified,” said Karakowski, throwing a hand up. “Not a word of this to anyone. Howard, you’ll be performing the autopsy in a secure lab.”

“You still want me to do it even though it’s classified?” Howard said.

“You already know everything I’m trying to keep secret,” said Karakowski.

“I see,” Howard said. “Do you need anything else from me here?”

“Actually, yes I do,” Karakowski said. “Someone needs to sever the roots from the body so that it’ll fit into the body bag. Also makes sure nobody else sees the body.” 

“Understood.” Howard started his tools back in his bag. Karakowski motioned for me to follow him, and we walked to the privacy barricades.

“Is there anything you wanted to tell me without Howard listening?” said Karakowski. “Howard is a good guy, but we don’t want to accidentally initiate anyone else.” 

I shook my head. “Neither of us have seen anything like this,” I said. 

“Then I’m really sorry I had to involve you,” said Karakowski. “I was sure there had to be magic involved. I guess when you have a hammer, everything looks like a nail.” 

“You sound like Grandpa Dan,” I said, chuckling. “He is always quoting sayings like that at me.”

“He probably would have been right,” said Karakowski. 

We walked through the exit where Officer Locke was still standing guard.

“Karakowski, what did you do to this poor girl?” she asked. Her eyes filled with concern. Did I really look that bad? I hadn’t vomited or anything.

“It’s her first dead body,” said Karakowski. Tess gave Karakowski a stern look.

“It’s OK, I’m strong,” I said, waving a hand weakly. Tess looked at me for a moment..

“Alecia, I know you are strong,” she said. “But you don’t have to be.” And she wrapped her arms around me to give me a hug. 

It surprised me how comforting it was, so I hugged her back. After a moment, we both let go. I felt more confident already.

“I remember my first dead body,” she said. “It wigged me out for weeks. I was the only woman on the squad back then and I had to work twice as hard as the men just to be taken seriously, so I toughed it out and acted like it didn’t affect me.”

Officer Locke put her hands on my shoulders. “Eventually, you get used to it, but I realized much later that I’d have been better off talking to someone about it.”

“Thank you,” I said. “That helped.” 

She smiled, then faced Agent Karakowski with her hands on her hips.

“Karakowski, take better care of her, or you’ll have me to deal with,” she said. 

“Duly noted,” said Karakowski. “Thanks for your help, Tess.”

“You two take care,” she said as we both began walking. 

Karakowski led the way to a cafe across the street and ordered a coffee for himself and a large hot chocolate for me. 

“This should warm you up and help shake off the effects of shock,” he said as we sat at a table. 

“Thank you,” I said, taking the hot chocolate from him. I took a sip. It was barely cool enough to drink, and I felt it warming me as it went down. 

After a couple sips of his coffee to be polite, Karakowski stood up from our table. “I have to get back to the crime scene and arrange for a crew to process the scene. You okay from here?”

“Yes,” I said. He nodded and headed back out the door.
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Chapter 2
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“Why are we still here when Eliana is in danger?” Iverog growled. “We’ve known she was in danger for over a week and still we do nothing!” He punched the air. The knuckles on his fist flattened as his enraged strike landed on something invisible to me.

I didn't blame him much. We'd found out last week his wife was going to be killed in a few months. He had every right to be angry right now. 

“What do you expect me to do?” I countered. “Walk up to Lady Eira and demand she release your wife? I’m only sixteen! She’s a freaking faerie witch or whatever. I only know two spells and neither of them are suited to a fight.” I paced across the floor in the upstairs of Grandpa Dan’s store. 

“You have accomplished great feats with those two spells,” said Iverog, waving a hand dismissively. His gaze remained grim and determined.

“I’ve been lucky,” I said. “Even I know that. I nearly killed us on more than one occasion because I don’t know what I’m doing. If it was just me that would be one thing; however, it was my fault Grandpa Dan got kidnapped and my actions nearly got Karakowski killed. We can’t just run off to save Eliana before we know what is going on.” I folded my arms, facing Iverog head on.

He looked at me with actual fire in his eyes, but said nothing.

“I want to help her, believe me,” I continued. “However, she could be safe right now and if we run off without knowing more about what is going on, we could ruin everything that we are trying to save. How do we even know Reselda was telling us the truth? She could have been lying about everything just to get you to reveal yourself.” 

He growled in frustration again. “I do not like it,” said Iverog. “I do not like feeling helpless. She was not supposed to be in danger after I sacrificed myself to save her.”

“And that’s another thing, we have to keep you hidden right now. We don’t know who might be able to see you,” I said. 

Iverog didn’t say anything, he just grumbled and vanished for a moment and then reappeared looking less grumpy, which was difficult to pull off on a six-foot, scaly, green fae creature with black horns. 

“About your friend. I don't understand how she could see me, considering I exist in your soul plane.” Iverog said. He held his chin in one hand, supporting his elbow with the other, his expression a vision of focus. 

I collapsed on the upstairs couch at Grandpa Dan’s store, just like I had last week when Stephanie saw Iverog, and rehashed the scene in my head, struggling to remember any detail I might have missed. 

Iverog was correct. She shouldn’t have been able to see him. It just didn’t make any sense. He and I shared a soul plane which allowed him to exist without a body of his own. All he had left was his soul, so seeing him should be impossible. Normal people can’t see souls. 

I stared at the ceiling, puzzling over the problem. What if Stephanie wasn’t normal? Maybe she had some hidden magic power or something. I sat upright on the couch and faced Iverog. My movement caught his attention.

“Do you think there could be something unique about Stephanie that allowed her to see you?” I asked Iverog. Malcolm, the man who had certified my abilities, had forbidden me from telling anyone about it, but if Stephanie already had magic and didn’t know it, then it wouldn’t matter if I told her. But I didn’t know how to tell if someone had magic. Secretly, I hoped Stephanie would figure it out for herself so I wouldn't have to break any rules.

Iverog shook his head dismissively. “She hasn't been able to see me previously,” he said. “She has had many opportunities in the past to view me, so if she were inherently magical, she would have already seen me. This is new. Something has changed and I don't think it was her.” 

Iverog gazed at me, his words sending a chill down my spin. “I suspect we are dealing with damage done by Reselda.”

I nodded shakily. When Iverog and I faced Reselda last week, she attacked us in my soul plane. It hadn’t been easy, and the reality that she might have permanently damaged my soul was terrifying. And now the impossible has happened. Stephanie had seen Iverog. What did that mean for my soul? 

I had wanted to explain things to Stephanie when she first saw Iverog, but she had been pretty freaked out. And even if the rules had let me tell her, why would she believe me? Talking about faeries and magic would make anyone think you were crazy.

Iverog moved to stand in the same place he had when Stephanie had seen him. Nothing looked different.

“Are you feeling the slightest bit solid?” I asked.

“No more than usual,” he said, floating in mid-air. To him, he was standing on solid ground. The plane of existence he lived on radiated outward from me. He’d called it my soul-plane, a pocket dimension that my soul lived in. Apparently, everyone had one. 

We’d tested it once. In an open area, my soul-plane extended out about thirty feet in all directions, but in close quarters, it filled the available space. I imagined it looked like a balloon shoved into a box. 

When the balloon folded on itself, the distortions made it difficult for Iverog to navigate things. He’d often appear upside down to me, yet from his point of view, I was the one wrong way around. 

We’d been melded together for almost six weeks, but it felt as though things had been this way for years. I relied on him for directions and advice on all things magical, and he relied on me to hide him from his enemies. 

And I was totally failing at it. Reselda had attacked my soul-plane and recognized Iverog. It had taken several days for Iverog to reappear and get back to normal. And if that wasn’t bad enough, Reselda had escaped. She could be anywhere at this point. 

The worst case had her telling everything to Lady Eira, a very dangerous lady of the Faerie Court. From what Iverog had told me, Lady Eira was nearly as powerful as the Faerie Queen and wouldn’t hesitate to kill me to get rid of Iverog. And now Iverog was randomly visible to people, and we didn’t know why or how.  

“Alecia!” Grandpa Dan’s voice called from the bottom of the stairs.

“Coming,” I hollered back, not opening my eyes.

I peeled myself off the couch and headed down the stairs. Iverog disappeared, just in case. 

Grandpa Dan sat at the large round table that filled the back office room. In front of him lay a stack of papers and folders. Behind his chair was a small pile of boxes, labeled in a variety of languages. 

“New delivery,” said Grandpa Dan, handing me a folder when I got to the bottom of the stairs. I breathed a sigh of relief. I was worried it might be more bad news, but the deliveries were something Iverog and I were good at. 

I looked over the paperwork. The delivery details were filled in by hand on the new form Grandpa Dan had printed last week. I ran my fingers over the logo. The words, “Magic Parcel Service LLC” lined the top of the label in bold, stylized letters. 

Grandpa Dan had insisted that we form a small company, with me as fifty percent owner. Somehow owning half of a small company at sixteen years old seemed more surreal than having a scaly green monster living in my head. 

“Thank you, Grandpa!” I said 

Throwing my school backpack in the corner, I grabbed my delivery pack. Silver buckles adorned the beautiful leather backpack, sealing the many compartments along its sides. It also sported a large flap to keep the rain out. Grandpa Dan had given it to me when I started delivering packages. I kept it stocked with just the essentials: a change of clothes, toiletries, first-aid kit, a few snacks, a water bottle, and the BB-gun Karakowski had given me. There was also a secret pocket inside the main pouch where I kept a few different denominations of cash, usually just enough for bus fare, or to buy food in whatever part of the realms we traveled through.

My cell phone beeped. I glanced at the notification and groaned a little. It was a text from Mark, the guy I had liked since middle school. He had asked me out last week, but with Stephanie not talking to me, I had postponed talking to him about it.  

The real dilemma was Allen. He had asked me out at the same time and he knew about magic, where Mark didn’t. I’d already postponed going on a date with either of them, and this text was Mark following up. I didn’t have an answer yet. I needed to talk it over with Stephanie first, and she wasn’t taking my calls yet. 

I sighed and shoved my phone in the bag. I wasn’t going to deal with this right now. Maybe doing some deliveries would let me clear my head and give me some idea of what to do next with all that’s going on.

“I’m out of here,” I said, walking back into the lobby.

“Travel safe,” said Grandpa Dan. 

“Thanks.” I stepped out, let the door close, and paused to pet the stone dragon statue.

“How do you think he did it?” I mused out loud.

“Did what?” asked Iverog.

“Grandpa Dan brought this dragon to life, and it bounced over to this spot like a puppy and then turned back into stone. I’ve been wondering how he did it ever since then.”

“Weren’t you watching how he did it?” 

“Of course I was,” I protested. “But it was my first time seeing magic, so I didn’t understand any of it. I was still in shock from meeting you.”

“That is most unfortunate,” he said.

“Don’t you know how to do it?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “Why don’t you ask him how he did it? It’s not like he’s gone or anything.”

“Grandpa Dan,” I hollered, poking my head back into the shop. “Can you teach me how you brought this stone dragon to life?”

He shook his head. “Before you can change something, you must first change yourself.”

“Uh, ok.” I closed the door and walked back to the stone dragon. “I haven’t understood a single thing he has tried to teach me and none of the regular magic anyone else has tried to teach me has worked either.”

“You’ve learned two spells so far,” said Iverog. “So something must be working.”

“Three spells, thank you very much,” I retorted. “But it wasn’t like I practiced or learned anything. I just picked a word and pushed magic at it.”

“Well? What’s stopping you from trying that now?” Iverog asked.

“It couldn’t be that easy, could it?” 

“There is only one way to find out.” Iverog gestured at the dragon.

“I wouldn’t even know where to start. And Grandpa Dan said I had to change myself first.”

“Yes, I agree. Your attitude is the first thing you need to change.”

“Fine,” I grumbled. How hard could it be? Grandpa Dan had brought it to life just to avoid using a forklift to unload it from the delivery truck. I reached for the ley lines, letting the power flow through me for a moment before pushing the energy out to surround the stone dragon. I wanted to envelope the dragon completely in the magic just in case. I didn’t know what would happen if I missed a spot.

The other magic spells I’d learned had come pretty naturally. I’d imagined what I wanted, pushed the magic out, and then spoke a Korean word to activate it. However, I didn’t know a Korean word that fit this situation and Iverog had said the word didn’t matter that much since it was just to help me focus. For the portal spell, I used an action instead of a spoken word.

“LIVE!” I shouted as I released the magic.

The statue rattled. I stared at it, holding my breath as magic rippled across the surface of the stone. 

“It’s starting to wor—”

BOOM!

The breath went out of me as my back slammed into the shop door. 

“Not again,” I croaked as I slumped down. I had forgotten that my spells tended to blow up if I got them wrong. Karakowski wasn’t going to be happy if he got called out to investigate another possible bombing at this location. Fortunately, the stone dragon was still intact, even if it was still inanimate. My head was throbbing, my back hurt, and I could barely move my legs. But I wasn’t dead, and that counted for a lot.

“Heal!” said Iverog, and he disappeared.

“How do—” I started, but then remembered the wizard healing. I pulled on the ley line, letting the energy flow into me. The rush of magic was like a refreshing glass of ice water on a hot day. My head cleared, and the pain was muted. I dropped the connection, so I didn’t get too much and instead of casting a spell, let the magic soak in.

“You ok?” asked Grandpa Dan, pushing the door open as much as it would go with me on the other side. 

“I think so.” I grabbed the door handle and used it to pull myself up. My legs wobbled a little, but I managed to stay upright.

“You go before police come,” said Grandpa Dan.

“Good idea.”

I swung the leather delivery bag over my shoulder, making my way to the alley where the beat-up, WWII-era delivery truck was parked. Unfortunately, we wouldn’t be taking it for this trip. The item being delivered wasn’t big enough to warrant the extra energy required to move the truck through Alfheim.

I dug through my bag for my phone while I walked.

Oh crap. The smell of burnt electronics greeted my nose. I'd forgotten to turn it off before I cast that spell. Magic didn’t play nice with electricity, and now it was fried. This was the fourth phone I'd fried in the last month. I pulled the sim card out and tossed the phone back in my bag. There was a spare phone in the glove compartment of the truck and another spare phone in my bedroom at home. I couldn't risk Mom realizing I'd broken so many, so Grandpa Dan had helped me stock up with money from deliveries. I grabbed the one from the truck, transferred the sim card to it, and tossed the old one in the trash.

Unfocusing my eyes, I reached for the ley lines far above me and tugged on them until a powerful wave of energy filled me. I pointed a free hand at a point just in front of the shop and dragged upward, as though unzipping a tent. A bright line of silver light formed itself in the air, filling with the magic flowing from me. It stretched taller than my head as I swept my hand to the side, pushing it outward to both sides and filling the space in front of the shop. 

A giant swirling wall of silver glowed in the alleyway, waiting for me to drive through it. I couldn't see what was on the other side, and if it wasn't for the fact that I'd already been through this portal before, I would have no idea where it went. That's why I needed Iverog. He was an iepae, a race of creatures from Alfheim with wayfinding magic. We made an exceptional delivery team. 

I walked forward and pushed through the silver wall. 

It was good to be back making deliveries. There wasn't anywhere my spiritual hitchhiker and I couldn't travel to. We could go anywhere. In theory, anyway. I'd only been to Alfheim so far, and it was scary enough. 

This was good. I’d worry about everything else later.
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Thick waves of humid air greeted my exposed skin as I stepped out of the portal. It was considerably warmer on this side of the portal, and the humidity made it difficult to breathe.

“Where are we?” I asked, removing the hoodie and tying it around my waist.

“We are just outside the town of Flameband,” said Iverog. Sweat dripped off my forehead and ran down my face. I wiped it with the sleeve of my hoodie and pulled at my t-shirt, which clung to my skin in very annoying ways.

“Why is it so hot?” I asked. 

“It is always hot here,” said Iverog, as though that explained everything.

I drank some water, finished off the bottle, and stuffed it back in my backpack. Dirt crunched under my feet as I walked. The path was wide and mostly hard-packed dirt, and it didn’t seem to be a very often traveled route.

“The portal entrance is here.” He stopped just a few feet off the path and gestured at a patch of rocks and grass.

“Thank goodness,” I said. 

The surge of magic from the ley line filled me with courage as I summoned the portal, and I let the feeling soak in for a few moments before stepping through. 

Snow came down in large, furious flakes as I exited the other side, and the frozen wind crystallized the sweat on my skin. I dropped my pack, untied the hoodie from my waist, and pulled it on as fast as I could, pulling the hood up and the drawstring so tight I could barely see out.

“Why didn’t you tell me it was going to be so cold here!” I said through chattering teeth as I brushed the snow off my pack and put it on.

“I didn’t know.” He shrugged his shoulders as a small breeze pushed the snowflakes through his ethereal form. It was hard to fault him when he didn’t feel the effects of the weather. I watched for a moment as more snowflakes drifted quietly to the earth, blanketing the ground in white fluffiness.  

I was shivering quite visibly now. I pulled my hoodie closer, trying vainly to stay warm, and looked for a ley line. Magic flowed as I tugged on it.

“What are you doing?” asked Iverog.

“I’m freezing,” I said as I pushed the magic into a small ball, just above the snow.

“You don’t want to do that,” he said. But it was too late.

“Pool!” I shouted, using the Korean word for fire. I’d only recently learned this spell, and it seemed like the perfect time to use it. The ball of magic burst into flames, radiating warmth in all directions. I readied my hands to soak up the heat as you do at a campfire, but ended up jumping back as the fire expanded in all directions and then shooting straight up as the super-heated air pushed it higher.

“Turn it off!” said Iverog. I let the connection drop, but the flames didn’t dissipate. 

“It’s not stopping,” I said, panicking. Heatwaves pushed me farther away, singeing the stray locks of hair I hadn’t tucked into the jacket hood. 

“Get farther back!” Iverog waved at me frantically. Steam rose from the snow and the flames twisted and churned, growing taller. I scrambled back, landing on my back in the snow as the fire formed into a mini-tornado before it flickered into nothing.

“It had to burn away all the magic first,” said Iverog. “That’s a very dangerous spell.” 

“I didn’t have any trouble the first time,” I said, pulling myself to my feet. Icy wind blew against my wet jeans, freezing my legs.

“That’s because the last time you cast it you were in your soul-plane, that was a controlled environment. Normal physical laws don’t work there.”

“Oh,” I said. “I guess I’m not ready for that spell yet.”

“Fire is an unforgiving element,” said Iverog. “I suggest you consult an expert before trying again.”

“Ok, but we have to hurry,” I said as my teeth started chattering again.

I wasn’t sure I could manage the unzip motion to create the portal by the time I finished trudging through the snow because my hands were shaking so much. The exertion had warmed my core up some, but my extremities were suffering. I had walked with my hands in my armpits, so they were surviving, but I worried about my toes. The tennis shoes I wore looked great but did nothing to help against the cold.

“It had better be warm on the other side,” I said to Iverog as I prepared to enter the shimmering silver gateway between realms. 

Bright rays of the sun warmed my soul, and I soaked up the heat settling in all around me. I had never been so happy to be hot. I let the portal close and felt my boosted emotions drain away.

I looked up to see skyscrapers of a large city all around me. Cars crowded the streets, except they weren’t cars. They had no wheels, but hovered just above the ground, held there by some invisible force. Large groups of people walked the sidewalks. I looked closer and realized none of them were human, even though some of them wore business suits that looked remarkably like human attire. The closer I looked, the more I realized the buildings weren’t like any I’d seen before either.

“Where are we?” I asked Iverog. “This looks like some alternate Earth or maybe the future.”

“This is Tushar, one of Lady Eira’s cities in the heart of the elvish kingdom.” 

“Are we safe here?” I asked.

“Are we ever safe anywhere?” said Iverog. “I can’t see into the future so I have no way of knowing.”

“I mean, how likely are we to run into Lady Eira?”

“Not likely,” he said.

Iverog pointed the way, and I followed, straightening out my hair as I went, trying to look presentable. It still smelled burnt, though. He led us down a crowded street and I tried not to take the strange looks I got personally, so I was grateful when we turned into a park filled with trees. They probably didn’t get many humans out here.

I sat on one of the benches and relaxed. My jeans were still wet, and they let off a little steam in the hot sun as they dried. I took off my hoodie, tied it back around my waist, and then checked my toes. My shoes were still wet and my socks drenched, but my toes seemed fine.

“Someone approaches,” said Iverog, and I almost asked who was approaching because I had sort of forgotten we were here to pick up a delivery. 

“Where?”

“Over there.” He pointed with one of his scaly green fingers. 

A tall elven male wearing a grey and gold tunic-like outfit headed in our direction. He carried a small bundle under one arm. 

“Hello,” I said when he got close enough. “You call for a courier?”

“Your manner of dress is quite strange and you seem ill-prepared.”

“I'm just new at this, but know my way around. You still want me to deliver it?”

“Oh, yes,” he said. “I meant no disrespect. This package is extremely delicate and must be delivered to Blackdale by tomorrow.”

“Of course,” I said it like I went there often even though I never had; however, I was sure Iverog could get me there. The man’s expression brightened. 

“These are in good hands then,” he said, and handed me a bundle of sticks. 

“Yes, sir,” I said and put the bundle under one arm. He held out his clenched fist like he was going to give me something, so I held out my hand. Two silver coins dropped into my palm. 

Oh, it was a tip. 

“Thank-you,” I said, closing my hand and nodding at him politely. I was still new at this delivery stuff, but I was sure Grandpa Dan had already collected payment. I didn't get a good look at the coinage, but I’d never seen it before. Silver coins were common in Alfheim, though I'd never used any, so I didn't know what the denominations might mean. He could have tipped me two pennies and I wouldn't know the difference yet. I tucked the coins in my pocket and left.

I turned the package over when I’d gotten out of sight and inspected the sticks. They appeared to be a collection of branches from different kinds of trees. A few had dirt on them, so those could be a root instead of a branch. A small piece of paper with the delivery instructions protruded from the brown string tying the bundle together. 

“How far is Blackdale from here?” I asked. “If you didn’t use magic to get there.”

“About four months by ship,” said Iverog. “There are no land routes.”

“And if we used the standard portals?”

“About twenty-seven hours walking.”

“Twenty-seven hours and they want it delivered tomorrow?”

“I don’t think they expect it to be delivered by a single person walking the entire way.”

“Either way, we can’t deliver it yet. Let's go home so I can change and we’ll deliver this tomorrow.”
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“Om-ma!” I called in Korean as I walked in the door. Iverog ducked into whatever invisible dimension it was that kept him out of sight. 

“Alecia!” Mom hollered from the kitchen. I heard the sound of pans and frying food from the kitchen. Dinner must be soon. I hung my jacket on our family’s hallway coat hanger. Carved into the top shelf were little bowls for keys and knick-knacks. The one labeled “Mom” held her pink-rimmed keys. The one labeled “Dad” was empty. He was on a business trip to Korea this month. His company enjoyed sending him overseas. It surprised Korean businessmen when an American spoke their language. 

The sound of shuffling feet from behind me caught my attention. An elderly man wearing a deep blue hanbok walked from his hiding place around the stairwell, a kind smile on his face.

“Welcome home,” said Grandpa Dan. His hanbok, a traditional Korean outfit, was made from a soft silk. Combined with his white hair, he looked like an ancient Asian sage. 

“Karakowski compliment you on delivery today. Good job.” He spoke in broken English.

“It was nothing,” I said, trying to hide any stress I felt. Seeing the dead guy would take some time to process. But for now, ignoring the problem seemed like the perfect plan. Technically, it wasn’t even my problem to worry about.

“Shhh,” I put a finger to my lips. “Could you grab me a snack from the kitchen?” I pointed around the hallway corner, where sounds of Mom making food were accompanied by the delicious smells of garlic and sesame seed oil.  

“You get own snack.” He grinned. “Grandpa no do Alecia dirty work.” 

He shuffled away, leaving me without a response.

Well then, I’ll do it myself.

I tiptoed toward the kitchen, silent as a mouse. Mom was at the stove stirring something in a pan. Steam filled the air in front of her. I pressed forward, holding my breath.

“You’re so busy, I never see you,” Mom’s Korean sliced through me the instant my foot touched the kitchen tile. I hung my shoulders in defeat.

“Hi, Mom,” I said. She refused to speak to me in English. She believed it would bring shame if I never learned Korean. While she had a point, I was too stubborn to let her know that, which is why I studied it when she wasn’t watching. 

“Of course, I’m busy,” I said in English. “I’ve got school and Grandpa Dan has me doing deliveries.” 

“Have you eaten yet?” she asked, piling a plate full of stir-fried glass noodles.

“I’m not very hungry,” I said, and she heaped even more noodles on the plate.

“You’re so skinny. You need to eat more.” She handed me the plate and the look on her face indicated I’d better not argue. I sat at the table and started eating the noodles. 

They tasted heavenly.

My phone buzzed with a text. Pulling it free from my pants pocket, I read the only notification. All it said was ‘I’m here’, from Stephanie. 

Stephanie!

I jumped to my feet, shoving a bite of the delicious noodles into my mouth before I left the table. I hadn’t heard from her in a week and now she was at the door, but the noodles were really good. I rushed to the front door and swung it wide.

“You’ll never guess what my therapist said.” Stephanie burst through the door the moment I opened it, bubbling with energy and a smile plastered on her face.

“What did she say?” I asked. It felt good to see Stephanie looking so happy. 

“I’m not crazy!” she said, giving me a quick hug. “She said that I ‘experienced’ an insomnia induced hallucination because I hadn’t been sleeping and because I felt extremely worried about you, and also because I stayed up all night studying for our Chemistry test.” 

She scarcely took a breath as she spoke. The words tumbled out like she was making up for lost time. 

I put my hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eyes.

“So is everything okay now?” I asked. 

“Oh, yeah,” she gave me a smile. “The doctor gave me this amazing pill that helps me sleep and I have never felt so good in my life! It’s been a whole week now and zero hallucinations,” she said. She seemed particularly proud of that last part.

“I’m so glad. I was concerned about you.” I still worried about her, but it seemed like she was coping well enough. 

“But none of that matters,” Stephanie said dramatically. “I’ve figured out the real truth.”

“The real truth?” I asked cautiously. 

Stephanie set down several books she’d been carrying and unfolded a large sheet of paper on the table. There were crude drawings that bore a slight resemblance to Iverog. I began to get nervous.

Mom walked in, wiping her hands on a towel.

“Hi, Stephanie,” said my mom in English. “Have you eaten yet?”

“Not yet,” Stephanie arranged the books on the table in small stacks. “Is that japchae?” she asked, excited. Mom nodded, walking back to the kitchen. She returned and handed Stephanie a plate piled high with noodles. I grabbed Stephanie a set of metal chopsticks from the drawer because we didn’t have any forks. 

“I’ve been doing research all week,” said Stephanie, pointing to the largest piece of paper on the table. “I actually had to go to the library for some of this. It wasn’t even on the Internet.”

“Really?” I said, trying to act surprised. I was genuinely nervous now. I could feel my hands starting to shake, so I resumed eating my own plate of noodles to keep from being obvious.

“You are being haunted by a ghost,” she said.

“A ghost?” I almost started laughing, but then stopped short. I’d never thought of Iverog as a ghost. He was incorporeal and nobody else could see him. In a way, I guess he was haunting me. It really wasn’t a bad theory. But ghosts weren’t the same as magic, and that meant I still couldn’t tell her anything.

“Hey! No laughing,” said Stephanie. “I spent a lot of time researching this.”

“I’m sure you did,” I said. “Show me everything.”

“To be honest,” said Stephanie, her voice resolute. “It did take me a long time to work through it. I really did see something, no matter what the therapist says, and so far this is the only explanation that I’ve come up with that makes any sense.”

“For what it’s worth, I believe you,” I said. 

“Thank you,” she said and gave me a hug. “I’ve looked through all the European myths and none of them seemed to fit. So I’ve been focusing on the Asian ghosts and I’ve found a few that seem kinda close.” She pointed to the hand-drawn pictures that bore a slight resemblance to Iverog. “But none of the horns seemed to be right,” she said.

“These are really cool,” I said. “Where did you get these?”

“Grandpa Dan, actually,” she said. “He knows a lot of ghost stories that date back to the early China era.”

“I bet he does,” I said.

“So what happened with Mark and that other guy?” asked Stephanie.

“Nothing,” I said, not really sure I liked the change of topic.

Stephanie stopped mid-bite. 

“What do you mean? I thought you had dates set for both of them?” 

“I didn’t know which one to pick, so I canceled.” I shoved a mouthful of noodles down so I didn’t have to talk.  

“It’s too early to pick one,” she said. “You have to go out with both of them for a while. Then you can pick one.”

I swallowed with an audible gulp.

“I know,” I said. “I chickened out.” 

“Doesn’t the other guy live far away?” she asked.

“His name is Allen and yes he does.” He lived at Jomsburg castle somewhere in Europe, but I couldn’t tell her that, so I had been keeping his location vague.

“That makes it easy then. Just date Mark because he is here.” She shrugged her shoulders like there was no other choice.

“That seems like terrible reasoning, but I guess it makes sense.”

“So when are you going to ask him?” she asked, tapping her chopsticks expectantly.

“I’m too busy right now,” I said, and truthfully I was. Between school and deliveries, I had hardly any time to myself.
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School felt like it should be the last thing I needed to worry about, but here I was sitting in Ms. Spadafino's chemistry class. I kept thinking about the bundle of sticks that I had to deliver today. I’d left them at Grandpa Dan’s shop for safekeeping, but it bugged me that I hadn’t finished the delivery. There was no way I could sneak away at lunchtime and deliver them, even though I wouldn’t mind missing the rest of my classes.

Stephanie came in and sat at the desk next to me. She began scribbling at a doodle in one of her many notebooks with a comically large purple crayon. I watched her draw the ears on a rabbit chasing a fox with a squirt gun. I tapped my desk with a pencil, too bored to do the chemistry assignment and too distracted to doodle my own artwork. Having an incomplete delivery made it hard to focus. Stephanie turned and spun her notebook so I could see her finished doodle.

The cartoon-ish rabbit now held a lasso it had roped around the fox, whose eyes were bulging out of its head. The word “AAIIIIEEEE!” was written in bold letters in the background behind them.

“Looks nice,” I said. I continued tapping with my pencil, looking at a random corner of the room.

“Alecia,” said Stephanie. “Are you feeling ok?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “Just distracted.”

“Mark stopped me in the hall and asked where you were,” she said. 

“What? Did he say why?” I could feel my heart pounding. I had a huge crush on Mark, but I was avoiding him right now because I was trying to decide what to do. Stephanie was pushing me to date Mark because I’d liked him for so long.

“He didn't say. He just asked if I knew where you were. I told him you were probably here, but the bell rang and he ran to his class,” she said. “Should I text him and let him know you are ready for that date?” She shot me a smile. There was a playful light in her eyes.

“Quit pushing,” I said. “I’ll ask him when I’m ready.”

“If you don’t hurry up, I’m going to text him for you.” She pulled her notebook back, still grinning.

I rolled my eyes at her. 

“Alecia,” said Ms. Spadafino, walking over with a blue slip of paper. “You are wanted in the office.”

I took the paper and gathered my stuff. The empty hallway echoed as I walked through it. I couldn’t imagine what the office needed me for, so I hoped I wasn’t in trouble.

“Why do you not profess your love to Mark directly?” Iverog popped into existence right next to my ear. I stumbled, startled by his sudden appearance and taken aback by his direct question. He floated along beside me, just far enough ahead that I could see him without having to look away as I walked. 

“You wouldn’t possibly understand,” I said.

“I have seen the way you act around him. I’ve seen the signs many times before.” He folded his arms, his body still keeping pace with mine by sliding alongside me.

“It’s none of your business.” I scowled. Stephanie was pushy enough, I didn’t need Iverog meddling too.

"How is it not my business when you decide to take a mate? We are forever connected."

I stopped dead in my tracks.

“Whoa! I am not taking a mate,” I said much louder than I meant to. A biology teacher stepped into the hallway. I looked at the ground and walked faster. “I’m not getting engaged or married,” I said in a much quieter voice. “I only just turned sixteen and I haven't even gone on a proper date yet.”

“I don’t see why that matters,” said Iverog.

"Stop! Just shut up and let me handle this." I started jogging down the hall. Iverog slipped out of view. The furious pace seemed more suited to my new mood. Mark really was the least of the problems I had right now.

I passed student’s artwork and school posters advertising upcoming events and quoting various school slogans. I walked the last few steps between me and the principal’s door. I turned into the office and was surprised to see Karakowski standing there in his familiar blue suit. 

“Do you have all your stuff?” he asked before I could even say hello.

“Yeah,” I shrugged. “It’s all in my backpack.”

“Great, I’ve arranged with Grandpa Dan and he arranged with your mom. You need to come with me for a while.”

“What’s going on?”

“Not here. Take this note and go sign yourself out with the attendance office and I’ll tell you all about it in the car.”

“Ok,” I said and took the note. It felt weird leaving school when I hadn’t even finished the first class. The attendance lady took my note and dismissed me without raising an eyebrow.

Karakowski’s SUV was parked out front and I climbed in the front seat.

“What do you need my help with?” I asked after I got buckled.

“There’s been another murder.”

“Like the last one?” I asked.

“Pretty much,” he said. “But this time the body doesn’t look human.”

“Not human?” My eyes bulged. “This just gets weirder and weirder.”

“Tell me about it,” said Karakowski, shaking his head. I couldn’t blame him much since I was the one that accidentally pulled him into the world of magic.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Howard has the body at the morgue and I was hoping you could come down and look at it.”

“You want me to look at another dead body?” 

“What else am I supposed to do? There isn’t anybody else that I trust,” he said. 

“Fine,” I said. I didn’t really want to see another dead body, but I liked that he trusted me enough to keep me on the case.

“I’ll find a way to return the favor if I can,” he promised.

We pulled into Harborview Medical Center where the city morgue was located, and Karakowski led us up to the second floor.

“What brings you guys here?” asked Howard.

“We came to identify the John Doe,” said Karakowski.

“Is she next of kin?” asked Howard. 

“Yeah, sure.” Karakowski gave him a questioning glance. Howard picked up a clipboard from his desk.

“We had one come in yesterday and two earlier this week,” he said, reading from the list.

“What are you doing?” asked Karakowski. “We want to see the one that came in this morning. The special one.” Howard gave him a blank stare.

“I don’t see one on the list and if it’s not on the list, we don’t have it.” Howard shrugged.

“I’m talking about the one from Gas Works Park that came in this morning. He was unexplainably furry.”

“Oh! That one. We turned it over to animal control.”

“You did what?”

“They came and picked it up. It was a dog,” he enunciated the last word. “We don’t handle those here.”

“Karakowski,” I said, trying to get his attention.

“What?” he answered sharply.

“Did you contact anybody about this particular situation?”

“Of course. I followed the usual protocol,” he said.

“But this isn’t usual,” I said. “Is there a protocol for that too?”

“Oh, crap!” he said, shaking his head. “I left a voice message on the telephone number that Malcolm gave me. It was one of the conditions of my new assignment.”

“You talked with Malcolm?” I asked, a bit surprised. Malcolm was the wizard who evaluated me when I found out I had magic. I’d only met him once, but I didn’t like him much. 

“Who’s Malcolm,” asked Howard?

“The guy from animal control,” I said. 

“They were really efficient,” said Howard.

“I bet they were,” said Karakowski.

“I think we should be going,” I said. Karakowski looked frustrated, but picked up on my cue and waited to say anything else till we were outside.

“I can’t believe it,” he said. “They sent a clean-up crew and wiped everybody’s memory.”

“That’s the only thing that makes sense,” I said.

“I guess we’re done with this case then,” said Karakowski. “Should I take you back to school?”

“Actually, can you drop me by Grandpa Dan’s shop? I have a delivery I’m supposed to make.”

“Sure.”
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The bell on the door of Grandpa Dan’s shop jingled as we entered. Karakowski followed me into the shop.

“How soon are you leaving?” he asked.

“I just have to grab the package and I’m heading out,” I said. “It’s just in the back.”

“Mind if I come with you?” he said.

“To get the package?” I asked. 

“No, on the delivery.”

“Ok, but why?”

“Would you believe I just want to go on a road trip?” he said, smiling.

“Not really,” I chuckled. 

“Yeah, I didn’t think so, but I just can’t stop thinking about this case. Since Malcolm effectively erased all of my evidence, I’m not going to find any answers here. So I feel like my only option is to wander around Alfheim with you and hope I bump into some clues.”

“Really?” I said. “You think clues are just going to be floating around everywhere?” I rolled my eyes.

“What are the odds you are delivering a bundle of sticks to faerie land when this case happens to involve some fast-growing plants we can’t identify. It’s a long shot, but it’s possible it’s related. At the very least, the guy you deliver them to will know something about plants that grow there and I can ask him some questions.”

“You looked at my delivery?” I asked, shocked.

“I was here earlier, looking for you, and noticed them in the back room. It’s not like they were hidden or anything.”

“Oh,” I said. “I should probably keep my deliveries out of sight from now on. But, sure why not? It will be like old times.” I put my travel bag on and grabbed the bundle from the back.

“I’m back on the delivery,” I hollered down the hall to Grandpa Dan. “Karakowski is going with me.”

“Travel safe,” said Grandpa Dan. “Protect Karakowski.” 

“Thanks,” said Karakowski, smiling. “Should I wear my flak jacket?” I rolled my eyes.

“Yeah, I’ll be careful.” I pushed through the exit and Karakowski headed to his car. He grabbed a small bag and slung it over his shoulder. He took off his suit coat and put on his FBI jacket instead.

“I never thought I’d be going back,” said Karakowski. “I know it won’t be like last time, but part of me is still nervous.” 

“I go there almost every day with this job,” I shrugged. “But I know what you mean.”

We started walking. I followed Iverog and Karakowski followed me as we headed down the street.

“Where are you going to make the portal?” asked Karakowski. “I thought we left from the back alley last time I went?”

“Last time, yeah. But we are going to a different place, and there is a shorter route if we walk a little way.”

“Aren’t we going to take the truck?” he asked.

“The terrain really isn’t suited for the truck this time.”

“Oh,” he said, shaking his head a bit. “I still don’t understand how you keep all this straight.”

“It’s a gift,” I said, and Iverog gave me a sideways look. It wasn’t my gift, but there wasn’t any other way to explain it without revealing too much information about Iverog. I was already uncomfortable that Karakowski even knew about my ‘spirit guide.’ We walked a few blocks before turning down a busy street. Cars zipped by in both directions and several people sat outside a Starbucks. 

“We are here,” said Iverog. He pointed to a large window display for a trendy clothing shop. Two manikins dressed in matching outfits stared back at me.

“Hold this for a minute,” I handed Karakowski the bundle of sticks, and faced the shop. 

“You will open the portal right here out in the open?” asked Karakowski in a low voice. Two joggers passed by on the sidewalk as if to validate his point.

“Keep your voice down and no one will notice,” I said, looking around to make sure there weren’t people in earshot. “I will open the portal up as close to the window as possible, and then we just disappear into it when no one is looking. If we do it right, it should look like we walked into the store.”

“Ok, you’re the expert,” he said, but I could tell he was skeptical and maybe a little nervous.

I took a deep breath and unfocused my eyes. The ley line overhead was small, but I didn’t need much since I wasn’t taking the truck through. Power flooded through me as I started the spell. I felt a little self-conscious as I shaped the magic with Karakowski watching, but the magically enhanced courage compensated, so I unzipped the air in front of the portal with a little more flourish than necessary. Karakowski jumped.

“Let’s go,” I said.  

“That is so surreal,” he said. “You are amazing.” He walked up to the edge of the bright silver disc and stopped. 

“Move it,” I said. I felt strong enough to pick him up and throw him through the portal. “You need to go first.” I’d never tested if the added confidence actually gave me any extra strength, but I doubted it did.

“Fine,” he said and stepped through. 

Cool mist greeted my skin. The connection dropped, the portal closed, and my feeling of megalomania receded. I was back to my usual self, whereas my surroundings were anything but.

Tall coniferous trees surrounded us, their branches crowding the skyline. We stood in a clearing covered with pine needles and ferns. It reminded me of Washington, but the ferns here were blue, and many of the pine-type trees were red or orange. 

“Where are we?” asked Karakowski. 

“We are near Fire Tree Village, just outside of Tal-Oknal,” I said, repeating what Iverog had just told me. “It’s a fair walk to the next portal site.” 

A light misty rain fell, just enough to matte my long black hair. Drops rolled down Karakowski’s FBI jacket and dripped onto the sticks he was holding. Maybe that would clean some mud off of them.

“These trees are amazing!” said Karakowski. “Do you come through here often?”

“No,” I said. “But this is so much better than the snow I had to go through this morning.”

“Snow?” asked Karakowski. “Are we likely to run into some?”

“I sure hope not. I’ve had my fill for today.” I glared at Iverog.

“Are you sure these should get wet?” asked Karakowski, holding up the bundle of sticks.

“They are just sticks,” I said. “I doubt it will matter much.” 

“I think I’ll wrap them in my jacket just in case,” said Karakowski. “We don’t want you getting in trouble because these got wet.” He took off his jacket, wrapped it around the bundle and tied it shut with the sleeves. He wore a light blue, long sleeve shirt with the sleeves rolled up just below the elbows. He wore his service pistol in a shoulder holster under his left arm, and I could see spare magazines balancing the load under his right arm.

We walked in silence, the forest thick around us, except for the dirt road we traveled.  

“Do you usually have to walk this far?” asked Karakowski after a few minutes.

“Every delivery is different,” I said. 

Brightly colored pine trees seemed to be less prevalent the farther we got from the clearing and bushes; black mushrooms and dingy mosses replaced the blue ferns. 

“The terrain seems to have changed,” said Karakowski. I stepped around a large puddle.

Something rustled in a nearby bush, and Karakowski and I both jumped. “What was that?” he said.

“Is it dangerous?” I asked. 

“That was a hoknee,” Iverog said with a laugh. “They are small rodents indigenous to this region. Nothing to fear.”

“It’s okay,” I said to Karakowski, who had pulled his gun. He was holding it in one hand and the bundle in the other. He scanned the forest one more time before holstering it. I didn’t blame him. We were deeper into the woods now, and the dense trees made it darker and harder to see. We could still see, but a flashlight would have been nice. Maybe one of those big ones that you can hit things with. We walked a short distance farther and Karakowski jumped, dropping the bundle of sticks.

“What happened?” I asked. Instinctively, I found myself in a defensive pose, arms up, ready to fight. Six years of studying martial arts does that to you.

“The bundle moved,” said Karakowski. He trained his gun on it and kicked at it with one shoe. 

Iverog hovered right over the bundle, inspecting it. 

“What do you mean it moved?” I asked, moving closer. “It’s just a bunch of twigs, how can it move?”

“I don’t know. It just moved. There must be something in there.” We watched the bundle for a minute, waiting for it to move again, but nothing.

“I swear I felt something,” he said. Iverog raised his eyebrows. The FBI jacket just lay there on the ground, unmoving. I inched closer to it, half expecting something to jump out, but nothing did.

I touched the bundle and felt the sticks inside. It remained still. I untied the sleeves and unwrapped the sticks. They looked the same as usual, even if they were a little damp now. The twine holding them together was still intact.

“It seems you were mistaken,” said Iverog. I scowled at him the best I could. 

Something brushed my hand, and I screamed, dropping the sticks into a puddle. Water splashed onto my pant leg.

“I felt it move!” I backed away from the puddle. One of the sticks twitched. “Look! There,” I said. “The stick is alive!”

“See!” said Karakowski. 

Iverog walked over to the puddle and scrutinized the sticks. Another of the sticks started wiggling, like a zombie coming to life. The twine holding the bundle together broke as two of the sticks curled around each other. 

The sticks were twisting around each other so much they resembled a mass of writhing snakes. I grabbed Karakowski’s jacket and scooped them up in it. 

“Be careful,” said Karakowski. “What if these are the same vines that killed those two guys?”

I held the wriggling bundle at arm’s length, closing the coat as much as possible while trying not to drop it.

“You really think these could be the same vines?” I asked. 

“They look very similar,” he said. “And based on how fast they are growing, I think it’s likely. How did you get these?”

“It’s just a normal delivery. You saw them, they were normal sticks a minute ago.”

“I know,” he said. “It making my brain hurt. How do you deal with this sort of stuff all the time?”

“I guess you get used to it,” I said.

“They’ve stopped moving,” said Karakowski. I opened the coat and nearly dropped it, instead I set it down on the ground. Inside was a small humanoid tree-person. In the center, the sticks had fused together, forming a small torso that resembled a tree trunk. Tiny arms sprouted just below its head and the torso extended down into legs that ended in roots instead of feet.

“What is it?” asked Karakowski.

“That looks very much like a baby werg,” said Iverog.

“A werg?” I said out loud in surprise. 

“A what?” asked Karakowski, eyes wide.

“I’ve not seen one this young, but I've heard that when werg are young, they grow in the ground like plants. As they reach adolescence, they break off their roots and roam free.”

“It’s a tree-creature called a werg,” I said. “Apparently they grow in the ground till adolescence.”

“What are you going to do with it?” asked Karakowski.

“We need to make a quick stop at my house,” I said. 

“Back the way we came?” asked Karakowski. 

Iverog nodded, and so did I. 

The baby werg looked almost limp by the time we reached our small apartment in the Queen Anne neighborhood of Seattle. I was worried and felt like I was racing against time to take care of it.

“Can you wait outside?” I asked Karakowski? “I don’t need my mom involved in this right now.”

“Sure. I’ll secure the package,” he said, smiling. I handed him back his FBI jacket with the baby werg in it.

“Om-ma!” I yelled as I opened the door and kicked off my shoes. “I need a kimchi tub.” Mom emigrated from Korea when she married my dad, so I knew we had some of these lying around.

“What for?” she asked in Korean. 

“A school project,” I said. Mom didn’t know about magic, so I couldn’t tell her anything.

“In the closet,” she said. I grabbed one of the smaller round tubs. I rooted around in the garage, looking through Dad’s excess luggage for something to transport the kimchi tub. There were lots of them of different sizes because he travels overseas a lot. I finally ended up taking an oversized case he used to transport demo equipment. The kimchi tub fit nicely at the bottom and didn’t tip too much when I rolled it. I tossed the kimchi tub inside, zipped it up and headed out.

"Are you done stocking shelves with Grandpa Dan?" Mom asked as I passed through the kitchen.

"Yeah, I finished my part already."

“Great, you can help me with dinner.” She had the rice cooker going already, and it looked like it was going to include tofu of some kind. 

“Sorry, I can’t. I have to get this project done right now. Gotta go. Bye, Mom,” I said and headed for the door. 

"At least get cleaned up, you are a mess," she hollered after me. 

"OK," I said and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Mom was right, I looked awful. My hair was all over the place, and my clothes were covered in mud and twigs, but I didn’t have time to do anything about it right now.

I slipped on my shoes and closed the door behind me with a foot. 

“What’s that?” asked Karakowski.

“It’s a kimchi tub in a suitcase,” I said in a matter-of-fact tone. “It is sort of awkward because the kimchi tub is round and the suitcase is sort of square, but I made it work.”

He looked at me like he was going to say something else, but decided against it.

I walked to the nearest safe transport zone and threw open a portal. I grabbed the suitcase and followed Karakowski through the portal, almost pushing him when he didn’t go fast enough. The familiar tree city of Tal-Oknal greeted us as we stepped through. This was very close to the place Karakowski, and I had first entered Alfheim. I let the connection drop, and walked off the path into the forest, and dumped everything on the ground.

“You still haven’t explained what we are doing.” said Karakowski, still holding the baby werg.

“Saving its life.” I pulled the kimchi tub out of the suitcase and started digging in the ground with my hands. The dirt was soft and cool to the touch, and I scooped big handfuls of it into the empty tub as fast as I could. The werg’s roots were sticking out slightly from the jacket Karakowski held wrapped around it, and I didn’t know how long the poor thing could last without dirt. 

“I’ve never paid much attention to house plants,” I said. “But even I know if you let the roots dry out, the plant will die. So, I’m going to treat it like a plant because that is the way it’s acting.”

“Good call,” said Karakowski. He started untying the knot in the wet sleeves of the jacket while I scooped more dirt. Karakowski dropped the jacket and cradled the tiny doll-like creature while I finished with the dirt. I placed my hand around the torso and took the werg, setting it roots-first into the soil of the kimchi tub. As they touched the dirt, the reaction was immediate. The werg pulled free from my grasp and its roots burrowed into the soil.

“That is so creepy,” said Karakowski.

We packed dirt tight around it with bare hands. It felt good to see the helpless little plant settled into the tub.

Karakowski rooted around in his bag and handed me a plastic water bottle.

“That soil is too dry. You need to water it.” He said.

“Thanks,” I said, and emptied it entirely into the tub. I’d picked the smallest kimchi tub we had, but at 20 inches in diameter, it was still very large; however, the baby werg seemed to be growing to fill the space. Finally, the baby werg stretched his arms once and then slumped over slightly and fell asleep. At least that is how it looked. There was so much I didn’t know about this creature, but planting it seemed to have been the right choice. I hoped the Alfheim soil near these trees would be good enough for it.

“What are you going to name it?” asked Karakowski. I stared at him for a long moment.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “I can’t name this thing. It’s not a puppy and I can’t keep it.”

“Well, you can’t deliver it yet.”

“Of course I can. That’s my job.”

“Take a closer look at it,” said Karakowski, pointing to the sleeping werg. “See those little vines?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Those look exactly like the mystery vines that killed those guys,” he said. The woody vines that helped form the little creature’s shape did look exactly the same. I couldn’t believe it.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means we need to do some more investigating before you try to deliver it.”

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh and opened a portal back home.
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The suitcase turned out to be an excellent way to transport the freshly potted werg. I’m sure I looked like a tourist wheeling such a large suitcase down the street, but I didn’t care. The baby plant was safe. Karakowski headed back to his office, and since I couldn’t exactly take this back to my house, I headed to Grandpa Dan’s shop.

“Have you decided on a name yet?” asked Iverog. “Unnamed creatures are a bad omen in the fae realms.”

“Then it’s good we aren’t there,” I quipped. He just stared at me with that look that meant I should apologize. I stopped walking and pushed the suitcase off to one side so I didn’t block the walkway. “I know it needs a name. I’ve been thinking about it all the way here, and I don’t think I’m qualified to give it one. I don’t even know if it’s species can talk.”

“Adult werg are highly intelligent and skilled warriors. You would do well to name it something that instills fear into its enemies.”

“That makes it so much easier,” I said sarcastically. I didn’t even know the little creature’s gender or if they even had genders. I had heard of some trees having genders, but did that apply to tree creatures? And did gender matter when naming a werg? I could give him or her a name that totally undermined their confidence and ruined their life. I wasn’t about to ruin the life of this beautiful little creature.

“A name will shape his future for good or bad,” said Iverog. 

“You are not making this any easier,” I said and started moving again, pulling the suitcase behind me.

Grandpa Dan was sitting behind the counter when I walked into the shop. I unzipped the wheelie bag and showed him the baby tree-creature.

"Little werg not do so good," he said. "He seems much pale."

“He?” I asked. “Are you sure he’s a boy werg?”

“Oh yes. But he look sick,” said Grandpa Dan.

“How could he be sick?” I said, surprised. I was expecting him to say how cute he looked. “I’ve taken really good care of him. Why is he sick? What else does he need?”

“No idea,” he said. I thought about googling it, but I didn't figure there was going to be much on the internet about how to care for a werg.

“There has to be someone who knows something about him,” I said.

“Maybe try animal merchant?” said Grandpa Dan.

“You mean like a vet?” I asked. He shook his head.  

“Not here. Alfheim. They sell all animals,” he said. 

“Ok. I'll give it a try.” I zipped up the suitcase and headed right back out. This day had not gone according to plan at all, and now I was headed back to Alfheim without a clue as to what I was looking for. But if the little guy wasn’t doing well, I didn’t feel like I could let it wait. I felt a sharp pain in my stomach as though I hadn’t eaten in several hours, but I didn’t feel hungry.

“I suppose you know where we should be going?” I asked Iverog when we were safely outside and alone.

“There are many who might know in the street market in Blackdale,” he said.

“Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” 

“I had no reason to,” he said. I just shook my head. 

We headed out for Blackdale.
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The streets of Blackdale forked and we followed the road past a group of street performers and into a row of vegetable vendors. Iverog had managed to guide me to a portal that opened directly to the inner city, bypassing the guards at the wall. 

The smell of cooked food permeated the air, and I noticed several tents housing eateries. My stomach growled, but I didn’t think it was a good time to stop. 

“Try that guy,” said Iverog, pointing to a bearded dwarf surrounded by cages filled with animals. There were a few Earth species that I recognized, but several scaly ones that I didn’t. 

“What do I say?”

“How should I know?” said Iverog.

“You’re no help.”

“You may not want to let him know you have a werg though.”

“Got it,” I said and headed toward the merchant.

The dwarf noticed my approach and when I got close, he said in a kind voice, “Looking for a pet? Perhaps I could interest you in this fine capybara?”

“No thanks,” I said. “I'm actually trying to find out information on something called a werg.”

“Oh, no no,” he said, shaking his head and making a scrunchy face. “Those are nasty, dangerous creatures. You don't want one of them. This capybara here is much cuter, and it isn’t likely to kill your other pets.”

“Werg are that dangerous?” I couldn’t imagine the little creature in the suitcase could be as dangerous as he was making it out to be, but it was still just an infant.

“Oh yes. The adults kill whatever hapless creatures wander into their domain and feed them to their young.”

“Aren’t they basically plants?” I asked, a bit confused. “How would they even eat a wild creature?”

“Oh, they don’t eat them. Infant werg need blood in their soil to live,” he said, waving one hand past his face as though this was all very mysterious and scary. “The adult werg water the soil of their young with the blood of their enemies.”

“That’s disgusting,” I said. It was also very informative. There were several species of plants back on Earth that required animal protein to live.

“Yeah, you don’t want to have anything to do with them,” said the merchant. “They are plants at heart and just see us as future fertilizer. It doesn’t bug them one bit to hurry along the cycle.” His words sent a shiver down my spine. It didn’t change what I had to do though.

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “You’ve more than convinced me. I’ll take something much more friendly. What’s that little rodent looking thing over there?”

“That’s a Common Grey Hoknee,” he said, waving a hand as though to dismiss its existence. “Reptile food mostly. They are disgusting little creatures, but some people like to keep them as pets.”

“I’ll take that one.” He raised one eyebrow at me as though to ask if I really meant it, but the smile on his face indicated he was happy for the sale. I nodded, and he hurried over to scoop the hoknee out of the cage.

“That’ll be two Ganes.” The stocky dwarf held out his hand.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the two coins I’d been paid as a tip earlier.

“The silver coin on the left,” said Iverog, hovering near my shoulder. I picked out the coin and handed it to the merchant. He dropped some smaller copper coins into my hand.

I took my leave, cupped the hoknee in one hand and dragged the wheelie bag with the potentially murderous little plant behind me with the other. I turned down an alleyway, looking for a quiet spot.

The sound of wind rustling through the branches of a nearby tree caught my attention; it seemed almost loud and angry. I looked around, but there was barely a small breeze. I unzipped the wheelie bag and removed the baby werg. It looked much worse than it had before, its body slumped over in the dirt. 

“It needs blood to survive,” said Iverog. He crouched next to the kimchi tub.

“I know!” I snapped. “That’s why I got this hoknee. It’s just a glorified rat. I was going to kill it, but it’s kind of cute and I don’t think I can do it now.”

“You had no trouble beating that goblin near to death.”

“That’s different, it tried to kill me. This hoknee is helpless.” Its little brown eyes looked up at me.

“So is the baby werg. It is the circle of life,” said Iverog. “You must choose which one will die.” 

I scowled at him. 

“This is not fair,” I said. I hadn’t come prepared to kill. I fished out a small pocketknife from the backpack. It was the swiss-army type with all the tools on it, so the blade wasn’t its primary function. I held the rodent in one had and used my teeth to open the right blade. It squirmed around as though it could tell what I was about to do.

I didn’t know whether to break its neck or cut its throat, but I didn’t want to do either. They were both so cute and choosing between them felt incredibly hard. But if I didn’t choose, the baby werg would die, anyway. I wiped away the starts of a tear with my upper arm.

“Little one! Where are you?” roared a loud voice behind me. Birds flew into the air in all directions, startled by the noise. I turned to see a massive tree-like creature blocking the opening to the alleyway.

He lumbered forward, twisting his head and furling his branches. “What have you done?” he bellowed, the words thick in his mouth as he spoke. “Why do you not care for the infant? I shall water its roots with your blood!”

“Whoa, big guy,” I said, stepping between him and the baby werg. I don’t know where the sudden courage came from, but I was ready to protect the baby werg at all costs. “I was just about to feed it.” I raised one hand to reveal the small rodent with the knife pressed to its neck. 

“Give that to me,” he said and took the struggling rodent from my hands. He moved fast for a creature of his size, stepping around me to get to the infant werg. “Do you not hear his cries? He is weak and in desperate need of nourishment.” 

Tiny bones broke as he crushed the rodent in his fist. Blood oozed between his branches and he drizzled it around the roots of the infant.  

I stepped back away from the adult werg, who waited quietly, watching the blood soak into the soil. There was no reaction from the infant. I held my breath in anticipation.

The tiny werg stirred, roots reflexively rooting through the wet soil. I let out the breath I was holding and sat on the ground near the kimchi tub so I could watch the infant feed.

The adult werg relaxed also, his shoulders dropping and the branches on his back unfurling. He buried what was left of the bloody carcass in the kimchi tub, then he turned to face me.

“Explain yourself!” he bellowed. “How did you come to care for the werglett?”

“Hey, mister,” I said, rising to my feet and not even trying to hide my emotions. “I’ve had a rough day. I’ve traveled all over this realm trying to take care of this thing. I nearly froze to death at one point and it wasn’t even a werglett when I got it. It was just a bundle of sticks. I deliver things and I was given this, and it got wet and came alive. I’ve been caring for it as best as I could, even though I have no idea what I’m doing. So you can just back off.” The werg took a half step back. The sudden rage subsided as he backed down.

“Tell me who gave this to you,” he asked.

“I don’t know who I got it from,” I said. “Do you often lose wergletts?”

“We did not lose them, but they have been stolen. What you received was an incubation bundle headed for the nursery grounds in the Hamara forest. Whoever did this must pay. Their blood would nourish the soil of our young, making their roots grow deep and strong.”

That sounded very painful, so I changed the subject.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I am Breaks-Bones of the Hamara Forest werg and guardian of our law.”

“I’m Alecia. Delivery girl of Seattle.” I tacked on the extra because just saying my name didn’t sound fancy enough. 

“May the sun ever shine on your face,” he said. It seemed like a very uncomfortable greeting. That’s how sunburns happen. I didn’t know how to respond to it, so I changed the subject again.

“This may not be related,” I said. “But there have been two people killed by fast growing, woody vines.”

“Take me to them. I will tell you if they are related.”

“Um. I think their bodies have been removed and destroyed already.” I really wasn’t sure how to explain to him that none of the evidence was left.

“Then take me to the place where it happened. I wish to look for myself.”

“Ok,” I said. “It may take a while.”

“No matter. You have bonded with this werglett, so I will accompany you till he is weaned.”

“What?” I asked, shocked. “What do you mean I’m bonded?”

“He is imprinted on you and you on him. I could tell the bond was strong when you chose to protect the werglett from my approach. If you leave before he is weaned, he will die. However, you do not know how to care for him, so I will accompany you.”

“So how do we wean this little guy?” I asked.

“Until the blood thirst is quenched, you will provide for his needs. He has bonded with you and you will know when he needs to feed next.”

“Eventually he will be weaned, though, right? I’m not ready to be a mom just yet.”

“When his roots grow to sufficient strength, he will no longer need your help to survive and I will take him to Hamara forest with me.”

“Great, now we just need a disguise for you.” There was no way I could take him back to Seattle looking like this. I wasn’t even sure I could get him to Jomsburg without anyone noticing, but I didn’t have much choice. 

“Where will we get one of those?” asked Breaks-Bones.

“I’m hoping we can find one at Jomsburg Castle,” I said. “But we are going to have to take a heavily forested route to get there.” I said that last part for Iverog to hear.

He popped into view, shook his head at me and then pointed the way.
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Jomsburg castle cast a dark silhouette against the night sky. It seemed like I always came here at night. Breaks-Bones lumbered a few steps behind me, carrying the kimchi tub. I couldn't take the towering werg to see Karakowski looking the way he did. I'm sure some people might mistake it for great cosplay, but everyone else would panic if they saw a monster tree creature walking down the streets. I was betting Ezek would be able to help me figure out a disguise for him. 

It was eerily silent as I pushed the solid wood doors to the castle open. It always surprised me how easily they swung on the large silver hinges. 

“Hello,” said a petite girl with long blonde hair. “Welcome to Jomsburg.” She looked about the same age as I was, but several inches shorter, making it easy to think she was younger. 

“Hey,” I replied. “I’m Alecia. I don’t think I’ve met you before.”

“Werg!” shouted the girl, grabbing my hand and pulling me with her. I stumbled along a few steps.

“It’s okay,” I said, letting go of her hand. “He’s with me.” Breaks-Bones stopped at the door behind me, waiting in the opening and holding the werglett in the kimchi tub. It looked so small in his hands. The girl kept running.

“What’s going on?” said a deep voice. A very large, dark-skinned wizard emerged from the stairwell, robes flaring as he descended the steps two at a time. I felt an ominous surge of magic as he reached the last step.

“Ezek!” I said, positioning my body in front of Breaks-Bones, my arms outstretched. “He’s a friend. He’s not going to hurt anyone.” Ezek leveled a questioning look at me, eyebrows raised, but stopped. The collected magic receded.

“Why does it explain so much when I find out it’s you causing the ruckus?” he asked.

“Hey!” I objected. His familiar toothy smile returned to his face.

“Care to explain what is going on at the early hour?” he said.

“Let me introduce you to Breaks-Bones of the Hamara Forest werg,” I said. Ezek’s eyes widened a bit. “Breaks-Bones,” I gestured to the robed wizard, “this is Ezek, wizard of Jomsburg Castle.”

“May the light always shine on your face,” said Breaks-Bones with a slight nod. “I am not here to hunt. I follow the one who is bonded to the werglett until he is weaned.”

“Greetings Breaks-Bones,” said Ezek, returning the slight nod. “May the blood of our common enemies nourish the roots of your young. Welcome to Jomsburg castle. Please wait over here.” Ezek motioned to one of the stone benches along the wall of the large room. 

“Your decorum is well practiced,” said Breaks-Bones.

“Thank you,” said Ezek. “Now if you will excuse us, I need to discuss some stuff with Alecia for a bit.” He led the way to the archmage’s office, and I followed him inside.

“You are one lucky young lady,” said Ezek. “Werg rarely leave Hamara forest and when they do, it’s either to hunt or get revenge. I’ve never heard of a human bonding with a werglett. Care to tell me how that happened instead of you getting killed and fed to it?”

“It was an accident,” I said and explained to him how the delivery started and the circumstances that created the werglett as well as the meeting with Breaks-Bones. He chuckled as I finished.

“Only you could stumble into the most dangerous situation I can think of and accidentally turn it into a win.”

“Hey! I was just doing what was right. I couldn’t let that little guy die.”

“I know you were,” he said. There was understanding and compassion in his eyes.

“You seem to know quite a bit about them,” I said. “I mean what’s up with those greetings.”

“I spent several years studying the creatures of Hamara forest. I learned great respect for the werg; however, they are extremely dangerous if you don’t understand their ways. Fortunately, they tend to leave you alone if you leave them alone, unless they have young to feed. When the blood thirst sets in they will do whatever it takes to care for the werglett.”

“I know,” I said. “I was ready to fight him when I thought he was going to take the werglett from me.”

“So you really have bonded with it,” he said with some amazement. “I didn’t know that was possible. That puts you in a very weird position.”

“Tell me about it. I don’t think either of us are happy about it.”

“So why did you bring him here?” asked Ezek.

“Something is going on back in Seattle and I think the werg are involved somehow.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Karakowski investigated two separate deaths that both had these strange vines growing through their bodies. I didn’t know what it was at the time, but now that I’ve met Mr. Breaks-Bones over there, I believe it was the same type of vines that formed into the baby werg he is carrying.”

“Sounds like I need to talk to Karakowski. Does anyone else know about this?”

“Sort of. Apparently one of the victims wasn’t human and I don’t know much about what happened, but I believe that Malcolm came and cleaned everything up.”

“The more you talk, the more interesting this gets,” said Ezek. “That means there will be a report. I’m going to need to talk with the archmage as soon as he wakes up.”

“Also, I was hoping you could help me find some way to disguise Breaks-Bones so I can go back home. He wants to look at the crime scene too. He said he’s looking for whoever took something from them.”

“Yeah, you can’t exactly go back home with him tagging along out in the open. I’ll set you up with a room here so you can get some sleep till we can figure something out.”

“Thanks. I’ve been up for a really long time. Can you also find some small creature we can feed to the werglett?”

“Great idea,” said Ezek. “I really don’t want Breaks-Bones to go hunting around here.” Ezek moved to get up.

“I’m more worried I might start hunting,” I said.

“Oh, yeah. You are the one bonded with it. I can’t imagine what you must be going through.”

I nodded. 

“Can we talk about something else?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said, sitting back down. “What’s on your mind?”

“I’m worried about Stephanie. I think she saw something magical at Grandpa Dan’s shop.”

“I see,” he said and paused for a moment. “I’d offer to send a clean-up crew, but we don’t handle children or teenagers.”

“Why not?” I asked. I hadn’t really wanted him to send one, but if it would help her, I felt like I needed to at least understand what it meant.

“Clean-up crews are there to make people forget what happened and they do that by cutting memories loose. Teenagers are still developing and their memories are so tangled together it’s impossible not to have a larger than expected effect. Adults are mostly done forming their personalities, so it’s not a big deal.”

“Oh,” I said. “She seems as though she is getting through it, I just worry though.”

“It takes time. Not everybody processes things the same way.”

“Why can’t I just tell her? She keeps asking questions and I hate lying all the time.”

“That would get you in a lot of trouble.” Ezek’s face was grim.

“People keep saying that, but what does it mean?”

“That depends on a lot of factors, actually.”

“Like what?”

“Whether they believed you or not.”

“What happens if they do believe me?”

“It’s extremely bad. If you are purposely trying to expose the magic community, the penalty is death,” he said. I let out a gasp without meaning to and we sat through a moment of silence before I managed to speak again.

“What if it was an accident?” I asked timidly.

“They take that into account. There are some people who find out no matter what we do.” He shrugged his shoulders, indicating there was nothing to be done about it.

“So, eventually I might be able to tell Stephanie?”

“I don’t think so. It could cause permanent psychological problems if you told her now.”

“That seems so weird to me. I mean, I struggled a little when I found out, but I wasn’t even close to having a breakdown.”

“That’s because you had magic.”

“What does that have to do with anything? I didn’t even know I had magic.”

“Let me see if I can explain this a little differently,” he said, letting out a sigh. “Your brain is an amazing thing. It handles so many things for you that you aren’t even aware of. Your heart beats and your food digests all without any intervention on your part.”

“What does this have to do with learning about magic?”

“Everything,” he said. “You had magic and your subconscious brain knew about it, but your consciousness didn’t know or understand it. You weren’t even aware it existed. But, just like your brain knew to search for food before you even learned the word hungry, it also knew there was something more you were capable of. When you learned about magic, your brain already knew how to categorize the information. So things just made sense.”

“Wow, I hadn’t realized that.”

“Stephanie doesn’t have that advantage. Her brain is struggling to make sense of the impossible and it’s rejecting reality. If you push her now, it could do serious damage. You need to give her time.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Right now she thinks I’m being haunted by a ghost.”

“Well, I see that as a good sign. At least she is willing to accept that the supernatural exists. But as I’m sure you have noticed, ghosts aren’t the same as magic, so it’s good you haven’t told her yet.”

“Alright,” I said. “Sleep seems like a really good thing right now.”

“I’ll have Chloe show you up to your room.”

“Chloe?”

“The blonde girl you met when you came in. She’s the archmage’s granddaughter.”

“Oh,” I said. “We didn’t have time to get introduced.”

“Let me fix that,” said Ezek. The large man opened the office door and hollered into the waiting area. “Chloe! Could you come here for a minute?”

“Hi again,” said Chloe as she entered the room.

“I’m Alecia,” I said, taking the lead.

“You’re the T-17.” she said, eyes suddenly wide.

“I guess,” I shrugged. “I really don’t know how those numbers work.”

“Is that werg really with you?” asked Chloe.  

“It's kind of a long story,” I said. 

“When is it not a long story?” said Ezek, chuckling. “Every time she comes here she's mixed up in something.”

“Hey,” I objected. “I didn't mean for this to happen.”

“Oh, I know,” he said. “Trouble just seems to find some people and you more than most.”

“Is that why she is a T-17?” asked Chloe. “Because trouble seems to find her?”

“No,” said Ezek with a grin. “She's a T-17 because somehow she manages to handle the trouble.” 

My mouth opened to say something, but nothing came out. They were both looking at me and my cheeks were suddenly hot. I still didn’t grasp the importance of being such a high number on their wizard scale, but it was obviously a big deal to them.

“We should handle your tree friend now. We can’t have him scaring everyone who walks in.” Ezek hustled us out of the office and into the vaulted entryway. Breaks-Bones stood nearly motionless by the large wood doors holding the kimchi tub and looking very much like a tree.

“We’re going to stay here till morning,” I told Breaks-Bones. He handed me the kimchi tub with the werglett in it.

“I noticed there is a sizable wildwood behind the castle,” said Breaks-Bones. “I would prefer to find my own accommodations there.”

I looked over at Ezek who nodded his approval. 

“He’ll be fine out there,” said Ezek as the large tree creature disappeared out of sight. 

“I’m not worried about him. Anything that stumbles across him in the dark has its own problems. I’m worried about this little guy. I’ve got to take care of him by myself all night.”

“Oh, he’ll be fine,” said Ezek. “Just put him in the corner of your room and he’ll probably just sleep all night. Not really much you need to worry about till morning.”

“Thanks,” I said feeling relieved.
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The thin rays of dawn crept through the tiny window of the cold, stone room where I slept. The sunlight felt warm on my skin and left the most delicious taste in my mouth.

The flavor of the sun still lingered on my skin as I woke up. It had a delicate, creamy texture that reminded me of spring. I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. The dream had been so real. 

My stomach rumbled. I needed food. 

“I’m starving,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this hungry.” Iverog slid into the room and looked me over. 

“You don’t appear malnourished,” he said. “I recall you consuming sizable amounts of soup last night.”

“Soup!” I gasped out loud. “Oh, that soup was ages ago. I could eat twice that much right now,” I said, and started getting dressed. The hunger gnawed at my stomach, encouraging me to hurry up. I'd never wanted food so much in my entire life. The werglett twitched, catching my attention. It sat in the room's corner, still planted in the kimchi tub and leaning toward the sunbeam streaming in through the window. I pulled on my shirt, walked over to the kimchi tub, and pushed the little plant into the light. It perked up slightly as the sun hit its tiny leaves and it slowly turned to face the light directly. Oddly, the hunger pangs subsided slightly. I felt like my head was clearing and the pain in my stomach relaxed.

"I'm headed down to the kitchen to get some food before I start hunting for it myself," I said. Iverog disappeared, and I pulled open the door to see someone standing just outside it.

"Allen?" I said, startled. He stepped back, almost as surprised as I was.

"I was just about to knock," he said. "I came up to see if you wanted to get breakfast."

"You have no idea," I said. "Where's the food? Lead the way." I all but pushed him ahead of me.

"Wow," he said. "Right this way then. If I'd known you'd be this hungry, I would have brought something with me."

"Less talk, more walk," I said, pushing past him down the hall. As we approached the first corner, I felt like I had forgotten something.

"You all right?" asked Allen as I slowed down.

"I feel like I've forgotten something very important," I said. "But I didn't really bring anything with me."

"Do we need to go back?" he asked.

"We should be fine," I said and turned the corner.

"Um," said Allen. "I really think we might want to go back."

"Why," I asked, wiping my eyes. They were moist. I didn't remember being this sad. Something wet dripped onto my shirt.

"You're crying," Allen said. "And your mascara is running." Tears rolled down my cheek and splashed onto the stone floor.

"I'm just really sad and scared," I said. The two emotions had just crept up on me and I did not understand why. I should be embarrassed that my mascara was running, but I couldn't seem to muster that emotion. "All right", I nodded.

I wiped my eyes with my shirt. I was ugly crying at this point and I didn't care anymore. Something was missing, and I had to find it. We reached my room. Allen pushed the door open, and I saw what I was missing.

"Wergy!" I exclaimed and ran to the little plant, scooping up the kimchi tub and hugging it close to me. "I missed you so much!" Suddenly, everything in the world was better. 

"I was not expecting that," said Allen. "I kinda figured it was girl problems or actually, I have no idea what I was expecting, but it wasn't that. I don't even know what that is."

"It's a baby werg," I said. "Obviously, I'm very emotional about it, so you might want to stay back a little." The swirling mass of emotions running through me seemed to be ebbing a bit. I had the werglett and things were going to be okay. Though, I was starting to think that it was the other way around. 

Dad liked to tell stories of Mom's pregnancy cravings and all the crazy foods he had to find for her. One time, she even made him knock on the neighbor's door to ask for whatever he was cooking because it smelled so good. Of course, she hates that story because it wasn't Korean food, but the baby wants what the baby wants and there is no arguing with it. This reminded me a lot of that, except I was being controlled by the most adorable little plant that I couldn't stand to be apart from.

"Where is he!" bellowed Breaks-Bones as he burst into my room. He carried a small rodent in one hand.

"Right here," I said, showing him the werglett, but not letting go of the kimchi tub.

"I'm sorry," said the wizard Mara, who was out of breath from chasing Breaks-Bones. "He just took off running up the stairs and I couldn't stop him."

"I heard the cries of the youngling and came to help," said Breaks-Bones. "He needs to feed. I have brought nourishment." He extended his hand, holding the squirmy rodent. 

"It's all right, Mara," I said. 

Blood drizzled from Breaks-Bones’ hand onto the soil in the kimchi tub. Instead of feeling sad like last time, the entire experience felt almost reverent. There was no malice as Breaks-Bones buried the small carcass in the soil. The feeding resembled a ceremony, and I felt like I was privy to a small bit of their culture that outsiders would never glimpse.

“Praise be the light,” intoned Breaks-Bones as he finished.  

I felt normal again. Hungry, but the regular amount and embarrassed, actually very embarrassed.

“All right,” I said, standing up. “It’s time for everyone to get out of my room. I know the last five minutes have been an exciting adventure, but it’s over and I need to fix my make-up.”

“Of course,” said Mara. “The archmage would like to speak with you when you get a chance.”

“Right after breakfast,” I said.

“You still want to get food?” asked Allen. 

“Yes, but I’m just the normal amount hungry now. So I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.” I turned to Breaks-Bones and held out the werglett. “Will you watch him while I eat? I really need a break.”

“I shall be honored,” he said, accepting the potted bundle.

“And let’s watch him down in the lobby,” said Mara, leading them out of the room.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” asked Allen. “It doesn’t seem like being apart from him is a good idea.”

“It will be fine,” I said. “It’s kind of like giving a baby to the other parent to watch.”

“All right,” said Allen, and he exited through the door.

Mara didn’t take her eyes off of Breaks-Bones as the lumbering tree creature carried the bundle out of the room. She must be tasked with monitoring the potentially dangerous werg. I struggled to think of Breaks-Bones as dangerous, because I’d only ever seen the softer side of him as he cared for the werglett. 

Allen followed them out, and I closed the door behind them and then flopped onto the bed.

“That was not fun!” I said.

“Indeed,” said Iverog, appearing in the room. He looked different. I sat up to get a better look and realized his eyes were puffy.

“You’ve been crying,” I accused with a smile.

“I do not cry,” said Iverog. “And even if I did, magically altered emotions are nothing to be ashamed of.”

“How would that even be possible? I didn’t think we shared an emotional bond,” I said.

“Something has changed since our encounter with Reselda. I do not understand it yet, but something is different. I was unaffected until you picked up the werglett. I cannot tell if they were your emotions or his, but they were intense and I was not prepared for them.”

“So besides random visibility, we now have random emotion sharing?”

I shook my head and tried fixing my makeup. It was bad, so I washed my face and started over. I was too emotionally drained to feel embarrassed at this point. “Does this rendezvous mark the beginning of your courtship of this immature man?” asked Iverog. 

“This is not a date,” I rebutted. “We are just meeting for lunch at the cafeteria.”

“Your choice of a mate is a matter of grave concern now that we are joined together,” said Iverog.

“No,” I said. “No, it’s not, because, like I said already, I’m not looking for a mate right now. We aren’t even dating yet. So stop asking about it.” Iverog wrinkled his nose, but said nothing. 

It didn't take long to get presentable. I gathered what few things I had and left for the cafeteria. The heavy wood door slammed shut as I closed it, reverberating through the empty hallway. I looked both directions to make sure no one had noticed my enthusiasm to exit my room and headed down to the magic school cafeteria. 

Several students stood in line for food, but most were sitting at tables scattered throughout the room. I recognized a few of them from the one day I had attended here. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a good memory for me, as I had nearly blown up the classroom. 

“Alecia,” said Allen. He carried a tray with two plates filled with an odd arrangement of foods. “I didn’t know what Americans ate for breakfast, so I just guessed.” He handed me a plate containing scrambled eggs, french fries, applesauce and donuts.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ve never had donuts for breakfast.” Though I knew other Americans often did have donuts for breakfast. Mom only cooked Korean food for breakfast.

“You don’t like it, do you?” he asked.

“I like these foods individually,” I confessed. “I’ve just never had them all together for breakfast.”

“Oh,” he said, his smile disappearing. “I could get you something else.”

“No, that’s ok. This is fine.” I suddenly felt bad. He’d obviously put some thought into it.

We sat in awkward silence for a moment while I ate the eggs. There was so much I wanted to ask him about magic, but for some reason I couldn’t think of anything. Most of the real questions I had I couldn’t talk about. I didn’t even know what I didn’t know. 

“Do you know any good fire spells?” I asked, breaking the silence.

“No. Why?” he asked.

“I sort of accidentally learned one, but it didn’t go very well,” I said. 

“Absolutely no fire spells!” said Mara, approaching the table. “We don’t permit students to practice fire magic outside of the tank. It’s much too dangerous.”

“Yeah, I sort of figured that out myself.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” said Mara. “But the archmage needs to speak with you. Your werg is making everyone nervous.”

“What’s he doing?” I asked.

“Nothing yet,” she said. “But everyone knows not to come between a mother bear and her cubs and the way he fusses over the werglett, this feels the same.”

“Ok,” I said. “I’ll go right now.” I grabbed the donut off the plate to take with me. “Sorry Allen, we’ll have to talk later.”

“Yeah. Maybe I’ll stop by next time I’m in Seattle,” he said.

“Anytime,” I said and followed Mara out of the cafeteria. 
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Descending the stone stairway at Jomsburg Castle, hidden away somewhere in Europe, felt like the most ordinary thing and yet surreal at the same time. I exited the stairwell and entered the expansive lobby. The castle had a medieval feel, yet modern because of things like running water and propane heaters. It had everything except electricity and one of the reasons it didn’t was walking up to me now.

Ezek, a burly, dark-skinned wizard, exuded magic as he walked, leaving eddies of energy in his wake. It didn’t appear as if anyone else noticed it, but with powerhouses of magical energy like him walking around, electronics didn’t stand a chance. 

Archmage Sohnders followed closely behind him. Magic didn’t leak from him the way it did Ezek, so I assumed he just had more control over his aura, not that he had less magic.

“Where’s Breaks-Bones?” I asked them as soon as they were close enough. I didn’t see the enormous tree creature anywhere.

“He’s outside,” said Ezek. “He said the little twig needed some sunlight.”

“Oh good,” I said. Sunlight would do both of them good. “Mara said he was causing trouble, so I came as fast as I could.”

“It’s not him. It’s everyone else,” said Ezek. “They are just a little on edge with him here. It’s nothing I can’t handle though.”

“I’m glad you are here,” said the archmage, nodding slightly as he approached. “I wish to hear about the murders.”

“Sure,” I said. “I don’t really know a lot. But Karakowski brought me in to look at a crime scene.”

The archmage held up a finger, motioning me to wait a moment.

“Let’s take this to my office,” he said. We walked across the lobby to the archmage’s office. It felt like being sent to the principal's office, except this time I wasn’t in trouble. I’d been here a few times and so far the trouble had never been my fault. Well, not really.

“Ezek says there have been two murders so far.” The archmage stroked his long white beard absently with one hand.

“That I know of,” I said. “I only got to see one crime scene. The other one had been erased by a magic clean-up crew before we got there. I’m assuming it was Malcolm.”

“I’ve requested the report,” said Ezek. “But it hasn’t arrived yet. Not everyone is as fast as Alecia here.” He smirked. I didn’t know whether to be embarrassed or proud.

“Did they clean up the first crime scene too?” asked the archmage. 

“No,” I said. “They had no reason to.”

“Then why were you called in?” Ezek asked.

“Why don’t you just start from the beginning,” suggested the archmage. 

“Ok,” I said, straightening the cuff of my hoodie. “Karakowski brought me in to look at some weird vines at the first crime scene. They had grown over and through the dead body sometime close to the victim’s death. Karakowski thought they might be magic because the vines had to have grown so fast.”

“Were they magic?”

“At the time, I didn’t think so. Later, on a delivery, we discovered they might be werg roots.”

“Like from that tree guy out there?” asked Ezek.

“Yes. I watched a small bundle of them form into the baby werg I have planted in the kimchi tub out there. They looked exactly the same as far as I could tell. I was planning on taking Breaks-Bones back to meet Karakowski and have him identify the vines for certain.”

“And these vines were present at the second murder?” asked the archmage.

“I never saw them, but Karakowski said they were.”

“And who knew about the origin of the vines?” asked Ezek.

“Just Karakowski and me,” I said.

“Then why would they send in a clean-up crew for the second murder.” Ezek rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“Oh!” I said. “The victim in the second murder wasn’t human. Karakowski thought it must be some kind of magic creature so he was bringing me in to identify it, but by the time we got there it was already cleaned up.”

“We really need that report then,” said Ezek. “Malcolm must have thought it was relevant or the clean-up crew wouldn’t have done anything.”

“I find it curious that you were given werg roots to deliver,” said the archmage. “The uniqueness of the timing is quite strange.”

“I agree,” I said. “When I get back, I’ll mention it to Karakowski. Maybe we can look at the shop records and find something.”

“I’m busy right now,” said Ezek. “But I’d like to be involved in your investigation. I have a feeling there is something going on in Alfheim that is bleeding over into Seattle and if we don’t get ahead of it, higher powers will notice and that won’t be good.”

“Higher powers?” I asked.

“The Faerie Queen and the magic council have strict agreements regarding trafficking in magic items across the realms. I’d prefer to have a handle on whatever is going on before we have to deal with emissaries from the queen.”

“Oh,” I said. “I had no idea.” 

“On that note,” said the archmage. “It’s going to be difficult for us to allow Breaks-Bones to travel to Seattle with you.”

“You are going to have to take that up with him. He seemed very determined to follow this through to the end.”

“What do you expect me to do? I can’t leave the werglett and he won’t let me take it without him.”

“Ezek, will you fetch the cloak?”

“Of course,” said Ezek.

“And escort Mr. Breaks-Bones to my office.” Ezek nodded and left the room.

“Alecia,” said the archmage. “Once again I find you in the middle of a very dangerous situation that honestly you should not have survived. The werg live by the old ways and you are lucky that you didn’t become fertilizer.”

“Yeah, Ezek and I have already had this conversation,” I said.

“I’ve seen more experienced wizards fail in situations not nearly as dangerous as this and yet here you are. You also navigate the realms as though you grew up traversing between them. The only plausible explanation is you are getting help from somewhere.”

“Uh,” I stammered, unable to think of anything to say. I couldn’t tell him about Iverog even if I wanted to.

“I understand if you can’t speak of it now,” he continued. “But, if that should change, my office is open.”

“Thank you,” I said. 

“There’s just one thing bothering me. You should never have been asked to deliver that bundle.” 

“Oh,” I said. 

Ezek walked through the open door with Breaks-Bones right behind him.

“Don’t let it worry you and let’s keep these theories just between us for now,” the archmage whispered.

“Greetings, Breaks-Bones,” said the archmage. “I am Archmage Sohnders of the wizards of Europe,” he said in a formal tone. “May your forest flourish.” The archmage gave the slightest bow.

“All praise to the Light,” intoned Breaks-Bones. “May the bones of your enemies nourish the trees.” Breaks-Bones bowed and his leaves rustled slightly.

“Alecia tells me that you wish to travel to Seattle.”

“I seek the thieves who raided the werg nursery. Alecia has clues in Seattle and I must go there. I will recover what they have stolen and feed their blood to our young, as is my right.”

“Of course,” said the archmage. “But the old ways are not the ways of Seattle. There are new pacts and treaties that must be observed. You will need a guide to aid you on your way.”

“Alecia will guide me. It is her home.” Breaks-Bones looked me in the eye as though requesting my permission. I nodded.

“Very good,” said the archmage. “Ezek will prepare a disguise for you and he will meet you later to help Alecia.”

“May the sun ever shine on your face,” said Breaks-Bones. 

“Can I ask what was stolen?” asked Ezek.

“Fertile bundles,” said Breaks-Bones. “They contain the roots of the next generation.”

“Is that what I was given to deliver?” I asked. “That bundle of sticks that turned into the baby werg?”

“Yes,” he said. “Given the proper conditions, they will each become a werglett.”

“So how many of them were stolen,” asked Ezek.

“Three bundles,” he said solemnly. “Because of Alecia, I have recovered one.”

“Do you know who stole them?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “The nursery grounds are well tended and those who trespass are met with swift justice. What few clues we have, led me to Blackdale and there I found Alecia.”

“I don’t get why someone would go through all that trouble to steal one,” I said. “I mean I love the little guy, but he’s only been sprouted a day or so and I can already say I’m not ready to be a mother.” 

Ezek chuckled. “Yeah, Mara told us what happened this morning. I think you’ve done a great job given the circumstances.”

“Yes,” said Breaks-Bones. “The infant werg requires intensive care at the beginning and while your methods are unorthodox, they have proved sufficient.”

“Thanks,” I said. “And if no one has anything else, I need to get back home.”

“Of course,” said the archmage. “Ezek will get Breaks-Bones a suitable disguise and then you can get on the road.”

“I’ll find you later, once I get some things finished here,” said Ezek.

We said our goodbyes, and I left to my room to gather my stuff.
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It was still dark in Seattle as I let the portal close behind me. The scraggly embers of light signalling the imminent dawn were difficult to see. Iverog walked ahead of me, leading the way and Breaks-Bones followed closely behind, carrying the kimchi-tub potted plant. It had been a quiet trip, since I couldn't talk to Iverog without risking exposure and Breaks-Bones didn't have much to say. Grandpa Dan’s shop wouldn't be open this early, but I had a key.

The disguise Ezek had put together looked a lot like a large trench coat. Even after he activated the spell part of the disguise, I couldn’t see any difference. 

“Alecia,” said a familiar voice. 

“Karakowski!” I said, my heart beating fast. “What are you doing here? You startled me.”

“Who’s that with you?” Karakowski asked. His gun was out and pointed at Breaks-Bones.

“Put your gun down,” I said. “He’s a friend. I’ll explain inside.” Breaks-Bones shifted uneasily as though analyzing the threat.

Karakowski lowered his weapon, but didn’t holster it. I unlocked the door and shuffled everyone inside.

“You Okay?” said Karakowski. “Something about him seems off.”

“How did you even notice him?” I asked. “Ezek said no one would pay him any attention.”

“You mean there’s a spell on him?”

“Yeah, supposedly a good one.”

“Because he didn’t seem suspicious. However, I’m suspicious of everyone, especially around you, and since he didn’t seem suspicious, that made him very suspicious.”

“I would tell you that is the worst logic I’ve ever heard of, except you are right.”

“If it had been anyone else, I probably would have ignored it. But weird things happen around you.”

“What are you even doing here?” I asked. “The shop doesn’t open for another couple of hours.”

“Waiting for you,” he said.

“How did you know I’d be here? Are you tracking me?”

“Tracking you?” chuckled Karakowski. “No, but that’s not a bad idea.”

I glared at him. “Then how did you know?”

“I called Grandpa Dan. He said you stayed the night at some magic castle place and they sent him a message to let him know you were safe.”

“Oh,” I said. “I always wondered how that worked. I’ve had to stay there a few times and Mom has never been upset when I get back.”

“Grandpa Dan didn’t say why you left, just that it was unexpected.”

“The baby werg was dying, and I went for help. Eventually this guy found me.” I gestured behind me. “He’s a grown-up version of the little guy we planted.”

“I am Breaks-Bones of the Hamara Forest Werg,” said the tree being.

Karakowski squinted, looking closely at Breaks-Bones for a moment and then jumped back. “Oh!” he exclaimed. “You really are one of them.”

“You couldn’t see it before?” I asked.

“No,” said Karakowski. “I just thought he was a bit different.”

“I guess that spell does work,” I said.

“I am Special Agent Karakowski of the FBI,” he said, nodding his head slightly to the werg. “It’s a branch of law enforcement. I enforce the rules.”

“I too enforce the rules,” said Breaks-Bones. “I was sent to find the incubation bundles that were stolen from my people.”

“How many were stolen,” asked Karakowski, pulling out a notepad to start taking notes. It amazed me how fast he switched to work mode.

“Three were taken. Thanks to Alecia, I have recovered one.” He showed Karakowski the kimchi tub with the werglett in it that he carried under one arm. 

“Ah, yes. I was there when it sprouted,” said Karakowski. “I think I know the location of one of the bundles.”

“Take me there,” said Breaks-Bones.

“Wait,” I said. “I thought they took all the evidence.”

“And that brings me to why I’m here,” said Karakowski. “There’s been another murder.”

“Same as the last two?” I asked.

“Yes, they are waiting for us at the crime scene.”

“Let’s take your truck,” said Karakowski. “That way Breaks-Bones can ride in the back.”

“Good idea,” I said.

“But I’m driving,” said Karakowski.

“Hey, I’m a good driver.” 

“Of course you are. But we will have to take the truck behind police lines and it’s much easier if I’m driving.”

“This way,” I said, motioning to Breaks-Bones. The older diesel truck had very few electronics on it, so magic didn’t affect it much. That made it possible to take it through a portal which I’d done once with Karakowski. I suspected that may be part of the reason he wanted to drive.

I rolled up the back door of the truck and let Breaks-Bones get settled inside before closing it up.

“Where are we going?” I asked Karakowski as I climbed into the passenger seat. 

“Discovery Park. The victim is a homeless person.”

“These killings don’t make any sense,” I said.

“Unfortunately, there is no requirement for it to make sense.”

Red and blue flashing lights lit up the park entrance as Karakowski pulled in. It was getting harder to see as the sun set. An officer flagged us down with a large flashlight as we approached the scene. Karakowski showed his badge, and the officer waved us on. Orange traffic cones blocked further access forcing us to park and continue on foot.

“You need to leave the werglett in the truck,” I said to Breaks-Bones as I opened the back door. “He’ll be safe here.” His branches took on an eerie shimmer in the flashing lights. 

“There are many voices here.” said Breaks-Bones, stepping out of the truck. “Some I have never heard before.”

“It’s not the time to go making friends,” I said. “We need to blend in and keep to the shadows if we can. You aren’t supposed to be here, so we don’t want anyone to notice you. Keep your head down and don’t speak unless we ask you a question. It’s very important.”

“Understood,” he said and bowed his head in a solemn nod.

“Keep behind me,” said Karakowski. “You guys are consultants if anyone asks. Stay close.” He headed towards the nearest police tape. Breaks-Bones lumbered behind me as I tried to follow behind Karakowski. There were several officers in a group near the police tape. Karakowski showed his badge and ducked under the tape, then held it up for Breaks-Bones and I to cross under. 

The tall evergreen trees were clustered close together casting shadows in every direction as the squad car lights flashed. A portable generator had been set up near the victim and extension cords ran to several flood lights arranged in a circle. Two crime scene techs were examining the area. 

“This was called in as an accidental death, but about a half-hour ago I got a call that vines were rapidly growing from the body. That was when I called Grandpa Dan and he said you were on your way back.”

“I must cleanse the body,” said Breaks-Bones in a loud voice and began moving faster towards the lights. 

“Stop!” Karakowski grabbed Breaks-Bones as he passed. “You need to stay low.”

“That abomination must be stopped. We don’t have much time.”

“What do you mean?” asked Karakowski, drawing his gun.

“Those vines are still moving. If I do not stop it, it could attack one of your men and create an abomination of war and destruction.” Breaks-Bones lunged forward, breaking out of Karakowski’s grasp. 

“Wait,” called Karakowski. Several police turned to look in our direction. “Clear the area!” Karakowski waved his arms, motioning for people to move. He took off at a run trying to catch Breaks-Bones. I ran behind.

The two crime scene techs got out of the way as Breaks-Bones’s lumbering form approached them. 

“Move!” bellowed Breaks-Bones. 

“What’s going on?” asked one of them.

“Possible biological weapon on the victim,” said Karakowski to the two confused CSI techs. I admired his quick thinking. Both techs turned and ran from the crime scene.

Breaks-Bones knelt next to the victim, grabbed a handful of the vines near the base, and yanked them straight out of the ground, showering the area with dirt. One of the freshly exposed roots writhed around like a snake looking to strike. Breaks-Bones dodged the first lunge and grabbed the extended root in his free hand. Magic surged as Breaks-Bones snapped the root in two, letting the two limp halves fall to the ground. He muttered something I didn’t understand and magic surged again, this time emanating off him like a bright light.

“It is done,” said Breaks-Bones. “I have purged the abomination.”

Two uniformed police officers came running.  

“You are going to have to explain this to me when this is over. But this just turned into a situation, so right now, I need you two to leave till I can get a handle on this.” 

I nodded and motioned for Breaks-Bones to follow me away from the victim.

Karakowski turned and held up one hand, palm towards the officers in a “stop” gesture. Both officers stopped moving.

“I need a hazmat team here,” said Karakowski. “I don’t know for sure if it's a biohazard, but I’m not taking any chances. So close off the area till they get here.”

One of the officers got on his radio, but we had moved out of earshot.

“What happened back there?” I asked Breaks-Bones.

“That abomination was the beginning of a ketteg.”

“That means nothing to me.”

“The ketteg were horrors created during the war of the last age. Vile monsters born of the werg and human flesh. The resulting creatures do nothing but kill to feed their blood lust.”

“Oh,” I said, thinking back to how close I’d been to the previous body with the vines running through it.

“Well, I’m going to take you back to the shop now. Grandpa Dan should be there shortly. You will need to hide out for a while because I have school.”

“I would prefer to explore this forest.”

“I can’t have you running around unsupervised. It’s just too dangerous. I’ll see what I can do to arrange some time for you to meet the trees in the area.”

“Good enough,” said Breaks-Bones.
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School was the last place I wanted to go this morning. Not because I didn’t like school. My classes were fine, and the teachers were mostly good. However, school work required focus, and I didn’t have any today. How was I supposed to concentrate on math when someone was using magic roots to turn people into crazed tree warriors?

I let that thought stew for several moments. It was hard to believe that human-tree hybrid monsters could be unleashed on Seattle if things didn’t get fixed. But that was the least of my worries. I was currently the surrogate mother to a baby werg. A tiny tree creature had bonded with me and I could feel its emotions. That was the real reason I couldn’t focus at school today. I’d left the werglett with Breaks-Bones for safekeeping and Karakowski was watching Breaks-Bones to keep him out of trouble. 

I’d managed to get through two classes so far, but I couldn’t remember anything we’d covered in class. Worrying about whether the werglett had been fed or if he would suddenly start missing me and throw me into a meltdown had me nervous beyond belief. 

“Hey,” said Mark as I exited my latest class. I took a deep breath and tried not to panic. I wasn’t ready for human interaction and especially not with Mark who I’d recently turned down for a date. Not because I didn’t like him, but because I had too much going on.

“You want to go to a movie tonight?” he continued.

“Sure,” I said before I could think about it. 

“Great,” said Mark. “Let's meet at the movie theatre at eight. Will that work?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“See you there,” said Mark and he turned away to head down the hall.  

“What kind of location is this movie theatre?” asked Iverog.

“It’s a movie theatre,” I said. “It’s like the TV I watch sometimes, but lots bigger.” I had no idea how to explain a movie theatre to a creature from Alfheim. 

“Very good,” said Iverog and disappeared again. It was still unnerving to have him appear randomly during school. He’d be much better off keeping out of sight until we understood more about why Stephanie saw him, and who else might.

I waited for Stephanie outside Mrs. Spadafino’s classroom. Her locker was nearby, and she had to pass by here, eventually. 

“Alecia,” said a voice I wasn’t expecting. 

“Allen?” I stood there shocked and barely able to get the words out. He wasn’t someone I had expected to show up at the school. “What are you doing here?” 

“Ezek needs to talk to you. He’s outside in the car.” Allen wore a pair of jeans that looked so new I figured he might have purchased them on the way over in an effort to fit in. 

My brain switched gears quickly. If Ezek was here, that meant something had happened, and I was being pulled out of school again.

“Let me get my stuff,” I said. I turned to walk away and found Stephanie smiling at me.

“Who is this?” asked Stephanie.

“This is Allen,” I said. Her eyes went wide and I just sort of shrugged. She had put all the dots together.

“Hi,” said Allen and nodded politely.

“This is Stephanie,” I said, making introductions. “She’s my best friend.”

“Are you staying a while?” asked Stephanie. “I heard you were from out of town.”

“Unfortunately, no,” said Allen

“He’s here to pick me up,” I said, interrupting. “We can talk later, like tonight?”

“Sure,” said Stephanie. She gave a knowing smile and left.

“I guess I don’t need to get anything after all,” I said. “Let’s just go.” I didn’t want to run into anyone else, especially Mark, who I’d just agreed to go on a date with. This was getting more and more awkward. I stopped by the office and got checked out of school, but I think the staff at the attendance office are starting to wonder what is going on with me.

“So what’s it like bonding with a werg?” asked Allen as we walked. He was a lot more muscular than I had remembered or maybe the t-shirt he wore just made it more obvious. 

“It’s hard to describe,” I said. “I can’t stop thinking about the little guy. I’m worried something might happen to him and scared that he might affect my emotions again.”

“Sounds stressful,” said Allen. “Is the adult werg as dangerous as Ezek says he is?”

“Most likely,” I said. “But it’s hard for me to tell. I was already bonded with the little guy before I met Breaks-Bones.”

“I’m excited to meet him,” said Allen. “Ezek has been teaching me the customary greetings.”

“That is so cool,” I said. “But Breaks-Bones seems to have a one track mind and right now is focused on finding the stick bundles. I’m not sure how interested he is going to be in meeting new people.”

“Oh,” said Allen in a deflated tone.

“Sorry,” I said. He shrugged as though it was no big deal.

We walked across the school parking lot in relative silence until I noticed my truck with Ezek sitting in the driver’s seat.

“You brought my truck?” I asked, surprised.

“Yeah,” said Allen. “We stopped by Grandpa Dan’s when we got here and he let us take the truck to get you.” 

“Alecia!” said Ezek, getting out of the truck. His face beamed with a bright smile.

“Hey, Ezek. What’s the plan?” I asked.

“I’m hoping you can help us meet up with Karakowski and review the crime scenes and whatever evidence he has access to.”

“Let me give him a call and see if we can meet with him,” I said, pulling out my phone.

“Is that a cell phone?” asked Allen. “Those seem so cool.”

“This is just a cheap one. I had a better one before I got magic,” I said. I looked up at the two magic users. “Let me step over here before I turn it on. We all know what happens if Ezek gets too close to electronics.” I walked several paces away from them just to be safe.

Ezek chuckled. My phone beeped as soon as it turned on, indicating I had a message. It was from Karakowski and said to call him when I was out of school. I guess this qualifies.

The phone rang once and Karakowski answered.

“Why aren’t you still in school?” he asked, not even saying hello.

“Ezek showed up,” I said. “He’s hoping to see what’s going on and visit the crime scenes if possible.”

“Well, you guys are in luck then,” Karakowski said. “I’m texting you an address. Meet me there.”

“Ok,” I said, and he hung up.

Ezek and Allen leaned against the truck, and I heard something about wearing non-wizard clothing. They looked up expectantly as I returned. 

“He’s ready to meet with us,” I said. “He gave me an address to meet him at.”

“Great. Hop in,” said Ezek, sliding into the driver’s seat. The old truck had bench seating, which meant I had to climb into the middle seat near the gear shifter. I found myself wedged in between Ezek’s massive frame on one side and Allen’s muscular shoulders on the other. It wasn't a horrible situation to be in.

There was no room for Iverog and the small space messed with the physical dimensions of the soul plane he lived on, so when he poked his head in to give me directions, his face ended up almost directly in front of mine. I leaned my head as far back as possible to give him room to speak and then he disappeared again.
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The address turned out to be a small motel near the airport in the city of SeaTac. Ezek was a surprisingly good driver. I don’t know why, but I hadn’t expected him to be able to navigate the hectic freeway system that made up some parts of Seattle and further south. 

Officer Tess Locke met us at the motel room door as we arrived. Her brunette hair was pulled up neatly out of the way. She carried a notepad and wore blue rubber gloves. 

“Who are your friends?” she asked.

“This is Ezek and Allen,” I said, pointing to each one in turn. “Karakowski asked us to meet him here.”

“It's probably about those sticks he's been fussing over for the last hour,” she said. “He keeps shooing techs away from it, saying he has some experts on their way. I can only assume these are the stick experts.”

“I guess we qualify,” I said. “Can we go in then?”

“The techs are still in there processing,” she said. “I think they’re almost done. Let me ask.” Tess waved one of the two techs over.

“Yeah, we're done,” said the tech. “We’ve bagged everything except the bundle of sticks because Karakowski won’t let anyone near it.”

“You can go in,” said Tess. “But don’t touch anything without asking first.” I nodded my agreement to her and the three of us walked past her into the room.

The motel room was quite spacious. The bed was in a separate room from the sitting area and kitchenette. Based on the food in the cupboards and the overflowing trash cans, someone had been living here a while, though everything else looked neat and tidy. The bed was made and clothes had been moved from the luggage into the drawers and closets. 

“Oh good,” said Karakowski. “You’re here.” He waved us into the adjoining bedroom where a bundle of sticks sat on the nightstand. It looked just like the one that had turned into the werglett.

“It looks just like the other bundle,” I said. Ezek and Allen moved into the room behind me. We all stood around a queen sized bed jockeying for position trying to see the sticks.

“Glad you could make it,” said Karakowski, nodding to both Ezek and Allen. “Breaks-Bones here was just telling me that this is one of the bundles that he has been searching for, but it’s been tampered with.” It was only then that I noticed Breaks-Bones standing there holding the kimchi tub. The disguise he wore must be doing its job.

“Tampered with how?” asked Ezek. 

“When my people sprout,” he said, lifting the kimchi tub slightly for emphasis. “We are rooted to the ground. But there comes a time when we must break free from our roots and live our life. The nasim dig up those roots and combine them with ash and birch and oak and other trees to make the next generation.”

“Who are the nasim?” I asked.

“They are the caretakers of the werg nurseries,” said Breaks Bones. “They devote their lives to bringing us the next generation.” 

“During my time in the Hamara Forest, I was able to witness a bundle formation,” said Ezek. “The nasim choose each stick and root very carefully because the traits of the wood are inherited by the new werg when it sprouts.” Breaks-Bones nodded his approval.

“But this bundle is no longer fertile,” said Breaks-Bones. “The roots have been removed from among the branches.”

“Do you think this is where the roots used in the crime scenes came from?” I asked.

“I do,” said Karakowski. “Based on the number of murders we’ve had so far, Breaks-Bones thinks it matches up pretty well with the number of roots in a single bundle.”

“Oh,” I said.

“And that explains the urgent bundle delivery Alecia was sent on,” said Ezek. “But since that delivery was interrupted, does that mean the threat has passed?”

“Unfortunately not,” said Karakowski.

“There were three bundles stolen,” said Breaks-Bones. “They may already have the last one in their possession.”

“And they seem to be ramping up their operation,” said Karakowski. “I think the recent crime scenes indicate an acceleration in their plans.”

“They are trying to create a ketteg,” said Breaks-Bones. “And I’m surprised they haven’t succeeded already.”

“What’s a ketteg and how do we know they haven’t succeeded already?” asked Allen.

“From what I understand,” I said. “It’s a berserk human tree hybrid monster and if they managed to create one it’s uncontrollable, so there would be massive casualties on both sides.”

“So why would they want one?,” asked Allen. 

“The ketteg are more like bombs than anything else because they direct their fury against any who are near them. So maybe they want to unleash that against their enemies,” said Ezek. “Or maybe, they’re just stupid enough to believe the creature can be controlled somehow.”

“That’s crazy,” said Allen. “That would kill so many people.”

“That could be the point,” said Karakowski. “We don’t know what they want yet.”

“So how is this place connected to the other crimes?” asked Ezek. 

“The room was rented to one of the victims,” said Karakowski. 

“You think they killed one of their own?” I asked. 

“It could have been an accident,” said Karakowski.

“Then why would they leave the stick bundle here?” asked Ezek. “If it had been an accident wouldn’t they have cleaned this place up?”

“Maybe the victim promised more than he could deliver,” said Karakowski. “We don’t know what kind of people we are dealing with here, but failing to deliver more werg roots could have been enough to make him an unreliable asset.”

“Oh,” I said, realizing that I could have been the cause of his death. “You’re talking about my Wergy.” My voice faltered for a moment. “He’s the package of roots that I didn’t deliver,” I continued. “This guy is dead because I didn’t deliver a package.” I sniffed back a tear. The emotion had welled up suddenly, and I didn’t want to have a breakdown. Karakowski noticed, though.

“Alecia, nothing about this is your fault,” he said. “Don’t even think about taking responsibility for this. You saved a life. You had nothing to do with this tragedy.” He had the same serious look my father would get when he really meant something. I nodded and let out a deep breath. My emotions seemed to be under control again. He was right, and I knew it wasn’t my fault, but I still felt the weight of it. I was entrusted to do a job, and I’d failed.

“He’s right,” said Ezek. “You had nothing to do with the evil actions taken against this man. Regardless of whether you delivered the package or not, they probably planned on killing him.”

“Thanks,” I said quietly. “That helps.”

“So how are we going to find these people before they manage to create a ketteg?” asked Ezek. 

“I have no idea,” said Karakowski. “This is where I was hoping you guys could help me out. I’ve pretty much run into a dead end. Most of my evidence has either disappeared or doesn’t lead anywhere. My last hope was this magic bundle of sticks and it’s not even magic anymore.”

“But they don’t know that, do they?” said Ezek smiling.

“What do you mean?” asked Karakowski.

“Alecia, when were you supposed to have delivered the package?”

“Yesterday-ish, I think.” I said. “I’ve crossed a couple of time zones, so I can’t remember exactly.”

“And where is it supposed to be delivered to?”

“Blackdale,” I said.

“Exactly,” said Ezek, his smile widening. “First off, that rules out you having anything to do with this guy’s death. He was already dead when you missed the delivery appointment.” He waved his hand dismissively as though that conversation was over with. “And we don’t even know if that bundle was destined for here,” he continued. “For all we know, it was for a separate group based in Blackdale.”

“Another group?” asked Allen.

“All I’m saying is that we don’t know. I’m pretty sure it’s all related, but it could be two groups,” said Ezek. “I mean, werg roots don’t go missing very often, do they?” 

“This is the first time,” said Breaks-Bones. “And the entrails of those responsible shall nourish the young they have stolen when I find them.”

“And that sounds like the reason it doesn't happen,” said Karakowski. 

“Speaking of entrails,” I said. “I think it’s time to feed the little guy again.”

“And right after we do that, I think I know what we need to do next,” said Ezek. “Alecia, we are going to need your help.”
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The city of Blackdale stretched before me. White stone buildings with domed roofs lined the sides of crowded cobblestone streets. Iverog led the way a few steps ahead of me, while Ezek, Allen, Breaks-Bones, and Karakowski followed slightly behind.

The burgundy kimchi tub that housed the baby werg felt out of place in this strange environment, and yet Breaks-Bones carried it as though everything was perfectly natural. And to be honest, how could I tell if it wasn’t the way it was always done. I tried to imagine the werg nurseries with dozens of wergletts being carried around in kimchi tubs. Maybe this would become the new fad.

“We’re almost there,” I said, repeating Iverog’s words. Dirt crunched under my feet as I stepped out of the way of a rapidly approaching horse-drawn carriage. Ezek dodged the vehicle and pushed Allen out of the way with one arm. Karakowski and Breaks-Bones were forced to the other side of the road by the wave of pedestrians scrambling to safety.

“We’ll wait here,” said Ezek. “We want it to seem like you are delivering this on your own.”

I nodded and kept walking as though nothing had changed. Ezek’s plan was for me to deliver the bundle of sticks we found in the hotel. I tried explaining to him that the delivery was compromised because the bundle no longer had the werg roots in it, but he didn’t seem to think it mattered. He insisted that the guy on the other end of the delivery would have to know something about what was going on. I was worried someone would notice the bundle was not what they ordered and be angry at me.

I looked around, anxiously scanning the buildings for possible signs of trouble as I walked. I’d never been this nervous on a delivery before. The crowd on the street slowed, congregating near a street performer. I spotted a long-haired adra moving quietly down one of the side streets. I had freed several of them when I rescued Grandpa Dan from being kidnapped. They weren’t nearly as scary in daylight. I pushed my way through the slow-moving crowd as best I could. Iverog floated above everyone for a short time as the crowd pressed in against us.

It was a strange mix of creatures. I recognized a few of the more common races like elves, goblins, and trolls, but that was it. There were too many species to ask Iverog to name them all.

Iverog stopped near the entrance to a three-story building with alabaster gargoyles perched on the first-floor balcony. I thought about the stone dragon back home and wondered if the gargoyles could also be brought to life.

“This is the place.” Iverog pointed to a set of double doors. I scanned the crowd, looking for my friends, but either they were too far away or they were good at blending in. My heart thudded in my chest with anticipation. Most of me wanted to turn around and go home, but I couldn’t back down now.

“What is this place?” I asked Iverog. There were words on the door, but I couldn’t read them. It looked like a shop of some sort.

“It’s an apothecary,” he said. His green scales shimmered in the sunlight. He seemed oddly solid looking, but nobody else seemed to notice.

“A what?” I asked. It would be good to know what kind of store it was in case I had to bluff about why I was in there.

“A place that trades in medicines,” he said. “Some of the shopkeepers can be quite knowledgeable.”

“Oh, a pharmacy,” I said. I peered through the small window, but didn’t see anyone in the store. The door creaked a bit as I pushed it open, revealing a modest room filled with rows of glass and metal canisters. It smelled of medicinal herbs.

“Come in, or whatever,” growled a fur-covered humanoid standing behind the white, stone counter at the other end of the room. The triangle shaped ears at the top of his head twitched slightly in my direction as though listening for my reply.

I nodded in acknowledgement instead of saying anything because I was too nervous. Something about his large canine teeth put me on edge.

Though he had a vaguely fox-like appearance, I had no idea what he was. With those ears pointing in my direction, I wasn’t about to try to whisper to Iverog to get any answers. I looked around cautiously, not exactly sure how safe it was to move forward. Part of my brain recognized he was a predator and made it difficult to move.

“There something I can help you with?” he asked, and I managed to start walking forward. 

“I’ve got a delivery for you,” I said. I lifted the bundle of sticks up where he could see them.

“Then bring it over.” He motioned with one massive paw. His fingers ended in long, pointed claws that didn't look like they retracted.

I pulled the delivery slip out of my pocket and set it on the counter.

“That you?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” he grunted and shrugged his shoulders. “What is it?”

“It’s werg root,” I said.

“What are you trying to pull here,” the shop owner growled, baring his sharp, white teeth at me.

“Woah!” I said. “I’m just the delivery girl.” I took a step back.

“You trying to get me killed?” His lip retracted in a snarl. “Get out!”

“I have no idea what’s going on, but I promise you I’m not trying to get you killed.” The words just sort of tumbled out of my mouth in self defense. “I just brought what they gave me.”

“Werg root is illegal,” he said. “I can’t take it. Now get out!” He pointed at the door and I could tell from his expression I’d better move it. I snatched up the delivery slip and clutched the bundle of sticks as I left. This wasn’t the reaction I’d been expecting. I exited through the shop door and met Ezek on the other side ready to enter.

“It’s not him,” I said, shaking my head. Ezek put a finger to his lips in a shushing motion and gestured for me to walk with him. We passed a couple of buildings before Ezek spoke.

“What do you mean it’s not him?”

“He didn’t seem like he was expecting a delivery, and he freaked out when I told him what it was. He made it clear he wasn’t in the market for any werg roots.”

“He freaked out? Are you OK? Did he hurt you or anything?” Ezek’s tone snapped to concern for a moment as he bombarded me with questions.

“No, I’m fine. It was a little tense in there is all.”

“Oh good. But now I’m really confused,” said Ezek as we walked into the alley where Karakowski and the others were waiting.

“What did we find out?” asked Karakowski.

“It’s a dead end,” said Ezek. 

“The shopkeeper doesn’t know anything about the order,” I added.

“This package is at least a day late, right?” asked Karakowski.

“Maybe two,” I said. “It’s been a busy couple of days.”

“What are you thinking?” asked Ezek.

“That maybe this delivery was scheduled to happen when someone else worked the counter.”

“That is a great observation,” said Ezek. “I’ll have this place watched for the next week and see how the shifts rotate out.”

“So, what do we do now?” I asked.

“We go home,” said Ezek. “This ragtag group we’ve got here sort of stands out in both realms.” He gestured to Breaks-Bones and Karakowski. “Humans and werg traveling together is going to get noticed no matter what city we are in.”

“Back to Grandpa Dan’s?” I asked.

“Actually, I was hoping I could convince you to guide us to Jomsburg before you head on your way,” said Ezek. “The standard route back there could take almost a week.”

“Oh,” I said. “Of course. Is that alright with you, Karakowski?”

“Yeah,” said Karakowski. “I’ve got time.”

“Alright,” said Ezek. “Let's go.”

Breaks-Bones lumbered ahead, seemingly eager to get free of the crowded streets. The crowds parted in front of the tall tree-creature, allowing Ezek and Karakowski to walk comfortably in his wake. Since I wasn’t leading the way this time, I waited a few moments, summoned some courage and then fell in step next to Allen. He wore a thin, blue jacket that accentuated his muscular frame. 

“Hey,” he said. I suddenly became aware of every inch of space between us. “I was afraid I wasn’t going to get to talk to you.” He ran his hand nervously through his short cropped hair.

“Yeah,” I said awkwardly. “It’s been hectic.” My heart thudded loudly in my chest as I spoke, and I felt like I was saying all the wrong things. There was so much I swirling in my head that I wanted to say, but none of it seemed appropriate. I stared straight ahead as we turned on to the street that would take us out of Blackdale, not daring to look in his direction in case my feelings were showing on my face.

“I liked your school,” said Allen. “It’s nothing like Jomsburg.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I liked your school too.” We passed the guard towers at the entrance of the city in awkward silence as the conversation faltered. Why was it so hard to talk to him? I hadn’t had this much trouble when I’d visited his school. Maybe it was Wergy amplifying my emotions again, and I just hadn’t noticed. The little guy was fast asleep, still in the kimchi tub carried by Breaks-Bones. 

“I was wondering...” said Allen, but Iverog appeared abruptly in front of me, partially blocking my view, so I didn’t hear what Allen said.

“We’re being followed,” said Iverog. 
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Knee-high grass brushed at my legs as Allen and I stepped off the roadway. Breaks-Bones, Ezek, and Karakowski were a short distance in front of us, headed into the trees on their way to the next portal. In my eagerness to talk with Allen, I’d Intentionally fallen behind so the others wouldn't overhear. Now that was proving to be a mistake. If I tried to catch up or warn them, it would tip off those following us and didn't want to scare them off in case they were after the bundle of sticks I had just tried to deliver. However, there was a chance they were just thieves looking for an easy mark. In either case, I didn't want them to catch me alone. 

The city wall of Blackdale was behind us, and we were moving out into an open field. Iverog was the only one who knew who or what was following us, but with Allen here I couldn’t ask Iverog any questions. I looped my arm through the rope tied to the bundle of sticks and pulled it up to my shoulder so I could wear them on my back. That should make it easier to run in case I needed to.

“I think someone is following us,” I said to Allen. The smile disappeared off his face and I felt him draw in power. 

“Where?” he asked. His voice was quiet, but intense, and he kept looking forward. 

Iverog materialized into view, walking on my left. I looked at him expectantly, waiting for the same information and feeling awkward at the extended silence. Iverog didn’t answer, but just pointed at the brush in the distance. I saw a faint movement as the grass rustled in ways that weren’t attributable to the wind.

“In the brush to my left, just before the tree line, something is crawling through the grass,” I said, trying to keep my voice as quiet as Allen’s had been. A small pulse of magic burst from Allen and surged past me, like a delicate wave of energy rolling in the direction of the intruders.

“What was that?” I asked.

“You can’t have felt that.” Allen said. He looked at me, a bit skeptical.

“But I did,” I said. “It was like a pulse of energy came from you.”

“It was a scan of the area,” he said. “And it wasn’t supposed to be noticed.”

“I think they noticed it too,” said Iverog. Several very fox-like heads popped up from the brush and looked directly at us.

“They’re coming this way,” I said.

“I guess I’m not as good as I thought,” said Allen. 

“What do we do now?” I asked.

“Run?” he asked, starting to move faster toward the trees Breaks-Bones, Karakowski, and Ezek had entered.

“Don’t run!” said Iverog.

“Wait!” I said. “These are predators, and if you run, it triggers their hunting instinct.”

Allen froze and then pulled himself into a defensive stance. His aura expanded as he pulled energy in, ready to fight. Two of the creatures rose, stood on two legs and walked toward us. The rest prowled behind them on all fours.

“Greetings!” said one of them in a loud voice because they were still a way off. I watched in awe as their ears retracted and the fur on their body rearranged itself into what could be called clothes. 

“They are renshiks,” said Iverog. “Fox changelings.”

“Were-foxes,” I told Allen.

“I can see that,” he quipped. “If it’s a fight they want, I don’t think we can win without help. They’ve got us outnumbered.” I glanced over to where Ezek, Karakowski, and Breaks-Bones had disappeared into the trees.

The two fox creatures looked completely human by the time they reached us.

“That’s close enough,” said Allen. “What do you want?”

“We’re just looking for our package. It was supposed to be delivered yesterday, and Uncle wasn’t supposed to be there. So, he didn’t know to expect it. It’s all just a misunderstanding. If we could get the package, we’ll be on our way,” said the first renshik.

“Oh, so you do want it,” I said. 

“We paid a lot of money for it to be delivered yesterday,” said the other changeling. There was a distinct emphasis on when it was supposed to have been delivered.

“Hey!” I said. Their comment had touched a nerve. “Don’t start complaining to me about how long it took. I came all the way out here from Tushar and you are the ones who said you didn’t want it.” Allen stared at me, clearly surprised by my outburst. I was a bit surprised too, but it wasn’t my fault they tried to send something illegal through my delivery service. The baby werg I had to take care of was their fault, and I didn’t deserve their criticism.

The first changeling elbowed the one who spoke. “All that matters is that it’s here now.” The second one grunted, but let the issue drop. I pulled the bundle of sticks off my back and handed them to the first changeling. He seemed to be in charge because the others listened to him. This wasn’t anything like we’d rehearsed. After I handed over the bundle, Ezek and Karakowski were supposed to swoop in and make an arrest or something. Now it looked like they were just going to get away.

“Pleasure doing business with you,” said the changeling. He handed the bundle of sticks to the other one. “Make sure it’s all there.”

The changeling holding the bundle held it to his nose and started sniffing it. “This smells familiar.” Allen and I both started backing away slowly, but we didn’t dare turn our backs on them. This could go sideways really easily.

“What do you mean?” the other changeling asked.

“I swear this smells exactly like the first bundle we got.”

“That’s not possible,” he said.

“You're right, Something is wrong,” the first guys said. “There are no werg roots here, just sticks.” They both turned to look at me.

Allen and I both took a defensive stance. 

“Normally, I'd chalk this up to a bad order,” said the changeling. “But seeing as how this is the exact same bundle we got the first time. That's tampering. Or just plain fraud. Either way, you're going to tell us where the real package is.”

The changelings, still in their four-legged form, moved into a circle around us. There was nowhere for us to run and no one nearby to help. 

So I did the only thing I could think of. I screamed. 
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A great crashing thunder rose up from the nearby trees as I stopped screaming and a flock of birds went flying in all directions. The changelings had taken a step back at my sudden outburst, but now they had recovered. 

Allen chanted something, and I felt his magic pulse as the first four-legged renshik reached him. I didn’t catch what he said, but the renshik went flying several feet away from him. The two human-like changelings were looking less human-like by the second. Their ears had reformed at the top of their heads and fur covered more of their bodies. One of them took a swipe at me with a heavy paw. I dodged to the right, nearly bumping into Allen in the process, but managed to avoid the sharp claws. 

His magic flared one more time, and he pushed forward with both hands. Wind burst forth from his palms and two of the changelings toppled over. I didn’t know any of the spells that Allen was tossing around almost casually, but they looked effective. I started to let my eyes unfocus so I could pull magic from the ley lines overhead, but before I could see them, the changeling in front of me tried to hit me. How was Allen managing to throw spells around so easily? I dodged again, this time hitting the ground and rolling back to my feet in a defensive position. Another loud sound came from within the trees and it was getting closer, but I couldn’t afford to look in that direction.

My martial arts training kept the changeling from landing a hit on me, but I couldn’t seem to do more than defend myself. I’d never faced an opponent this fast. In taekwondo competitions, I always had time to think and prepare. Not being able to tap into the ley lines had me worried. I wasn’t very good at magic, but I’d always handled magic problems using magic. Allen was doing magic, so there had to be a solution. I just needed to learn it.

I jumped back, narrowly avoiding getting raked across the face by two-inch claws, and realized that my opponent had separated me from Allen. 

“Where is the werg root?” asked the changeling. He took another swipe at me without waiting for an answer. “Tell me now and your death will be swift.” 

“Fight back!” said Iverog, appearing on my left. I shot Iverog with my angriest glare. The changeling followed my gaze and looked to see what I was glaring at. 

While he was distracted, I kicked, aiming for his head. The last time I fought someone one on one was the security guard keeping Grandpa Dan hostage. A kick to the head had knocked him out, ending that battle. Instead of connecting with his head, the changeling reached out and caught my foot in one massive paw. 

“Sneaky little brat,” he said, then lifted me off the ground by the foot and hurled me into the grass. I tried to tuck and roll, but there wasn’t much time and I didn’t really have any control as I flew through the air. I landed roughly, taking most of the impact on one shoulder, but managed to protect my head. Allen was still holding his own, but just barely. He looked exhausted as he struggled to fend off the renshik’s attacking him. He wasn’t going to be able to help me.

I pulled my hair out of my face and tried to get up, but the changeling was already there. He pinned one arm behind my back, his massive paw wrapped around my wrist. I could feel his claws digging into my skin as he gripped so hard it cut off my circulation. 

“Tell me where the werg root is before I rip your arm from its socket,” said the changeling.

I flailed my feet trying to connect, but nothing happened. 

“Release her or die!” boomed Iverog’s voice, and to my astonishment, the changeling’s head whipped around to where Iverog was standing.

“You summoned a demon!” exclaimed the changeling. He yanked me to my feet, not letting go of his iron grip on my wrist, and faced Iverog.

A loud roar echoed through the area and Breaks-Bones burst into the clearing.

“Werg!” shouted the other changeling, who was still in humanoid form.

The changeling holding my wrist glanced toward the oncoming werg, and Iverog attacked. A green, scaly arm blurred past me and connected with the changeling’s face. Iverog’s claws left long gouges that started bleeding immediately.

Yanked by the arm, I flew through the air toward Iverog as the changeling released his grip on me. Except, as I flew toward Iverog, he moved away at the same speed. I landed in a heap a few paces away.

“Where did he go?” Yelled the changeling. Iverog scrambled across the grass and leveled an angry punch at the changeling. His fist passed harmlessly through the creature. Iverog yelled in fury as his attacks went unnoticed.

The changeling took a step toward me and a massive burst of magic rocked the area, followed by a concussive blast that knocked over anyone who happened to be standing. Ezek stood at the edge of the clearing, looking like a hero after a dramatic entrance. The renshik were all running with Breaks-Bones chasing after them. Allen lay on his back in the grass, breathing heavily. At least he was alive. 

“How did you do that?” I whispered to Iverog.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But he was there one moment and gone the next.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I think he would have killed me.”

“It’s my life too,” grunted Iverog as though he didn’t want my thanks and then disappeared.

I lay there in the grass another minute, assessing my injuries and trying to make sense of what happened. Iverog had just saved my life in the real world, and my brain was having trouble making sense of that. Stephanie had been the only one to see him so far, but it raised the question if she could have interacted with him at that time? Or was this a sign that our bond was deteriorating further? My shoulder and arm hurt too much to move, so I let my eyes unfocus and pulled some energy from the ley line overhead. The wizard healing would take the edge off the pain for a while.

“Need a hand up?” asked Allen, standing over me. I offered him the one that didn’t hurt, and he helped me to my feet.

“You were amazing,” I said, blushing slightly as I realized what I was saying. 

“Not really,” he said. “They still got to me.” He showed me a shredded pant leg and I could see blood on the leg underneath.

“Are you okay?” I gasped. We didn’t have any first aid stuff that I knew of.

“Yeah,” he said. “This will heal up in a few days.”

I felt a sudden rush of emotions that weren’t mine coming from behind me. I turned around to see Karakowski approaching, carrying the werglett in the kimchi tub.

“Wergy!” I exclaimed, and the artificial joy I felt intensified. I scooped up the kimchi tub and held the werglett in my arms. Everything felt safe for a moment.

“You guys okay?” asked Karakowski? “What happened? We heard you scream and Breaks-Bones handed me the werglett, then he and Ezek took off running.”

“We were attacked by renshiks,” I said. Karakowski gave me a puzzled look. “They are a kind of fox changeling, like a were-fox. The guy at the apothecary was one of them, and he wasn’t supposed to refuse the delivery, so these guys came looking for it.”

“Came looking for what?” asked Ezek, approaching from behind me.

“The werg root,” I said. “Apparently, the owner of the apothecary was the only one not informed of the werg root delivery. I gave them the bundle of sticks like we had planned, but they could smell it was the bundle from the hotel.”

“Oh!” said Ezek. “I hadn’t counted on that.”

“And that is when the fight started,” I said. “They seemed pretty determined to get the werg roots.”

“Breaks-Bones is not going to be happy to hear that,” said Ezek.

“Where is Breaks-Bones?” asked Karakowski.

“He’s going to chase them for a bit,” said Ezek. “And then he is going to watch behind us until we get to the portal site.”

“Shouldn’t we go back to the apothecary?” I asked.

“No,” said Ezek. “Our goal was to find out who we were up against. This wasn’t supposed to be a fight. If we go up against them now, we will be outnumbered. When we get to Jomsburg, I’m going to send someone to watch the place and see what we can find out.”

“I could use the rest,” said Allen. “I expended a lot of magic.”

“I only saw the tail end of the fight and I was impressed. You both held your own against an opponent above your status level,” said Ezek. “Maybe not Alecia’s status, but definitely yours Allen. I’m going to recommend you to the archmage for a status upgrade.”

“I’m already a T-9,” said Allen. “I thought that was the highest you could get as a student.”

“That’s the highest level you can test out of,” said Ezek. “The other levels you get are based on real world experience and I think this qualifies.”

“I didn’t do so well out there,” I said. “Does that mean I get a downgrade?” The T-17 ranking I’d been given had always felt like a lie, since I really wasn’t any good at magic. Having just watched Allen throw around spells like they were water balloons and not being able to get off a single spell, I felt extremely inadequate and undeserving of such a high rank.

“People do get downgrades, so it can happen. It’s not usually the result of a single fight, though. But, the changeling that ran away from you looked pretty messed up. The gash on his face looked nasty, so I think the T-17 ruling stands.”

“Oh,” I said. The gash had been Iverog’s work, and I felt awkward taking credit for it.

“We should get moving,” said Karakowski. Ezek agreed, and we all started walking to the trees.

“What spell did you use?” asked Allen after a few minutes.

“That’s the thing,” I said. “I wasn’t able to do any spells. That fox guy was so fast, I barely had time to defend myself. There was no way I could look around for the ley lines.”

“I know a few things about ley lines. I could critique your technique and give you a few pointers,” said Allen.

“Ok,” I said, unsure what to expect.

“Try it now and I’ll watch.”

“Try what now?” I said.

“Look for a Ley line, so I can see how you do it.”

I looked up, unfocusing my eyes and letting the rest of the world blur. Allen moved in closer. Though I couldn’t see him very well, I could feel his magic energies. I felt a bit like a bug under a microscope.

“Ok, you are trying too hard,” said Allen, taking a step back.

“I’m what?” I asked. The world came back into view.

“Viewing ley lines requires your eyes to go out of focus, so you can see the normally unseen. However, you are crossing your eyes too much. The trick is to unfocus them just enough to see the ley lines, but not so much that the world goes out of focus.”

I let my eyes relax and unfocus just a little. I could see the ley lines overhead and the world at the same time.

“Now walk,” said Allen. That snapped me out of my focus and I looked at him.

“What?” I asked.

“Your form looks better,” he said. “Now the test is whether you can see the ley lines and walk at the same time. Once you can do that, then you will need to try fighting and looking.”

“Ok,” I said and unfocused my eyes again. I took a few tentative steps forward, and it wasn’t nearly as difficult as I thought it might be. 

“You’re picking this up quick,” said Allen. “Now you can practice this all the way to Jomsburg.”

“I think my eyes will leave my head and kill me in my sleep if I try that,” I said. “They are already starting to hurt.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 18

[image: image]


The trip to Jomsburg was uneventful and by the time we got there, I felt pretty good about my ability to see ley lines during battle. I did not feel good about the apparent fire I had lit in my eyeballs.

“Alecia,” whispered Ezek. “We need to talk.” I felt a knot form in the pit of my stomach. This couldn’t be good. 

“Ok,” I said, trying not to let the fear and anxiety show in my voice. Could he know about Iverog? Had he figured it out like Karakowski had? Iverog had been visible during the last battle and I didn’t know how much of it Ezek might have seen. In some ways that would be a relief. Having someone to talk to with actual knowledge of magic would make life so much easier.

“Not here though,” he said. “There are too many people who could overhear.”

“Where then?” I asked. 

We walked across the room to the archmage’s office and he offered me a seat in one of the large chairs.

“Alecia,” said Ezek. “I’ve been watching you and I’ve come to some difficult conclusions. I’ve discussed them with the archmage and he agrees with me.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“I don’t think you are entirely human.”

“Oh,” I said. “Wow. That’s a lot to take in.” I sat there for a few moments in silence.

“I’ve been debating talking to you about it for a while now. I didn’t want to scare you, but the more you know about yourself, the easier it’s going to be for you to develop your powers.”

“What made you think I’m not human?” I asked. “Do I look different or something?”

“No. You look completely human. And that is the other reason I took so long to talk to you about this. There is a small chance that I’m wrong and you are special for another reason.”

“Then what about me is so different that you think I’m not human.”

“Hmm...” said Ezek. “Maybe I worded this wrong. I do think you are human. At least mostly, but your spark is different and you have an affinity for wild magic.”

“And that makes me not human?”

“Sort of. I’ve met a lot of wizards and my job is to evaluate them, giving them a ranking based on the size of their spark. Your spark is so small that I couldn’t even detect it when we first met. Yet, you do magic that can’t be explained.” He sighed and rearranged his cloak as though hesitant to continue.

“But I thought you gave me a good ranking?”

“The archmage and I both agreed you have a good ranking. But, it got me curious as to how you managed to work spells at all. So, I’ve been watching when you cast your portal spell and I’ve learned two things I think you should know.”

“Really? What are they?”

“The first one which I think you may have already guessed, is that your spark doesn’t filter anything. So, your magic is as wild as when you pulled it from the ley line.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That became painfully obvious when I was in class.”

“The other thing I realized is that your spark is elastic.”

“What?”

“Instead of storing magic like normal wizards do, your spark stretches to allow the magic to pass through it. It’s the reason you can access large amounts of magic from ley lines, but it’s also why you can’t do normal magic.”

“That explains a lot,” I said. “Does that make me fae then?”

“I don't think so,” he said. “Elves, gnomes, pixies, and nymphs are all fae and their magic is nothing like yours. At least from what I can tell. I think you are descended from one of the ancient races.”

“Ancient races?”

“Yes, like Goblins, Werg, Adra, and some of the changelings.”

“What about dragons?”

“Yeah, dragons would be considered one of the ancient races. Though we haven’t seen many of them in an age or two.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“They were casualties of the last Great War with the faerie queen. To be honest, I really don’t know much about it, except that it happened between two and three thousand years ago. Dragons have been pretty scarce since then.”

“The faerie queen is that old?” I said, stunned.

“Elves of the noble blood lines are immortal. They can be killed, but they won’t die from old age. A lot of the ancient races were like that. The big drawback is they rarely have offspring.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “Are there a lot of them left?”

“The Great War trimmed their numbers severely, so some of the elf clans chose mortals to help repopulate their numbers. Most of the elves now have some human or other mortal DNA in their lineage. They don’t live nearly as long, but they were able to repopulate their numbers.”

“Is that how we have human wizards then?” I asked. “Some fae bloodlines mixed in?”

“That’s still a matter that is heavily debated,” said Ezek. “Human magic isn’t completely dissimilar, but doesn’t really resemble fae magic. So, the current theory is that humans developed magic on their own. But no one really knows.”

“Oh crap, I have a date with Mark tonight,” I blurted out. With all the chaos of the fight and Allen and the castle, I’d completely forgotten I’d made plans.

“You have a date? Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

“We were busy earlier. And it’s not a date so much as a boy from school invited me to the movies tonight and I said yes before any of you guys showed up.”

“Well, let’s get you home,” said Ezek.
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Karakowski dropped me off on fourth street and waited in front of the movie theatre where Mark was supposed to meet me. I’d left Breaks-Bones and the werglett with Ezek at Grandpa Dan’s shop. They’d agreed to watch them for me while I went out. They insisted I take a break from all the magic and be a teenager for at least one night.

The smell of chocolate popcorn flooded the air. This was the only place I knew of that made chocolate popcorn. Iverog stood next to me, a stern look on his face.

“I’ve prepared a list of thirty-seven questions that you must ask your prospective mate so I can determine if he is suitable for you,” said Iverog. 

“This is just a date,” I said, a little perturbed. We’d talked about this before and every time I told him to keep his nose out of my business. 

“Is that not the purpose of a date?” he asked.

“Sort of,” I said. “But I can figure it out on my own.”

“And yet you do not ask the hard questions,” said Iverog.

“Alecia!” called Mark. I turned to see Mark crossing the street. He waved.

I tried to shoo Iverog away, but he ignored me.

“How many times has he seen battle?” asked Iverog.

“Shut up,” I whispered as aggressively as I could before Mark got here.

“When faced with a dangerous creature, will he fight by your side or will he run?”

“Hey,” I said to Mark.

“Hey,” he replied. And suddenly I felt that same conversational awkwardness settle in as I had with Allen earlier today. Why was it so hard for me to talk to guys?

“Does he now or has he ever associated with groups that use forbidden magic?” asked Iverog, reading from his list.

“The movie doesn’t start for a while still,” said Mark. “Want to walk over to the space needle?” We’d both seen it hundreds of times, but it wasn’t far away and there wasn’t much else to look at.

“Sure,” I said, hoping something on our walk would distract Iverog from asking all the questions on his list. We walked past several warehouses near the theatre.

“Has he ever summoned any creatures from Helheim and bound them to his will?”

I started walking faster, wishing I could get out of earshot from Iverog, but my soul-plane just dragged him along after us. 

“You’ve missed a lot of school lately,” said Mark. “Is everything alright?”

“How many sworn enemies does he have, including but not limited to small countries?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Things have just been a little weird lately. I’ve had to help Grandpa Dan with more of his deliveries and that meant missing some school.”

“That seems like a lot more fun than school,” said Mark. He sounded a little jealous. 

“Don’t you have a job?” I asked. 

“Yeah, but it doesn’t take me out of school.”

“Has he sworn an oath of fealty to any of the fae royalty or any of the dwarven nations?”

I leveled my best glare at Iverog, hoping he would shut up. If people were doing any of the things Iverog was asking about, why would they admit to it? These questions were making an already difficult conversation even harder. 

Magic pulsed in one of the warehouses followed by a loud boom. Mark and I both stopped walking and looked to see what happened.

“Something is wrong,” I said. “I’m calling the police.”

“It’s probably nothing,” said Mark. “We should stay out of it.” His tone seemed different. I pulled out my cell phone anyway and called Karakowski. If there was magic nearby, I needed to make the call now before it took out my phone.

“Something is wrong,” I said to Karakowski before he had a chance to say anything. “Bring Ezek.” I told him the address and hung up.

“That was the police?” asked Mark.

“FBI,” I said. “I know a few people.”

“From that time you disappeared for three days?”

“Yeah. He—” The warehouse door next to us burst into splinters, spraying wood in all directions. I covered my face with my arm.

“Oh, crap!” said Mark. “It got out.”

“What?” I asked.

“Run!” He shouted and took off down the street. He disappeared around a corner before I could even get my bearings. 

A large section of the warehouse brick crumbled onto the sidewalk and something vaguely human emerged from the building. It looked like a grotesque combination of human and werg. A writhing mass of vines had replaced its arms, and it used them to lash out at the building, breaking more of the brick free.

“That is the ketteg,” said Iverog. “The creature whose creation Breaks-Bones was trying to prevent. According to him, it will kill all in its path. You must run or we will both die.”

“I can’t run,” I said. “I can’t let it kill people. Can I send it away?”

“This location connects to a heavily populated city,” said Iverog. The ketteg turned its head to look at me and swung its viny arm at me, missing me by a large margin. I took a step back, anyway.

“Crap! I only know three spells, and that takes out my best option.” 

“You only know two spells and I think the light spell would just make it grow faster.”

The ketteg turned its body; it seemed to be stumbling a bit as though trying to get its body under control, like a toddler taking its first steps.

“Shut up, I know three spells,” I said. “I’ve given this a lot of thought.” I pulled on the ley line overhead using the technique Allen had shown me so I didn’t lose sight of the ketteg in front of me.

“I don’t think this is a good time—”

“Flame Thrower!” I yelled, extending my hands in front of me like a two handed pistol. There wasn’t any magic associated with those words, it just felt good to yell them. I forced a thin line of magic out from where my fingers so it sprayed toward the ketteg. “Pool!” I whispered, igniting the spray into a blazing stream of light and fire. It worked just like I’d hoped it would. My magic was wild, and it was high time I embraced that fact. Ezek had pointed out how it flowed for me and this was just putting a little more force behind it.

The ketteg made an unearthly scream as it caught on fire. It flapped its arms wildly trying to shake off the fire, spraying magic and fire everywhere and igniting the car next to it. 

I kept the fire pouring out as the magic flowed into the area around the ketteg. Waves of intense heat washed back at me. The creature screamed louder as its attempts to evade the fire failed. 

The creature charged at me so I pushed more magic at it, hoping to burn it up before it could reach me. However, only the surface of the magic seemed to be burning and the extra magic was leaking on the ground, causing the sidewalk and now the street to catch fire.

Fire now consumed two more vehicles parked on the road, a beat up truck and a minivan. It reminded me of a science experiment Mrs. Spadafino did in chemistry class. She poured rubbing alcohol on a dollar bill and lit it on fire. The alcohol burned off before the paper could catch on fire. Just like in the experiment, there was fire everywhere but very little was actually burning, except for the magic. 

I backed away from the creature and let the magic fade away, cutting the connection to the Ley line. He looked angry and burnt in places, but otherwise still mobile. The fire on the sidewalk flickered out, but the vehicles were still burning. Just my luck the only things I didn't want to burn had actually caught fire. 

“Don't let the magic hit the ketteg,” said Iverog. “Otherwise, it will just burn off. Hit it with the very end of the jet, where the fire is the hottest.”

A siren blared in the distance. Maybe Karakowski would be here soon. I formed my hands into the flamethrower shape again and skipped the theatrics; this time just saying ‘pool’ quietly as I pulled from the ley line. Fire burst forth from my fingers, splashing onto the ground like a bottle of spilled lighter fluid. 

I narrowed the flow of energy, mentally forcing it through a smaller point to increase the pressure but all that did was lengthen the distance the fire flew and made the jet thinner while still only burning the top layer. 

The ketteg brushed the burning magic off itself, fling bits of fire in all directions. Its movements were also more stable and its gait faster. Instead of repelling it, I was having to move backwards to stay out of its reach. I should have paid more attention in science class. 

“You need more surface area,” said Iverog. “The fire can only burn as fast as it gets oxygen.” I separated my hands and meshed my fingers loosely together creating a cage that I forced the magic through. Raging heat erupted as the aerosolized magic caught fire. I had to turn my head to avoid singeing my eyebrows.

Magic pulsed behind me and before I could look that direction, I flew backwards, literally lifted off my feet and tossed through the air. At least I wasn’t upside down this time. Ezek caught me in his massive arms as I crashed back first into him.

“You trying to make a bomb?” he asked with a chuckle. “Because you just about made a bomb there.” I looked back to see a two story column of fire expand out to where I’d just been standing. I’d lost the connection to the ley line when Ezek had jerked me through the air to safety, so the fire dissipated as it rapidly burned away.

“Sorry,” said.

“I’m not sure T-17 is going to cut it now that you’ve learned fire spells,” he said. “Remind me to book you some time in the fire tank on your next visit.”

Still on fire, the ketteg smashed the car next to it with its vine covered arms and sent the vehicle tumbling in our direction.

“I see you’ve made a new friend,” said Karakowski as he walked over. “I’ve called the fire department and the police are already on their way, so we don’t have much time to wrap this up before we have an audience.”

“Do you know how to stop this thing?” I asked Ezek.

“The only way to stop it is to kill it and Breaks-Bones said fire was the best way, so you were on the right track,” said Ezek.

“I was just doing it badly,” I finished for him.

“You didn’t know what you were doing, and you got pretty close,” he said.

“Pretty close to killing myself again,” I said.

“You probably would have survived,” Ezek quipped. “It’s not like it’s the first time you’ve blown yourself up.” The sad part is he was right. My first ever spell blew up Grandpa Dan’s shop and nearly took me with it.

“Are we going to do something about that creature?” asked Karakowski. “It’s getting closer.”

“Care to lend me some of your wild magic?” asked Ezek. His aura shifted, and he pulled in magic as though ready to cast a spell.

“Sure,” I said. “Where do you want it?”

“Splash it on the ketteg like you did before,” he said. I pulled from the ley line and pushed the magic out like I had the first time, splashing it liberally on the ketteg. It ran like a liquid, spilling onto the sidewalk again.

“Woah,” said Ezek. “That’s more than enough. A little of that goes a long way.”

Ezek’s magic pulsed, and some form of energy barrier slammed down around the ketteg. I’d experienced something similar when Mara had contained one of my explosions.

“Now light it on fire,” he said. I looked up at him, and he nodded urgently for me to get on with it.

“Pool,” I said, igniting the magic around the ketteg.

The top layer burned like it had before and Ezek’s magic pulsed intensely. The air around the ketteg hummed, and the fire surged, burning brightly, but not extending outside the barriers. Ezek poured more magic into his spell and the glow inside the barrier flared brightly. I shielded my eyes with my hand.

“How are you doing that?” I asked. “I could barely get the fire to burn at all.”

“Physics,” Ezek. “Your spell was like a field on fire. It burns fast, but most of the heat goes up. I’ve created a furnace and I’m forcing air into a small space filled with fuel. It’s hotter than a volcano in there right now.”

“I can’t even look at it right now,” I said.

“I think we incinerated the ketteg a while ago,” said Ezek. “I’m just trying to burn off all the magic you put in there. Plus, I want to be absolutely sure. Breaks-Bones was very clear about how dangerous they could be once they get their first blood meal.”

A siren blared close by and Ezek dropped the barriers. The flames flew upwards in a burst of energy and then subsided to a dull flicker.

“Let’s get you out of here before anyone shows up,” said Karakowski. “We’re going to report this as an industrial accident that resulted in a fire.”

I looked around at the wreckage. At least three cars were on fire and scorch marks ran up the side of the building. Spots of flame danced in the street as some of the tar had caught fire. It looked very much like an industrial accident. 

I didn’t see Mark anywhere. I guess he failed his first Iverog question.
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The baby werg sat content in its pot on the garage floor at Grandpa Dan’s shop. Its soil still wet from the blood meal Breaks-Bones had just fed it. Last night’s adventures had left me feeling fatigued, so I’d slept-in most of the morning. Karakowski had stayed late to clean up the scene and Ezek had slept in the upstairs guest room and left for Jomsburg early this morning. So, I wouldn’t be seeing either of them for a while. 

“Stephanie here,” said Grandpa Dan, poking his head into the garage. I scrambled to my feet. It wouldn’t be good if Stephanie came in here and discovered the werg lounging in the garage. I exited the room and traversed the short hallway to the main store where Grandpa Dan sat behind the counter. 

“Let’s go upstairs,” I said to Stephanie.

“So, how’d it go?” she asked when we’d made ourselves comfortable on the couch.

“How’d what go?” I asked. So much had happened since I last saw her and I couldn’t think of anything that she would be asking about.

“The date with Mark!” she said. “What happened? Spill it.”

“Oh,” I said. “It didn’t really happen.”

“He didn’t show up, or you didn’t go?”

“Um,” I stalled. I hadn’t thought about how to explain what had happened last night to someone who didn’t know about magic. I couldn’t tell her half of the things that went on. “He showed up, and we went on a walk.”

“Not the movies?”

“The movie hadn’t started yet, so we were going to walk around and look at stuff, but then this building caught on fire.”

“A building what?!”

“It caught on fire. I reported it, so I had to stay and talk to the police, but Mark left.”

“Why would he leave you there?”

“Well, the fire was kind of out of control and I think he got scared and took off.” It wasn’t far from the truth.

“So you stayed to watch a dangerous fire that could have killed you instead of going on a date with Mark?”

“When you say it like that it doesn’t sound so good,” I said. “But I was doing the right thing.”

“Have you talked to Mark yet?” asked Stephanie.

“Not yet. I sent him a text a bit ago, but I haven’t heard from him yet.”

“How do you even text on that old phone,” she asked. “That would bug me so much.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I tend to break or lose them on deliveries and these are cheap enough to replace so that I can afford it myself and not have to ask my mom.”

“Yeah, she wouldn’t be happy replacing it all the time,” said Stephanie. My phone beeped, and we both looked at it immediately.

“It’s from Mark,” I said, pushing the buttons to show the text. “He wants to meet me at a warehouse by the movie theatre.”

“Like the place where he ditched you last night?” she asked.

“It looks like just a couple of blocks from there.”

“Are you going to go?” she asked.

“Yeah. I mean it's Mark, and we didn’t really get a chance to talk about last night.”

“Then I’m coming with you.”

“Why?”

“Well, if he doesn’t apologize and make things right, I’m going to let him know exactly how I feel about him leaving you last night.”

“Fine, but I’m driving,” I said. I left the baby werg with Breaks-Bones. Both of them should be safe at Grandpa Dan’s till I got back.
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The area around the movie theatre was busy, so we had to park the truck in one of those paid parking lots. It meant walking several blocks, but we didn’t mind. There was police tape blocking off the entire block that was damaged in the fire last night, so I couldn’t show Stephanie where it had happened. Mark waited for us outside a commercial warehouse with a sliding metal door big enough to let my truck through.

“I’m sorry about this,” said Mark as we approached the heavy warehouse door.

The tone in his voice was different and the easy going smile he usually wore had vanished as well.

“Sorry about what?” asked Stephanie before I could.

He didn’t answer, but pulled the warehouse door open. There was no hesitation, no check to see if the coast was clear, just the practiced confidence of someone who had opened the door a thousand times.

“You’ve been here before,” I blurted out without thinking.

“Every day after school,” he said. 

“Why did you ask us to meet you here?” I said.

“He didn’t,” said a deep voice from inside the warehouse. “I asked him to bring you here.” I didn’t recognize the man who was speaking, but I’d seen one of the guys he was with.

“You!” I sputtered, pointing to the guy on his left. He was the changeling I’d fought yesterday and the wounds Iverog had given him looked like they still hurt.

“She’s the girl with the demon,” he said to the man in charge.

“Well now,” said the man. “That solves the other problem I had.” Iverog appeared on my left, a grim look on his face. Four men carrying guns came out of the warehouse and took up positions around us, blocking any way out.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“This is my uncle Yadu,” said Mark. “He promised he wouldn’t hurt you if you cooperated.”

“What do you want?” asked Stephanie.

“I want my werg roots back and I want you to stay out of my business.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” said Stephanie.

“Don’t play stupid,” the man said. “Mark told me what happened yesterday and now Seji says you’re the same ones who took the werg roots.”

“What are werg roots?” asked Stephanie.

“Leave her out of this,” I said. “She doesn’t know anything.”

“Too bad,” he said. “She’s caught up in it now. If you hand over the werg roots, you can join our army of changelings.”

“That’s not fair,” said Mark. “You said I could be the next changeling.”

“Mark,” said Yadu. “You did good by bringing them here. Your spot is already secured. We could even do it today.” That seemed to pacify him.

“What’s going on Mark?” Stephanie asked.

“These guys have power,” said Mark. “It’s like magic and science put together. They can turn you into a shape shifter. I’ve seen them do it.”

“That’s why you betrayed us?” said Stephanie. “Because you think you are weak?”

“Don’t blame my nephew,” said Yadu. “It’s her fault for messing everything up.” He pointed directly at me. “She killed my ketteg and stole my werg roots.” Stephanie looked at me in confusion.

“You’re a horrible man,” I said. “That thing couldn’t be allowed to live. That was a living person you turned into a ketteg!” 

“Living?” Yadu said, eyebrows raised. “Seji, was that last man alive when you experimented on him?”

“He didn’t get the experiments, Boss. He was too weak, so we went straight to the werg roots.”

“That’s why it worked this time,” he said excitedly. “Get what’s left of the werg roots and round up some volunteers.” 

“What do I do with the girls here?” Seji said, pointing to Stephanie and me.

“Lock them in the freezer. We’ll let them cool off a bit till they decide to tell us where the werg roots they’ve taken are hidden.”

The four men with guns escorted us deeper into the warehouse and Seji opened the heavy freezer door. 

“Just bang on the door when you are ready to tell us where the werg root is,” he said with a smirk and the door clicked shut, sealing us in the cold.

“Mark has failed too many of my questions,” said Iverog. “I do not think he is a good mate for you.” It was stating the obvious, but I agreed with him.

“Alright,” said Stephanie. She was on the verge of tears and paced back and forth in the small space. “What is going on here? Because none of what just happened out there made any sense.”

“I’m not sure how much I can tell you,” I said.

“How much you can tell me?” Stephanie said, her voice incredulous. “I’m your best friend. At least I thought I was, but you’ve been acting weird lately and apparently you killed his ketteg, whatever that is.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, but she kept talking.

“That was Mark in there. How could he do this to us? We’ve been friends with him since first grade!”

“Stephanie!” I said, interrupting her. She wiped at a tear forming and looked at me. “I can get us out of here, but first I need to explain some things.”

“How are you going to get us out of here? They have guns!”

“Magic,” I said. 

“What are you secretly a shapeshifter like Mark was talking about?” she said.

“No,” I said. “I mean I don’t think so. But I know a spell that can get us out of here.”

“Wait,” Stephanie paused. “Are you being serious? You can just wave your hands and transport us out of here?”

“Remember that day when you, me, and Mark were all at Kinnear park and we found that faerie ring?”

“Yeah.”

“You said if you got the chance to go to faerie land, you’d go, no matter the consequences.”

“Yeah, but what does that have to do with anything?”

“Because I can get us out of here, but we have to go through faerie land.”

“Do I have to give up my first-born child or anything?”

“No, you just have to trust me and not freak out.”

“Oh, I’m already freaking out. The only reason I’m holding it together is because I had a really good therapist. So you had better just do it already.”

I pulled from the ley line and Iverog was already pointing at the spot I needed to open the portal. I zipped up, and the portal popped into view.

“That’s not real is it?” said Stephanie. “Because that can’t be real. I can’t believe it’s real. Therapy did not prepare me for this.”

“Now we just have to walk through this portal and we’ll be out of here,” I said. Stephanie took a deep breath and rubbed her forehead for a moment.

“Faerie land is on the other side?” asked Stephanie. “I step through there and I’m transported to the faerie world?”

“They call it Alfheim. It’s the Norse word for faerie land.”

“Is it dangerous?” she asked.

“It could be. I don’t know what’s on the other side yet.”

“What do you mean you don’t know what’s on the other side?” she asked. “You just said it was faerie land. Are you telling me you could be teleporting us into solid rock and we’ll die?”

“No, No. It’s faerie land,” I reassured her. “I just don’t know what part yet and the portal is always on ground level and safe to exit. I just don’t know if anyone is in the area.”

“So we could be eaten by trolls the moment we get there?” she asked.

“I won’t let that happen,” I said. “But you need to go first, because the portal will close after I go through.”

“I’m scared,” she said. “Can’t we just go at the same time?”

“Sure,” I said. “Hold my hand and we’ll go on three.”

“Ok,” she said. “But I’m going to need therapy when this is over.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because the green scaly guy with horns is back.”

“You can see him?” I asked.

“Where are we going?” Iverog asked. 

“Yeah, I can see him,” said Stephanie. “He's even talking to us this time.” 

“Jomsburg,” I said looking directly at Iverog. 

“You can hear him?” she said. 

“His name is Iverog and I'll explain everything on the other side of this portal.” I pulled her forward, and we both stepped through the portal together. 
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Grass, trees, sunshine, and warm weather greeted us on the other side of the portal. I let the connection drop and the portal closed behind me. The air smelled fresh and I could see the outline of mountains in the distance. It really was one of the more idyllic locations I’d seen in Alfheim so far.

“This is amazing,” said Stephanie. “But none of it seems real. My brain tells me I must be hallucinating because none of this could be real. One minute we were trapped in a freezer going to die of hypothermia and the next we are in some new dimension. I could wake up any minute from this and I still don’t know if it’s a dream or a nightmare.”

“Oh, it’s real,” I said. “And the thirty-minute walk to the next portal location will drive that point home.”

“Can’t you just open a portal to wherever we are trying to go?” she asked.

“I wish, but it doesn’t work like that. This location is tied to the area back in Seattle. If I opened a portal up anywhere in this place, it would link back to the same general area.”

“So how do we get to where we are going?”

“We walk until we find the right connection back to Earth,” I said.

“How do you know what’s on the other side?” she asked.

“That’s Iverog’s job.”

“The scaly green guy with the black horns?”

“Yeah, he's my guide through this place.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about him before?” Stephanie gave me a look that implied I had better have a really good reason.

“I tried,” I said. “But I wasn’t allowed to tell you anything.”

“How long have you been working with him?”

“Remember the faerie ring we saw at Kinnear park? That was when we met.” 

“That wasn't that long ago,” she said.

“Feels like forever though. At least now it does,” I said. 

We walked along an animal path till we got to a small dirt road and turned right. I told Stephanie the entire story of how I met Iverog as we went. 

“I still can't believe you let him eat your soul,” said Stephanie. “And why can't I see him anymore?”

“He's right there,” I said. “You really can't see him?”

She grabbed my hand again. “There he is,” she said. “It looks like he's only visible if I'm holding on to you.”

“That would explain a lot of things,” I said. And it gave me a whole new set of reasons to keep my distance from people.

“Stephanie is very smart,” said Iverog. “I approve of your continued friendship.”

“Is he always like that?” asked Stephanie. 

“Sometimes he's worse,” I chuckled. “He prepared a list of thirty-seven questions I was supposed to ask Mark to see if we were compatible.”

“They were very good questions,” said Iverog. “And Mark failed all of them.”

“At least he's looking out for you,” said Stephanie. 

“The hardest part of this is not being able to tell anyone. And now neither can you. Can you imagine what could have happened if I had told Mark?” I said.

“It was already a disaster even without telling him,” she agreed.

“I’m trusting you to keep this absolutely secret,” I said.

“Of course,” she said. “Who's going to believe me? I've already got a therapist because they think I'm crazy.”

“You can't even tell the other magic users. He's hiding from the faerie queen and if anyone found out, they might kill me too.”

She nodded solemnly.

I looked around at where we were walking. There wasn't much out here except nature, but it was beautiful.

“This is the spot,” said Iverog after we had been walking for quite a while. “It’s a small connection, so be precise.” He paced out a box shape on the ground as he spoke and pointed to the interior.

“We’re here,” I said to Stephanie. “I’m going to make the portal right here. So why don’t you stand behind me.”

“What’s on the other side?” she asked. “Will this put us back on earth?”

“We’ll arrive in the wilds of Ghana. It’s on the African continent.”

“Africa?” said Stephanie. “With the elephants and rhinos?”

“You might even see a giraffe,” I said.

“And you’ve been here before?” she asked.

“Nope,” I said. “I’m just telling you what Iverog tells me. Except for the giraffe part, I added that.”

“Ok,” said Stephanie. “Let’s go then.”

Magic streamed into me as I pulled from the ley line overhead. I zipped upward, and the portal snapped into view. Stephanie watched with wide-eyed wonder, her blond hair bobbing as he moved around to see the portal from all sides.

“This is amazing!” she squealed. “I saw it the first time, but our lives were in danger then and I didn’t get a good look at it. It’s so beautiful.”

“I know. I’ve kind of gotten used to it though, so I forget how breathtaking it can be.”

“Why can’t we see what is on the other side?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve never really thought about it.”

“Does the portal go both directions? Or is it more of a one-way tunnel?” Stephanie walked behind the portal.

“As near as I can tell, it’s only one direction.”

“Maybe that is why we can’t see where we are going. It’s not sending any light from there. Do you think they can see us?”

“No,” I said. “I’ve never seen anything from the other side.”

“We should go,” said Iverog. “Keeping the portal open too long will make it hard to open the next ones.” He was right. I had a physical limit to the amount of magic I could absorb. The last time I’d overextended, I had started acting like a drunk pirate. Not my best day.

“Let’s go,” I said to Stephanie with a small amount of urgency in my voice. She stepped through the portal immediately and I followed.

Darkness, warm and humid, greeted us on the other side. I let the connection drop and felt fatigue set it. I’d hung on to the connection longer than I should have and the post adrenaline rush left me wiped out.

“Alecia?” said Stephanie. “I’m scared.”

“I’m here,” I said. All I could see at the moment was Iverog as I waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Moonlight from a crescent moon helped me to make out my surroundings. We were on a small, paved road lined by short, almost shrub-like trees on either side. Grassy plains stretched out in all directions as far as I could see in the dim light.

Stephanie reached out and grabbed my bicep and pulled me to her, wrapping her arms around my arm like a scared child.

“We’re safe,” I reassured her.

“This is Africa,” she said. “Lions, Elephants, and who knows what else out there in the darkness ready to eat us if we make a wrong step.”

“It will be okay,” I said. “Iverog is going to show us the safest way to the next portal.”

“Why is he glowing,” asked Stephanie. “I can see him clear as day.”

“Because he is not actually here in the dark with us. As near as I can tell, when he is out where we can see him, it’s always light.” There were no lines painted on the asphalt roadway and very little shoulder before it sloped down a short distance to the grassy plains. It looked like the road had been built up a couple of feet above the surrounding area so it wouldn’t flood.

“The portal is not far,” said Iverog, pointing down the road. “We should get moving before we are noticed by any of the local wildlife.”

“Good idea,” I said. We both started walking at a brisk pace with Stephanie still holding on to my arm, just not as tight.

“Why is it so dark here?” asked Stephanie.

“Time zones,” I said. “It’s probably close to midnight here.”

“Oh,” said Stephanie. “Then why wasn’t it dark in Alfheim.” 

“I still haven’t figured out how time works over there and I’m not sure I really want to know at this point.”

A single light appeared on the horizon, moving in our direction. 

“What’s that?” asked Stephanie.

“I think it’s a vehicle,” I said. We moved off to the side of the road. A moped with two riders sped past us.

“How do you handle all of this and stay sane?” asked Stephanie.

“I have good friends,” I said. “And I find it’s easier if I just roll with things as they happen.” 

Stephanie smiled.

“We are here,” said Iverog. He pointed to a spot of ground a short distance from the shoulder of the road. I opened the portal, and we hurried through it.

Daylight and bright forests surrounded us, and I recognized the portal area. We were back in Alfheim, but near the connection to Jomsburg. 

“I know we are not on Earth,” said Stephanie. “But it feels so much better to be back in the daylight and surrounded by real looking trees.”

“And our last portal is just over here,” I said. “I’ve come this way a few times.”
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Stephanie clung to my arm as we walked in darkness along the cobblestone path. We followed the eerily well-lit Iverog up the steps to Jomsburg Castle. It was creepy and comforting at the same time to see Iverog so clearly and yet see very little of the area surrounding us. I guessed it was about one in the morning when we arrived. While I’d been to the Castle several times, I didn’t exactly know where it was in Europe. I figured it was somewhere near Norway, but never having traveled the normal route, I wasn’t even sure what cities were nearby.

The massive oak door grated loudly against the stone floor as it swung open. Bright light from the enchanted chandelier hanging from the vaulted ceiling hurt my eyes, making me squint and blink till I could see. Stephanie just held a hand up to keep the light out. 

“State your business,” came a male voice from the far side of the room. 

“Johan!” I said, recognizing the night clerk. He’d been here the first time I came to Jomsburg Castle. “I need to talk to Ezek.”

“Hi, Alecia,” said Johan. “Who’s your friend?”

“This is Stephanie, and it’s a long story that I need to tell Ezek as soon as possible.”

“He’s most likely asleep. Can this wait till morning?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “This is about the active case he is working on.”

“Alright. Wait here and I’ll see if he wants to come down.” Johan left and headed up the stairs. We sat down on a bench against one of the walls. The echoes of his footsteps faded slowly away, and the room became unnervingly quiet. 

“Is it okay for me to be here?” asked Stephanie. “It feels like I'm breaking the rules.” A nervous smile crossed her face. 

I shrugged. “I don't know. This world is still new to me. But I'll fight anyone who has a problem with you being here.”

Stephanie smiled. “You would be stupid enough to try.”

We waited in silence for several minutes, the musty smell of cold stone fresh in our noses till we heard footsteps coming down the stairs.

Ezek and Johan emerged from the stairwell a moment later. 

“What’s going on?” asked Ezek. “Johan said it was about the case. I assume that meant the murders?”

“Murders?” asked Stephanie, alarmed. 

“I’ll explain in a minute,” I said to Stephanie. “But, yes. Everything is tied together and those murders are at the core of it.”

“Maybe we'd better step back and talk about why she is here,” said Ezek. 

“Actually, that’s the reason we’re here. The guys who made the ketteg kidnapped us and locked us in a freezer. We had to use a portal to escape. And now Stephanie has been to Alfheim.”

“How are you handling all this?” Ezek asked Stephanie. 

“It was rough at first,” said Stephanie. “But I think I'm coming to terms with it.”

“That's good to hear,” said Ezek. “If you don't think you can handle it, I can erase your memories of the last several hours. But we'd have to act soon,”

“No,” said Stephanie, her answer firm and resolute. “I've dreamed of this my whole life and I love what I've seen so far. I know it isn't all unicorns and roses. Alecia’s my best friend and she's in this world. I want to be in it too.”

“That's good enough for me,” said Ezek. 

“Thank you,” I said. “We were a little worried.”

“I’m sure Alecia’s already given you the talk about keeping things secret.”

“Yes, sir,” said Stephanie.

“I thought you said you didn’t erase memories from kids and teenagers?” I said.

“Yeah, I did say that. But in this case, I’m assuming you haven’t slept since things happened. If that is true, your memories are all still fresh and I can erase the whole block. But once you sleep, they get all tangled up with everything else and it’s nearly impossible to separate things.”

“Oh,” I said. “That makes sense.”

“So tell me how you two got locked in a freezer by the bad guys?” Ezek looked directly at me. 

“It was our friend Mark,” I said.

“The guy you went on that failed date with yesterday?”

“Yeah,” I said. “He asked us to meet him at a warehouse. But when we got there, it was a trap. Apparently, he saw me fight the monster and told his uncle, who turns out to be the guy engineering all of this. They wanted me to turn over the werg root from the delivery, but I couldn’t since it sprouted into a werglett. So, they locked us in the freezer so they could go try to make a new ketteg.”

“They are trying to make another one?”

“Yeah. They also said something about trying to make an army of changelings.”

“That isn’t good. Do you think you could lead me back to the warehouse?”

“Of course,” I said.

“Let me round up a team then. We’ll leave as soon as possible.”
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It was dark in Seattle by the time we arrived at the warehouse. We’d dropped Stephanie off at her house and picked up the truck at Grandpa Dan’s. Karakowski met us two blocks from our destination with four police cars for backup. 

“Do you think they are still in there?” asked Ezek.

“Not likely,” said Karakowski. His bullet-proof vest was visible under his FBI jacket. “But I’m not taking any chances. I am assuming they bolted when they realized their prisoners had escaped. I’m just hoping they haven’t left us any nasty surprises.”

“Agreed,” said Ezek. “You and I will go in first. Then we can call in backup once we know there isn’t anything they shouldn’t see.”

Karakowski positioned officers at each of the exits and then approached the sliding warehouse door with Ezek. It was the same one Mark had opened earlier in the day to let us in, but it felt different now. Maybe it was all the uniformed officers standing around with their guns drawn, or maybe it was just the sting of betrayal I still felt. 

The worst part was after everything Mark had done, the bad date, running away at the first sign of danger, and even turning us over to the bad guys; after all of that I still liked him. We’d been friends most of our lives. If he got caught mixed up in the middle of all this, it could ruin his entire life. These guys had murdered at least three different people and that made Mark an accomplice. If he somehow got out of the murder charges, he was still directly involved in kidnapping Stephanie and me.

It was a lot to process. I’d avoided thinking about it during the trip with Stephanie because I was trying to be strong for her sake. But now, I couldn’t stop thinking about it because I was worried about Mark. 

“It’s clear,” said Karakowski emerging from the warehouse with Ezek right behind him. I had been so wrapped up in my own thoughts I hadn’t even realized they had gone in already.

“It looks like they left in a hurry,” said Ezek. “Based on the mess in there, they took as much as they could with them, but there is still a lot of stuff in there.” Several police officers entered the warehouse, each heading a different direction.  

“This team is doing another sweep of the building,” said Karakowski. “It was too big for us to search everything. And we didn't find any obvious magic, so I'm letting things go back to standard protocols.”

“What do we do now?” I asked.

“We’re going in with the crime scene techs,” said Karakowski.

I leaned against the hood of a nearby patrol car and prepared to wait.

“Are you going to be alright?” asked Ezek.

“Yeah,” I said. “Ezek? What does it take to transform someone into a changeling?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t think it was possible, actually. Why are you asking?”

“Mark said they were using science and magic to make it happen and I’m just worried about him. He really seemed excited about becoming a changeling and I have no idea what that is going to do to him.”

“Science and magic, huh? That sounds ill-advised.”

“We can go in now,” said Karakowski. “Try not to touch stuff too much because they are still processing things.” He handed each of us a pair of blue nitrile gloves. Ezek struggled, but managed to stretch them over his large hands.

The warehouse felt bigger than it had before, most likely because it was almost empty. They really hadn’t wasted any time removing things. The warehouse was open in the front, but the rest of the building had been converted to storage rooms or offices. 

“There’s blood on the floor in this room,” called a tech. He wore goggles and carried a flashlight with a black light bulb. Karakowski and Ezek walked over to inspect the room, leaving me to wander on my own. 

“There is a room in the back whose entrance is obscured,” said Iverog. 

“Like a secret room?” I said. “How can you tell?”

“I can feel all possible paths through this building and that one is blocked.”

“What’s blocking it?”

“I cannot tell,” said Iverog. “I just know there should be a route and there is not.”

“Lead the way then,” I said. He pointed deeper into the warehouse.

“Stop,” said Iverog as we walked past a whiteboard that still had papers taped to it.

“What is it?” I asked.

“That paper has Lady Eira’s seal on it.” I froze for a moment. Lady Eira was the whole reason Iverog was in hiding and just hearing her name made me panic a little. I grabbed the paper off the board and unfolded it. I read it out loud to Iverog.

“Dropped the iepae off at the rendezvous location. Handle him before sunrise.” It was signed with a mark that matched the seal on the front. I looked at Iverog. I didn’t know what to say. This letter was about him.

“These are the assassins that you saved me from,” growled Iverog, jaw clenched. I had forgotten that he was expecting assassins to kill him before sunrise when we first met. At the time I had thought he might be exaggerating his situation, but it was clear now he wasn’t.

“I knew these guys were bad,” I said. “But this is much worse.”

I looked over the rest of the papers on the board. There wasn’t anything else with Lady Eira’s mark on it. I tucked the letter into my pocket and headed to the back of the warehouse.

“This is it,” said Iverog. He pointed to the back wall of the warehouse. There was very little along the back wall except for a very tall set of shelves. “The path is behind these shelves.”

“These look heavy,” I said. “If I grab on to them, are you able to help push? I figure since you were able to help in the last fight, it might work.”

“I will try,” said Iverog. I put my hands against the sturdy shelves and began pushing. They didn’t budge. Iverog reached out to lend a hand, but passed right through them.

“I guess not,” I said. “I feel like that should have worked.”

“Your logic appears sound, but it would seem that only living creatures can be affected.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m going to need better leverage to move this.”

I had an idea. Instead of pushing the entire shelving unit to one side, I was going to pull one side away from the wall using mostly my legs. I sat on the cold warehouse floor, grabbed the shelves in both hands and put my feet up against the wall. The shelves grated against the cement floor as the one side moved away from the wall. I stopped when there was enough room I could squeeze behind it. I was panting from the exertion. 

“There’s a door,” I said when I got to my feet. I reached in and turned the handle. Fortunately, it pushed inward, so I didn’t have to move the shelves any more. I worked my way into the opening and felt around for a light switch.

Industrial lights high overhead illuminated a large room filled with stone dragons. In the front of the room, they were packed tightly together and in the back of the room they were stacked two or three high on pallets.

“These look just like the one at Grandpa Dan’s,” I said.

“Yes, they do,” said Iverog. I tried counting and got to seventy-five and quit.

“There are so many of them,” I said.

“That crate has papers attached,” said Iverog. “Maybe that will give some clues.”

I pulled the papers off the crate and read the note out loud.

“Hold for Mr. Dan Lee.” The note didn’t say anything else. But I recognized the name. “That’s Grandpa Dan!” I said.

“Indeed,” said Iverog.

“Why would these guys be holding stone dragons for Grandpa Dan?”

“Maybe they didn’t know,” said Iverog. “This part of the warehouse was closed off.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But that still doesn’t tell us what Grandpa Dan is doing with all these statues.”

I slipped the note in my pocket and exited the room. It was a lot harder to push the heavy shelves back into place since I didn’t have the benefit of pushing off the wall. 

“There you are!” said Ezek when I got back to the front of the warehouse. “Did you find anything?”

I shook my head. The stuff I had found I couldn’t share with them. 

“We found where they were doing medical procedures,” said Karakowski. “My guess is this is where the homeless people were killed.”

“They said they were using science and magic to make the changelings,” I said. “Could that be the medical procedures you are talking about?”

“It’s possible,” said Karakowski.

“We need to stop them before they try again,” said Ezek.

“I don’t think there is much more we can do here,” said Karakowski. “I’ll let you know if the lab results give us any leads.”

We said our goodbyes and drove to Grandpa Dan’s shop. I was tempted to ask him about the room full of dragon statues, but decided against it. In the end, I just tucked Wergy into bed and went home.
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“Wergy!” I shouted, sitting up in bed. The street lamp cast an eerie glow through my window. I threw off the covers and started to dress. Iverog appeared by my side the next moment, his translucent form glowing in the darkness.

“He’s gone!” I said, not even trying to keep my voice quiet.

“I know,” said Iverog. “I feel it too.”

My heart raced in my chest as waves of fear, and panic flooded over me. 

“What’s wrong?” said my mom, bursting into my room without knocking. She flipped on the light as she entered, wearing her nightgown. She carried a knife from the kitchen in one hand.

“They took my baby,” I said. The words tumbled out of my mouth in a sobbing gasp.

“You have a baby?” she asked. There was deep concern in her voice and a hint of anger.

“No,” I said. “But yes. And they took him.” I sat on the bed and pulled on a sock. A tear slipped down my cheek. 

“You aren't making any sense. What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m going to get him.”

“You know where he is?” 

“Yes,” I said. I didn’t know how, but could feel exactly where he was. 

“Then let's call the police,” said Mom.

“There is no time,” I said. “I can’t explain what is going on and I’m barely holding it together. I’m going to find Wergy and bring him back.”

“Then I’m going with you,” she said in a tone that meant I shouldn’t argue. 

“Fine,” I muttered and headed out the door.

Mom sped down the side streets in her blue sedan, going faster than I’d ever seen her drive.  

“Turn left here,” I said. This was the first time I hadn't needed Iverog to give me directions. Whoever had taken Wergy hadn't gone very far. We were maybe six blocks from Grandpa Dan’s shop. I grabbed my cell phone and dialed Karakowski.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, answering the phone with concern in his voice.

“They have Wergy,” I said, my voice trembling slightly as I spoke.

“Where?” he asked. His voice was calm, but urgent. 

“I’ll text you the location,” I said.

“Wait for me,” he said.

“I can’t,” I said. My hands were shaking as I ended the call.

“You need to tell me what is going on,” said Mom. 

“I can’t,” I said.

“You keep telling people you can’t. I’m pretty sure you can and I’m going to find out eventually,” she said.

“Pull over here,” I said, ignoring her last comment. I wanted to tell her and I kind of wished she could find out. But what would that do to her? What would they do to me if I told her? There was too much going on in my head. Too many problems and I could feel Wergy’s fear and anxiety. I was barely holding it together. 

Mom parked the car and undid her seatbelt. 

“You can't come in,” I said. “I need you to wait for Karakowski in the car.”

“You want me to wait in the car while you go in there?” she said, gesturing to the warehouse we had stopped in front of. 

“Yes,” I said. “This is important. Karakowski needs to know which one I go in.”

“But it could be dangerous in there,” protested Mom.

“I didn’t take six years of taekwondo for nothing,” I said.

“Fine,” she said. “But don’t do anything stupid.”

The car door swung wide and bounced against the hinge as I pushed it open harder than I planned. Wergy was anxious and that meant I was doubly so. I waved discreetly to Mom as I headed toward the warehouse, trying to maintain some semblance of normalcy as though this wasn’t a life-threatening situation. Iverog appeared, floating over the small patch of grass planted around the only tree in the otherwise asphalt covered parking area. 

“I suggest using the side door,” said Iverog, pointing away from the large cargo doors at the front of the warehouse. I didn’t have Iverog’s awareness of location and routing, I just knew that Wergy was inside and I had to get in there. The feeling tugged at me like a massive magnet, pulling me toward the large doors. I pushed the feelings down, trying to work through the flood of emotions coming from the werglett. 

“I don’t think I’m cut out to be a mom,” I said. “I can’t stop thinking about all the bad things that could happen to Wergy before I get there.”

“And you just told your own mom to wait in the car while you put yourself in exactly the same danger,” said Iverog. I shot him a withering glare.

“Shut up,” I said. “I’m trying not to think about that. And that’s different. Wergy can’t take care of himself; I can. I hope.”

“I’m sure you can,” said Iverog. “Your mom is going to worry just the same.”

“I know. I know,” I said, even though knowing didn’t change what I was going to do.

An industrial style, aluminum fixture lit up the lone metal door set into the concrete structure of the warehouse. I listened to it for several seconds, even pressing my ear against it to try to tell if there was someone on the other side. It was quiet except for the city sounds of the surrounding neighborhood. The knob turned when I twisted and I inched the door open slightly. Light streamed through the crack allowing me to see a long, empty hallway as I slipped inside. The door clicked behind me as it closed and I realized this was my last chance to turn back. 

“Which way?” I whispered. I knew exactly where Wergy was in a general sense, but that urgent tug pulling me toward him didn’t come with a map.

“Second door on the right,” he said. Iverog floated two feet above the ground in front of me. The narrow hallway must be forcing the geography of my soul plane to bend upwards. He was tall, but this made his presence seem even larger than usual.

The second door on the right opened up to the main warehouse. Rows of bright lights set in the three-story-high ceiling illuminated the mostly empty space.

“Wergy!” I shouted as I locked eyes on my precious little tree creature. A surge of joy overwhelmed me for a moment.

Then six sets of eyes turned from guarding Wergy to look in my direction.
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Six changelings stared at me, clearly surprised I’d found them so soon. This warehouse was very different from the one from earlier, but it smelled the same. Maybe I was just smelling changeling, I didn’t know. 

I probably should have waited for backup. The only person who knew my location was Mom and hopefully Karakowski showed up soon. I hadn’t brought any weapons with me. I should have at least brought my BB gun. Stalling was probably my best option, but I was too emotional to do that. Wergy needed me.

“Let. Wergy. Go,” I said, punctuating each word with the determination I felt. I was calmer now that I had found Wergy, but the pent up rage simmering inside me hadn’t subsided any.

“Oh, you care about this?” said one of the changelings. It was Seji. I recognized the gash Iverog had given him. “Don’t take another step or we start plucking out his leaves, one by one.”

“Don’t you dare,” I screamed. They had just threatened my baby and waves of emotion surged up. I would protect Wergy at all costs.

“I’m serious!” Seji said and then plucked a leaf from Wergy’s body. 

Pain. Fear. Helplessness. Wergy’s emotions washed over me like a tsunami, followed by magic-fueled, unbridled rage. 

“YOU HURT WERGY!” My voice took on a deep baritone, amplified by magic I didn’t remember calling for. Iverog stood next to me. Caught up in the same emotion, he let out a reverberating roar. His anguish rolled into my own, filling it with a deeper longing for a love that he had already lost.

Energy from an overhead ley line flowed into me. I didn’t know when I had pulled it and I couldn’t shut it off. I didn’t want to shut it off. I needed it to save my child. I didn’t know any spells that would be useful right now, but I was overflowing with both magic and emotions.

“STOP!” I shouted and pushed on the raw magic with all the pent up rage I could muster.

Fire burst from me, radiating in all directions like a sparkler.

I was on fire, completely engulfed in flames. A walking inferno, except it didn’t hurt. I wasn’t burning.

I had no way to control what I’d become, no idea how it worked, just an overwhelming desire to save Wergy. I sprinted forward, charging the men who had my baby. They darted in all directions, but I only followed Seji, the one carrying Wergy.

At some point, Seji must have realized he couldn’t get away carrying the potted plant, because he threw it at me. The kimchi tub spun as it arced through the air, threatening to tip over as it dropped to the ground. I jumped forward, propelled through the air by a jet of flames that receded from my arms as I reached for falling werglett. Dirt flew up as I caught the kimchi tub like a baseball player diving for a base. I wrapped my arms around the plastic base and pulled the precious creature to me, flames extinguishing completely.

I collapsed to the floor and felt the connection to the ley line fade away, taking with it all my rage and leaving me completely drained. I’d expended too much magic, and I knew I’d have to pay for that later, but none of that mattered now.

I had Wergy back.

I sat there holding him, tears streaming down my face. I patted the dirt back in place and caressed the werglett where the leaf had been ripped off, the pain from that terrible memory still fresh in my mind. If I could have moved, I would chase down Seji and impress upon him the full extent of my wrath, but as it was, I could barely manage to sit upright.

The door to the warehouse opened and Mom stood in the doorway, her eyes darting around the warehouse until she locked eyes with me. I couldn’t let her see the baby werg, but I was too exhausted to stand up and there was no way I was going to let go of the kimchi pot.

“Alecia!” Mom said as she hustled over to where I sat on the floor. “Are you hurt?” She spoke with a great deal of concern.

“I’m fine,” I said, sniffling and wiping away tears. 

“Let’s get out of here,” she said.

“Not so fast,” said Seji, walking out of the shadows. “I’m going to have to insist that you leave the little plant.” The other changelings formed up behind him.

“No!” I gasped. I tried to struggle to my feet, but couldn’t get up.

“Leave us alone,” said Mom. Her voice was stern and her face more determined than I’d ever seen her.

“Listen old lady,” said Seji. “You are in over your head here. So just take the girl and leave. Don’t make me hurt you.”

“Old lady?” Mom said, glaring at him. “Did no one teach you to respect your elders?”

“I’m not doing this now,” said Seji. He barked an order in a language I didn’t understand. All of them changed from their human forms, growing ears on the top of their heads, fur sprouting everywhere and fangs emerging from growing snouts. Two of them changed into their four-footed forms.

“Renshiks,” spat Mom. “You have underestimated this old lady. You forgot I’m a mom. I don’t put up with unruly toddlers.”

And then she changed.
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I sat on the cold cement floor in shock, unable to do anything as Mom transformed. Gold and green dragon scales replaced her bare skin, and she bulked up at least twice her size. She had to be pushing seven feet tall and thick with muscles. Her face took on a draconic visage, while still looking recognizable. I could see features I recognized from Grandpa Dan’s dragon form. 

Seji let out a howling battle cry, and the group attacked in unison. The two in full-fox-form rushed to the sides and leapt at Mom from both directions. Mom struck a martial arts pose that I didn’t recognize, then did a spin kick that caught one fox mid-air, hooking it with her foot and flinging it away with a yelp. The second renshik she caught by the throat mid-leap and chucked it at Seji.

A tumbling ball of fur, teeth, and hair hit Seji, knocking him back into the others. He scrambled to his feet, howling with rage, but that gave Mom time to reset back to her martial arts pose.

She looked perfectly calm and in control. I found it hard to believe Mom had been in battle before, but this level of training and competence seemed to suggest she had fought for real and more than once. And she was right, these guys were nothing more than unruly toddlers to her.

Seji kicked at Mom, jumping to try to extend his reach to hit her in the face. Mom deftly caught his foot in one taloned hand and just like Seji had done to me when we fought, she picked him up by the ankle and slammed him into the concrete. I heard the sound of bones breaking. 

All the changelings froze, staring at the collapsed form of their unconscious leader. Wergy’s scratching sound penetrated the deathly silence in the room.

“We’re leaving now,” said Mom. She stared down the other changelings, but nobody moved. Most of them were too injured to move, and those who weren’t didn’t dare.

I tried to say something, but Mom scooped me up, cradling me in her dragon-form arms like I was a toddler again. I cradled Wergy in much the same way. She carried both of us to the car, setting me down by the passenger door before smoothly transforming back to the mother I knew and loved. 

We each sat in our seats in silence, the shock of what had just happened finally washing over me.

“We have a lot to talk about,” said Mom, “How long has this been going on?” Mom started the car, drove it around the corner and parked where we could still see the warehouse entrance. We still had to wait for Karakowski to show up, but now we had some distance between us and the changelings in case they came out.

“A month or two?” I said. “About the time Grandpa Dan and I disappeared.”

“When the terrorists blew up the shop?”

“Sorry,” I said. “That was me. I messed up a spell trying to save Grandpa Dan, and it exploded.”

“Why didn’t you tell me what was going on?”

“I didn’t know you knew about magic and I was told I couldn’t tell anyone,” I said. 

“Grandpa Dan should have told me. He knew I didn’t want you mixed up in any of this.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about any of this?” I asked.

“I didn’t think you were going to be able to do magic,” said Mom. “You didn’t show any signs of it as a child and I didn’t want you mixed up with Grandpa Dan and his problems.”

I thought about the dragon statues that I’d seen in the warehouse. It was hard to believe that Grandpa Dan might be mixed up with these people. 

“How did you change like that?”

“They called us dragon shifters.”

“Is that how we are related to Grandpa Dan?” I asked. 

“What do you know about Grandpa Dan?” She gave me a serious look.

“I saw him transform once,” I said.

“He said he wasn’t going to do that anymore. Did anyone else see him?”

“Um, yes,” I said. “But he ate most of them and the rest kind of got blown up.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “Grandpa Dan is my great-great-grandfather. He is one of the last of his kind and it’s very important that we keep his secret.”

“There aren’t any more dragons?” I asked.

“The Faerie Queen kicked them out of Alfheim a long time ago. Most of them fled to the other realms, but not Grandpa Dan. He waged his own private war with the queen and that is why we have been in hiding for generations. It’s so stupid.”

“I had no idea,” I said.

“Exactly,” said Mom. “I was trying to give you a normal life.”

“Will I be able to transform too?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Usually it would have happened by now. You haven’t shown any of the normal signs. We’d given up thinking that you had any abilities, but here you are. I have no idea what changed.” 

I had a pretty good idea what had changed, but I couldn’t tell mom about Iverog yet. Flashing police lights lit up the street as four patrol cars rolled up to the warehouses.

“When we get home, you need to tell me how you ended up taking care of a baby werg. Those things are vicious fighters when they grow up.”

“I know,” I said. “There is a full-grown one staying at Grandpa Dan’s shop.” Mom just shook her head.

Karakowski walked over to the passenger side of the car. I rolled down the window because I couldn’t muster the strength to get out.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

“I’ll live,” I said.

“Does your mom know what you’ve got in your lap?” He asked.

“She does,” I said. “So, I’m going to take Wergy home with me.”

“Which warehouse is it?”

“That one,” I said pointing. “There are six fox changelings in there. At least one is in pretty bad condition.”

“Your handiwork?”

I shook my head. “Mom’s.”

“You’ll have to tell me about it later,” he said.

“I will.”

“You don’t look so good,” he said. “Go home and get some rest. I’ll clean up here.”

“Are you going to be okay by yourself?”

“I’ve got Breaks-Bones in the SUV,” said Karakowski.

“What?” I said, surprised.

“There were some strange reports in the area around Grandpa Dan’s shop and based on your phone call, I put things together and picked him up before anything happened. He was pretty worked up after he realized the little guy was missing.”

“Thank you,” I said. That was one less thing I had to worry about.

I waved goodbye to Karakowski as Mom drove us away. This had been quite the day.
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I slept the sleep of the dead. Or at least what I imagined that might be like. Even given what little I knew about Alfheim and the other realms, I was sure the sleep of the dead could be a real thing.

“Where’s Wergy?” I asked the empty room.

“Your mom removed him from the room two days ago so the others could take care of him,” said Iverog, appearing at my bedside. 

“I’ve been asleep for two days?” 

“Closer to three,” said Iverog. “Given how much magic you expended I’m surprised you didn’t sleep longer.”

“Did I really use that much magic?” The details of the battle were a bit fuzzy, but starting to come back to me.

“I’m sure you didn’t realize it, but you were on the verge of burning down the entire warehouse.”

“Oh,” I said, suddenly remembering the human torch routine I’d done. “I am feeling better now.”

“The others have visited often to care for the baby werg,” said Iverog. “However, for a reason I do not understand, they are all here now.”

“What? All of them are here in my house?” I asked. He nodded.

I got dressed and went to see what was going on.

Karakowski, Ezek, Allen, Breaks-Bones, and Stephanie were in the living room.

“What’s going on?” I asked. This felt like a very unusual group to have gathered in my house. I hoped it wasn’t some sort of intervention. 

“Ezek has been telling stories about you,” said Stephanie.

“My favorite is when you summoned the colossus demon by accident,” said Allen.

“That never happened,” I said. This was worse than an intervention. Maybe I was the one who needed to intervene. 

“I’m glad you are up,” said Karakowski. “I have a few questions about what happened at the warehouse.”

“Yeah?” I said.

“A huge section of the warehouse ceiling looked freshly burnt, but I couldn’t find anything at floor level to account for it.”

“Sorry,” I said. “That was me.”

“You lit the ceiling on fire three stories up?” Karakowski raised an eyebrow.

“It wasn’t on purpose,” I said.

“It never is with you,” said Ezek, a huge smile on his face.

“K, I’ll omit that from the report then,” Karakowski deadpanned.

“Did you find the changelings in the warehouse?” I asked.

“There were only five of them when we got there,” he said. “It took some encouragement, but I got them to change back to human form so I could call them an ambulance. They were in pretty bad shape, so they didn’t have much choice.”

“Too bad you didn’t get all of them,” I said.

“It’s okay,” said Karakowski. “I’ve got enough to wrap this case up for now. The important part was to stop more murders from happening.”

“Good point,” I said.

“You look much better,” said Ezek. “We were about to wake you up, but I’m glad we don’t have to now. Breaks-Bones says it’s time to wean the little guy, and he wants to take the werglett back to Alfheim.”

“Already?” I said. I looked over to where Breaks-Bones sat holding the kimchi tub with Wergy in it. I wanted to run over and snatch the little guy from him, but I didn’t. I knew he needed to go, and I wasn’t really prepared to take care of him long term, but I still felt protective of him.  

“Thank you for watching Wergy,” I said.

“Light be praised,” said Breaks-Bones. “I worried very much for your recovery.”

“Where will you be taking him?” I asked.

“Hamara Forest,” said Breaks-Bones.

“Oh,” I said. That was a very dangerous part of Alfheim. I was already feeling the separation anxiety, and he hadn’t even left yet.

“Don’t look so glum,” said Stephanie. “Breaks-Bones has invited all of us to the planting ceremony, even me. And you are the guest of honor, so you have to go.” Allen nodded in agreement.

“That sounds ominous,” I said.

“If by ominous you mean impressive,” said Ezek. “Then yes. I’ve always wanted to attend one. To my knowledge the werg have never invited outsiders to the planting ceremonies.”

“Correct. We have not,” said Breaks-Bones. “Though there has never been a reason to invite them till now.”

“How soon are we leaving?” I asked.

“We were going to leave as soon as you woke up, but your mom is in there cooking bulgogi for everyone,” said Karakowski firmly. “And it would be very rude to leave before we eat.” My stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten in almost three days. 

“Extremely rude,” echoed Ezek.

“Is her food really that good?” asked Allen.

“Oh yes,” said Stephanie, nodding her head enthusiastically. “It’s the only reason I stayed friends with Alecia after she cut my hair off.”

“Hey!” I said. “We were seven, and you asked me to.”

“I know,” she said with a smile. “And your mom fed us bulgogi after she fixed my hair. It was so good.”

“I’d forgotten that part,” I said.

“I don’t think I ever will,” said Stephanie.

“I’m convinced,” said Allen. I felt my face blush slightly. Between Ezek and Stephanie telling stories about me, Allen was learning way too much today.

“Lunch is ready,” said Mom from the kitchen.

The smell of roasted garlic and hot sesame seed oil permeated the air. Plates of bulgogi, kimchi, fried tofu, and other side dishes covered the table. Mom always made a lot of food, but I felt like I could eat all of it by myself.
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Tall evergreen trees blocked out the sun, casting an eerie gloom as far as I could see. It was lovely and reminded me of hiking in the woods deep in the Cascade Mountains near Seattle. I’d never seen the redwoods of California, but I imagined they looked similar. We weren’t on Earth though and I had no idea what kind of trees these were. All I knew is we were deep in the ancient forest of Hamara surrounded by the largest trees I'd ever seen. I’d stumbled into the Hamara Forest once before on a delivery, but that part of the forest didn’t look like this.

Ezek had insisted we take the standard portal routes because there were so many dangerous creatures that lived there, even though it meant we’d been walking for over an hour already. 

The trees had been much smaller and the forest much younger where we had started, but we hadn’t seen or heard any wildlife except for small birds high in the canopy. 

Breaks-Bones led the way, carrying Wergy, still planted in the maroon kimchi tub, as he trudged through the thick layer of pine needles scattered across the trail. 

“The nursery plots are up ahead,” said Breaks-Bones, breaking the silence. No one had said to be quiet, but none of us had spoken for most of the last hour. It was hard to explain, but I could feel the majesty of our surroundings, and an ominous warning that we were visitors here and should be respectful of that majesty.

The trees up ahead were different. The white trunks contrasted starkly with the reddish-brown bark of most of the conifers, and were planted so close together they almost formed a wall, making it difficult to see through them.

As we passed the first row of white-trunked-trees, the ominous sense of pressure from the ancient forest dissipated and we walked into a brightly lit clearing. I held up a hand to shade my eyes from the sunlight reflecting heavily off the bright white bark.

“Look! There are the baby werg’s,” said Stephanie. “This is so awesome.” Several dozen small wergletts in various stages of growth stretched out across the open clearing. 

“We wait here,” said Breaks-Bones. He handed me the kimchi tub. “You must carry him now. May the light ever shine on your face.” 

“Thank you,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say, but it didn’t seem to matter. He took up a position beside me, leaving me to be in the front. Two full grown werg approached us from within the clearing. One had pine needles covering his branches instead of leaves like Breaks-Bones had. The other looked like a weeping willow tree come to life.

“I am Caresses-Moon, nasim of the aspen gardens,” said the willow-like werg. 

“I bring the unnamed and the bonded,” said Breaks Bones. He gestured in my direction. 

“Who are the others?” asked the second werg.

“These humans have vanquished our enemies and brought the ashes of our fallen,” said Breaks-Bones. Ezek pulled out a glass jar from his cloak filled with black ashes.

“Where did you get those?” I whispered to Ezek.

“These are from the ketteg we burned,” he said. “Even though they considered it an abomination while it was alive, it was originally one of them. The burning purified it, so I collected the ashes from the scene.”

“I never would have thought to do that,” I said.

“The sun shines upon us!” said Caresses-Moon, her voice echoing through the glade.

“All praise to the Light!” said Breaks-Bones in unison with the others.

“We are prepared for the planting. Let us proceed at once.” Caresses-Moon led the way to a plot of freshly turned soil. At about four feet across, the plot seemed very large for planting so small a werg, though maybe it would need the room as it grew.

The group surrounded the plot. Ezek and Karakowski on the left, Stephanie and Allen across from me, and the other three werg lined up along the right side of the dirt patch. The kimchi tub sank slightly into the soft dirt as I set it down next to me. 

“Dig a hole with your hands,” said Breaks-Bones.

I knelt down in the soil and began scooping the dirt out with my hands. It was warm and dark colored, with a damp, wholesome earthiness. I hoped that meant it was rich with nutrients. 

“Now plant the unnamed,” said Caresses-Moon.

It felt weird to call Wergy ‘the unnamed’ but it was technically correct. I hadn’t officially given him a name. I’d just always thought of him as Wergy and had avoided the issue of naming him. I wondered what name they were going to choose for him. Wergy rustled as I pulled him from the kimchi tub. He’d grown so much since I first planted him. 

The ball of roots mostly stuck together as I moved him to the freshly dug hole. I pushed the soil over his roots and patted it down to fill everything in. Caresses-Moon brought over a large wooden bucket filled with water that looked like it had been grown into that shape instead of carved or cut. I stood up and accepted the heavy bucket with both hands. Water kicked up dirt as I poured it around the werglett, splashing onto my pants and staining them dark brown. My shoes weren’t likely to survive this.

“You have done well,” said Caresses-Moon. She took the empty bucket from me. “Bring the ashes of the fallen.”

Ezek stepped forward carrying the jar. He opened the jar and sprinkled the ashes around the base of the werglett.

“We lay our dead to rest at the feet of our young,” said Ezek. “May the past generation cause the future to bloom.” 

“The light shines,” said Caresses-Moon.

Ezek closed the jar and returned to his place to my left.

Caresses-Moon looked at me expectantly. “The ceremony will be complete when you have named him,” she said.

“Me?” I asked, shocked. “A name is an extremely important thing. Are you sure someone else shouldn’t give him his name?”

“Only the bonded can name the werglett. You are the only one with the connection to know what he wants to be named.”

“Oh,” I said. 

“Take your time. We will wait.” Caresses-Moon clasped her hands together as if in prayer and waited, never taking her eyes off of me.

I looked around at the rest of the group, and everyone had taken up the same pose. Iverog was nowhere to be found either. I looked over at Wergy. I couldn't keep calling him that. He needed a true and proper name. Something that would strike fear into the hearts of his enemies the way Breaks-Bones’ name did. Or maybe not. So far, I only knew two werg names and Caresses-Moon’s name wasn’t something that inspired fear, but evoked an emotion. Maybe he just needed something that fit his circumstances.

Wergy rustled and memories from when I carried him around in the kimchi tub sprang to mind. I’d taken him to so many places and I think he liked that. I smiled as I realized what he wanted to be called.

“This is Travels-Far,” I said. Happiness washed over me, it was subtle, but persistent.

“You have done well,” said Caresses-Moon. “May the blood of our enemies fertilize your offspring.”

“Thank you,” I said. That seemed to be the cue, because everyone dropped the ritual poses and the group dispersed from around the werglett. Allen walked over to where I was standing in the dirt.

“You did really well,” he said. “Were you nervous?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. I had dirt under my fingernails.

“It’s time to go,” said Ezek. Then he turned to me and whispered. “And we’re taking the shortcut back.” Allen and Ezek walked over to talk with Caresses-Moon.

Iverog appeared next to me and knelt down to look at Travels-Far.

“That is a good name,” said Iverog. 

“He’s a good werg,” I said. Iverog nodded and disappeared as Stephanie walked over.

“Are you going to be alright?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t want to leave him here. It hasn’t been five minutes and I already want to scoop him back up into the kimchi tub and take him with me.”

“I know,” she said. “He’s so cute. Look at his little hands. Can he move them yet?”

I shook my head. “So far he just sort of shakes and rustles.”

“Goodbye Travels-Far,” said Stephanie and she left to join Allen and Ezek. I think maybe they were trying to give me some space.

“This is an interesting bucket,” said Caresses-Moon. She picked up the kimchi tub from the ground, turning it over in her hands as she spoke. “May I keep this? I would very much like to try caring for a werglett in one of these.”

“Sure,” I said. I didn’t need it anymore, and I doubted Mom would want to use it for making Kimchi after it had the blood of so many small rodents in it.

“We’ve never thought of traveling with our young before,” said Caresses-Moon. “We’ve always sheltered them here in the safety of the grove. But maybe more of them might like the adventure,” she said.

“I know some good forests we could show them,” I said. She nodded, and left with the kimchi tub, leaving me alone again with Travels-Far. I squatted down in the dirt again.

“I will come back and visit,” I said and ran my finger down the side of his little arm, caressing him gently. As my finger reached his hand, it caught, and I realized he was squeezing it, holding me there as though telling me to stay.

When I first scooped the small bundle of twigs out of the dirty puddle several days ago, I never imagined anything like this would happen. I now understood my Mom more than I cared to admit. I didn’t want to leave, but I knew I couldn’t stay. 

“Goodbye, Wergy,” I said quietly and wiped away a tear.

The group was waiting for me by the entrance to the clearing. We said our goodbyes to the werg and headed back to the ancient part of the forest. 

Iverog led the way, taking his usual spot just in front of me. Allen and Stephanie walked on either side of me. I felt the tug of the emotional connection I had with Wergy and knew I was going to be sad all day. But I was strong and I would get through this and I would visit often.

I looked over at Iverog leading the way. There was one more thing I had to do.

“Hey, Allen,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“I have a question.”

“Ok.”

“Do you now, or have you ever associated with groups that use forbidden magic?”
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