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“Freedom of expression and freedom of speech aren't really important unless they're heard. The freedom of hearing is as important as the freedom of speaking.” ~Tom Smothers


CHAPTER 1
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FIONA

“It’s about time we did this,” I said as we slipped through the opening to London's magical market.

Aislinn smiled and nodded her head eagerly. “I have wanted to try this place out ever since it opened last year.”

“Bailey could not stop raving over the treatments,” Violet replied. “You know we’ve been far too busy when my twenty-year-old daughter got there before us.”

I snorted and gave her a look. “I just hope we aren’t tempting fate. We managed to reorganize our new sanctum at Pymm’s Pondside and add the finishing touches to the emergency house we decided to keep. I like this new life of leisure.”

As we ventured into the heart of the mystical maze of shops and alleyways, the Mystic Oasis Spa emerged like a beacon of relaxation amidst the enchanting chaos. Its exterior was adorned with intricate carvings and shimmering crystals. It promised a haven for weary souls seeking rejuvenation.

Above the doorway was a mosaic of shimmering gemstones forming an intricate pattern. Stepping through, we were greeted by a wave of warm, fragrant air that was laced with the exotic scents of herbs and incense. It instantly soothed me. Inside, the spa was a sight to behold. Unsurprisingly, the place was an oasis of opulence and elegance. Rich velvet curtains draped the walls, their deep purple hues shimmering in the soft golden light that danced from crystal chandeliers above. Plush velvet chaise lounges invited us to sink into their depths. I swear they promised luxurious relaxation.

“This place is something else,” I observed as we took in the lavish surroundings.

Violet chuckled, her eyes twinkling with delight. It was good to see. “I could get used to this.”

As we approached the reception desk, a young attendant greeted us with a serene smile. She wore pale pink robes that flowed like liquid silk around her shoulders. “Welcome to the Mystic Oasis Spa, ladies,” she said. Her voice was smooth as honey. “How may I assist you today?”

I exchanged a knowing glance with Violet and Aislinn. “We’re here to be pampered like the magical royalty we are,” I replied cheekily.

The attendant chuckled, and her eyes twinkled with amusement. “As you should be,” she said warmly. “And you've come to the right place for it. I assume you have reservations.”

Aislinn nodded and said, “Yes, we do. It’s under Aislinn.”

The attendant typed something into the computer and a smile spread over her face. “I see you here. You’ve got a full day booked. You’re going to love this. Allow me to escort you to your first treatment room.”

My excitement kicked up a notch when we followed the attendant down a corridor lined with soft orbs of light. They were clearly enchanted and created with the perfect radiance to enhance the relaxing ambiance. The anticipation of indulging in the spa's legendary treatments was a foreign experience. I was so accustomed to racing around trying to solve cases that I barely remembered what it was like to relax.

Finally, we arrived at our private treatment room. It was a sanctuary of serenity and tranquility. Hand-painted murals depicting enchanting landscapes and mystical creatures adorned the walls. Soft ambient music filled the air and lulled us into a state of blissful relaxation.

“The changing rooms are through that door there,” the attendant informed us. “There are robes for your use. Change out of your clothes and relax on one of the tables. Your treatment providers will be here shortly.”

We thanked her and went into the next room. The robes were the same silk as hers and the softest thing I have ever worn. We eagerly stripped and found three women waiting for us when we returned. They were all witches like us. I could feel their magic the second we entered.

The witch spa attendants began the facial treatment as we settled onto the plush tables. They applied a series of enchanted creams with precision and care. The first cream was infused with the essence of moonlight. It glided across my skin like silk. I could feel it lifting away impurities with gentle precision. The subtle tingle of magic as the cream worked its wonders left my skin feeling refreshed and revitalized.

“You feel the power of the moonlight in this one?” Violet's attendant murmured reverently. “It has the power to cleanse not just the body but the soul as well.”

“It’s incredible,” I agreed.

The second cream was enchanted with the essence of a rare flower. It worked its magic to minimize pores and reduce inflammation. I felt the soothing effects immediately. I wasn’t expecting the sense of calm to wash over me as the tension melted away.

As if she understood my reaction, my attendant said, “Tanisha is brilliant at the wonders of botanical magic. Nature truly provides us with the most exquisite remedies, and she takes them to a level that you could never dream of.”

Throughout the treatment, soft, glowing orbs floated around the room. They emitted a calming aura that enhanced the magical effects of the creams. As the tension left my body, I wondered if I could walk when this was over. I’d never relaxed this thoroughly.

As the facial treatment concluded, my skin radiated with a newfound vitality. The experience was truly transformative. It even enhanced my sense of well-being. With lifted spirits, I stood up from the massage table, sharing smiles with Violet and Aislinn.

Violet sighed and rolled her head on her shoulder. “This is precisely what we needed.”

“That’s what we like to hear,” Violet’s attendant replied.

The witch that treated Aislinn nodded her head and gestured to the door. “And you have more to experience. Follow us.”

The slippers on the floor were a nice surprise. They cocooned my feet in luxury as we walked down another corridor. The scent of exotic herbs and mystical incense wrapped around us like a comforting blanket.

A gentle wave of tranquility washed over us the moment we stepped into the next chamber. It was like crossing a magical ward. This one was designed to cocoon us in a world of serenity. The room was a symphony of soothing hues. The walls were adorned in soft shades of lavender and pale blue. The flickering glow of candles scattered strategically around the space added to the atmosphere.

“Your massages are next. Remove your robes and get beneath the blankets,” one of the attendants instructed. Nervous knots tightened in my stomach as we were instructed to prepare for the next treatment. I stole a glance at my friends, feeling a wave of apprehension wash over me. Massages were unfamiliar territory for me, especially in a professional setting. As Violet eagerly disrobed and settled onto the table, and Aislinn followed suit without hesitation. I felt exposed and out of my element and it took me a moment.

Quickly, I shed my robe and scrambled beneath the blanket, attempting to mask my nerves with a forced nonchalance. The scent of exotic flowers and enchanted oils filled the room, but instead of soothing me, it only served to intensify my unease. This was not my idea of relaxation.

Aislinn let out a contented sigh as her attendant started rubbing her back. “This is heaven,” she murmured, a dreamy smile gracing her lips. I wish I could agree.

Violet nodded in agreement, her gaze drifting lazily around the room. “I could get used to this,” she remarked, her voice laced with satisfaction.

My masseuse said something about experiencing the “magic of relaxation.” All it did was elicit an eye roll from me. I wasn’t being fair or open to this part. I needed to change my attitude. I could admit there was a part of me that was curious. Keeping my skepticism to myself, I braced for what was to come.

As the therapist began her work, I forced myself to relax. My muscles remained stubbornly tense at first. It didn’t help that she kept telling me this was her specialty. Whatever she grabbed next did the trick for me. The scent of the oils enveloped me and transported me to a realm of tranquility despite my initial resistance. Her hands were firm as she kneaded my muscles. With each stroke, I felt the tension gradually dissipate.

Aislinn's soft sighs of pleasure and Violet's drowsy murmurs served as a stark contrast to my own inner turmoil. With more of her magic oils, my apprehension melted away. By the time the massage drew to a close, I felt as though I had been transported to a state of pure serenity. That was the biggest feat of the day.

The weight of my nerves had lifted entirely and was replaced by a profound sense of relaxation. With a contented sigh, I exchanged satisfied glances with Violet and Aislinn. I was grateful for the unexpected journey from apprehension to tranquility that the massage had provided. It did more for me than the facial.

“Now that you’re nice and relaxed, let's get you to your mani-pedis,” one of the women instructed.

With a nod, we slipped our robes on and exited the massage room. They led us to the nail salon next. That same wave of tranquility enveloped us, but the air smelled like lavender and rose petals in this section of the spa. I sighed, sinking into one of the plush chairs. “This place is heaven,” I remarked.

Violet nodded in agreement, a contented smile gracing her lips. “I could stay here forever,” she mused as she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.

Aislinn chuckled softly, her gaze drifting around the room. “I wonder what magical treatments they have in store for us now,” she said.

New attendants greeted us. They, too, had calm and serene demeanors. “Welcome to the nail salon, ladies,” one of them said with a warm smile. “Please make yourselves comfortable. We'll begin shortly.”

With a grateful nod, we settled into our seats, eager to continue our journey of relaxation and rejuvenation. Soft music drifted through this room, adding melodic notes to the serene ambiance. This was the respite we needed from the hustle and bustle of the outside world.

“Welcome, ladies,” one of the manicurists said as they set their supplies down on the trays next to us. “I trust you're ready to experience the magic of nail art.”

Aislinn's eyes lit up with excitement, her fingers tapping eagerly against the armrest of her chair. “Absolutely,” she replied. “Can we get designs? My daughter wants me to get a purple dragon on one of my nails.”

The manicurist chuckled. “We can do that.”

With a flourish of their hand, the manicurists produced an array of enchanted lacquers. Each bottle shimmered with a kaleidoscope of colors and patterns. We each selected a color and dropped our feet into hot water. Our hands were next. I watched closely as they began to work their magic. Their movements were fluid and precise, almost like a dance choreographed by unseen forces.

I’d had countless mani-pedis before, but never had they cut my cuticles with one swipe of their tool. They had several enchantments going at once. It was dizzying to watch. They instructed us to move our bodies accordingly while their tools went to work automatically. Next, the lacquers glided onto our nails with effortless grace. With each stroke, I could feel a subtle pulse of energy coursing through my fingertips.

Violet admired her nails with a satisfied smile. Her eyes traced the intricate patterns adorning her fingertips. “I love how they shimmer in the light,” she said.

Aislinn nodded in agreement, her nails reflecting the hues of the enchanted lacquers with each movement. “This dragon is tiny, yet detailed,” she marveled. Her voice was tinged with awe. “Kalli is going to love it.”

“We need to do this more often,” I told my friends as we found our way back to the changing room where our clothes were.

“Absolutely,” Violet agreed. “Next time, I want to try the mud bath. I hear it's a spiritual experience.”

I wrinkled my nose as we dressed. “I’m not so sure about that. We just had our pores cleaned. Why clog them up again?”

Aislinn laughed as we headed for the exit. “You don’t submerge your head, but I understand your hesitation. It’ll be worth a try at least once.”

I nodded in agreement and then took some money out of my wallet. I left tips for our attendants in the boxes near the checkout, then paid for my services. We grabbed a tea on our way out of the market and enjoyed it as we made our way to Violet’s car. I was floating on a cloud of bliss as we drove home. It was nice to enjoy time with my friends without being worried about a case. That was a rarity in my new magical life.

As we stepped through the threshold of Pymm’s Pondside, Grams looked over from the island where she was sitting with Camille. “Well, did it live up to all the hype?” Grams asked. At the same time, Kalli came running in from the living room asking to see her mom’s nails.

Aislinn showed Kalli her manicure while Camille rolled her eyes at Grams. “Their glowing faces are proof that it did. They look years younger.”

One of my eyebrows lifted to my hairline. “I don’t know about that, but it was fantastic. You two should definitely make plans to go.”

Camille and Grams talked about the treatments they wanted while I looked for Bas. Disappointment gnawed at me when I didn’t see him. I was still getting used to the changes Artemis had made to our house. She’d been forced to stay there while we searched for an enchanted shield that was hunting her.

“Enough about spa treatments,” Grams said. Her tone broke through my thoughts more than anything. I looked over to see the serious expression on her face. My stomach knotted when I noted the same on her best friend, Camille. “There have been some recent disturbances in town. It's like a wave of chaos is sweeping through the community,” she explained, her voice tinged with concern.

Camille nodded in agreement. Her features were drawn with worry. “Specifically, the witch community. We've had reports of young witches gaining power at an alarming rate. They lose control just as fast and wreak havoc.”

I exchanged a glance with Violet and Aislinn, a sinking feeling settling in the pit of my stomach. This was bad, even by our standards. Violet crossed her arms, and her brow furrowed with concern. “That doesn’t sound good. Do you think we’re dealing with some kind of magical epidemic?”

Grams nodded grimly with her serious expression. “It's possible. We've never seen anything like this before,” she admitted.

Aislinn's gaze flickered with worry as she considered the implications. “How could this happen? And why now?”

Camille sighed and ran a hand through her hair in frustration. “We don't know for sure. But with all the recent activity surrounding the gods and goddesses visiting Pymm's Pondside, it's possible that there was some kind of... fallout,” she suggested. Her words trailed off uncertainly.

Frustration bubbled up inside me. There was so much we didn’t know. We were in uncharted territory ever since Artemis made us her huntresses. “We do all of this work for Artemis. What? Now we have to deal with divine consequences on top of everything else?” I muttered.

“That sounds about right,” Grams replied. My eyebrow arched in surprise as Grams and Camille delved into the unsettling incidents unfolding in our town. Each story they shared seemed to paint a picture straight out of a twisted magical tale.

“The first report came from young Matilda’s mum,” Grams began. “She summoned a rain of fireflies after conjuring a sponge the size of her little body. At first, Camille and I thought she could be a nicotisa. Two-year-olds don’t have that kind of magic.”

“But then there was Kimmy, who turned her neighbor's cat blue while petting the thing,” Camille added.

I couldn't help but gasp at the absurdity of it all. “Are you serious? Blue cats and firefly showers? This sounds more like a comedy than a magical crisis!” And here I had been worried.

But Grams shook her head solemnly. “This is serious, Fi. Children their age should not be capable of such feats. And these incidents are becoming more frequent. Something is going on, and if we don't get to the bottom of it soon, who knows what chaos could ensue?”

Aislinn pursed her lips and looked at me. “It sounds like a virus or something.”

“So, let me get this straight,” I replied. “You're telling me that witches, who are supposed to have immune systems tougher than a dragon's hide, are catching some kind of magical virus?” I tried to hide my incredulity, but it was evident.

Grams lifted a shoulder. “I’m not saying it’s a virus, but that’s what it seems like. It's not like anything we've seen before," she confirmed.

I exchanged a puzzled glance with Violet and Aislinn. I tried to wrap my head around the idea of witches falling victim to a magical illness but couldn’t. It seemed like something straight out of a cursed fairy tale.

Violet shook her head in disbelief. “Well, that's just bloody brilliant, isn't it? At least we got a week without chaos,” she muttered.

“And a day at the spa,” I added. That was the best part of the last year. We’d all needed it desperately.

Camille sighed and ran a hand through her hair in frustration. “Believe me, I wish we had better news," she admitted. I didn’t understand the regret in her voice until she said, “We didn’t say anything until now because we were hoping we had a few nicotisa on our hands like Isidora said.”

Aislinn's brow furrowed with worry as she considered the implications. "But why now? The Auric Blaze and Selene’s ashes have been here for a few months. And it hasn’t affected us.” She was thinking aloud as she worked through the problem.

Grams leaned forward. “We don't know it’s the recent events here for sure. But we can't afford to ignore it any longer. These incidents are going to draw mundie attention sooner rather than later.”

Frustration bubbled up inside me. “So, what? Now, we have to worry about magical pandemics on top of everything else? We have our hands full with Artemis and her cases. Isn’t there anyone else that can handle this?”

Grams and Camille both pinned me with a glare. “Who? Do you trust the council to handle this without mucking it up and turning it into a giant disaster?”

My head dropped to my chest, and I shook it. That group of yahoos would create an even bigger problem for us to handle. I said a silent prayer to the gods that this wasn’t another mischievous asshole causing problems for my friends and me.


CHAPTER 2
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VIOLET

Under the warm, golden glow of the antique lamp, the library at Pymm's Pondside seemed to close around us. That was saying a lot since the room didn’t exist before the goddess Artemis expanded the house recently. She had been forced to take refuge at Pymm’s Pondside to avoid an enchanted shield trying to destroy her. In hindsight, we were all grateful for what she had done to the dwelling. Okay, so Grams wasn’t happy about it. She’d lived in the house for ninety years and missed the way it used to be. We appreciated having an extensive library that we didn’t have to spend decades building.

The towering shelves were laden with ancient texts and artifacts gifted to us by Artemis, as well. Fiona had commandeered the largest table and it was now strewn with open grimoires, scrolls, and a scattering of magical instruments that hummed softly. None of us knew precisely what the artifacts did. I believed they were reacting to the latent energy within the room.

The clock ticked a lazy rhythm as I carefully transcribed notes into a notebook. “Look at this,” I said as I pulled a particularly old and fragile book towards me. “This grimoire belonged to a 17th-century alchemist who claims he saw the aurora borealis over the Mediterranean. It’s a rare event that coincided with a surge in local magical energies. Can you believe all the information we have access to now?”

“This is probably the best thing Artemis ever gave us.” Fiona leaned over to squint at the faded text. “Auroras in the Mediterranean? Now, that's not something you hear about every day. I didn’t think it was possible.”

Aislinn was always fascinated by the natural world and added thoughtfully, “The aurora might have interacted with the ley lines. It could explain the sudden surge in energy. Ley lines are like the earth's veins, after all.”

My fingers paused on the page. “Exactly. And if these events can affect magical currents...” I trailed off, the implications sprawling before me like the roots of a massive, unseen tree.

“Then a surge could be responsible for the recent incidents,” Aislinn interjected. “It could explain how the children conjured fireflies and turned a cat blue.”

Fiona was poring over a cracked leather-bound diary and exclaimed suddenly, “Here’s something! A witch from the Victorian era describes a ‘tide of magic’ that swept through her village, aligning with a rare planetary conjunction.” She held up the diary, pointing to a delicate, hand-drawn star chart tucked between its pages. “This could be a piece of our puzzle.”

“I’ll add it to the list for us to investigate,” I said and then jotted it down.

“If we can plot these events on a timeline with the planets, maybe we can predict when the next surge might occur,” she continued.

Aislinn and I shared a look before I turned to Fiona. “Anything is possible. It’s on the list. It will help if we find more information about the alignment and how that affects the magic flowing through the planet.”

They both nodded, and we went back to work. The room filled with the rustle of pages and the soft tapping of a pencil against the table as we dug deeper. Fiona didn't sit still for long. She dropped her pencil and began pacing between the stacks. I wondered what she was doing until she tossed additional books onto the pile.

Aislinn was meticulous and thorough as she began sketching a timeline on a large piece of parchment. She marked down each incident we located and the corresponding planetary alignment. “It's like the stars and the magic are dancing to the same tune, isn't it?”

Fiona chuckled dryly. “Let's just hope this dance doesn’t end with our toes getting stepped on. There’s a definite connection, but so far, I can’t see a reason for these kids to have advanced magical powers.”

As the evening wore on, our initial trepidation transformed into a determined quest for answers. We now had hundreds of puzzle pieces but no answers. We were on the hunt to understand something monumental and as usual, it was going to be challenging. Part of me wondered if our discovery could change the way witches interacted with their magic.

“It's fascinating,” I mused aloud, my eyes scanning the room, taking in the centuries of knowledge surrounding us. “We're about to write some new magical history just like we are reading about in these books. I’ve never considered that before.”

Fiona smiled wryly. “Let’s just make sure it’s not a tragedy, shall we? It might be helpful to talk to the witches involved and their parents. More information will give us a better idea of what we should look for.”

I pulled out my phone. “I’ll send them a message asking them to meet us at the council building. They’ll be more comfortable meeting in the community hall there rather than coming out here.”

Fiona shut the books in front of her. “And there’s no telling the effect the magic of Pymm’s Pondside will have on them. It’s changed a lot since the death of Selene and her powerful goddess ashes. Not to mention the addition of the Auric Blaze.”

Standing, we went downstairs and told Grams and Camille about our change in plans. They agreed and went with us to the council. Camille smoothed the way for us which allowed us to avoid interactions with Mae, who would gossip about the children. As a bonus, we could also avoid Derek and Jorock.

We piled into Fiona’s Mustang and drove the few minutes to the council building. It was a stately, ivy-clad structure nestled in the picturesque English countryside, not far from the rugged coastline. The building exuded a timeless elegance, with its grand stone façade and Gothic Revival architectural details. Tall, arched windows were framed by intricate stone carvings.

And the imposing oak doors were adorned with wrought iron accents. The slate roof was punctuated by turrets and chimneys, giving the building a castle-like appearance. Surrounding the building was a meticulously maintained garden featuring lush greenery, colorful flower beds, and ancient oak trees that provided a sense of seclusion and serenity.

The entrance was empty. We went to the left, where the community hall was located. Our footsteps echoed off the polished wooden floors that gleamed in the natural light streaming through the large, leaded glass windows. It was louder in there because of the high, vaulted ceiling. We sat in one of the comfortable seating arrangements clustered throughout the hall. Fiona sealed the room off with layers of protective and privacy spells. We didn’t want the council listening in to the interviews. That would give them permission to try and tell us how to handle the case.

As each young witch arrived, Aislinn greeted them with a warm, reassuring smile and guided them to a seat. She seemed to have a calming effect on them. That was thanks to her gentle nature. She had a way with kids that Fiona and I lacked. Part of that was because our children were grown whereas Aislinn’s little princess, Kalli, was barely four years old.

Fiona set up the truth-seeking crystal at the center of the table. It pulsed softly, casting prismatic lights across the room. “Don't let the crystal spook you,” she explained with a smile. “It's just here to make sure we're all singing from the same song sheet, so to speak.” That got her blank stares from the toddlers and their parents.

Aislinn’s smile was open and friendly. “That will help us figure out what is happening so we can stop it.”

One by one, the young witches shared their experiences. Their stories were a tapestry of chaos and confusion: spells going awry, bursts of power that shattered windows and burst pipes, and eerie dreams of a shadowy figure tempting them with promises of treats and fun. It made me think of the creepy old man offering kids candy to lure them into his house or vehicle.

I jotted down notes as they spoke. “Can you tell us more about these dreams?” I asked. “What exactly did this figure say to you?”

A young witch named Eliza, whose power had manifested as violent gusts of wind, looked around nervously before answering. “He talked about power. I didn’t really understand.” She swallowed hard. Her eyes flicked to the crystal, which remained clear, indicating her truthfulness. “He offered me my favorite. It was a juicy apple. He said it was from a garden of untold power. I took a bite, and it was tart and crisp, but I woke up before I could eat it.”

“An apple, huh?” Fiona muttered, exchanging a glance with Aislinn and me. The symbol wasn't lost on us. It was fraught with too much historical and mythological weight to be a coincidence.

The little girl nodded her head, making her curls bounce. “It was so good. Mama bought me some at the market.”

The girl’s mother snorted and said, “She badgered me until I agreed to take her to S&S to pick up some fruit.” That was interesting. The magical market had all kinds of goods, including food. Not all supernaturals could go into a business where mundies frequented. We had magical versions of everything you could buy at a grocer.

Each account had different specifics, with power and fruit playing central roles. The interviews added more pieces to the puzzle and more questions. Were these visions induced by someone—or something—specifically targeting these witches? And to what end? Why reach out to a bunch of kids?

A couple of hours later, I leaned back in my chair, tired as hell. “So, we have a slew of uncontrolled magical incidents and a mysterious figure promising power and handing out metaphysical apples in dreams,” I summarized.

Fiona stood, stretching her back with a groan. “Sounds about right. We need to find out who this Johnny Appleseed wannabe is and what they want with our young witches.”

Aislinn nodded, her expression serious. “And we need to do it fast. This isn’t just about uncontrolled magic. Someone is manipulating them. And he's giving them desires and fears they would never have had before.”

Watching the families out the window, I noted how the young witches looked a little relieved to have shared their burdens. Their parents were still visibly shaken by their ordeals. “We've got our work cut out for us,” I said as I packed up my notes.

Fiona gave me a look. “Don’t sound too excited about that.”

“What can I say? I love the detective work. It’s one aspect I look forward to with each case,” I admitted.

“Same,” Aislinn agreed.

Fiona cracked a wry smile. Her eyes gleamed with excitement. “The investigative aspect is as thrilling as stopping the bad guys. Now, let’s show this magical troublemaker what happens when they mess with the Backside of Forty.”

We returned to Pymm’s Pondside where Grams was cooking dinner and Bas was moving furniture with Thanos, and Argies. Kalli was dancing around the living room singing and playing with a couple of the pixies. We shared what we learned from the kids while we ate dinner. Bas and Argies cleaned the dishes while we spread our notes across the kitchen table.

Aislinn tapped her pen against her chin, and a look of concentration etched across her face. “Do you notice anything odd about the places these girls bought their fruit?" Her voice was laced with curiosity.

I leaned over, squinting at the crude map of S&S we'd spread out. They bought it from mysterious fruit vendors. “Not really. It seems like a random pattern at first glance,” I mused.

Grams suddenly pointed at the map. “Wait a minute, look at this. Aren’t all these spots near that old gate? The one that traders used to use centuries ago?”

Bas came over and looked at what we were talking about. “It is. That gate was known for its weak magical barriers, so we stopped using it.”

Grams pursed her lips. “It’s been a concern for the Council for ages, but you know how slow they move on anything that doesn’t threaten their dinner plans. They ordered everyone to stop using it and never sealed it off.”

“I bet this fruit vendor is using it,” I suggested. “We... should check it out,” Fiona and I said together and then laughed.

“We’re going to join you,” Thanos interjected. “It’s in town, and I’d feel better if we were there.”

I shrugged a shoulder and looked at my friends. Aislinn scooped Kalli up, and Fiona threaded her fingers with Bas’s. We took two cars to the park where the S&S market was set up. Fiona clutched Bas tighter as we neared the entrance to the hidden magical fair. It still freaked Fiona out to walk through the entrance to the pocket realm.

The air was crisp, and the fading sunlight cast long shadows between the rows of bustling stalls. It took several minutes to make our way to the section where the parents reported the fruit vendors were located. That was the downfall of living in a small, magical town. Everybody knew everybody else. As we approached the ancient gate, a chill ran down my spine. It wasn’t from the cold but from the sense of doom. I opened my senses and tried to determine if anything was off. There were no fruit vendors there today. But the fabric of reality was noticeably thinner. The portal has definitely been active recently.

“This is it,” Aislinn whispered as she put Kalliopi down. Her gaze swept over the area. “Every witch who bought those fruits did so right around here.”

The gate itself was an archaic structure that was easily overlooked. Vines crawled over the worn stones. The runes they’d been etched with were long faded. I reached out, running my fingers over the cold stone. There was a thrum of unstable magic pulsing beneath when there shouldn’t have been.

Fiona pulled out the wand she’d bought when we went to the magical market in New Bern, North Carolina, with Nylah. It was a beautifully carved piece of blackthorn. Witches have been using wands more and more lately. We didn’t need them, but the popularity of a fictional book series about witches and wizards had prompted the fad. The wood would help channel magic-like intent, so the appeal was growing.

Fiona waved her wand in a complex pattern. “Let’s see if we can stir up some echoes of the past.”

The air shimmered, and faint whispers filled the space around us. They were echoes of countless bargains made. We watched as translucent images flickered into view. The shadows of past transactions raced past faster than I would have liked.

“There!” Aislinn pointed at a shadowy figure that appeared more solid than the others. He was handing over a piece of fruit to a young witch. It could have been a woman. I couldn’t say for sure either way. I was too distracted by the way the fruit glowed ominously in the spectral hand. The child and mother didn’t seem to notice, so I wonder if it was only revealed by Fiona’s spell.

“Got you,” I muttered under my breath. The figure was cloaked, and his features obscured. I was going with him for now. There was no reason for me to think that really, but it was easier for me to process after I assigned a pronoun to him. There was something undeniably compelling about the way he moved. It was full of grace yet shadowed by a veil of menace.

Fiona's face was set in a grim line. “This guy’s been peddling his magical wares right under the council's noses and using a weak spot in the market's defenses. That doesn’t help us understand his motives, but we have confirmation. I guarantee the magical mishaps are thanks to this evil asshole.”

Aislinn grimaced as she looked at the ground. “He’s like the Cinderella of the black market; instead of leaving a glass slipper, he leaves rotten fruit.”

The scene dissolved around us, and we turned back to the market. Our minds raced with the implications of what we'd just witnessed. “How are you going to find out where this guy is and where he sources his fruit? And more importantly, who he is?” Bas asked as he tugged Fiona into his side.

Aislinn sighed and started after Kalli, who was heading for the nearby Fae sweets stall. “We can track down some of the market regulars. Someone must know something about our mysterious fruit peddler.”

With no better idea, we did just that. I marveled at the irony of it all. Here we were, three middle-aged witches, chasing after a fruit vendor like some mythic quest in one of those old fairy tales. Except in our story, there were no knights in shining armor. Just us and a whole lot of sarcasm.

“And to think, I was looking forward to a quiet evening with a glass of wine,” Fiona grumbled as we approached a stall known for its gossip-savvy owner.

Clapping my hand on her shoulder, I chuckled. “You know you love this life of magical intrigue. What would you do without it?”

With a sly grin, she shot back, “Probably enjoy that wine and not worry about the fate of the magical world for one night!”

“A night of nothing but drinking wine is highly overrated. It’s okay occasionally, but you’d be bored of it daily,” Aislinn said as she swung Kalli around, making her laugh.

Mae couldn’t tell us more than the fact that she’d bought fruit but couldn’t recall what the vendor looked like. She displayed nothing special, so I wondered what that was about. The late afternoon sunlight filtered through the colorful awnings of the magical market. The air was thick with the scents of exotic spices and the murmurs of bartering.

We approached the quaint setup of a woman selling enchanted pottery. I caught the attention of the elderly witch tending it. “Excuse me, did you notice anything unusual about the vendor who used to be at the end of the aisle over there?” I asked casually.

The witch peered at us over her spectacles. “Oh, him? At least, I think it was a him. He seemed like a charming fellow but secretive. Always kept to himself even though his fruits were popular.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice. “He gave samples out to everyone, and I swear he had different ones for the kids and adults. Anyway, he left in a hurry the other night, saying something about needing to move before the harvest comes. Whatever that means.”

Aislinn’s brow furrowed. “Was there anything else about him?”

The witch shook her head, making her earrings jingle softly. “Not that I saw. But he was always muttering to himself. He seemed worried about something. I thought he was just talking to his fruits. You know how some growers get.”

Fiona smiled sweetly at the woman. “Thanks for the information. Sounds like our Mr. Mysterious had more than just a green thumb.”

As we moved away from the stall, I was certain that we were missing a vital piece of the puzzle. “Before the harvest comes… that’s got to be a clue. It’s too specific to be just paranoia.”

Aislinn nodded, her gaze distant. “I agree. It’s almost like he knew these kids were going to start acting out. We need to find out what he was preparing for, and fast.”

“You should check the registry office,” Bas suggested. “If he was selling here legally, there might be records or contact information. There should be something that could lead you to him.”

Fiona stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. “That’s why I love you so much. You’re brilliant.”

We started for the exit so we could visit the council building and look at permits. “What do you think the harvest was about?” I mused aloud. “I have a feeling it’s not going to be your typical pumpkin picking.”

Fiona chuckled, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Unless those pumpkins are enchanted to turn into carriages at midnight.”

“Or to explode,” Aislinn added dryly, earning a laugh from everyone.

Aislinn bought Kalli a stuffed unicorn on the way out of the market so she had something to play with while we checked permits. Thankfully, that trip was fast. No one was surprised to learn the guy hadn’t filed for one. With that disappointment, we returned to Pymm’s Pondside, where Grams was waiting for us with books spread out around her. Fiona’s eyebrows rose to her hairline. “You have been busy, Grams.”

“A thought occurred to me when you told me about the fruit and the different samples,” Grams replied. “And I found the answer.” A smug look crossed her face as she continued. “He’s been giving out apples from the Garden of Eden.”

My jaw dropped open, and I gaped at her. “What? That’s religious mythology.”

Grams sighed and shook her head. “It’s all too real. We don’t have much information on it, but an apple from the Garden can cause all sorts of problems.”

“Anything involving the gods shouldn’t be ignored. We need to find our fruit peddler,” Fiona declared.

A smile curved my lips, and I rubbed my hands together. “Another adventure awaits. Let’s go track down a fruit vendor who may or may not have unleashed magical chaos upon our world.”

“Sounds like fun.” Aislinn laughed as she handed Kalli a cup of juice. “Only we could get into these peculiar messes.”


CHAPTER 3
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AISLINN

“You two ready to head back to S&S?” Fiona asked when Violet and I walked in her back door.

“Yep,” Violet agreed. “I can’t think of a better way to track this mysterious vendor.”

I hugged my daughter and told her to be good for daddy and Grams before kissing my mate and promising to be back soon. Fiona and Aislinn had extricated themselves from their partners by the time I was ready.

The drive across town took less than five minutes. The first rays of morning light were filtering through the area’s perennial fog. The place was quieter in the early hours, which was why we chose to do the tracking spell at this time. The usual cacophony of sellers and shoppers had not yet begun.

“There’s a melody here,” I explained as I listened to the sound I hadn't noticed the first time. “I think it’s him. It’s coming from that direction, anyway.”

Fiona cocked her head and regarded me. “So, what does our mysterious fruit vendor's magic sound like? A tragic opera? Or more of a creepy lullaby?”

“Neither,” I replied with a small laugh. “It's more complex. It’s intricate, like a symphony with too many instruments playing at once. It's beautiful but overwhelming, chaotic even. This isn't just any magic. We're dealing with something ancient, maybe even primordial.”

“Can you tell where it goes? Are we looking at a wild goose chase across London, or does it feel like it’s leading somewhere else?”

“The trail is strong,” I said, pausing and pointing towards the vine-covered archway. “It leads this way, and it’s getting stronger.”

“Do we go through that exit?” Violet asked.

I lifted a shoulder while Fiona nodded her head. “Yeah, we do. I still want to track him, but I have a feeling we will get the same results.”

I kept my concerns to myself and stood aside as she and Violet did their magic. There was a tug in my middle when they cast their spell. I pushed some of the power I’d gained from bonding with Fiona toward their efforts. The air shimmered and buzzed, and an image of the vendor magically packing his stuff filled our view; followed by him slipping through the old gate without being seen by those milling around him.

“You were right,” I pointed out and adjusted the strap of my crossbody bag. We looked at each other and clasped hands. At the same time, Fiona flicked magic at the gateway and activated it. The sense of ancient magic grew more pronounced when we passed through the portal. We emerged into a passage between buildings that looked like extensions of the archway. At the end of the alley, we came upon an old wooden door. It was half-hidden by ivy and seemingly forgotten by time. My magical senses were vibrating intensely now.

Fiona stepped forward, her hand hovering over the door handle. “Ready to see where our magical breadcrumb trail has led us?” she asked with a playful challenge in her voice.

With a collective breath, we steeled ourselves for what might lie beyond. Each of us were aware that we were possibly stepping into a realm of magic we weren't prepared for. With a nod from us, Fiona turned the handle. The door creaked open, revealing an ancient crypt that exhaled a breath of air that was thick with the scent of damp earth and old magic.

Inside, it was dimly lit by shafts of light piercing through small crevices in the ceiling. The shafts illuminated dust motes that danced like tiny spirits in the air. The walls were lined with relics and artifacts, each pulsating with a soft glow of residual magic. “It feels like we've just stepped into a museum of the arcane,” Violet whispered. “Where the hell are we?”

“I have no idea, but that ancient chest is important,” I replied as I pointed to the object that had snagged my attention. “I surely hope there are answers about the fruits and their connection to the Garden of Eden in that thing.”

“You and me both,” Fiona agreed. Together, we approached the chest.

“This feels like we’re stepping into a fairy tale,” Violet muttered. “One of those where the heroines either find a treasure or awaken something they shouldn’t.”

“Let’s aim for treasure and avoid ancient curses today, okay?” Fiona quipped. Her tone was light, but her hand rested on the small satchel of protective talismans and potions in her bag. We popped open the chest and discovered a ceramic vase.

“That thing is powerful,” I observed. “What should we do with it?”

“It has nothing to do with the case,” Fiona pointed out. “We leave it. If we make it back later, we can take it home for Nylah. Otherwise, we need to remain focused.”

Nodding in agreement, we continued looking through the room. “There was nothing in here. We should head back out,” Fiona suggested. “There might be something else out there we should have found.”

We hadn’t moved far when my skin prickled as I moved past a seemingly ordinary section of the ivy-covered wall. To any mundane passerby, it would appear just another part of the city’s aged charm. But to me, it sang with magic. “Here,” I said, stepping forward and touching the cool, rough surface of the stone. The vibrations of magic under my fingers felt like the hum of a busy marketplace.

Violet stepped up beside me and traced the lines of moss until they brushed against the outlines of runes hidden beneath the greenery. “These are old,” she murmured. “Can you clear this off?”

A smile spread over my face, and with a flick of my wrist, the vines and moss receded. I continued manipulating the plants until I had revealed a door carved with intricate runes and symbols. It had been completely covered before.

“Nicely done,” Fiona commented, peering over my shoulder. “Looks like the entrance to every adventurer's dream. Or nightmare. Depends on the day, I suppose.”

Violet ignored Fiona’s quip and focused on the runes. “These might predate most known magical scripts. It’s going to take a minute to decipher.”

Fiona and I didn’t have the extensive knowledge Violet did. I was one hundred percent Fae and wasn’t ever taught about witchcraft. And Fiona, while one of the most powerful witch-Fae hybrids alive, hadn't grown up being taught any of it. Her magic had been bound to protect her from being hunted by Tainted witches.

Violet haltingly translated the runes using knowledge and magical enhancement. The door began to react. The carved lines brightened with an inner light. After several tense minutes, there was a deep rumbling sound, and the stone door slowly swung open. we stuck our heads inside.

“That’s a crypt,” I blurted. “We should be careful,” I cautioned, knowing we were going in there. “There’s no telling what’s been left down here to guard or hide.”

Fiona drew her wand and led the way. She muttered a spell and illuminated the tip of the blackthorn to light the path ahead. The air inside was cool and musty. Actually, it was filled with the scent of earth and something faintly floral. It made me think the memory of a garden lingered in the stone.

We had barely taken a few steps into the deeper recesses of the ancient crypt when the air around us shimmered, and a figure barred our way forward. It was like watching the dawn break through the night. Then, a luminescent being materialized before us with an ethereal grace that took my breath away.

“Who dares disturb the slumber of the guardian?” the spirit's voice echoed around the chamber. It was a melodious sound that seemed to resonate with the very stones beneath our feet.

Fiona halted in her tracks. “We did not intend to disturb you, wise guardian. We seek only understanding. And to prevent a greater evil that threatens to spill into the world of men,” she replied steadily. Her composure under pressure was one reason she was our de facto leader.

The guardian's form coalesced into a more distinct shape. He resembled an ancient sage with robes that flowed like rivers of starlight. “Many have claimed as much, yet sought only power. What makes you different, children of the earth?”

I exchanged a nervous glance with Violet, who shrugged slightly. We were both content with letting Fiona lead. She lifted her chin in a gesture that I knew well. It was her 'challenge accepted' look. “We are the Backside of Forty Coven and are not merely seekers of power. The goddess Artemis chose us to hunt down powerful artifacts so they don’t fall into the wrong hands. We protect, we defend, and we respect the forces that weave the fabric of reality.”

The guardian seemed to consider her words. His bright eyes narrowed slightly. "A noble claim. Let us test the truth of your words." With a wave of his ethereal hand, the air around us filled with a soft, glowing mist.

“Answer me this,” he began. His voice was now soft yet carried an undeniable weight. “What is that which gives life and takes it away, that which is revered by some and feared by others?”

Fiona paused. Her mind was clearly racing through possibilities. I could almost see the cogs turning as she mulled over the riddle. It took me a minute to stop acting like a bystander and help, “Time,” she answered before I could formulate any possibilities.

The guardian nodded, seemingly pleased. “Correct. Now, what is broken by speaking it?”

“Silence,” Violet responded almost immediately, and the guardian gave another approving nod.

The questions continued, each one a probe into the depths of our knowledge and our character. We answered each with serious contemplation and our characteristic wit. Somehow we managed to infuse even this spectral examination with our undeniable charm.

Finally, the guardian held up its hand, signaling the end of the test. “You have shown yourselves worthy in knowledge and intent. But be warned, the path ahead is fraught with dangers that will test more than your wit. The fruits that have caused such turmoil are indeed from the sacred Garden of Eden. They are relics of ancient power that corrupts completely.”

Violet crossed her arms, and her brow furrowed. “So, you're telling us that someone's been handing out cosmic power tests in the form of fruit at a local market, and this is going to poison innocent children? That's a bit reckless, don't you think?”

The spirit's glowing eyes flickered with what might have been amusement. Or perhaps it was merely a trick of the light. “The fruits do not choose their bearer lightly. Each person who took a bite was judged by the fruit itself to face the challenge it presents. However, this judgment is flawed, and those who are not truly suited to wield such power can suffer dire consequences.”

I chewed on my lower lip, processing this. “And what’s the cost? What happens to those who aren't suitable?” I asked, a knot of worry tightening in my stomach.

“The cost is steep,” the spirit continued, its tone somber. “The magic of the fruit can overwhelm them, leading to uncontrollable surges of power that can consume their very essence. For young witches, this could mean a loss of control so severe that it endangers their lives and the lives of those around them.”

Fiona’s expression was serious. “We’ve seen the damage firsthand. Young witches were overwhelmed by their new abilities, wreaking havoc without understanding. How do we stop it? How do we prevent these powers from being misused?”

“The path you seek is fraught with peril,” the spirit warned. “You must find the Garden itself. Only there can you discover the means to control the fruits' distribution and procure help for the children while also ensuring the fruit doesn’t fall into any hands at all.”

As the spirit's form began to fade completely, leaving us in the dim, eerie glow of the crypt, Violet let out a slow breath. “Great, no pressure then. Just popping over to Eden for a quick garden tour.”

I smiled despite the gravity of our situation. “At least we'll be well-moisturized for the apocalypse, thanks to yesterday's spa day,” I quipped, trying to lighten the mood.

Fiona gave a snort of laughter, then turned to us with a determined glint in her eye. “We've got a Garden to find. Let's get to it.”

And so we continued, deeper into the crypt. It was larger than I had anticipated. The walls were lined with niches that held relics and artifacts. They vibrated gently with residual magic. At the center of the crypt was a large stone pedestal, upon which lay a series of stone tablets covered in the same ancient script as the door.

“Look at this,” Violet said as she approached the tablets. Her fingers hovered over the carvings. She was careful not to touch them directly. “I bet you money these depict the Garden of Eden. I bet that’s the Tree of Knowledge. And there is the serpent.”

“Are we seeing something we want to see? Or is this really about the Garden of Eden?” Fiona asked. “The answer is in whatever this says. She proceeded to read the Latin script on them. Her words painted a picture of a time when magic was young and the world was a vastly different place. The tablets spoke of the Garden’s creation, its purpose, and hints of it being sealed away from the world.

“It says here that the Garden was sealed with the fruit still within. It's supposed to be guarded by those who walk between the shadows,” Fiona read aloud. “It also mentions a key made of pure moonlight. It's the only way to open the Garden without bringing down the curses laid upon it.”

Violet whistled lowly. “A key of moonlight? Sounds like something out of a poem. How are we supposed to find something like that? It would need to be made of something else, as well.”

“That,” I began, “is going to be our next big challenge. But it’s a challenge for tomorrow. For now, we know much more than we did, and that’s enough to start with. We should snap some pictures and get home.” I had my phone in hand and did as I suggested before we turned and left.

The journey back to the S&S in Cottlehill Wilds was quiet. Each of us was lost in thought. The crypt was connected but left us with more questions. That was a typical outcome this early in our adventures.

“Where do we even start?” Violet mused aloud as we navigated our way through the crowded market.

“With the first clue we have,” I suggested, my mind already racing through the possibilities. “We track down the origin of those fruits. Someone brought them to the market. And that someone knows how to get to Eden.”

Fiona sighed, and her shoulders slumped. “That's not going to be easy. Maybe Grams will have another spell we can do to hunt down this vendor.”

The drive to Pymm’s Pondside was fast, and we walked in to see Grams seated at the hefty oak table that had seen more spells and magical gatherings than most. It had been in their family for countless generations, and I loved it. It was a comforting reminder of the power Fiona inherited.

“You three look like you ran over a puppy. What’s with the long faces?” Grams asked.

“We're on a treasure hunt for the most infamous garden in history,” Fiona told her. We proceeded to give her a rundown of everything that had happened while we were at the market.

Grams sat back and picked up her teacup. “You’re not on a treasure hunt. It’s more like looking for Pandora’s box. You can’t let the fruit fall into the wrong person’s hands. You are forgetting the resources you have access to.”

My brow furrowed as I considered her words. “Are you talking about Omniscientia?”

Fiona's eyes went wide. “They have countless archives. Sounds exactly like what we need. Do you think the knowlharvesters will let us in?"

“The archives are sentient, in a way,” I replied. “They reveal themselves to those who truly need to see them and are prepared to understand the secrets. Surely, our pure motives will count for something.”

Grams snorted and set her cup down. “Our library doesn’t have anything about the Garden. I checked. Which means you three have to take the chance and go to the Library.”

“Alright, let’s gear up for a magical road trip,” Fiona declared, standing up and stretching her arms.

Violet chuckled, her eyes gleaming with the thrill of the chase. “Road trip? More like a realm hop. Let’s hope the knowlharvesters are in a welcoming mood.” My stomach wobbled nervously. They weren’t happy the last time we were there.


CHAPTER 4
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FIONA

“We need to create a potion that will allow us to travel to the Library,” I said, pacing the length of the kitchen. “Remember what we did with Luciana? We need to take it to the crypt near the portal. It’s the spot with the most power at Pymm’s Pondside.”

Grams placed the tongs on the noodles as she set down some plates. “The Cognitio elixir unlocks the secrets of the Library and allows the drinker to travel there. It’s a good thing we have a source for the rare ingredients.”

We talked through the potion and the plan as we ate lunch. After cleaning the kitchen, we headed up to the attic. The familiar scent of aged wood and dried herbs welcomed us. The space was bigger than it used to be after Artemis expanded the house, but the set up was still the same. Violet and Aislinn started rummaging through the shelves, pulling out jars and bundles of herbs.

“Here’s some star anise, mugwort, and mandrake root,” Violet said, her voice muffled as she reached into the back of a shelf. “Do we need anything else?”

I consulted the recipe scribbled in my notebook. “We need dragon’s blood and phoenix feather.” The former was courtesy of Argies, and Violet provided the latter.

Grams rummaged through a small chest and produced a vial of dragon’s blood resin and a single, iridescent feather. “I kept the rare stuff hidden in here,” she said with a wink.

With all the ingredients laid out, we got to work. Aislinn ground the herbs into a fine powder while Violet mixed them into a bubbling cauldron. The scent of the potion filled the attic with a blend of sweet, earthy, and spicy notes. It made my nose tingle. As the potion simmered, we packed our bags with essentials.

Thanos joined us midway through, carrying a stack of books. “Everything alright?” he asked, looking around. “How’s the potion coming?”

“It’s almost done,” Violet replied. “We’ll be ready to go in a few minutes.”

Aislinn and Argies were having a quiet conversation. His concern for her was evident in his furrowed brow. She promised to be careful as she leaned into him and watched their daughter play.

Bas wrapped his arms around me from behind and kissed the side of my neck. “You have your daggers?”

Turning my head, I pressed my lips to his and then patted my bag. “Right here. They go everywhere with me.” It was true, even if I didn’t always use them. My magic came in handy more often than the daggers.

He handed me a beautiful book stand. “For the Library. I figure they might like a book display.”

“Thank you,” I pulled away from Bas and was about to head up to get the potion when Grams returned with three small vials of a tan liquid with a darker brown swirl of glitter throughout it.

“I finished this since you three were busy making eyes at your mates. It wouldn't be good to allow it to burn,” she told me.

“Thanks, Grams.” I gave her a hug and then took the vials. “Alright, let’s head to the crypt.”

The afternoon was quiet as we made our way through the gate into the family cemetery. The Auric Blaze burned serenely in the pit Bas had created to contain it. The feel of the grounds had changed with the fire and the goddess’s ashes. The names on the tombstones and their placement were the same.

We reached the crypt that housed the portal and stood in a circle, holding our vials. “Ready?” I asked, looking at Aislinn and Violet.

They nodded, uncorking their bottles. I did the same, and we drank together. The musty-tasting potion went down hard. It was like swallowing liquid dust and old parchment. My stomach churned, threatening to reject the liquid. A surge of electricity shot through me the second our hands touched. The power of the spell crackled in the air, making my hair stand on end. The magic pulled us and the ancient energy of the Library called out.

My gaze met Bas’s grim countenance as the world around us dissolved. I couldn’t catch my breath as a magical wind picked up because it stole the oxygen from the air. My heart, lungs, and spine felt like they were being yanked from inside my skin. Thank the gods, I hadn’t eaten much, or it would be coming back up. The sensation of traveling through space and time was disorienting. My body felt like it was being pulled apart and reassembled all at once.

Suddenly, the familiar hands holding one of mine were ripped away. My heart beat like a hummingbird’s wings outside my chest. For a brief second, I was floating, suspended in a liminal space between realms. Right as panic started to set in, everything snapped back into place. We landed on solid ground with the familiar scent of ancient parchment and dust filling the air. We had made it to the Library.

We’d made it. Part of me wondered if we would be sent somewhere else. Omniscientia, or the Library of All Knowledge, was awe-inspiring. The architecture was breathtaking, with towering stacks of books and elaborate murals depicting the history of knowledge. Shelves were filled with books, scrolls, and tablets on every subject imaginable.

"This place is incredible," Violet breathed as she traced the spines of nearby books. The sheer volume of knowledge was overwhelming. Each shelf was a testament to the ages of accumulated wisdom stored within these walls.

My gaze slipped to the left when I felt a shift in the energy. There was a skitter of movement just before a being appeared. Its aura screamed wise and ancient, with its glowing golden eyes signifying its age and knowledge more than anything else. The knowlharvester’s bald head was intricately patterned with symbols. I extended the gift Bas had made for them.

The knowlharvester had a human-like form with elongated limbs and fingers, perfect for reaching across vast distances. Its skin was a deep, rich color, reminiscent of the pages of an old book. I nodded, recognizing the being from our previous visit. Violet and Aislinn exchanged uneasy glances as the head knowlharvester approached us. His eyes narrowed, but he accepted the gift.

“Backside of Forty Coven,” he began, his deep, resonant voice filling the space. “You are on thin ice with us due to the damage you caused during your last visit. But your unique gift has earned you a moment.”

I smiled, hoping to shift the focus. “We understand, and we deeply regret any harm we caused. But we’ve returned because we need information about the Garden of Eden. We’re trying to keep an evil person from using the fruit any more than he already has. He’s poisoned innocent children whom we need to save from becoming Tainted.”

The knowlharvester’s gaze softened slightly, though his expression remained stern. “The Garden of Eden, you say? That is a grave matter indeed.”

“Yes,” Aislinn added, stepping forward. “The Taint is spreading, and if we don’t find a way to secure it, many lives will be at risk.”

The knowlharvester’s elongated fingers tapped thoughtfully against his robe, revealing more intricate patterns and symbols. “Very well. The pursuit of knowledge to prevent such a catastrophe is a worthy cause. But tread carefully. Our tolerance has limits.”

Violet nodded earnestly. “We promise to be cautious and respectful. We just need your guidance to locate the path to finding the Garden.”

The knowlharvester extended a hand, making the sleeve of his cream-colored robe slip back, revealing even more symbols. “Follow me. I will grant you access to the ancient texts. But remember, the knowledge you seek comes with great responsibility.”

We promised we would revere the knowledge and only use it to stop what has been set in motion. Delving deeper into the library, the sense of ancient magic grew stronger. The air was filled with the scent of old parchment and the tangy zest of protective charms that hung like invisible shields. They’d increased them since we were there last. Every corner whispered secrets. Each scroll and book held centuries of forgotten lore.

After what felt like hours of searching, Violet let out an excited gasp. “I found something!” She held up an old scroll. The edges were frayed with age. It detailed a plan to move the Garden centuries ago to protect it from invading forces. The text was cryptic and hinted at a journey across the seas to a land where the sun sets behind mountains of green.

Aislinn traced the faded lines with her fingers. “Why does it have to be cryptic?” she asked softly as her eyes met mine. “It talks about a place that matches the description of lots of places.”

“What if it’s someplace like South America?” Aislinn asked. “There are a lot of mountains of green there, right?”

I cocked my head to the side and considered her comment. “That is true, but they might not mean mountain literally.”

Two of the knowlharvesters appeared then with their robes flowing as they approached us. “We understand you seek the Garden of Eden,” one of them said, his voice echoing with ancient power. “Your path is fraught with danger but also with the potential for great discovery.”

The other Knowlharvester nodded, his eyes piercing into ours. “You must be prepared for the challenges ahead. The Garden's secrets are not easily uncovered, and those who seek its power must prove themselves worthy.”

I met their gaze with unwavering determination. “We're ready for whatever comes our way. We'll find the Garden and ensure its power is protected.”

Violet's sharp eyes caught another clue in a different scroll. “Wait, there's more,” she said. Her voice was filled with excitement and urgency. “There's a reference here to the land of pharaohs and the ancient city by the sea.”

“That makes me think of Egypt,” Aislinn replied. “It was all about the pharaohs when we were there.”

“Egypt would make sense,” I echoed, my interest piqued. “Looks like we might have another stop before we head to South America. That one seems more obvious. But where is the city by the sea?”

“Alexandria!” Violet and I blurted at the same time. That became clear when Aislinn mentioned Egypt.

Aislinn nodded and chuckled at us. “That’s what I was thinking, as well. Should we look more? Or head out now?”

My gaze skittered to the knowlharvesters that were watching us. I inclined my head at them and then stood. “I say we check out these places first. Can we return if we run into another dead end?” I directed the question to the head of the knowlharvesters.

He stepped forward and dipped his chin. “You have shown the respect knowledge deserves. You may return, but I do not think you will need to. You have the answers you came for.”

My breath caught in my throat. “Can you tell us where we will find the key to locating the Garden?”

The head knowlharvester looked at me and shook his head. I shrugged my shoulders. “I had to ask. Thank you for your assistance and for letting us access the Library.”

He inclined his head, and we returned to Pymm’s Pondside. We updated our mates and Grams about our next steps before sharing a dinner with them. I’d discovered a redeye to Cairo, so Bas took us to the airport shortly after Aislinn put Kalli to bed. I hated leaving them again, but the sooner we resolved the case, the sooner we would be home.

My eyes felt like they had sand in them when we stepped off the plane and into the searing heat of Cairo. The oppressive temperature hit us like a wall. The bustling streets were a far cry from the tranquility of Pymm's Pondside. Vendors shouted, cars honked, and the scent of spices mingled with the dusty air.

I was a woman on a mission, striding ahead with a determination that bordered on reckless. And it didn’t matter that I had no clear direction. We were on the hunt for clues and decided to start in the city by the sea. Aislinn and Violet struggled to keep up as we wove through the chaotic cityscape that felt like a living entity in itself.

“How do you manage to walk so fast in this heat?” Violet panted, trying to match my pace.

“Determination and sheer stubbornness,” I replied without breaking stride, a smirk playing on my lips. “We need to catch that train. I don’t want to wait until noon for the next one. Besides, you know I don’t really do a leisurely stroll.”

Aislinn rolled her eyes, her usually calm demeanor tested by the sweltering sun. “You should settle for a leisurely sit-down with some ice water.”

“Soon,” I promised her.

After what felt like an eternity of navigating Cairo’s labyrinthine streets, we finally boarded a train to Alexandria. Aislinn got her chair and ice water while I thought through what we were going to do when we arrived. Grams had given us a contact here. It was an old acquaintance of hers. I hoped he had information that would help us. I’d gotten a message from Grams during the flight that said her friend had heard rumors about something connected to the Garden of Eden.

We arrived at the library of Alexandria a short while later. The slanted building was nothing like I would have expected. I thought we would encounter a stunning relic of a bygone era with towering columns and walls lined with hieroglyphics. Instead, it was a sleek building that was covered in windows. Our contact, an elderly man named Khaled, awaited us by the entrance.

“You must be Fiona, Violet, and Aislinn,” he said.

I smiled and nodded in agreement. “Yes, Grams sent us.”

“Grams spoke highly of you all. Follow me, and we'll see what we can uncover,” he greeted us with a warm smile. “It is my pleasure to welcome you to the Library of Alexandria.”

Khaled led us through the library's winding corridors, each turn revealing more of its hidden treasures. We went behind the public areas and into what looked closer to what I was expecting. I felt privileged to see the library's recesses. Scrolls and books lined the shelves. I felt excited when I sensed a hum of magic from at least one of them.

“So, Khaled,” I began, cutting straight to the chase, “Grams mentioned you might have some information on the Garden of Eden or relics related to it. Is that true?”

He turned a corner and paused near a section that had artifacts and books. “Indeed. There are legends that speak of relics from the Garden being hidden in the city. It is said they were moved centuries ago to protect them from invaders. The texts are cryptic, but Isidora assures me that if anyone can decipher them, it's you three.”

I was hoping for him to pluck what we needed off of a shelf. One of these days, I would adjust my expectations to align with reality. It didn’t work like that in our world. We proceeded to spend hours poring over old scrolls and tomes. Our eyes traced faded ink and delicate parchment. The library seemed to breathe with us, its secrets whispering just out of reach. It was Violet who finally let out an excited gasp. “Found something!” she exclaimed, holding up an ancient scroll.

The edges were frayed with age, but the text was clear enough. It detailed a plan to move the Garden's relics centuries ago. Khaled stepped closer and looked over her shoulder. “Yes, this scroll mentions relics hidden in the deserts of Egypt and within the walls of Alexandria. It seems there might be more to uncover here than we thought.”

“Do we have more than sand and sunburn?” Violet asked. “Which walls are they talking about?”

Khaled grimaced and shook his head. “If I had to guess, I would say in the ruins of the Great Library of Alexandria. The only problem is not one stone of the structure has ever been found. Old Alexandria is buried deep under today's Alexandria, so that’s where I’d start.”

Aislinn started rolling the scroll she was reading. “How do we get there?”

Khaled opened a map and pointed to a section. “The easiest will be to start at the Catacombs of Kom El Shoqafa.”

“Thank you,” I told him. “It’s nice to have a place to start.” I shot Violet a grin. “After we hit the underground city, we’d better stock up on sunscreen. It mentioned deserts, too. We've got a lot of ground to cover.”

Khaled showed us out of the library and told us where we could find transportation to the deserts and where to start looking. We were feeling confident when we left the building. The walk-through town was slower this time as we followed the crude map Khaled had drawn us. We were passing an alley when a group of figures emerged from the shadows. They wore dark robes, and their eyes gleamed with malicious intent. I felt a shiver of fear when I noted the danger their aura radiated.

“Hand over the scroll,” one of them demanded. The cold menace in his tone made me think he was their leader. He was tall and imposing, with a scar running down his cheek that spoke of countless battles. This guy meant business.

I stepped forward, letting out a scoff. “I don't think we’ll do that,” I retorted, feeling the familiar tingle of magic crackling at my fingertips.

Violet and Aislinn took their positions beside me. “Looks like someone needs a lesson in manners,” Violet muttered. Her hands were already glowing with phoenix fire.

The group of men didn’t waste any time. Their leader raised his hand, and a bolt of dark energy shot toward us. I quickly conjured a protective barrier. The spell deflected the attack with a loud crack. Scanning for a way out, my heart sank when I realized the only way we could go was down the alley. The warlocks had formed a semi-circle around us and blocked our escape.

“Nice try,” I said, smirking. “But it’ll take more than that to scare us off.” I kept my voice stern as we retreated down the narrow corridor, hoping for an exit at the other end.

The battle erupted in full force. Spells flew through the air, illuminating the dark corners of the alley with bursts of light and sound. Aislinn summoned roots from the ground, tripping up a warlock who was charging at her. “Don’t piss off Mother Nature,” she quipped.

Violet was a whirlwind of flames with her phoenix magic weaving through the chaos like a dance. She sent a wave of fire at a warlock, trying to flank us. The flames roared to life and forced him to retreat. “You really should’ve stayed in bed today,” she called out, grinning fiercely.

I focused on the leader as his magic clashed against mine. “Why are you so interested in the Garden of Eden?” I asked, deflecting another one of his attacks.

He sneered, and his eyes flashed with contempt. “Power, of course. The fruit from Eden can grant unimaginable abilities. That’s been proven over and over. It’s wasted on you, do-gooders.”

“Do-gooders?” I laughed, channeling more energy into my next spell. “That’s the best insult you’ve got?”

With a flick of my wrist, I sent a bolt of pure energy toward him, forcing him to conjure a shield. The force of our spells colliding sent a shockwave through the narrow alley, rattling the nearby buildings. My heart skipped a beat as I considered casting a spell to keep mundies from investigating. In the end, I kept power going to my spell. I needed to kick this guy’s ass.

“Getting tired yet?” I taunted, noticing the beads of sweat forming on his brow.

“Never,” he growled, launching another attack.

Aislinn noticed a weak point in their formation. “Fiona, Violet, we need to disrupt their focus,” she shouted, her voice clear amidst the chaos. “Target the ones casting support spells.”

Violet and I nodded, redirecting our attacks to the warlocks, providing magical backup. With their support disrupted, the leader’s defenses began to falter. “This ends now,” I declared, gathering my strength.

Violet and Aislinn followed suit, combining our powers into a massive, unified spell. The alleyway lit up with a blinding light as our magic surged forward. It overwhelmed the warlocks’ defenses and sent them sprawling to the ground.

As the dust settled, we stood victorious. The battle had taken its toll. My muscles ached, and my breath came in heavy gasps. The warlocks lay defeated, with their leader unconscious at our feet. “Next time, maybe think twice before picking a fight with the Backside of Forty Coven,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

Aislinn stepped forward, securing the scroll in her bag. “Let’s get out of here before they come to,” she suggested, glancing around warily.

“Agreed,” Violet said, her flames dimming as she caught her breath. “And let’s hope this is the last of the ambushes for today.”


CHAPTER 5
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FIONA

Sneaking into the Catacombs of Kom El Shoqafa was not how I envisioned spending my evening. Especially, after fighting half a dozen warlocks. But here we were, trying not to get caught and end up as mummies ourselves. At least the air was cool and damp down beneath the ground. It carried the musty scent of ancient stone and decay. Perfect atmosphere for a casual night out, really.

As we descended the worn stone steps, the echoes of our footsteps bounced around the narrow halls. The walls themselves were covered in intricate carvings, telling stories of long-dead pharaohs and gods. Spiderwebs clung to the corners, and the faint drip of water from somewhere in the distance added to the eerie ambiance.

“Why do I always get the feeling we're about to star in a horror movie?" Aislinn whispered. Her sarcasm barely masked the tension in her voice.

“Because we probably are,” I replied, holding my daggers tightly as we navigated the narrow corridors. Not knowing what we would encounter, I decided to pull out the big guns. Feeling the weapons Bas created for me sent warmth coursing through me. “Stick close and keep your eyes peeled.”

Violet moved ahead of us and traced the carvings on the walls. “These inscriptions are incredible. If only we had more time to study them.”

“Yeah, maybe next time we can take a guided tour,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Right now, let's focus on finding that moonlight key or anything that will lead us to information about the Garden.” Violet made a face at me and then pulled her phone out and snapped some pictures. That was smart. They could come in handy.

The catacombs were a labyrinth of tunnels and chambers. Each one was more ominous than the last. Aislinn flicked tendrils of fire ahead of us to light the torches cast along the wall. I looked back and noted how eerie the shadows they created were. They danced across the walls, making it hard to tell what was real and what was just my imagination.

The architecture was a blend of Greek, Roman, and Egyptian styles, with towering columns covered in hieroglyphs and frescoes depicting various gods and myths. The deeper we went, the more oppressive the air felt. It occurred to me then that dead people surrounded us. I picked up the pace, wanting to get out of the catacombs and into the section where old Alexandria was located.

“What exactly are we looking for again?” Aislinn asked, glancing around nervously.

“Ideally, the moonlight key,” Violet answered without taking her eyes off of the carvings. “It's supposed to be a key that glows under moonlight, revealing hidden pathways or unlocking secrets related to the Garden of Eden.”

“Right, a magical glowing key that will guide us to the Garden. Because that sounds totally believable,” Aislinn muttered. “It’s never that easy. And finding the Garden won’t give us the person poisoning children.”

“Okay, so it probably won’t lead us there,” I began, “but we need it to get inside. We have to secure the fruit. And I am hopeful the Garden will have a better grasp on the interloper so Vi and I can track the asshole.”

No one responded as our surroundings changed. We entered a larger chamber. The ceiling high above us was adorned with faded frescoes of long-forgotten gods and goddesses. The frescoes were hauntingly beautiful, showing scenes of the afterlife and celestial journeys. In the center of the room stood a stone sarcophagus with its lid slightly ajar.

“I really hope there isn’t a mummy in there,” Aislinn said, peering at the sarcophagus. “Should we check it out?”

I chuckled and nodded. “I’m morbidly curious, too. I’ve seen mummies in museums but encountering one in its natural habitat is somehow scarier.”

Violet joined us with wide, curious eyes. “If the key is anywhere, it might be hidden with someone important. Let's open it carefully.”

"Carefully? Sure, let's delicately pry open an ancient tomb in a haunted catacomb,” Aislinn said, but she positioned herself to help us.

Together, we pushed the heavy lid aside. My attention went on alert as the stone scraped loudly against the base. I swear it was going to let everyone in the city know where we were. The last thing we needed was to get into a magical fight underground where we could be buried when the spells hit the walls and ceiling.

Inside, instead of a mummy, there was a beautifully crafted metal box covered in intricate designs. “Well, that’s different,” I said, reaching for the box. “This has to be a good omen, right?”

Violet examined the box. “These look like lunar phases. I'll go one step further than you and guess the moonlight key is inside.”

“Finally, something goes our way,” Aislinn said with a relieved sigh. “Although, it feels like we’re getting ahead of ourselves. How will we even know if it’s the key?”

As we prepared to open the box, we noticed a faint glow emanating from within. I lifted the lid carefully. A small, ornate chest was nestled inside. That, too, was covered in more of the intricate lunar designs. “Ahead of ourselves or not, this is a definite sign,” I said, excitement bubbling in my chest.

“Don't be too sure,” Violet warned, her brow furrowed as she examined the chest. “Look at the lock. It's sealed with magic.”

“Of course it is,” Aislinn muttered. “Nothing can ever be simple, can it?”

“This is easy. We can use magic to open it,” I reassured her as I focused on the lock. “Stand back.”

Aislinn moved aside as Violet, and I channeled our magic into the lock. The ancient symbols glowed brighter, reacting to our power. Slowly, the lock clicked open. There was another compartment inside the chest. This was like one of those Russian nesting dolls.

“Here we go,” I said, opening the inner compartment. Inside was a small, intricately carved key that glowed faintly in the dim light.

“Is that it?” Aislinn asked. Her skepticism matched mine. “It doesn't look very impressive.”

Violet took the key and held it up to the light. “It sure seems like it is. It glows. Although, not as brightly as I expected.” We stared at the key, feeling a mix of hope and doubt.

“Well, there's only one way to be sure,” I said, trying to stay optimistic. “We need to take this with us and expose it to the moonlight and see what happens. It should have some kind of reaction to the light.”

“Good idea. I’m ready to get out of here,” Aislinn said. “This place gives me the creeps.”

As we made our way back through the labyrinthine corridors, Aislinn doused the flickering torchlight. None of us wanted to leave flames burning when no one was down there. I had serious doubts we found the relic needed to get into the Garden. It was too easy. There should have been more obstacles and magical protections. I didn’t tell them that, though. No reason to freak them out.

“Do you think the key will really show us the way?” Violet asked, her voice filled with both hope and doubt.

“Hopefully,” I admitted as I glanced at the pouch where the key was safely stored. “If not, we have a desert to explore.”

Aislinn lifted her finger. “Don't forget South America. Speaking of which, I’ve been thinking of a possible location where we should look. The Amazon makes the most sense. They could have actually moved the Garden there, but it would never have been found. The Amazon Basin supports the world's largest rainforest, which accounts for more than half the total volume of rainforests in the world. What better place to hide something so valuable?”

I shot her a smile. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead, but I would happen to agree with you. So, we have the desert and the Amazon rainforest.”

“Do you think those angry warlocks know all of this?” Violet asked. “Better yet, do you think they’re working for the guy handing out samples?”

“They could be working for anyone, but I’d say you’re right. They mentioned the tests. I’ve been wondering why give something so powerful out. While it’s abhorrent to test something on children, it makes sense. They wouldn’t want to create adults powerful enough to fight them and possibly stop them,” I replied. “If they are working with him, they will know where the Garden is located, so we will need to be alert.”

As we emerged from the catacombs into the cool night air, the moon hung high in the sky, casting its silvery light over us. The ancient city of Alexandria lay quiet. The sea breeze carried the scent of salt and spices. “Alright, let's see what this key can do,” I said, pulling it out and holding it up to the moonlight.

The key glowed brighter, its intricate etchings coming to life under the lunar rays. “Well, would you look at that,” Aislinn said, her voice filled with genuine wonder. “I guess the moonlight key is the real deal after all. Maybe we don’t need to go into the desert or Amazon after all.”

Violet snorted and clapped a hand over her shoulder. “Nice try. If there are other relics connected to the Garden, we need to collect them. Leaving them for others to find is too dangerous. We also need to locate the Garden so we can protect it from further theft. The fruit shouldn’t fall into anyone else’s hands.”


CHAPTER 6
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VIOLET

“How did those warlocks know about the location of the Garden and these clues? There’s no way they went to the Library,” I observed as I wiped sweat from my brow.

Fiona blew out a breath and glanced over at me. “I’ve been wondering the same thing. Whoever stole the fruit found other sources of information. What I want to know is whether they have completed their experiments. Have they started consuming the fruit? The prospect of facing assholes juiced up on forbidden fruit is daunting.”

“I really hope they’re waiting to see if anything else happens," I replied. “They clearly have enough information to know the effects of the fruit, which can be horrific, or they wouldn’t have given it to the kids.”

My mind wandered back to our current task. Exploring the Egyptian desert in the middle of summer wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time. The sun blazed overhead, turning the sand into a sizzling, endless expanse of gold. It felt like walking through a giant convection oven set to broil. Yet there we were, traipsing through the dunes, searching for relics that might give us more information about the Garden of Eden. Or it might not. None of us wanted to leave Egypt before following up on this last clue. We knew there was a reason this location was included on the scroll. We just had no idea if it would give us anything useful.

“Why does it always have to be the desert?” Aislinn grumbled a few minutes later. She lifted her long, red hair from the back of her neck. “Can’t we ever search for ancient secrets in a nice, air-conditioned museum?”

“Because the universe hates us,” Fiona said, squinting at the map. “And because the Garden of Eden is apparently linked to the most inconvenient places on earth.”

I tried to keep the mood light. “Just think of it as an adventure. Besides, we’re heading to the Temple of Karnak. It’s one of the most famous sites in Egypt. We’ll get to see some stunning ruins. And who knows what we’ll find?”

“Oh, joy,” Aislinn muttered. “Can’t wait to get there and not find what we’re looking for.”

The Temple of Karnak was indeed a sight to behold. Massive stone columns loomed over us. Their surfaces were covered in intricate hieroglyphics and carvings depicting gods, pharaohs, and ancient rituals. The place was teeming with tourists, all snapping photos and chatting loudly. We had to blend in, which meant no obvious magic use.

“Alright, this is pretty freaking cool. I never imagined I would be here seeing this,” Fiona admitted. “I just hope there’s something here, but we need to keep it low-key. We don’t need mundies freaking out over a little magic.”

“Got it,” I said as I scanned the nearest wall for any hidden symbols.

We meandered through the ruins, trying to look like regular tourists while discreetly using our magic. I ran my fingers along the carvings and sent out subtle pulses of energy to detect hidden chambers or relics. “Anything yet?” Aislinn asked.

“Patience, grasshopper,” Fiona replied, focusing on a particularly ornate section of the wall. “These things take time.”

I found a quieter corner, away from the main tourist path. Muttering an incantation under my breath, I caused a faint shimmer to appear over the stone. “I’ve got something here,” I whispered.

They joined me, trying to look casual as we huddled around the wall. My spell revealed a hidden compartment. We found some dusty old scrolls and a few ancient trinkets when we opened it. We carefully unrolled the scrolls and looked them over. Fiona only gave them a cursory glance and then took care of wandering eyes while Aislinn and I tried to decipher what it said. I snapped pictures and then rolled it back up.

“This is pretty,” Aislinn said, picking up a small gold amulet. “It looks like it’s a Pharaoh’s lost and found, but it’s not connected to the Garden.”

“Let’s keep looking,” Fiona said, not willing to give up just yet.

We continued our search, moving deeper into the temple. The heat was oppressive, but the shade provided by the massive stone structures offered some relief. I used a spell to amplify my senses, hoping to pick up any magical traces. It led us to another hidden chamber, but again, it was filled with crumbling artifacts. And while they were interesting, they had nothing to do with the Garden of Eden.

“This is getting us nowhere,” Aislinn said, frustration evident in her voice. “We need a new plan.”

“Agreed,” Fiona said, wiping sweat from her brow. “Let’s head somewhere else. Maybe we’ll have better luck in the Valley of the Kings.”

“That’s a great idea," I told her as I thought about it. “It’s less crowded, and we might find something more relevant there.”

We made our way back to the entrance, trying not to look too disappointed. The desert stretched out before us in an endless expanse of sand and rock. As we climbed into the jeep, I couldn’t help but feel a flicker of hope. The Valley of the Kings held the tombs of ancient pharaohs. It seemed like as good of a place as any to look.

“Alright, let’s get moving,” Fiona said, starting the engine. “Next stop, the Valley of the Kings. And this time, fingers crossed, we find something that doesn’t belong in a museum gift shop.”

Aislinn laughed. “More like a museum, but I get your point.”

With the sun dipping lower in the sky, we headed toward our next destination. When we got out a bit later, we were traipsing through the dunes. We headed to the Temple of Edfu first. It was a massive, imposing structure with towering columns and expansive courtyards. The ancient walls were adorned with hieroglyphics and carvings depicting battles, rituals, and scenes of daily life. The place buzzed with tourists, making blending in and conducting our magical investigations hard without attracting attention.

“The adventure continues,” I said, trying to lighten the mood in the oppressive heat. “The Temple of Edfu is one of the most famous sites in Egypt. It’s dedicated to the falcon god Horus and is one of the best-preserved temples from ancient times.”

“Ah yes, another day, another ancient pile of rocks,” Fiona quipped, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Just what we needed to make our day complete."

“Come on, Fiona,” Aislinn replied, grinning. “You don’t always have to be so facetious.”

“Who, me? Sardonic? Never,” Fiona said, raising an eyebrow. “It’s just part of my charm. What else do you know about these fabulous ruins?”

I smiled, appreciating the encouragement. “The temple was built during the Ptolemaic period, between 237 and 57 BC. It’s actually the second largest temple in Egypt, after Karnak. The inscriptions on the walls provide a wealth of information about the religion, language, and myths of ancient Egypt.”

Aislinn glanced at a nearby carving. “So, these drawings and symbols… they’re like a giant storybook?”

“Exactly,” I said, nodding. “They tell the story of Horus’s struggle against Seth, the god of chaos. This place was a significant center of worship for the ancient Egyptians.”

Fiona looked impressed. “It’s incredible how much history is preserved here. Every stone tells a story.”

“Speaking of stories,” I continued, “the temple is also known for its grand entrance. The massive pylons are decorated with battle scenes showing Ptolemy VIII smiting his enemies under the approval of Horus. The detail is just breathtaking.”

“Time to find a hidden treasure or secret chamber that no one’s discovered in the past two thousand years,” Fiona quipped. “Thank the gods for magic.”

“That does make it easier,” Aislinn agreed. “We’re here to find any clues about the Garden of Eden and those pesky warlocks.”

"Well, it’s not going to be easy," I said, scanning the area. “The temple is vast, and there are tourists everywhere.” Like the last one we visited.

We moved deeper into the temple, weaving through groups of visitors, snapping photos and listening to guides. The sheer size and grandeur of the place were awe-inspiring, even to someone who had seen a fair share of ancient sites. “Did you know,” I continued, hoping to distract us all from the heat and the tension, “that this temple is also home to the famous Edfu Texts?”

Aislinn frowned and asked, “What’s that?”

“They’re a set of inscribed spells and rituals meant to protect the temple from evil forces,” I explained.

“Yeah, well, where were those spells when the warlocks showed up?” Fiona muttered.

“I don’t know, we held our own against them,” I said, shaking my head. “But it would be nice to have in general. It would make these cases much easier to solve.”

Fiona lifted a brow. “That would have come in handy not long ago when everyone and their grandmother was trying to steal the Auric Blaze.”

We teased one another as we wandered through the temple hall in Edfu at this point, near the Faucon Horus landmark. Multi-tasking was our expertise so while we were marveling at the towering columns decorated with intricate carvings and talking, we were searching for any hint of hiding places. Every corner of the temple seemed to hold a secret. None of them led us to something helpful yet. But it was easy to get lost in the beauty and history.

We were pretending to be another group of fascinated tourists when I was overcome with the feeling that we were being watched. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed two men trailing us. They were dressed like everyone else but had a certain air about them. It was one that screamed trouble. These were no tourists.

“Guys, I think we’ve got company,” I whispered, nodding subtly towards the men.

Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “Nothing says 'fun day out' like being stalked in an ancient temple. Let's give them the slip, shall we?”

We took a few detours through the temple, weaving through the crowds and ducking into side corridors. But the men kept pace, always a few steps behind. “Alright, time to turn the tables,” Fiona said in a low and determined voice. “Let’s see who they are and what they want.”

We split up, with Aislinn and Fiona circling around to come up behind the men while I stayed back, keeping them in sight. As Fiona and Aislinn closed in, the men suddenly disappeared into thin air. “Well, that’s not subtle at all,” Fiona said as she looked around to make sure no one saw them. “I hope that wasn’t the influence of the fruit.”

I moved in the direction where they were and watched the dirt for footsteps. “It's far more likely they used an invisibility spell.” Teleporting was a skill not all gods possessed, so I couldn’t see them having that much power. “Stay on guard while we continue searching.”

We kept one eye on our surroundings while we carefully examined the carvings. Fiona used subtle magic to scan for hidden chambers. I did the same with other areas, so we covered more ground. After what felt like hours, I felt a faint pulse of energy behind a wall. I cast a quick spell and gasped at the hidden closet-like room. Fiona reacted faster than I did and cast a befuddlement spell so any mundies who got close wouldn’t see what we’d revealed.

The three of us slipped inside and found an ancient sarcophagus among various artifacts. Some were crafted from gold, and others were crumbling pottery. The lid of the ancient coffin was intricately carved with images of Horus and other deities. The air inside the small room was stale yet heavy with the scent of old stone and decay.

“That's a gorgeous sarcophagus,” Aislinn said, eyeing it warily.

Fiona approached it. “That is the perfect souvenir. It’ll look great in our Sanctum. We have so much more room up there now.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “Should we open it?” I was torn. There didn’t seem to be anything else in here that would help us. The canopic jars were broken, and the other artifacts were clearly placed there for whoever was inside that coffin to use in the afterlife.

Fiona smirked. “Why not? What’s an adventure without disturbing someone’s eternal rest?”

“Seriously, though,” Aislinn interjected, “shouldn’t we be cautious? There could be traps or curses.”

“Well, considering our luck today, it wouldn’t surprise me,” Fiona replied easily. “But if there’s something useful in there, we need to find it.”

Aislinn sighed and nodded. “Humor me and check for anything magical first, please.”

Fiona and I did as she asked and cast a seeking spell while also opening our senses. “There’s nothing obvious,” I reassured her. She gave me a grateful smile and helped us slide the lid open. It was heavy and awkward, and we lost our grip on it. It tumbled to the ground with a loud thud. My hands flew to my mouth, and I held my breath as I prayed it wouldn’t break. The air whooshed out of my lungs when it remained intact. Not that I was going to try and put it back. There was no reason to push our luck with it.

My gaze rose to the mummy wrapped in decayed linen. Its hollow eye sockets seemed to stare at us. It made me shiver involuntarily. Leaning closer, the three of us examined the mummy closely. “Is it a man or woman?” Aislinn asked.

Fiona lifted her shoulder. “I can’t tell. I’m wondering why it doesn’t smell worse.”

“That’s thanks to the herbs and oils they used to prepare the body,” I told them helpfully. “What’s that?” I asked. There was something glowing behind the mummy.

“It looks like the edge of papyrus,” Aislinn said. “It must be important if it's glowing.”

“That’s the only reason I can think for it to glow,” Fiona agreed.

“We need to get it without touching the mummy,” I observed. “Any ideas?”

Aislinn stepped forward. Her hair lifted around her shoulder as she summoned the elements. “I can try to move it with air, but it might be tricky.”

“Just be careful,” Fiona said. “We don’t need any curses or ancient spirits getting pissed off.”

Aislinn manipulated the air currents to gently lift the body and then the parchment. Just as she was about to move it out from behind the mummy, the body shifted and fell forward. “Oh, for the love of—” Aislinn started, but the rest was drowned out by the sound of us scrambling out of the way to avoid being smashed by a corpse.

We watched in horror as the mummy fell forward. In that instant, I grabbed the parchment with a spell and pulled it safely into my hands. Fiona used her magic to stabilize the remains and keep them from smashing into the ground.

“Well, that was graceful,” I said, holding up the parchment. “But at least we got what we came for.”

Fiona grimaced. “Help me push the mummy back into place, please.”

Aislinn blew out a breath and lifted her hands. “Gentle puffs of air should do it. Thanks for catching it. I had visions of being cursed for the rest of my life because the remains splattered.”

Fiona chuckled, and together, they maneuvered the mummy back into its resting spot. Then, we examined the parchment. Its ancient script glowed faintly under our combined magical auras. If I was interpreting it right, it listed a dozen mythical sites. The one with the snake and apple had to be the Garden of Eden.

“That’s the Garden,” Fiona said, her eyes scanning the text. “And this symbol here—it looks like a map.”

We pieced together the clues, our excitement growing. The map seemed to direct us to a specific location in the Amazon. “So, we’re heading to the Xingu River Basin next,” Aislinn said, shaking her head. “From one jungle to another. At least it won’t be a desert.”

“Always look on the bright side,” I said with a grin. “Let’s get out of here before those guys reappear. We’ve got a jungle to explore.”


CHAPTER 7
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VIOLET

As we disembarked from the plane, the humid air of the Amazon hit us like a wall. The flight had been long and exhausting, but the adrenaline of our mission kept us going. We found a jeep waiting for us at the small airport with our guide. Bas had arranged for a Fae named Cael to take us to the Xingu River Basin. I felt better knowing we were traveling with a paranormal. It made it easier if we had to use our magic.

“Ugh, my back is killing me,” Aislinn complained as she stretched, wincing. “How am I supposed to work out these kinks with another trip ahead of us?”

“I’m Violet. And that is Aislinn and Fiona.”

Cael chuckled, his emerald eyes twinkling with amusement. “It’s good to meet Bas’s mate and her infamous friends.” He helped Aislinn into the vehicle. “Trust me, Aislinn. The Xingu River Basin is worth it. The ride might be rough, but the destination is like no other. However, you will want to cast a bug-repellent spell. We’ve got some big ones it won’t keep away, but it will save you from being eaten alive before we get there.”

Fiona smirked before sliding into the backseat of the jeep. “Think of it as a roller coaster ride, Aislinn. You might come out of it with a few more twists and turns, but at least it’ll be exciting.”

I settled into the backseat next to Fiona, ignoring the panicked look Aislinn shot us. “Well, if Fiona says it’s going to be like a roller coaster, I’m bracing myself for the wildest ride yet.”

Fiona and I cast a spell to keep the bugs away from all four of us. Cael started the jeep, guiding us down a narrow dirt road that cut through the dense jungle. “Just sit back and enjoy the ride. We’ll be there in a few hours.”

As we bounced along the rugged path, I couldn’t help but reflect on the journey. “Do you think we’ll really find what we’re looking for in the Basin?” I asked, voicing the doubt that had been nagging at me. The rainforest was verdant, but it was hardly a setting I could imagine a garden in.

“We have to,” Fiona said, her tone resolute. “The map led us here for a reason. The Xingu River Basin is a better place than any for the Garden of Eden to be hidden.”

Aislinn nodded, staring out at the passing trees. “I just hope we’re prepared for whatever we find. Those warlocks don’t strike me as people to give up easily.”

I sighed, resting my head against the seat. “I know. But we’ve faced worse. We’ll get through this together, just like we always do.”

Cael slowed the jeep as we approached a narrow, winding path that led further into the jungle. “This is where it gets interesting,” he said with a grin. “Hold on tight.”

The path was rough and full of twists and turns that made the ride feel like an obstacle course. Branches whipped against the sides of the jeep, narrowly avoiding taking one of my eyes out. I loved not having a top on the vehicle until I almost lost the ability to see my gorgeous mate. Scooting closer to Fiona, I listened to the sound of the jungle as it grew louder with each passing mile. My hair started to frizz as the humidity got thick enough to coat us. The scent of damp earth and plants surrounded us. The sense of ancient power grew stronger as we moved deeper into the rainforest.

“Who knew a jungle could be so... green?” Fiona remarked, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she swatted at a particularly large insect. “I think it’s safe to say we’ve traded the mundane for the muggy.”

Aislinn chuckled softly. “It's nothing like the forest back home. This place is on a whole different level. The magic here is ancient, and it’s alive.” She paused, closing her eyes briefly. I imagined she was attuning her Fae senses to our surroundings.

I swatted at a mosquito, feeling the sting even through the protective spells we’d cast. “I bet bug repellent is a mandatory part of the magical arsenal for witches in this part of the world. And I bet theirs is more effective than ours,” I grumbled.

Fiona smirked. “Pretty sure even the best spell won’t deter these Amazonian bloodsuckers. They’re relentless.”

That made everyone laugh. Our journey was punctuated by encounters with more jungle inhabitants than I had hoped. We dodged venomous snakes that seemed to materialize out of nowhere and swatted at relentless clouds of mosquitoes. The constant buzz and hum of insects were our ever-present companions. At some point, we had to get out of the jeep and go on foot. That was a harrowing prospect. We had to remain vigilant the entire time to avoid the more dangerous creatures lurking in the underbrush. Thank the gods for Cael. He saved our buts more than once. Without him, we wouldn’t have known where to camp for the night.

After a few days of navigating the labyrinthine jungle, we reached a small village. Aware of the ancient magic surrounding their home, the locals directed us to their shamans. The village was a collection of modest huts adorned with vibrant tapestries and protective charms. The head shaman was a wise old man named Tupan. He welcomed us with a wary yet curious gaze.

“You seek the sacred place,” Tupan said in a voice resonant with wisdom. “Many have come before you, but few have returned.”

“We're not just anyone,” Fiona replied confidently. “And we do not come out of greed. We need to find it to protect something much greater and save innocent children.”

Tupan nodded slowly as if weighing our intentions. “The spirits will test you. They guard the path fiercely. Are you prepared?”

“As prepared as we'll ever be,” I answered, feeling a strange sense of calm despite the ominous warning.

“I will share the path. Go with a pure heart,” Tupan replied after a few seconds.

We thanked him and accepted the hand-drawn map. He insisted we stay for lunch before continuing our journey. We took the opportunity to use their part of the river to clean our bodies and clothes. I was covered in enough grime to obscure every window on a high rise that had a hundred floors. Over the days, I’d developed an inexplicable connection to the land. My phoenix magic seemed to resonate with the very earth beneath our feet. The ley lines pulsed with an ancient power. It was as if the rainforest recognized my presence and welcomed it.

“The magic here is strong, ancient. It speaks to me,” I murmured, closing my eyes to better sense the energy.

Aislinn nudged my shoulder with hers. “It’s unreal. Isn’t it? I feel like we’ve gone primal or something.” Fiona and I chuckled. We’d been living entirely off the land, eating fruits and vegetables Cael found for us. He taught Aislinn and Fiona how to remove the contaminants from the water so it was drinkable without needing to boil it.

We had trekked for hours since leaving the village. The sun was beginning to set when we stumbled upon a hidden temple that had almost been entirely reclaimed by nature. Vines clung to its weathered stones, and the air around it hummed with a palpable magic. The entrance was blocked by an intricate set of stone mechanisms, and there was no way around it. Massive trees and boulders blocked the way.

“Looks like we have a puzzle to solve,” Fiona observed as she scanned the ancient carvings.

We worked together with Cael, who helped us decipher the symbols. His input allowed us to shift the stones into the right order. Each move required precision and a deep understanding of the magical forces at play. With every correct combination, the energy of the temple hummed louder.

“I've never been great at puzzles,” Fiona grumbled as we shifted yet another heavy stone.

“You and me both,” I replied. “But this isn't so bad. It's like a magical escape room.”

Aislinn chuckled. “Except if we fail, we might be stuck here forever.”

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the last piece of the puzzle clicked into place. The ground beneath us rumbled, and a hidden compartment in the temple's floor slid open. The interior was dark as we traveled down the narrow path. In the end, we discovered an ancient map etched into a slab of stone.

“Take a look at this,” Fiona said in a voice filled with awe and curiosity.

We stepped closer, examining the intricate carvings. “Cael, do you recognize the path outlined on the map?” Aislinn asked.

Cael nodded as he studied the map with a keen eye. “Yes, I know this route well. It leads deeper into the Xingu River Basin. This area is known for its dense jungle and hidden secrets.”

I traced the lines with my fingers, feeling the ancient magic pulsating through the stone. “Do you think it will lead us to the Garden, or is this just another decoy?”

Fiona's eyes looked weary. “I really hope so. I’m exhausted and can’t wait to get back to my own bed.”

Aislinn nodded in response but was lost in thought. “The path marked here looks treacherous. Look at those hills and squiggles. And I think that’s a panther.”

Cael looked at us, his expression serious. “There are many panthers in this area. They respect the magic, so they should give us a wide berth. Whether it leads directly to the Garden or another important location, it’s the way forward. Every clue we find brings us closer to our goal.”

Regardless, we were one step closer to our destination. The Amazon continued to test us. Each step of the way, we proved ourselves worthy. We’d swung across vines. Swam through streams. And climbed over roots taller than me. Each time, there was a magical element we had to carefully overcome. We learned mid-swing that we couldn’t use our magic like a chainsaw and cut through the protections. We had to caress the tendrils and ask for permission to pass. Our backsides still throbbed from the proof of our failure.

We followed Cael through the dense jungle cautiously. It was a good thing our resolve had been tested in every way possible with our previous cases. I was ready to pull my hair out from the constant minor hurdles. I was about to complain to my friends when the air grew colder. Fiona and I shared a look as the sense of ancient magic became palpable. “What is it?” Cael whispered.

“No idea,” I replied. The second the words left my mouth, I saw them. There were faint, ethereal figures moving through the mist that was forming a few feet in front of us. Their eyes watched us curiously.

“Ghosts.” Aislinn blurted. Her wide eyes betrayed her awe. “They're watching us.”

“Let's hope they're friendly,” Fiona muttered, her hand resting on the hilt of her dagger.

As we continued forward, the spirits surrounded us. Their energy probed us. It felt like short, quick jabs into my chest. When the others gasped with me. I knew it was happening to them too. Their presence was highly unsettling. Fiona grabbed Aislinn’s hand and kept walking. She refused to let them stop her. Cael and I shared a look before following her into a clearing where a massive tree stood. There was a clearing beyond the trunk. We moved to enter it and were stopped when the spirits formed a wall in front of us. They transformed into an unsettling presence, and their forms flickered like candle flames in the wind.

Fiona, the bold one of our group, stepped forward. She kept her tone light but with a hint of playful sarcasm. “Well, hello there. We mean no harm and promise not to trample on any sacred plants. We’re just here for a little treasure hunt. You mind letting us through?”

The spirits remained silent with inscrutable expressions. Tension rose, making me want to take a step back. Fiona pressed on and gave them a tight smile. “Look, we’re really not in the mood for a ghostly staring contest. We’re here to stop an evil plan from playing out. We’ve got an ancient Garden to find and some very annoying warlocks to outsmart. So, how about you let us pass, and we’ll be out of your hair—or whatever it is you have—in no time?”

One of the spirits solidified more than the others. It was an older woman wearing a crude leather dress. She tilted her head as if considering Fiona’s words. Our peacekeeper, Aislinn, stepped forward. “We truly mean no disrespect. We seek the Garden to protect it from those who would misuse its power. Please, allow us to continue our journey.”

The spirit studied us for a moment longer before nodding slowly. The mist began to thin, and a path opened up before us. Fiona flashed a triumphant grin. “A little charm goes a long way. I’ll learn that one day. Now, let’s get moving before they change their minds.”

Aislinn snorted. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. We love you how you are.”

Fiona’s cheeks pinkened. “I get caught up in the urgency, and tact flies out the window.”

I patted her shoulder. “It’s alright. We all have our faults.”

Cael cut some vines out of our path. “The three of you are vastly different, yet you complement one another. It’s why you work so well together.”

Warmth filled me as we left the ghosts behind. We moved through the clearing and were swallowed by the plants again a few feet later. I kept looking over my shoulder because it still felt like the spirits were watching our every move. The jungle thickened around us, and the air grew cooler and more oppressive. We hadn't gone far when we encountered another obstacle. This time it was a wide, swiftly flowing river cutting through our path. This was unlike anything we had encountered before. The water churned violently, and the makeshift bridge that once spanned it had long since collapsed.

“Of course, we have to cross some rapids,” Fiona muttered, staring at the turbulent water. “Because it was too much to hope for a straightforward path.”

Aislinn narrowed her eyes as she assessed the situation. “We can manipulate the elements to get across.”

I looked over my shoulder. “We have to do it in a way that demonstrates our peaceful intentions. The spirits are still watching.”

Fiona nodded as the ancient magic pulsated around us. “Let’s combine magic and the elements. Aislinn, can you calm the river?”

“I’ll do my best. I won’t be able to take all of the current away. It’s too powerful,” she replied before she closed her eyes and called upon the elements. The air around us shifted, and a gentle breeze began to blow. She murmured words in an ancient tongue, her voice blending with the sounds of the jungle.

The water responded almost immediately. The churning currents slowed, and the violent waves calmed into a steady, manageable flow. It was as if the river itself was listening to her plea for passage.

“Good job, Aislinn,” Fiona said, her tone genuinely impressed. “Now, let’s create a bridge.”

I raised my hands, summoning my magic to weave together a bridge of intertwined vines and roots. Fiona joined me with her Fae elemental powers while Aislinn remained focused on the water. The plants responded eagerly, growing and stretching across the river to form a sturdy path. When we were finished, Fiona added her magic to strengthen the bridge. That would ensure it would hold our weight and remain steady.

As we completed the bridge, the ghosts’ forms flickered into view on the other side of the river. They were observing us closely, evaluating our actions. Aislinn stepped forward again, her voice calm and respectful. “Thank you for allowing us to protect what is sacred. We mean no harm to the land or its guardians.”

The spirits remained silently watching us. With cautious steps, we crossed the bridge. I clung to Fiona’s hand while maintaining my focus on the magic that held it together. The ghosts continued to watch, but they made no move to stop us.

Once we reached the other side, Fiona let out a relieved sigh. “Well, that wasn’t so bad. Let’s hope the rest of the journey goes just as smoothly.”

I glanced back, offering a silent thanks for their patience. “Let’s not get too comfortable. I have a feeling the real dangers are still ahead.”


CHAPTER 8
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AISLINN

The jungle was relentless. Mother Nature decided to throw every conceivable obstacle in our path. My hair clung to my face in damp, annoying strands, and every step made my feet ache even more as my boots squelched in the mud. We’d left Cael at our last campsite waiting for us to return. We had agreed that we weren’t sure how his presence would be taken the closer we got to the Garden.

Of course, I was nervous about separating. Even more so now. I had no idea how we would ever find him again. That was a concern for another day, though. We had to keep our eyes peeled for the next challenges.

“Next time, remind me to pack a machete,” Fiona grumbled, swatting at yet another mosquito. “Or maybe a flamethrower.”

I glanced back at her with a raised brow. “You’re just full of great ideas today, aren’t you? But I would agree with you on both fronts.”

“Always,” she shot back, trying to flick a bug off her arm. “How much further, anyway?”

“I feel like we’ve been walking for days,” I whined in response because none of us had any idea.

Ahead of us, Violet stopped and looked around. The foliage parted just enough to reveal a hint of something different. “The air’s getting cooler,” she said, her voice hushed. “Maybe we’re getting close.”

That would be a blessing. Cool air and eerie silence were my two favorite things. It was a relief when the jungle’s cacophony of sounds faded away. I hadn’t realized how loud they were. Fog rolled in around us next. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” I muttered, mostly to myself.

My heart skipped a beat when creatures appeared out of the mist. First was a griffin. Its eyes were sharp and penetrating, making me feel like a bug under a microscope. Then came a dragon. I was comfortable with that one, given that my mate and daughter were dragon shifters. I recognized the sinewy grace and shimmering scales. Last to emerge was a sphinx whose gaze pierced through to my very soul.

“Well, well, what have we here?” Fiona said, stepping forward. “Mythical creature convention?” The griffin’s eyes narrowed, and it let out a low growl. Okay, maybe sarcasm wasn’t the best approach.

“Fiona,” I hissed as I clenched my hands into fists. “Maybe tone it down a notch?”

“Sorry,” she said, giving me a sheepish look. “Sarcasm is an automatic defense mechanism for me.” That was true, but we didn’t need to taunt the creatures. She raised her hands. “Oh, mighty guardians, we come in peace. We seek the Garden to stop an evil plan.”

“We’re here to prevent a great disaster and save innocent children from becoming Tainted,” I said, my voice sincere.

The griffin cocked its head, and the dragon’s eyes seemed to soften slightly. The sphinx, however, remained as inscrutable as ever. How in the hell did you negotiate with a stone-faced lion-lady?

“We mean no harm,” Violet added, her voice calm and steady. “Our intentions are pure. We need to find the Garden to protect it.”

The sphinx finally spoke in a deep and resonant voice. “Your intentions may be pure, but a powerful curse protects the Garden. Many have gotten through, but they did not leave as they arrived.”

“We’re not just anyone,” Fiona said, stepping up beside me. “We’re the Backside of Forty Coven. We don’t give up easily.”

We stood resolutely together in the heart of the Amazon. Between one blink and the next, the eyes of the sphinx, dragon, and griffin bore into my soul. Their probing was more than just a mental invasion. It was a tangible force. My skin prickled with a sharp, electric tingle, and a deep, physical discomfort settled in my bones. It was as if they were peeling back the layers of my being, scrutinizing every secret and fear. The pressure built steadily, making it hard to breathe. My muscles ached with the strain of resisting their relentless examination. Despite the pain, I stood firm, determined to prove our worthiness and pure intentions.

The sphinx’s eyes seemed to glint with something like approval. “We can see your sincerity,” it said. “You may proceed. The path is treacherous, and the curse powerful. And we will be watching.”

The three of us looked at each other. Fiona’s wariness was matched by mine. I clung to her resolve as she nodded her head. Her silent reassurance that we would get out of this without picking up the curse helped me move forward with them. With a final nod from the guardians, we continued. The path ahead grew darker and more foreboding.

“So, what now?” Violet asked as we trudged forward.

“Now,” Fiona said, “we deal with whatever magical traps and natural obstacles this place can throw at us. Piece of cake.”

“Sure,” I said dryly. “Because it’s been so easy up until now.”

“Oh, come on,” Fiona said, trying to lighten the mood. “What’s a few more life-threatening challenges between friends?”

I snorted and shook my head. I wanted to balk, but the truth was we were powerful together. And we’d gotten through situations I didn’t think we would. I couldn’t let fear stop me now. I was getting better at accepting my fright and moving forward anyway.

We were stepping into an old, twisted fairy tale. You know, the kind where the heroes usually end up dead or worse. The griffin's watchful eyes followed us, and I could practically feel the dragon’s breath on the back of my neck. Just what I needed—more pressure.

The sphinx's voice rumbled through the air like a distant thunderstorm. “Do you think the curse will drive them mad like the others?” That didn’t sound fun.

Fiona rolled her eyes and squeezed my hand. “Ignore that. They’re trying to scare us.”

I gave her my ‘are-you-serious’ look and said, “For good reason. The thought of a curse driving us out of our minds is terrifying. Why should we think we’re any different from others who suffered this fate?”

Violet lifted a vine out of our way with a sigh. “Because we are different, Ais. Do you want to abuse the power contained in the Garden of Eden?” I shook my head and she continued, “None of us do. We have to have faith in one another. That’s what’s going to get us through.”

I thought about what she’d said. Our faith in one another was one thing that made us the kickass BOF. I strained my ear to hear if the dragon or griffin responded. I couldn’t hear them. We were too far away by then. Although, I could feel their eyes still on us.

We pressed forward with the guardians and their ominous warnings lingering around us. Naturally, the path didn’t get any easier. In fact, it felt like the jungle decided to crank things up a notch just to keep us on our toes. We traveled in silence until we reached the edge of a cliff.

Okay, so it was more of a chasm. In my defense, we couldn’t see the bottom. Seriously, it looked like it went straight to the underworld. And, of course, the only way across was a vine bridge that looked like it hadn’t seen maintenance since the dawn of time. Sturdy enough to hold three middle-aged women who had put on an extra five to ten pounds. Alright, eighteen in my case.

Fiona rubbed her hands together. “Oh, goodie! We’ve got a death trap made of twigs and hopes this time. Shall we?” She stepped forward, testing the bridge with a cautious foot. “It’ll hold.” The smile she shot me was reassuring. However, I wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince us or herself.

Violet snorted and shook her head at Fiona. “I love your sense of humor. It keeps me from getting too far into a freak-out.”

“Same,” I said.

Fiona smiled and moved with the grace of a dancer as she started crossing. Her agility made it look almost easy. “Just take it slow, and don’t look down.”

“Right, because that advice always works,” I muttered. I gripped the vines like they were my lifeline—which, to be fair, they were.

Violet came behind me, muttering a spell under her breath for good measure. “Just in case,” she said when she caught my questioning glance. “A little extra support never hurts.”

Fiona turned back with a huge smile. “I did one as well. I’m even pushing air beneath us to lessen the stress on the vines.”

Some of the tension constricting my chest eased, and I smiled at her. “That’s one reason I love you so much.”

We were three-quarters of the way across the bridge when things took a turn for the worse. The humid air felt thick around us. The distant calls of the jungle creatures filled my ears. It was so normal for the environment and highlighted that the rest of the world was unaware of our precarious situation.

Fiona had been leading the way with her usual confidence when she suddenly stopped mid-step. Her face paled as she looked down, eyes widening. “Uh, guys? We’ve got a problem.”

I glanced past her and saw what she meant. One of the main support ropes had frayed, and the weight of our bodies was causing it to unravel further. “Oh shit,” I muttered, feeling the bridge sway beneath me. I called to the wind to surround us but wasn’t sure how effective I was given my terror.

Violet tightened her grip on the vines and looked at the rapidly deteriorating situation. “I've cast more spells, but they aren’t working. We need to move quickly but carefully. Aislinn, can you use your air to stabilize us?”

“I am!” I called out as I fed the air more power. I had more than that. I reached out to the surrounding plants and encouraged them to strengthen. “I’ll try to reinforce the vines and keep them from snapping. Just keep moving.”

Fiona cursed, then took a deep breath. “Alright, let’s do this. On the count of three, we move together. One, two, three!”

We shuffled forward, inching our way across the swaying bridge. I focused all my energy on weaving the plants together. I wanted to create a temporary support that was strong enough to get us across. The bridge groaned under the strain, making my heart race. It hammered against my rib cage as I waited to see if it would fail. It was holding.

A smile started to lift the corners of my mouth when suddenly, there was a loud snap. The entire structure lurched to one side. Fiona nearly lost her footing but managed to grab onto a vine just in time. “Damn it!” she shouted, her voice tinged with fear. “Move faster!” She muttered several spells as she all but raced across the dubious bridge.

I could feel the strain on my magic. The effort of holding the vines together was making my muscles ache and my head throb. Magic was funny in how it affected the body. “Just a little further,” I panted, pushing everything I had into keeping us safe and getting my ass across.

Violet was chanting another spell as she remained tight on my heels. “This should help!” she called out.

We were almost there. We could do this. The solid ground was a few steps away when the inevitable happened. The frayed rope gave way completely, and the bridge dropped, sending us all clinging desperately to the vines.

“Hold on!” Fiona yelled, her arms straining as she hauled herself up. With a final burst of effort, she scrambled onto the solid ground and reached back to help us. With her grip on the back of my shirt, I managed to pull myself up. She and I reached for Violet and grabbed under her armpits. We got her up and then collapsed on solid ground, gasping for breath.

“Well,” Fiona said, her voice shaky but attempting humor, “that was exhilarating.”

Violet rolled onto her stomach, laughing breathlessly. “If by exhilarating you mean terrifying, then yes, absolutely.”

I lay there, staring up at the canopy above, the adrenaline slowly fading. “Let’s not do that again anytime soon.”

Fiona grinned and hopped to her feet, then helped us to our feet. “Agreed. Next time, we take the scenic route.”

As we took a moment to recover, the sound of rushing water reached our ears. We exchanged worried glances. The jungle was far from done with us. We made our way through the dense foliage, pushing aside thick vines and branches, and emerged onto the bank of a raging river.

“Fantastic,” Fiona said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “From death trap bridge to death trap river. This jungle really hates us.” The water roared past, jagged rocks lurking beneath the surface like hidden predators. The current was swift and unforgiving, promising to drag down anyone who dared cross without a plan.

“Over here,” Violet said. She’d spotted a narrow section where the river’s flow seemed slightly calmer. “Alright, we need to time this perfectly.” She eyed the distance. “We can use our powers to enhance our jump and ensure we don’t get swept away. On three. One, two⁠—”

“Three!” Fiona cut in. She leaped before she finished. Violet swept past her with her phoenix flames propelling her across the churning water. I wasn’t nearly as graceful. The air I called had pushed me in front of them quickly and then petered out before I could stop it. The splash as I landed sent icy water up my legs, but I made it. “Come on, slowpokes! The water’s fine!”

Fiona landed beside me with a smirk on her face. “I'll trust you on that,” she teased.

Violet’s phoenix flames streamed behind her as she soared over the river and landed lightly next to us. “Graceful as always,” I remarked, giving her a thumbs-up.

We barely had time to catch our breath when the jungle threw its next obstacle at us. The ground beneath us began to tremble, and trees started to sway ominously. “Earthquake?” Aislinn asked, her voice tinged with worry.

“Not quite,” Fiona replied, her eyes narrowing. “I don’t know the purpose of this test, but I can feel the magic through the earth.” Now that she mentioned it, so did I.

The ground cracked open, revealing a deep chasm between us and our next destination. “Let’s try to create a bridge out of earth and stones,” Fiona suggested.

I nodded and extended my hands. Roots and vines shot out from the earth, weaving together. Fiona must have tossed the dirt and rocks into the mix. It was crude but not a bad makeshift bridge. “It won’t hold for long,” Fiona warned. “We need to move quickly.”

Fiona and I reinforced the bridge by adding more earth elements, hoping to ensure its stability as we crossed. The vines creaked and groaned under our weight, but they held firm. “Almost there,” I encouraged.

To everyone’s surprise, we reached the other side in one piece. Once there, the chasm closed behind us with a thunderous crash. “Well, that was fun,” Fiona said, panting. “What’s next? Lava pits?”

“Why’d you have to go and curse us?” I whined and shot her a dirty look. “Knowing our luck…” Fiona chuckled and tugged me into a hug, cutting off the rest of that sentence.

I held my breath as we pressed on. I jumped at everything, sure we would fall into a pit of lava. We were ready for whatever the jungle had in store. The jungle’s challenges remained right on top of each other since we left the guardians. We hadn’t traveled very far but we’d overcome more than we had up until that point.

The path twisted and turned, leading us into what seemed like a normal forest. The second we stepped foot on the ground, the trees started shifting, and the ground felt like it was moving beneath our feet. “Are we in an illusionary forest?” I asked.

Violet narrowed her eyes and clasped Fiona’s hand. Together, they began chanting softly. Their magic flared, and the forest shimmered before settling into a more stable form. Fiona cocked her head to the side and said, “These illusions are tricky.”

“No kidding,” Violet replied, trying to shake off the disorientation.

I stuck to them like glue as we made our way through the maze of shifting trees. I was mid-step when I hit an invisible barrier and bounced back. I wasn’t prepared for it and ended up on my ass. Fiona dropped to my side while Violet conjured a protective shield. “I’m okay,” I assured Fiona. She helped me up, and we watched Violet extend her hand cautiously.

Sparks flew each time she touched the barrier. She looked back at us and explained, “It's zapping my strength every time I touch it.”

I groaned, feeling what little energy I had, dropping. “How the hell do we get past this one?”

Fiona pinned Violet with a mischievous smile. “Let’s cast a reveal spell and see if there’s a way through.”

Violet nodded and they muttered another spell. Their hands glowed as they traced the outline of the barrier. Their magic revealed just enough for us to see. “Follow my path,” Fiona instructed and then led us through a narrow gap she had managed to find.

“Remind me never to go hiking with you two again,” I said, half-joking as we squeezed through the gap.

“Remind me to bring more snacks next time,” Fiona quipped back as she scanned the horizon for the next obstacle.

“Snacks and a map to avoid magical death traps,” Violet added. “That’s not too much to ask.”

Despite the sarcasm, I had to admit I was lucky to have them. We were a good team. Each of us brought something vital to the table. Fiona brought agility, quick thinking, and sarcastic commentary. Violet had her spells and calm demeanor. I had my fear and mastery of the elements. Yes, I counted terror as an asset. It helped me see pitfalls before we fell into them.

As we finally broke free of the traps and obstacles, a small spark of pride surged through me. After what felt like an eternity of slogging through mud, dodging traps, and narrowly avoiding death by falling off precarious bridges; we finally reached the top of a ridge. The moment we crested it, the sight before us made every hardship worthwhile. We barely noticed how it had gone from daytime to nighttime. We were captivated by the sight before us.

“There it is,” Fiona breathed, her voice filled with awe.

After all we had been through, the Garden of Eden was right in front of us. Verdant and lush, it shimmered with an ethereal glow that made my heart skip a beat. The air was filled with the sweet scent of blooming flowers and the faint sound of birds singing. It was drastically different from the jungle, which was less than two feet behind us.

“Well, would you look at that,” Violet said, a grin spreading across my face. “Turns out all our near-death experiences were worth it.”

My eyes were wide with wonder. “It's beautiful,” I whispered. “I never imagined it would be like this.”

“Yeah, it's like a Pinterest board on steroids,” Fiona quipped, though she couldn't keep the reverence out of her voice. “If this place doesn’t scream 'paradise,' I don't know what does.”

We stood there for a moment, just taking it all in. The Garden appeared untouched by time. It was a sanctuary of pure, unspoiled beauty. It was almost too perfect, like something out of a dream.

“Alright,” Fiona said, snapping us back to reality. “We need to stay focused. This place might look like paradise, but we know it's still fraught with danger.”

“Right, the curse,” Violet said, rolling her eyes. “Nothing says 'Welcome to Eden' like an ancient, mind-bending curse.”

I frowned as I considered the ways people tried to ward off curses. Nothing came to mind so I settled with saying, "We need to be careful. The guardians' warnings were clear and yet not at the same time.”

Fiona laughed. “Why give us concise warnings when they could leave us even more confused? But take a moment and enjoy the view for just a second. We earned it.”

Violet shot her a half-amused look. “Only one second. Then we figure out how to get down there without triggering any ancient death traps.”

Fiona laughed and smacked Violet’s shoulder, and then we started down the path. It was thankfully less treacherous than our previous routes. The closer we got to the Garden, the more vibrant everything became. The colors were brighter, the scents more intoxicating, and the air seemed to hum with a kind of magic that was almost palpable.

Excitement and apprehension filled me. We’d reached the Garden of Eden. I had expected it to take much longer. We could be done and back home by the end of the week. It would take a while to trek back out of the jungle. In the meantime, I kept my eyes peeled for trouble.

A cluster of blossoms that seemed to glow with their own inner light caught my attention. “Look at those flowers. I've never seen anything like them.”

“Pretty,” Fiona agreed, “but probably deadly. Let’s not touch anything until we’re sure it won’t turn us into statues or something.”

I snorted as she took a page out of my book of terror. “Agreed. We stick to the path and keep our eyes open.”

We moved cautiously, every step bringing us closer to the entrance of the Garden. The beauty of the place was almost overwhelming. The curse was still out there, waiting to test us in ways we couldn’t even imagine. “So,” Fiona said, trying to lighten the mood, “who wants to bet on what the first trial will be? I’m guessing it's something involving snakes. Or maybe a riddle-spouting tree.”

Violet chuckled. “I wouldn't take that bet. This place seems full of surprises.”

We silently agreed and paused at the gate to the heart of the Garden. Fiona reached into her pack and pulled out the key we had discovered in the temple. The intricate designs on the key glowed brightly under the moonlight.

“Here goes nothing,” Fiona said, holding the key up. “This should get us in without any nasty surprises.”

“Fingers crossed,” I replied, watching intently as she approached the large, vine-covered gate.
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FIONA

With a deep breath, I inserted the key into a hidden slot among the vines. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the ground beneath us began to rumble. It started as a deep, resonant vibration that awakened the essence of the area around us. The vines twisted and writhed, slowly parting to reveal an ancient, ornate gate covered in intricate carvings of mythical creatures and celestial patterns.

The gate itself shimmered with a faint, otherworldly light as if infused with the magic that had protected the Garden for eons. As I turned the key, the carvings glowed brighter and pulsated with energy. A soft, melodic hum filled the air. It resonated deep within my chest. The gate began to creak open, not with the harsh sound of rusted metal, but with a smooth, reverent glide. It had been waiting for this moment.

The gate swung open, and a burst of fragrant air enveloped us. It carried the scent of countless exotic flowers, each more intoxicating than the last. It was like stepping into a world where every bloom held the essence of spring, the sweetness of honey, and the freshness of a forest after rain. The air was thick with magic, making every breath feel charged with vitality.

We stepped forward, and the sight that greeted us was nothing short of breathtaking. The inner sanctum of the Garden of Eden was a verdant paradise, far beyond anything I had ever imagined. Enormous trees with leaves that glowed like emeralds formed a canopy overhead. Their branches intertwined in a dance of light and shadow. The flowers we smelled carpeted the ground. But they weren’t your average flora. Their petals shimmered as if dusted with gold.

Streams of crystal-clear water meandered through the landscape. The surfaces caught and reflected the myriad hues of the flora around them. Bioluminescent plants cast a soft, ethereal glow, illuminating pathways that wound through the lush foliage. Birds with iridescent plumage flitted from tree to tree, their songs mingling with the gentle rustling of leaves. The entire scene seemed to pulse with life and magic, a living testament to the Garden's ancient and untouched beauty.

“Wow,” Aislinn breathed, her voice barely a whisper. “This is... beyond words.”

Violet's eyes were wide with wonder. "It's like walking into a dream," she said softly. "I never imagined it would be this... alive."

I nudged them to keep moving. “We still have a job to do, and this place, as beautiful as it is, could be full of traps.”

Violet nodded, trying to focus on our mission despite the overwhelming beauty of our surroundings. “Right. Let's stay sharp. We've come too far to let our guard down now.”

We moved cautiously through the Garden, every step revealing new wonders. We passed under archways woven from flowering vines, crossed bridges made of intricately carved stone. We walked along paths lined with luminous plants that seemed to light our way. It was like the Garden itself was guiding us; its magic was welcoming but also testing us.

The Tree of Knowledge stood a dozen feet away from us. Its branches seemed to touch the heavens. The leaves shimmered with a golden hue and nestled among its branches were apples of ethereal beauty. They glowed with a soft, inviting light that seemed to pulse with the very essence of wisdom and temptation. This was the tree that legend says Adam had plucked a fateful apple for Eve. And where our culprit had gotten his fruit from. That is what we had to protect. And something in here had to hold the key about how we could help the kids back home.

"So," I repeated a few silent seconds later, "who wants to bet on what the first trial will be? I’m guessing it's something involving snakes. Or maybe a riddle-spouting tree."

Aislinn chuckled as she took a page out of Violet’s book and said, “I wouldn't take that bet. This place seems full of surprises.”

“Yeah, it’s a bit much, isn’t it?” I replied, scanning the area. “I feel like I’m going to start glowing if I stay here too long.”

Violet’s eyes were wide, and she felt a mix of awe and apprehension as she took in the scene. “I don't know. I wouldn’t mind glowing. Kalli would love it.”

Aislinn laughed and talked about what her daughter would love about the Garden. We moved cautiously through the vibrant foliage. The plants seemed almost sentient. Their leaves rustled as if whispering secrets to each other. The ground was covered in a thick, spongy moss that cushioned our every step.

“Do you think these plants are actually talking to each other?” Aislinn asked as if she’d read my thoughts.

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” I said, keeping my tone light even though a knot of tension tightened in my stomach. “This place is practically humming with magic. We didn’t find anything about the Garden being chatty.”

“Where do you think we should start looking?” Violet asked, ignoring our discussion.

I shrugged as I glanced around. “I would say where the magic is strongest. It’s likely we will find answers or clues there.”

Violet nodded and gestured to the Tree. “I'm going to go out on a limb and say that would be at the base of that behemoth.”

I chuckled and shot her a playful glare. Aislinn wasn’t paying attention to us. She’d paused to listen. “I can hear them,” she said softly. “The trees are speaking of trials and tests. We need to be prepared for anything.”

“Let’s just hope the next test doesn’t involve any more walking,” I joked, though my legs were starting to ache from the constant strain.

We got close enough to the Tree of Knowledge to see how massive its trunk was. It was freaking wide enough to fit a house inside. At the base of the tree was an ancient stone altar that was covered in intricate carvings and glowing runes. “What is that?” I asked.

Violet approached the altar cautiously, her hand hovering over the runes. “These carvings detail a magic ritual. I need time to decipher precisely what it says.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Aislinn asked, glancing nervously around the clearing.

“We look for answers about how to help the kids and think about a way to keep the fruit out of the wrong hands,” I replied.

Aislinn grimaced and crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s too bad we can’t take it with us. That’s the only real way we will be able to make sure no one else gets their hands on anything in here.”

I chuckled and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I like your extreme thinking. We can make the earth lift everything from the land beneath it and take a slow boat home so we can float it back to Cottlehill.”

Aislinn rolled her eyes and stiffened as the magic grew stronger. Shaking herself, she looked up at the branches overhead. “This is the epitome of 'look, but don't touch’,” Aislinn observed as she eyed the fruit. “I can’t imagine how insane you have to be to take several pieces.”

“That fruit was meant to tempt,” Violet reminded her. “That’s what drove the thief.”

I considered her comment. “It practically shouts imagine the power you could gain,” I acknowledged.

Aislinn shivered and dropped her gaze. “I’m not tempted. Eating forbidden fruit has not historically gone so well. I don't want to be evicted from paradise and have to deal with a bunch of talking snakes.”

The ground beneath the tree began to tremble, and the air grew colder. The fruit’s glow intensified, casting eerie shadows around the clearing. We all took a step back, watching as the Tree of Knowledge seemed to come to life. “Well, this is new,” I muttered.

Aislinn looked around nervously and began chewing on her lower lip. “Did we piss off an ancient magical tree?”

Violet shot us both a look that bordered on panic. “We didn't do anything. No one touched anything. Hell, we didn’t even reach for an apple.”

“We respect the Garden and the power within,” I said, taking a deep breath. “We need to find those answers without lollygagging.”

Violet turned back to the altar and began reading the runes when my Spidey senses started tingling. The tranquil scene was abruptly shattered by the sudden appearance of the warlocks we had fought in Egypt. They had followed us halfway across the world. Just when I thought we might get a moment to catch our breath, we were forced to deal with another pile of crap.

I nudged Violet’s shoulder, getting her attention. She lifted her head and turned it. Aislinn took a step closer to me and was trembling slightly. She must have seen what I had. Their eyes gleamed with malicious intent as dark magic crackled around them like a bad special effect.

“Well, if it isn’t the persistent pests from Egypt,” I muttered, my voice sharp with sarcasm. “I was starting to think you’d gotten lost.” Taunting assholes and facing them head-on often threw them off.

The warlocks didn’t seem amused. More emerged from the shadows, and one of them stepped forward. It must be their leader. “Pick the fruit and hand it over. If you do, we might let you live.” His voice dripped with venom.

“Yeah, right,” I snorted, drawing my dagger and positioning myself protectively in front of the Tree of Knowledge. The blade Bas had made for me felt reassuringly solid in my hand. “Because we’re just dying to get cursed and give you the power boost in the process.”

Aislinn tensed, her fingers twitching as she prepared to summon the elements. “You guys just don’t know when to quit, do you?”

The warlock leader’s eyes narrowed, and dark energy swirled around his hands. “We didn’t come all this way to be mocked by a bunch of amateurs. Last chance. Do as we ask and live. Or... don’t.”

Violet squared her shoulders, and her eyes darting around. I hoped she found an advantage we could use. “You’re not getting the fruit. Not now, not ever.”

“Stubborn, aren’t you?” the leader sneered. “Very well. Have it your way.”

Before he finished his sentence, dark tendrils of magic shot out from his hands, aiming straight for us. Aislinn reacted first. She lifted her hands and summoned a shield of wind that deflected the attack. The force of it pushed the warlocks back and moved the spell off course. But only for a moment.

“Nice try,” Aislinn said, her voice calm. “But you’re going to have to do better than that.” Her taunt kicked the battle into high gear as if she’d pressed her foot on the ground.

The other warlocks started flinging spells our way. Dark bolts of energy sliced through the air. I swung my dagger. It was enchanted to cut through spells. The blade glowed as it destroyed the magic. Violet was beside me, chanting an incantation that sent a wave of light crashing into our attackers. I wasn’t prepared, so our attackers weren’t the only ones momentarily blinded.

“We need to protect the Tree,” Violet called out, her voice steady despite the chaos.

“Got it,” I replied, slashing through a tendril of dark magic that had snaked its way toward us. “Aislinn, can you keep a barrier of earth around the trunk?”

“With pleasure,” she said with a smirk on her face. She raised her arms, and the ground beneath the warlocks began to shake, roots and vines bursting forth to entangle their feet while a ten-foot wall of dirt shot into the air.

The warlock leader snarled, ripping free of the vines with a burst of dark energy. “You think you can stop us? We will take what is rightfully ours!”

“Over our dead bodies,” I shot back. I stepped forward to engage him directly. Our magic clashed, the sound echoing out through the Garden. The force of it sent sparks flying. The raw power behind his attacks was pretty impressive. And terrifying.

Violet continued her spellcasting, sending bursts of light magic to counter the warlocks’ attacks. “We need to end this quickly. The longer we fight, the more likely they are to overpower us.”

“Working on it,” I grunted, parrying a blow from the leader and striking back with my own. “Aislinn, any bright ideas?”

Aislinn’s eyes flashed as she summoned a gust of wind that knocked several of the warlocks off their feet. “We need to disrupt their magic. If we can break their concentration, we might have a chance.”

“On it,” Violet said, focusing her energy. She began chanting a complex spell. She was far better with them than I was. I was too new at this to get too intricate with them. I thought she cast a spell to block their power and turn it on them so they boiled from the inside out. A pulse of pure magic radiated out from her, targeting the warlocks’ dark energy. It destabilized it but didn’t do what she’d intended. I pushed some of my power into her efforts. I discovered recently that I was a nicotisa, which meant I had more power than the average witch. I’d shared it with my two best friends, so I wasn’t a target of Tainted witches, and that allowed us to join like this.

The warlocks staggered, and their spells faltered as her magic took hold. The leader let out a furious cry, trying to rally his forces. It was too late. Aislinn seized the opportunity. She called upon the elements to create a whirlwind that swept through the warlocks, scattering them like leaves. I pressed the advantage, and rather than try to overcome the leader physically, I drove my blade into the ground. In doing so, I sent a shockwave of energy through the earth. The warlocks were thrown back, their dark magic dissipating in the face of our combined assault.

Breathing heavily, I turned to Violet and Aislinn. “Cast a sleep spell!” I muttered my enchantment and joined it with Violet’s efforts. Aislinn pushed her power with ours. I had no problem killing when necessary, but I didn’t want to stab a bunch of assholes who were out.

Aislinn bent over, panting. “Is it over?”

Violet nodded, though she kept her guard up. “For now. But they’ll be back. I doubt our spell will last until the PPD officer in this country can get here. Right now, though, we need to secure the Tree before they wake up.”

“Agreed,” Aislinn and I said at the same time.

Just as we were about to regroup, the warlock leader let out a dark laugh. “You think it’s that easy? Think again.”

Suddenly, a thick fog began to rise from the ground, enveloping us. It was cold, damp, and sapping my strength. The warlocks began to emerge from the sleep spell.

“Violet, what’s happening?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

“He’s casting a curse,” she replied, her voice tense. “They’re trying to weaken us. We need to counter it fast.”

Aislinn’s eyes glowed as she summoned a gust of wind to disperse the fog. It was thick and stubborn, refusing to dissipate, but she kept at it. The weight of the fog pressed down on me, and I knew we needed to act quickly. “How do we stop him from completing the curse?”

“Use anything,” she replied. She began chanting a spell, and Aislinn began weaving her hands in intricate patterns. She was adding Fae runes to the effort. I joined Violet’s chant and added runes as well. A bright light began to emanate from us and pushed back the fog.

The warlocks had regained consciousness and attacked again. Their dark magic clashed with ours. I used spells and my dagger to deflect their spells and keep them at bay. Aislinn used her elements.

Just as the fog began to clear, the warlock leader let out a furious cry. “You will not defeat us!” He summoned a massive bolt of dark energy, aiming it straight at Violet.

“No!” I shouted, leaping in front of her. The bolt struck me, sending a jolt of pain through my body. I fell to the ground, struggling to breathe.

“Fiona!” Aislinn shouted, rushing to my side.

Violet’s light flared, Aislinn’s elements intensified, and the fog finally dissipated. The warlocks were thrown back into tree trunks. The warlock leader was the only one still standing, his eyes filled with rage.

“This isn’t over,” he snarled, his voice filled with venom. He cast some kind of spell that turned the downed warlocks into marionettes. “We will return, and we will take what is ours.” With a final, furious glare, he and his warlocks vanished into the shadows, leaving us in the now-clearing Garden.

Aislinn helped me to my feet, her eyes filled with concern. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, though I was still in pain. “I’ll be fine. We need to secure the Tree and find those relics before they come back.”

Violet nodded, her expression serious. “Let’s not waste any more time. We need to be ready if they come back.”

With the immediate threat gone, we regrouped and refocused on our mission. The warlocks might have been driven off for now, but the danger was far from over. The Garden of Eden held many secrets, and we needed to uncover them before our enemies returned.

We regrouped near the Tree of Knowledge, trying to catch our breath and assess the situation. The dark magic was trying to gain a foothold in my body. I found myself staring at the glowing fruit. A knot of guilt tightened in my stomach when I wanted a bite of one. The apple was trying to seduce me with its promises.

“Fiona, you okay?” Violet’s voice broke through my thoughts. She approached me, her tone gentle but firm. “You’ve been staring at the tree.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Yeah, I’m just...thinking. About the fruit.”

Violet’s gaze was steady, understanding but unyielding. “We’re all tempted by it, Fiona. But we can’t let it distract us from our mission. That fruit is dangerous. It’s meant to lure us in and destroy us.”

“I know, I know,” I muttered, kicking at the dirt. “It’s just...hard. I felt like I could almost taste the power it promised. And I’m trying to fight off the vile crap he hit me with.”

Aislinn hugged me to her side. “We need to find a way to clear you of the darkness.”

I looked at both of my friends. “We don't have time to waste on me. I’m sorry for zoning out, but I'm good now.”

Violet nodded with a small smile on her lips. “We’ve got your back, Fiona. Always.”

Aislinn gestured to the soft ground next to Violet. “She’s got some work to do finding out what the altar says. Why don’t you lay down and get some rest? We will keep our eyes peeled. Now that we know they’re a danger, I’m going to erect an earth wall around us so they can’t get through.”

I chewed on my lower lip, uncertain. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to my friends. Violet grabbed the bedroll attached to the straps on my backpack and unrolled it. “We’re good. The longer you fight this, the more likely the darkness will get hold of you. We don’t need you stealing an apple from us.”

I helped Aislinn set up a more secure camp for the rest of the night. As I settled down, the glow of the Tree of Knowledge cast an ethereal light around us. I felt a renewed sense of purpose. “I’m going to follow your advice because we’ve come this far. I need to be at my best to protect these relics and prevent any disasters.”

Violet nodded, her eyes reflecting the determination I felt. “We’ll get through this.”

Aislinn raised an eyebrow, smirking. “And maybe next time, we can find a less tempting way to save the world. Preferably one that doesn’t involve almost getting cursed by a fruit.”

I laughed, the sound breaking the lingering tension. “Deal. But for now, let’s get some rest. We’ve got a long road ahead.”
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VIOLET

My mind raced with thoughts of the fruit's potential as the night deepened. The Garden hummed with an ancient power, and the scent of night-blooming flowers surrounded us. The soft glow of the fruit illuminated my face as I paced around the camp. I couldn’t deny the allure of the power was real. However, I was only worried about being able to protect it. My gut told me that we were going to have a hard time.

The moon hung high above the canopy, casting a silvery glow that mixed with the ethereal light from the Tree of Knowledge. The air was filled with the chorus of nocturnal creatures and the rustle of unseen movements in the underbrush. I stopped near Fiona, who was sitting by the fire, twirling her dagger between her fingers.

“Fiona,” I whispered. “I can’t stop thinking that we are going to need to use the fruit if we want to succeed.”

Fiona looked up with a thoughtful expression. The firelight reflected off her blade. “My instinct is telling me the same thing. Maybe we can find a way to use it without losing ourselves.”

Aislinn sighed and opened her eyes. “Look, we’re fighting to save the world here. Maybe we need to bend the rules a little.” She sat up and wrapped her arms around her bent knees.

I shook my head, and my frustration bubbled over. “But at what cost? If we use the fruit, how are we different from the warlocks?”

Aislinn stood and moved closer. The light caught her green eyes. “We’re different because our intentions are pure. We’re not seeking power for ourselves. We’re trying to save the Garden and, subsequently, the world.”

Fiona put her dagger aside. The sound of metal against stone broke the night’s quiet. “It’s not an easy decision. But we have to weigh the risks. If using the fruit means preventing a greater evil, can we really afford not to?”

The distant calls of nocturnal creatures filled the silence that followed, adding to the heavy atmosphere. I sat down on a moss-covered rock and stared into the flames. “I get that. But the fruit is dangerous. It’s designed to tempt and corrupt. What if this is just another temptation?”

Aislinn uncrossed her arms and stepped closer, her voice softer but no less intense. “I know you're scared, Vi. We all are. But we have to trust ourselves. Trust that we can use the fruit wisely if it comes to that. I’m not convinced it’s a foregone conclusion.”

“Remember when we hunted down the Dark One and beat her?” Fiona interjected. “We didn't know what we were getting into, but we managed because we trusted each other. This is no different.”

I took a deep breath, feeling a bit of the tension ease. “Alright. But we need to be extremely careful. No shortcuts, no rash decisions.”

“Agreed," Fiona said, picking up her dagger again. “We’ll use every ounce of our judgment and caution.”

Aislinn sat down beside me, the warmth of her presence comforting in the cool night air. “And we'll challenge each other if necessary.”

I looked at both of them and nodded. “We're stronger together. The fruit may be powerful, but our bond is stronger. And we’re smart as hell. If anyone can find a way to do this without using the fruit, it’s us.”

We got up and crossed over to the ancient ruins. It was hard to see the moss and vines in the dark, but I knew they covered the structure. My skin prickled from the old magic. It was like walking into a forgotten world where nature and stone had become one. My foot caught on a root, and I stumbled forward. My hands shot out and impacted with the column in front of me. One of the branches wrapped around the pillar cut through my palm. Several curses flew from my mouth as I stomped on the fallen leaves and glowing fungi.

“Are you okay?” Fiona asked, her voice reverberating off the stone walls. She reached out and laid a hand on my arm.

“I’m okay. I need to watch where I’m going, though.” I stepped closer to one of the columns. My fingers traced the intricate inscriptions carved into the stone. The scenes depicted were hauntingly beautiful. They showed figures in various states of awe and terror as they interacted with the Garden’s magic.

“These inscriptions seem to tell a story,” I murmured, squinting to make out the details. “But I can’t make out enough to see if there are any lessons we should learn.”

Fiona's brow furrowed in concentration. “Look at this one,” she said, pointing to a scene where a group of people appeared to be performing a rite. “It looks like they are performing a ritual. I bet that’s how they moved it eons ago.”

“Could be,” Aislinn replied, peering over our shoulders. “Or it could be a warning. These figures look like they’re in a lot of pain.”

I sighed, stepping back to take in the full scope of the wall. “There’s so much here. It’s an intricate tapestry missing pieces. We need to figure out what it all means.” We continued our exploration.

“Look at this,” Fiona said, stopping in front of a particularly detailed scene. It showed a figure standing before the Tree of Knowledge. Their hands were outstretched, and light and darkness swirled around them. “What do you think this means? I’d bet money this is related to the temptation of the fruit.”

I nodded and kept my eyes fixed on the glowing symbols surrounding the figure. “I swear they’re trying to show us something. Maybe this is a way to harness the fruit’s power safely.”

Aislinn frowned as her fingers brushed over the carvings. “Or a way to protect ourselves from its corruption. Either way, we need to decipher these inscriptions.”

Channeling my phoenix fire was always a bit of a showstopper. The flames danced along the ancient inscriptions and illuminated hidden texts and symbols. I looked at them in awe. They’d remained hidden for longer than I could fathom. The golden light from my flames made the carvings shimmer and come to life. It was almost like the stone was awakening to share its secrets. A snort echoed in my head at my flight of fancy.

“Careful, Vi,” Fiona warned. “Don’t start everything on fire.”

I rolled my eyes, keeping my focus on the inscriptions. “Relax, Fiona. I’ve got this.” The flames licked at the stone, revealing more of the intricate symbols. “There’s definitely a ritual here.”

Aislinn peered over my shoulder with wide, curious eyes. “It looks complicated. Why can’t it ever be ‘wave a wand and done’?”

Fiona and I chuckled and continued scanning the wall. The inscriptions detailed a complex ritual involving elements of earth, air, fire, and water. The question was whether or not it was designed to harness the fruit’s power without us succumbing to its corruption. The instructions were maddeningly precise, emphasizing balance and harmony. But the answers weren’t there.

“We should give this ritual a try,” I told them. “It’s worth a shot and our best bet of protecting the area from further violation.”

Fiona sighed and nodded in agreement. “We need to gather specific ingredients from different parts of the Garden. Each will represent a different element. Earth, air, fire, and water. Think of it as a magical scavenger hunt.”

I snorted. “One in a Garden that’s trying to kill us. Just another day at the office, right?”

Aislinn laughed at our dry humor. “Hey, at least it’s not boring. I’d take this over paperwork any day.”

We studied the inscriptions, committing the details to memory. “This says we need to gather the essence of a crystal spring,” Fiona said as she worked through one of the items.

Aislinn pointed to a series of pictures and explained, “And we need a feather from a celestial bird.”

“And I bet this is volcanic ash and the heartwood of an ancient tree,” Fiona said, pointing to a particularly elaborate symbol. “This one indicates the location of the crystal spring. Looks like it’s deep within the Garden’s core.”

I groaned. “Of course it is. Why can’t anything ever be conveniently located?”

“Because that would be too easy,” Aislinn said with a grin. “And I’m fairly sure the Fates hate us.”

“Are you kidding me? They have no choice but to love us,” Fiona said. “Let’s continue. First stop, the crystal spring.”

As we ventured deeper into the Garden, the path grew more treacherous. I kept a wary eye on our surroundings. “Keep your guard up. The Garden’s not going to make this easy for us.”

“Yeah, I’m getting that vibe, too,” Fiona muttered, cutting a particularly persistent vine with her dagger.

Aislinn led the way. “Let’s just hope we don’t run into any more warlocks. I’m not in the mood for another fight.”

“You and me both,” I agreed. We pressed on, following the map etched into our minds by the glowing inscriptions. The Garden shifted around us. The path twisted and turned, testing our resolve. Finally, we reached the edge of a crystal-clear spring. Its waters shimmered with a mystical light.

“I have an idea. “ She emptied her canteen and dropped it. “One down, three to go.”

I lunged and grabbed her arm, practically tackling her in my haste. “I have a feeling we need to collect the essence without disturbing the balance. Easy is the name of the game here.”

Fiona looked sheepish before acknowledging my comment. Aislinn and I carefully held our breath as Fiona carefully filled a canteen with the shimmering water, her movements precise and deliberate. The water glowed brightly as it filled the canteen.

“One down, three to go,” I said, feeling a surge of hope. “We can do this.”

Fiona clapped me on the shoulder, a grin on her face. “Damn right, we can. On to the next element.”

With the first ingredient secured, we set off once more. The atmosphere shifted before we could locate the feather, volcanic ash, or heartwood from a tree. The air grew heavy, and a sense of foreboding washed over us. I could practically taste the malevolent energy creeping through the Garden.

“Shit,” I muttered, eyeing our increasingly ominous surroundings. “Just when things were looking up.”

Fiona’s hand tightened on her dagger. “I knew they weren’t done with us yet.”

The warlocks were gathered in a dark corner of the Garden. Their guttural chants filled the air, and their eyes glowed with malice as they drew on even darker magic. The leader’s voice rose above the others, a chilling promise of destruction. “This time, we crush them. No mercy.”

Their dark magic spread like a disease, corrupting everything it touched. The once-lush foliage started to turn black and brittle. Flowers shriveled up and trees groaned as if in pain. The stench of decay hung heavy, making me sick to my stomach. Coupled with the sound of cracking wood, I was seeing red. How dare they destroy something so pure and powerful.

Fiona’s eyes widened as she took in the devastation. “They’re really going for the 'scorched earth' look, aren’t they?”

My heart pounded as I surveyed the damage. “We can’t let them. We need to fight back now!”

The warlocks’ assault was relentless. Their dark spells snaked through the Garden like vipers. Was this the origin of the story about the snake that tempted Eve here? Now was not the time to consider shit like that. The ground beneath our feet continued to crack and blacken from the malevolent force of their magic.

“Get your head out of your ass, Vi,” Fiona shouted, deflecting a bolt of dark energy with her dagger.

“Already have,” I reassured her as I summoned my magic and countered their attack.

“Build on the Garden’s magic! It’s already fighting back,” Aislinn shouted.

Good to know. I centered myself, drawing on the energy of the phoenix fire within me. “Alright, let’s light these bastards up.”

We launched into the fray, creating a chaotic dance of light and dark. It reminded me of the carvings on the wall. Fiona dispatched her magic in a blur of movement. She used her dagger, as well. Her blade flashed as she cut through the warlocks’ attacks. Aislinn helped the elements of the Garden. It was terrifying to see the roots and vines twisting and coiling around our enemies. If only it would make the others retreat.

“Vi, on your left!” Fiona’s warning cut through the noise.

I spun, sending a burst of phoenix fire at a warlock who had crept up on me. His dark magic flickered out as he fell. “Thanks, Fi!”

The warlock leader sneered, and his eyes blazed with hatred. “You think you can stop us? We will burn this Garden to the ground!”

“Sure, over our dead bodies,” Fiona shot back, deflecting another attack with a ferocious swing. “Like that's going to happen.”

The Garden groaned under the strain of the battle. The trees, once majestic and strong, now seemed to sag with weariness. The flowers were reduced to wilted, colorless husks. Crap, they were winning.

“Keep pushing them back!” I called out. My voice strained as I summoned another wave of my magic.

We fought with everything we had, but the warlocks were tenacious. Their dark magic seeped into the ground, poisoning the very heart of the Garden. Every step forward was a struggle. “They’re not letting up,” Aislinn said through gritted teeth.

I sent another burst of phoenix fire at the encroaching darkness. “We have to hold our ground,” I insisted.

The warlock leader laughed. It was a chilling sound that sent shivers down my spine. “You’re too late. The Garden will fall, and its power will be ours!”

My face was set in grim determination. “Not if we have anything to say about it.”

Drawing on every ounce of strength and magic, we joined together. The Garden rallied with us. It poured power into our efforts. Light magic clashed with Dark in a blinding display of power. For a moment, it felt like time stood still. And then the world imploded. After the dust settled, we found ourselves standing amidst the wreckage. The warlocks were gone and the Garden was left scarred and weakened. However, it was still alive.

“This isn’t over,” I said tiredly. “We need to heal the Garden and find the rest of the elements.”

Fiona nodded, wiping the sweat from her brow. “Agreed. Let’s get to work. We’ve got a Garden to save.”

Aislinn placed a hand on a nearby tree, her expression softening with empathy. “Only our unique blend of power could heal these injuries.”

As we moved through casting spells, drawing runes and calling on our individual powers, we got a better view of the damage. The extent of the destruction was painful to witness. Blackened leaves hung limply from branches, and wilted flowers lay scattered on the ground. Trees that once stood tall and proud seemed to sag under the weight of their suffering.

“I hope those assholes don’t come back,” I lamented as I knelt beside a withered plant. “The Garden can’t survive another attack like that.”

Fiona used her elemental power and magic to heal faster than I could. “I’ve got a containment spell at the ready. They won’t get far. Right now, we need to heal the heart of the Garden’s magic. If we restore that, the rest will follow.”

I nodded as I dusted off my hands. “The inscriptions we found earlier mentioned a source of pure magic. It has to be the Tree.”

“It is the Tree,” Aislinn agreed and gestured around us. “Keep your eyes peeled for the other elements as we head back. I’d like to get the treasure-hunting portion of this visit over with.”

Fiona led the way, her eyes scanning our surroundings for any sign of the magical ingredients we needed. “There are feathers that are glowing white over here. I’ll grab one.”

We spread out, each of us searching different parts of the Garden while also heading back to the Tree. The silence was almost deafening, broken only by the occasional rustle of leaves or the distant call of a bird. After what felt like hours, I called out. “I think I found something!”

Fiona and Aislinn rushed over to where I was standing. I was in a small clearing surrounded by ancient, gnarled trees. In the center of the clearing was a stone altar covered in intricate carvings that glowed with a soft, golden light. There was a pile of vibrant ash in the middle.

“This has to be the ash we are looking for,” Fiona said, her voice tinged with awe. “Get some without disturbing it.”

I approached the altar, feeling a sense of reverence wash over me. “You or Aislinn should use your power over the air to gather some. I’ll disturb too much.”

Aislinn closed her eyes, and a funnel of ash rose into the air. I grabbed a paper from my bag and held it out to gather the soot. Once there was a pile in the middle, I carefully folded it to keep it safe. “Now for the Tree.”

We hurried back to the Tree of Knowledge, shocked to see the fruit beginning to wither. I placed a hand on the bark and choked out a sob when a piece broke off in my hand. I shoved it in my bag and said, “That had better count for the heartwood because I cannot hurt it more.”

“It will work. There’s no time to waste. We need to channel our energy into the Tree.” Aislinn's urgency had me building my magic and funneling it into a powerful spell. “All of us, together. It’s going to take everything we have.”

Fiona and I exchanged a glance, then stepped forward to join her. “Well, no one ever said saving the world would be easy,” I muttered, placing my hands in theirs.

“Let’s do this,” Fiona said, her voice steady.

As we began to channel our magic into the Tree, the golden light grew brighter. The more power we poured into our magic, the faster I could see it spreading outward in a web of shimmering energy. The air around us crackled with power. The Garden responded with a groan. Its magic stirred and perked up.

“It’s working,” Aislinn said, her voice filled with hope. “Keep going!”

The light continued to spread, reaching the trees and plants around us. Leaves began to unfurl, and their color returned. Flowers lifted their heads and bloomed with renewed vigor. Dry, cracked earth moistened and softened.

“We’re doing it,” Fiona said, a smile spreading across her face. “We’re really doing it.”

As the magic flowed through us, I felt a connection to the Garden. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. The essence of the place was welcoming us, thanking us for helping it heal. It humbled me.

After what felt like an eternity, the light began to fade. The Garden was transformed. The vibrant life had returned. The oppressive weight in the air was gone and had been replaced by a sense of peace and renewal.

“We saved the Garden. Now we need to do the ritual to keep others out,” I said with a sigh.


CHAPTER 11
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AISLINN

The more the Garden healed, the more surreal everything became. The magic was shifting. Our energy buzzed and mingled with that of the Garden. The sight made my heart race. Had we irrevocably changed the place? Between one step and the next, the vibrant colors and strange, beautiful plants seemed to start watching us intently.

“Is it just me, or does this place feel more alive than it did a moment before?” I muttered, brushing my fingers against a glowing flower. The petals pulsed under my touch as if they were breathing.

Fiona snorted. “Alive is one way to put it. Concerning as hell is another. Did we just kickstart the Garden into magical puberty? Next thing you know, it’ll be sprouting fangs and chasing us out.”

“That’s a visual I could have done without,” I muttered as we pressed on.

The path led us to a clearing. Like a homing beacon, Fiona moved to a lump I assumed was a bush covered in vines. Violet and I joined her and watched her yank them off of it. She revealed an ancient sundial-like structure. Its surface was etched with symbols that glowed faintly in the dappled sunlight. Latent energy hummed around it and made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

“What the heck is this?” Fiona asked. “An ancient sundial? It’s a fancy garden ornament that screams ‘crucial magical relic’.”

Violet chuckled and leaned in to examine the inscriptions. “These markings... this is a calendar. And if I’m not mistaken, it looks like the alignment is soon. We can do that ritual and see if it saves our butts and protects this place from those pesky warlocks.”

A jolt of urgency rushed through me. “Crap. That means we don’t have much time. What else do we need to prepare?” The celestial alignment was crucial for the ritual. If we missed this window, we might not get another chance.

“We have the ingredients,” Violet replied. “The wall didn’t mention casting a circle and calling the elements, but that’s how our magic works, so I think we need to add that to our process.”

Fiona stood up and patted her crossbody bag. “Alright, so what else do we need for this ritual? Let's get a list going and divide up the tasks.”

“We need to find components to represent the elements,” Violet explained, ticking them off on my fingers. “Earth, air, fire, and water. The usual suspects.”

I frowned, and my brow furrowed. “Each of the elements we collected represents an element. Could those act as stand-ins? If so, then we could get right to work.”

Fiona shrugged. “Do we really want to risk it? We can grab the glowing flowers for fire and vines for earth. We’ve got air covered. Water would be the harder one, but not impossible. You could coax it up from the ground, Aislinn. You’re far better with your Fae magic.”

“When you put it like that, I agree,” I replied as I plucked the brightest red flower. “It might be overkill, yet it’s better than missing the chance.”

I moved to the middle of the clearing and found a spot where the ground was spongy. I closed my eyes and extended my senses. It didn’t take long to connect to the water deep beneath us. I began to weave my magic into it, drawing it to the surface. Violet was there with a broad leaf cupped in her hands. When the geyser of liquid shot into the air, she caught what we would need. “I figure we could use the earth element to catch the water,” she explained.

Fiona twirled her finger in a circle. “And now we have air. Are we ready?”

“Absolutely,” Violet agreed.

The air around us crackled with power. There wasn’t an ounce of doubt on their faces. Their confidence boosted mine. It helped that the Garden's energy was strong and responded to our call.

“Where do we do this?” I asked.

Violet shrugged one shoulder. “It didn’t say in the instructions. Here seems like as good a place as any.”

Violet walked around us and drew a circle in the dirt with her athame. The blade glinted in the dappled sunlight as she moved. When she finished that, she stood in the center of the clearing and raised her hands. She began casting the protective circle. “By the light of the stars and the strength of the earth, I cast this circle to protect and contain,” she intoned. “No harm shall enter, and no magic shall escape.”

As she completed the circle, a faint glow surrounded us. It signaled the boundary of our protected space. I could feel the magic settle into place. It was a comforting barrier against the dangers that lurked in the shadows.

Fiona stepped forward. She held the leaf with the water. “Element of Water,” Fiona began, holding up the leaf. “We call upon your purity and life-giving force. Flow through us and cleanse our path.” She poured the water onto the ground. The earth drank it in eagerly. The air around us grew cooler and more refreshing. The scent of fresh rain filled our lungs.

“Element of Air,” Fiona continued, lifting her hands. “We call upon your wisdom and clarity. Guide us with your breath and lift our spirits.” She moved her hands in a circle, creating a breeze that rustled the leaves overhead.

“Element of Fire,” Fiona said. I handed her the flower and lit the tip on fire at the last second. She smiled at me as she held it aloft. “We call upon your strength and passion. Ignite our purpose and fuel our resolve.” The flame glowed, and a warm, comforting heat radiated from it. The air crackled with energy. The scent of smoke mingled with that of the flower.

“Element of Earth,” Fiona finished, placing the leaf in the center of the circle. “We call upon your stability and endurance. Ground us in your strength and support our efforts.” The leaf pulsed with a deep, steady energy, and the ground beneath us felt more solid and reassuring. The scent of rich soil and ancient trees filled the air.

As Fiona completed the invocation, the magic snapped into place. She opened her bag and lifted her canteen out. “We’re ready to begin. Let’s make this count.”

Fiona handed her canteen of crystal spring water to me and reached for the feather. Violet was holding the paper of volcanic ash, and the piece of ancient heartwood. “I will lead the chant,” Violet told us.

“We should join powers,” Fiona said. “This is going to take everything we have.”

Violet and I nodded. With a deep breath, we began. First, we combined our magic. We wove it together with practiced precision. The second that was done, Violet began chanting the ancient words. The power around us built so quickly it took my breath away. Movement in the corner of my eye made me swivel my gaze. It was only the symbols on the sundial glowing brighter. There was a second where I thought the warlocks were back.

The ground trembling grabbed my attention and made my words stutter. I resumed the chant with Violet and Fiona, happy to note there was no break in the way the Garden's energy surged. Violet directed us to add the rare elements to the center of our circle, which Fiona had called the four corners. The power built to a painful level when that was complete.

“Hold on, everyone,” Violet encouraged. “We can do this.” As the final words of the ritual echoed through the clearing, the energy around us exploded in a burst of light. The Garden sighed, and the tension eased as the power of the ritual took hold.

“Is that it? Do you think we made the Garden safe?” I asked. “I expected something more.”

“I get the feeling deep down that was only the beginning,” Fiona said as she spun in a slow circle.

Violet nodded. “We still have a long road ahead. My guess is there will be more challenges to face.”

“How do we know what to do next? The alignment is going to pass, and we need to be done before that happens,” I pointed out. That was the only thing I was certain about at the moment.

Fiona clapped a hand on my shoulder. “We could ask.”

I cocked my head to the side. I liked the direct approach. Deciding to take the bull by the horns, I channeled some of Fiona’s confidence and murmured, “Spirits of the Garden, we seek your wisdom. Guide us in our quest to save this sacred place and keep it safe. Lead us to the next trial.”

At first, nothing happened. Fiona opened her mouth to say something when the air began to shimmer in the distance. We watched as it began to coalesce and become circular. The orbs floated closer. Their light illuminated the forest in a gentle, ethereal glow. And then the whispers started. They grew louder until they formed a symphony.

I squinted and leaned closer, trying to make out what they were saying. Fiona placed a hand on my shoulder, and it became clear. “The path ahead is fraught with danger, but your hearts are pure,” the spirits intoned. Their voices wove together in a harmonious melody. “Follow the signs, and you will find what you need.”

Fiona raised an eyebrow, her skepticism evident even as she tried to hide it. “That’s not confusing or anything. Couldn't you give us a map? Or the next steps?”

I nudged her with my elbow, a chuckle escaping my lips. “It's never that easy, Fiona. You know that.”

“Seek out the Guardian. He will guide you further.” The spirits continued to whisper. Their guidance was clear but still veiled in mystery. “Follow the signs, and you will find the Guardian. Only he can provide what you seek.”

“Where do we find the Guardian?” Violet asked with an edge. “And how can this entity help us ensure the Garden’s safety?”

Fiona held up a finger. “Better yet, how do we entice a Guardian? I can’t see it just being willing to help us. Should we offer it a nice fruit basket?”

“We need to show our intentions are pure,” I suggested as I brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “The spirits said we had good hearts. That has to count for something.”

We all looked to the spirits, waiting for them to say something. They remained silent. “I guess that’s all the answer we are getting,” Fiona complained.

The glowing orbs slowly dissipated into the surrounding foliage. The forest was still watching us. That didn’t seem like much of a clue. It wouldn’t tell us anything we didn’t already know.

“Let’s head deeper into the forest,” Violet suggested. “We aren’t going to accomplish anything by standing here doing nothing. If we’re going to find this Guardian, we need to find the signs the spirits mentioned.”

Fiona sighed and shuffled her feet forward. “There can’t be much we haven’t seen in the Garden. We scoured it pretty thoroughly already. I just hope we don't run into any more surprises.”

We moved cautiously. Our senses were heightened after the encounter with the warlocks, so we noticed subtle signs. “Do you think that’s what the spirits were hinting at?” I asked when I saw some broken branches on a bush.

Fiona pursed her lips and bent to examine the damage. “The warlocks could have done that. However, the bush is alive, so I am more inclined to agree that this is one of those clues.”

Once we saw that, the path unfolded with each step we took. The spirits had been right. We just needed to follow the signs. The further we went, the stronger the magic became. At some point, it wrapped around us like a protective cloak.

After what felt like hours, we reached the clearing with the Tree of Knowledge again. We’d come at it from a different angle this time. I noted the bark etched with ancient runes was glowing faintly in the fading light. The power surrounding us was so thick you could cut it with a knife. I felt a presence before I saw anything. The force was both awe-inspiring and daunting.

“Do you feel that?” I whispered, my heart pounding in my chest.

Fiona nodded and stepped forward. Her confidence masked any lingering doubts. “Alright, Guardian. Show yourself. We need your help to save this place.”

For a moment, nothing responded. Then, the ground beneath the tree began to tremble. A few seconds later, a figure emerged from its roots. It was a being of light and shadow that seemed to embody the essence of the Garden. Based on the lore, I was expecting a snake, not a stag. It was massive and luminescent, with antlers that seemed to be made of crystal. Its eyes glowed with an ancient, knowing light. Its presence commanded immediate respect. My legs started shaking, and I worried I would collapse under its intense gaze.

“You have come far, seekers,” the stag said. Its voice was resonant and rich with ancient wisdom. “But the Garden requires more. You must create the right incantation to secure it. Only magic from the pure of heart will succeed.”

Fiona raised an eyebrow, her skepticism evident. “Not as cryptic as it could be. Couldn't you just give us a spell?” I cringed when she asked that.

The stag quirked an eyebrow—well, if stags had eyebrows—at Fiona’s comment. “I cannot do that. Creating the incantation yourselves will ensure it is crafted with pure intent.”

I shot Fiona a look, half-exasperated, half-amused. “Did you really think he would give us an answer?”

“Alright, fine,” Fiona said, rolling her eyes. “Let’s get brainstorming. What do we need to include in this incantation? Security, containment... no, it should be more than that.” The stag watched us process without moving a muscle or saying a word.

Violet nodded thoughtfully. “Protection, sanctuary, impenetrability. We need something that encompasses all those ideas.”

“How about we start with something like, 'By the light of the stars and the strength of the earth, we bind this Garden with unyielding protection'?” I suggested, feeling a bit inspired.

Fiona nodded, adding, “And maybe something about 'warding off all darkness and corruption,' so no warlocks can break through.”

Violet's eyes lit up. “Yes! And 'ensuring the purity of this sacred place remains untouched by malevolent forces'.”

The guardian watched us with a serene expression as we pieced together the incantation. Each phrase was built upon the last. Our words created a powerful spell designed to protect and secure the Garden. We looked at the stag and got a tilt of his massive head.

“I think we’re ready,” Violet pointed out.

“Yes, we are,” Fiona said, taking a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.”

I reached out and grabbed their hands. “We should combine our power.”

Fiona smiled at me as we did just that. With our power blended, our voices echoed in a harmonious chant as we recited the incantation. “By the light of the stars and the strength of the earth, we bind this Garden with unyielding protection. Warding off all darkness and corruption, ensuring the purity of this sacred place remains untouched by malevolent forces.”

Electricity filled the air as we spoke. It crackled and stung me everywhere it touched. The flickers of light were stunning to look at and getting more painful. The ground beneath us rumbled and began to hum. This was it. The culmination of our journey. Instinct told me our strength and unity were being tested. I stood firm with my best friends, despite the discomfort.

No sooner had the final words left our lips than a burst of dark energy shattered the tranquil scene. A litany of curse words ran through my mind. The warlocks had returned. Dark magic crackled and distorted the air around them. The ground rolled violently when their spells clashed with the magic of our incantation.

The warlock leader stepped forward with a snarl, curling his upper lip. “You think you can save the Garden? Not only will we get this, but we will destroy everything you hold dear!”

“Not on our watch,” I snapped with enough steel in my voice to make a truck. “Get ready to eat dirt, asshole.”

Fear and pain resonated through me. I couldn’t tell if it belonged to me, Violet, or Fiona. “We need to protect the Tree,” I said, raising my hands to summon a wind tunnel. “Let’s show these bastards what we’re made of.”

Fiona and Violet nodded with maniacal grins on their faces. The last year of working cases and fighting bad guys together had ingrained automatic movements in each of us. Without needing to plan it, we moved as one. Our magic was still intertwined, and we prompted it to form a protective barrier around the Tree of Knowledge. The warlocks’ dark energy battered against our shield, jolting us to our cores.

The leader sneered. His evil swirled around him like a storm. “You can’t stop us. We already own the Garden. How else do you think we can come and go as we please? We’ve been careful not to take too much at once. I’m not going to worry about that now. I will strip those branches bare.”

“Over my dead body,” Fiona shot back defiantly. “This Garden isn’t yours to take.”

With a flick of my wrist, I summoned the power of the earth. Roots and vines burst forth from the ground to entangle the warlocks. Fiona added a gust of wind, sending the dark warlocks stumbling. Violet used spells to light up the battlefield with blinding bursts of power.

The warlock leader roared in fury and intensified his efforts. That fueled our defiance and made us fight harder. I poured everything I had into stopping these assholes. We pushed against the darkness. Our combined magic cut through the encroaching gloom like a lighthouse in a storm.

As the stars above us reached their perfect alignment, a surge of energy flowed through me. The Garden’s magic was responding to our spell. “One more time!” I shouted. “We need to do the incantation again!”

Fiona and Violet inclined their heads and began shouting the spell we’d created. We poured our remaining power into safeguarding the Garden. I hoped this banished the warlocks in the process. Energy exploded from the Tree of Knowledge just in time for me to pass out. It fed me power, kept me on my feet, and reinvigorated me.

The warlocks’ attacks faltered, and their dark magic unraveled under the assault of our combined forces. The leader’s eyes widened in shock and fury as his power was stripped away. “No!” he screamed. “This isn’t possible!”

The chaos of the battle engulfed the Garden as we fought desperately to protect everything around us. Light and Dark magic clashed in a vivid, violent display. Trees swayed violently, their branches thrashing like angry serpents. The ground beneath us cracked under the immense pressure of our powers.

“Protect the circle!” Violet shouted. The warlocks couldn’t get past the line to stop our spell.

My hands went into the air, and I commanded the elements with all my might. The wind howled in response, whipping around us in a protective barrier. Fiona was a whirlwind of steel as she used her dagger to stop any from getting too close. She moved with lethal grace, cutting down any warlock foolish enough to try and breach our circle. “Keep them at bay! We’re almost there!” Her voice was a rallying cry.

Violet stood at the center. Her magic was a dazzling display of power, each incantation sending bursts of energy that illuminated the Garden like fireworks. “We can’t let them break our concentration!”

Her reminder made me focus back on the intent behind the words we’d chanted. It was taking immense power to protect the Garden and fight the warlocks. Their power had been dealt a blow, but they could still fight us physically. I used the elements to push them back while keeping my mind on the task of keeping the Garden out of their hands.

I felt when the spell took root. Something clicked in my mind, and I knew our spell had worked. I took a deep breath and looked around, waiting to see the warlocks thrown into the jungle. Something unexpected happened then. Everything began to shrink around us. The vibrant foliage and mystical creatures receded. They were replaced by the dense jungle. The magic was folding in on itself, condensing all its power and beauty into one focal point. I wasn’t sure where we sent the magical Garden to, but it was out of the warlocks’ hands.

“Well, this is new,” Fiona said. “Shrinkage wasn’t exactly what I expected.”

I followed her gaze and noticed what she was looking at. The essence of the Garden had condensed and was now housed in a house-shaped terrarium that appeared at the center of what used to be our circle. It even glowed with a miniature echo of the Garden’s former glory. It cast a soft, ethereal light on the surrounding jungle.

I stepped closer, awed by its wonder. “It’s beautiful. Like a tiny fairy garden.”

Violet nodded, her face lit by the terrarium's glow. “We did it,” she said, her voice filled with a mix of triumph and relief. “We saved the Garden.”

Just as I was about to revel in our victory, the lead warlock lunged forward, shoved me out of the way, and grabbed the terrarium. “Oh, come on,” Fiona groaned, waving her dagger. “You're not leaving with that.”

“Wanna bet?” The leader sneered at us.

Despite our exhaustion, we sprang into action. I summoned roots and vines to entangle the warlock while Violet cast a series of defensive spells to shield the terrarium. And Fiona ran after the asshole with her dagger.

The warlocks surged to give their leader an escape route. They had their dark magic back and bombarded us with it. In the chaos, the thief vanished with the terrarium. With triumphant sneers, his cohorts disappeared into the jungle. We were left standing amidst the transformed landscape.

“Well, that’s just great,” I said, my sarcasm barely masking my frustration. “We do all the hard work, and they just waltz off with the prize.”


CHAPTER 12
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FIONA

Had the Garden really shrunk? There was no denying that. We were now standing disoriented in the dense jungle. I shook my head, trying to clear the dizziness. “Just when I thought things couldn’t get weirder,” I muttered.

“Fiona!” Violet snapped. Her voice cut through the fog in my mind.

The way she said my name was a chastisement that got me to focus. My gaze landed on the warlocks. Their dark cloaks were stark against the greenery surrounding us. The leader’s smug grin flashed through my mind. “They’re getting away!” Aislinn shouted, pointing towards the dark shapes slipping through the trees.

Without another word, we bolted after them. “Can’t these guys quit?” I grumbled as we sprinted through the dense foliage. Dodging trees and leaping over roots was no easy task.

Aislinn, panting beside me, managed to quip, “They’re like a bad rash. Persistent and incredibly annoying.”

I grinned at her. “We’re wearing off on you.”

Violet snorted and shook her head. “That’s not necessarily a good thing. Now, focus. We can complain later. Right now, we need to catch them.”

The jungle was a relentless obstacle course, with each step a battle against the thick underbrush. Branches snagged our clothes and ripped fabric. My skin was scratched to hell and back. I prayed I couldn’t catch something like cat-scratch fever. Roots also lay in wait to trip us up at every turn. The oppressive heat and humidity made every breath feel like a struggle. None of us let that stop us from pursuing the dark cloaks of the warlocks just ahead.

“Watch out for that root!” Violet called, dodging a particularly gnarly tangle.

I leaped over said obstacle and barely managed to keep my balance. My face was flushed, my hair sticking to my forehead in damp strands. “That could have been ugly. Thanks.”

Aislinn used her affinity with nature to try to clear a path as best she could. Unfortunately, even her powers had limits. “These vines have a mind of their own,” she muttered, frustration evident in her voice as she swatted at a particularly stubborn branch that seemed intent on blocking her way.

Ahead of the warlocks, I saw the warlock leader glance back. His grin widened when he saw us struggling to keep up. His arrogance fueled my determination. “We’re going to catch that jerk!” I shouted, more to myself than anyone else, as I ducked under a low-hanging branch. My breath came in ragged gasps. Each inhalation was a mix of sweat and adrenaline.

The gap between us and the warlocks was closing, but not fast enough for my liking. “We’ve got to pick up the pace!” Violet urged. Apparently, she was just as eager. I had to ignore the burning in my legs and the stitch forming in my side as I ran.

Just as we were gaining on them, we burst into a clearing and stumbled upon an unexpected scene. Our guide, Cael, was surrounded by a group of warlocks. He was fighting valiantly. My heart skipped a beat when I saw he was clearly outnumbered. His machete flashed in the dim light, but it was evident he needed help.

“Damn,” I muttered, unsheathing my dagger. “Cael’s hosting a party, and we didn’t even get an invitation.”

Aislinn rolled her eyes. “Less talking, more fighting.”

“On it,” I replied, charging into the fray.

Cael glanced over, his eyes widening in surprise before a grin spread across his face. “About time you showed up!”

“Yeah, yeah, we like to make an entrance,” I shot back, slashing at a warlock who was aiming a dark bolt at Cael. “Consider us your backup entertainment.”

Violet was already casting defensive spells, her magic shimmering in the air and creating protective barriers around us. "Focus, Fiona. Let’s clear them out."

The clearing turned into a chaotic battleground. I slashed my dagger with precision. The blade hummed as it cut through the air. Each strike met resistance. Bas was an expert craftsman, and it sliced through skin and muscle easier than a normal one would have. The warlocks’ dark magic crackled against my own. I deflected a bolt aimed at my chest and countered with a swift strike, sending the warlock sprawling.

Aislinn summoned roots and vines that erupted from the ground. A laugh exploded from her throat when they entangled the warlocks’ feet and disrupted their attacks. She sounded a bit unhinged. I chanced a closer look. My fear was alleviated when I saw her move with an elegance that belied the raw power she wielded. Her hands wove patterns in the air as nature itself responded to her command.

Cael fought beside me with fluid and deadly movements. He parried a warlock’s strike and spun, his blade catching another across the chest. “Watch your left!” he called out, blocking a blow aimed at my side.

“Thanks,” I replied, ducking under the swing and thrusting my dagger into a warlock’s gut. “But I’ve got this.”

Violet’s spells added bursts of magic to the melee. She was good with explosions and magical lances. She injured the warlocks and gave us precious moments to strike. She muttered incantations under her breath without losing focus despite the chaos around her. “How do you like that? It’s not so fun getting your ass kicked, is it?” she yelled before sending a wave of energy that knocked several warlocks off their feet.

We fought fiercely, with every move being a blend of practiced skill and raw determination. The warlocks were relentless, but so were we. A surge of adrenaline powered me as I cut through their ranks. Bas was with me as my dagger cut their spells so I could cast one of my own. “Hey, assholes! Did you miss the memo? Black cloaks went out of style centuries ago!" I shouted and then grunted when a spell slammed into my shoulder, spinning me around. My dagger was up and blocking a dark bolt as I turned. I countered the attack with a sweeping arc that sent another warlock to the ground.

Cael’s voice was steady as he fought beside me. “Careful, Fiona! They might just hex you to trip over every root in this jungle!”

Violet cast a spell that sent a warlock flying, then smirked. "And here I thought Fiona was already cursed with a chronic case of clumsiness."

Aislinn laughed as she conjured vines to ensnare another warlock. "Guess that curse is already in full effect. Watch your step, Fiona!" She sent her roots to the remaining warlocks and made them tighten. With her holding them in place, we dealt the final blows. The last warlock fell with a thud a few seconds later, and the clearing was finally quiet. We stood amidst the fallen, catching our breath and assessing the damage.

"Nice work, everyone," I said, cleaning my dagger. "Now, let’s find that smug leader who stole the Garden of Eden."

Cael raised an eyebrow, a smirk playing on his lips. "Fiona, did you hit your head or something? Did you say he stole some fruit?"

"No," I replied, wiping sweat from my brow. "He took the entire Garden."

Cael’s smirk faltered, replaced by a look of confusion. "How the hell did he manage that?"

We explained what had happened when we arrived at the Garden and how our spell shrunk it into the terrarium. We needed his help finding the thing, so keeping it from him was pointless. Violet groaned and then hissed as she examined a deep cut on her arm. “All of that is why we weren’t at our best just now. We need to take care of these wounds before we continue. Does anyone have the healing potions?”

Aislinn was already rummaging through her pack. “I’ve got a few in here. We have to use them wisely." She handed one to me, and I uncorked it, grimacing at the bitter taste before downing it in one go. Violet took one and drank it.

Cael declined, saying, “I just need some rest. You three suffered worse injuries.” He sat down heavily and leaned against a tree. "I've got some fruit in my pack. We should eat something and rest. We’ll need our strength."

As we wrapped our injuries and applied the healing creams to the cuts on Cael’s face, I noticed how the jungle seemed to close in around us. The dense foliage was oppressive as usual, and the air was thick with humidity. My body ached with every movement. The adrenaline that had fueled the fight was now leaving me drained.

"Here, eat this," Cael said, passing around pieces of fruit. The sweetness was a welcome relief, as was the sustenance. A bit of my strength returned with the food.

Aislinn sighed as she tossed the seed aside. “Maybe we shouldn’t stop. What if we don’t catch up to him? The jungle is vast and treacherous.”

Cael shook his head. “That’s precisely why we will catch him. The jungle is difficult to travel through quickly. He’s probably not as far ahead as you think. We have the advantage of knowing the terrain better.”

I leaned back against a tree, feeling the cool bark against my skin. “Cael's right. We need to rest now. As soon as we recharge some, we go after him. We can’t afford to continue this tired. We won't be able to fight as well.”

Violet nodded. “We’ll find him. We have to.”

Aislinn glanced around the group, her worry easing slightly. “I trust you guys. We will rest. But let’s be smart about following him. We’ll need to move quietly and quickly.”

“I will cast a silence spell so they won’t hear us coming,” I offered.

We did some more planning before settling into a tense silence. It was clear each of us was lost in our thoughts. The jungle around us was eerily quiet. The only sound was the occasional rustle of leaves and distant calls of unseen animals. I closed my eyes, letting the healing potion work its magic. It wasn’t long before I felt the edges of sleep tugging at me.

Just before drifting off, I whispered, “We’ll get him. We’ll get the Garden back.” As I fell into a restless sleep, I held onto that thought, letting it fuel my determination for the challenges ahead.


CHAPTER 13
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VIOLET

The night was sweltering, the air thick with humidity and the relentless sounds of the rainforest. I had finally managed to drift off, my sleep fitful at best. Suddenly, a sharp, stinging pain jolted me awake. At first, I thought it was part of a dream. Then another bite followed... and another. I slapped at my arm and squinted in the dim light. Ants?! Dozens of odd-looking ants were swarming over my skin.

“Bloody hell!” I yelped. I bolted upright and frantically brushed at the bugs. My skin felt like it was on fire. Each bite sent a wave of pain through me. The critters were larger than anything I’d ever seen. And they had vivid red markings on their black bodies. Their mandibles were supersized as well and digging painfully into my flesh.

Cael was by my side in an instant, his machete gleaming in the moonlight. “Hold still, Violet,” he commanded. I held my breath and fought the whimpers that wanted to come out. He used the flat of the blade to scrape the ants off my arms and legs. The bites swelled rapidly and made it look like I had rocks under my skin. A wave of dizziness washed over me. “These are Kuroa ants,” he said urgently. My head snapped up, and I looked at the grim set of his jaw. “Their bites are poisonous.”

“What?” Aislinn screeched. She and Fiona woke from my commotion and had been silently watching us. Their faces shifted from confused to alarmed faster than a British summer goes from sunshine to rain. “Did you just say those things can kill us?” Aislinn continued as she began swatting at the ants crawling up her leg.

“Yes, they’re poisonous Kuroa ants,” Cael replied grimly. “Their bites can cause severe allergic reactions and stop your heart if enough venom gets into you. We need to get them off you quickly.”

Fiona cursed under her breath. A second later, her hands started glowing with magical energy. “Hold still, everyone. I’m going to cast a bug zapper spell,” she said.

Aislinn looked at me and asked, “Is that a thing?”

I grimaced and shook my head to the side. “I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

“Necessity is the mother of invention,” Fiona muttered. Without waiting for a response, she lifted her hands and chanted an incantation. Subtle vibrations followed before a burst of blue light zapped the ants that were still trying to crawl onto us. The ants fell away, their bodies crackling with residual magic. The energy rolled over my body, stinging as it shot a current into the critters crawling all over me.

I gasped, clutching at my chest as the pain intensified. The swelling became angry red welts, and my breathing was becoming labored. “I... I think I might be in a bit of trouble,” I managed to choke out, my voice trembling.

Cael's face was etched with worry. “We need to act fast. Aislinn, help me get some cool water. It will help with the swelling, but I think we need some of your magic, Fiona. She doesn’t look so good.”

Aislinn crouched and gathered the water surrounding us. Using her elemental powers, she placed it over the worst bites. Fiona knelt beside me and was chewing her bottom lip. “We need to use a healing potion. But I want to try and extract some of the venom to see if that helps.”

I nodded and watched as her hands hovered over my arm. My eyes slipped closed, and the buzzing in my ears increased, so I missed when she cast a spell. My back arched, and pain jolted through me when it felt like someone was pulling red-hot needles from my arms. There was nothing soothing about what she was doing, and it ripped a scream from me.

“Sorry,” Fiona told me.

She and Aislinn were saying something, but I missed it because the noise in my head got louder. A few seconds later, they cleared, and I caught what Cael was saying. “The Kuroa ants' venom can cause anaphylactic shock. What else can you do for her?”

“Why did it have to be Kuroa ants?” Fiona muttered as she dug through her crossbody bag. “Couldn't it have been something less deadly, like, I don't know, regular ants?”

Fiona pulled her hand out of her bag and held up a vial of healing potion triumphantly. “We have one left.”

Aislinn looked at Cael, worry in her eyes. “How did we miss them? Are there more?”

“They usually don't attack unless provoked,” Cael explained, his tone grim. “We must have camped too close to their nest.”

“Or someone stirred them with Dark magic,” I grumbled as I took the vial from Fiona. “Next time, can we set up camp somewhere less lethal?” I said, then closed my teeth around the stopper and pulled it out.

“Absolutely,” Fiona replied with a strained smile. “I'll put in a request for a five-star hotel. That shouldn’t be hard to find in the middle of the jungle.”

Aislinn chuckled, though it was clear she was still worried. “As long as they have a pool and no Kuroa ants, I'm in.”

I drank the potion and grimaced. Healing potions are a miracle and a curse all at once. They taste like the bottom of the Thames mixed with bad decisions, but they work wonders. As I downed mine, I couldn’t help but gag a little. “We need to make this taste better,” I muttered and then wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

Fiona rolled her eyes. “It’s better that than end up dead. Now, are we ready to go after those warlocks? I don’t know about you, but I’m not getting back to sleep anytime soon.”

“Almost,” Aislinn replied, tying off a bandage on her leg. The injury from the last fight was still bleeding. We’d have to keep an eye on that. “Make sure we have everything. We can’t afford to leave anything behind.”

Cael helped me to my feet and didn’t let go until I was steady. He fished through his bag and pulled out a handful of acai and camu camu berries. I took some and popped them into my mouth. The sweet, juicy flavor was a welcome relief. “Here, eat this. We need to keep our strength up,” he said, extending some to Fiona and Aislinn.

I grabbed some more, savoring the sweetness as it cut through the lingering taste of the potion. “So, what’s the plan? Run headlong into more trouble?”

Fiona smirked. “You know it. And we do it with our usual style.”

“We’ve looked better. We’re a bit rumpled at the moment,” Aislinn pointed out.

“I miss cases where there are hotels with five-star restaurants,” I lamented as we resumed our trek. My legs were heavy at first. My muscles protested loudly as the potion continued eradicating the Kuroa venom.

“Same,” Fiona said, adjusting the straps on her pack. “Maybe if we move fast enough, we can get out of here and find a hot shower. I still feel filthy despite the cleansing spell.”

Aislinn nodded as she continuously scanned the dense foliage. “A hot bubble bath sounds good to me. I hope you're right about the terrain slowing them down, Cael. It would suck if all of this was for nothing.”

I bent and picked up a large branch to use as a walking stick. “No pressure, Cael. Just our entire mission riding on your assessment.”

Cael grinned, not the least bit fazed. “Don’t worry. I’m never wrong. Why do you think the Hammer asked me to help you three? He wouldn’t put the safety of his mate in just anyone’s hands.”

Fiona got a mushy smile on her face as she glanced at Cael and said, “I really should start calling Bas the Hammer. The nickname is fitting.”

I snorted and couldn’t resist adding, “Yes, because nothing says romance like a nickname that irritates the hell out of your mate. But really, Cael, 'never wrong'? That’s a bit of a bold statement. Care to put that to the test with the next turn we take in this jungle?”

Cael chuckled, his grin widening. “Oh, I see how it is. You want to make a wager, do you? Fine by me. How about this: if I’m right, you owe me one of those famous English breakfasts you’re always talking about. And if I’m wrong... well, I’ll eat my hat.”

Aislinn laughed, shaking her head. “Alright, Cael. Just so you know, you’re in for a treat. Violet’s breakfasts are legendary. But if you’re wrong, I think we’ll skip the hat-eating and just make you do all the food collection from here on out.”

“Sounds fair to me,” he said as we walked. The oppressive temperature immediately made me regret every life choice that led us to this point. I’d become accustomed to each step being a battle against the underbrush. Branches snagged at our clothes and roots tried to trip us up. The jungle was dense and the terrain was uneven which made moving faster than a snail’s pace difficult. I said a silent prayer that applied to the warlocks, too.

Fiona led the way with far too much energy for my liking. “They can’t be too far ahead. This jungle isn’t designed for racing through.”

Aislinn was beside her, using her elemental power over nature to try and clear a path. “These vines are a nightmare,” she grumbled as she swatted at a stubborn branch that refused to cooperate with her magic. “The jungle is trying to slow us down, and I’d bet it’s even worse for those evil assholes.”

I kept an eye on our surroundings. My senses got better as time passed, and more of the poison was worked out of my system. Magic for the win. I would be stumbling through and getting cut to shreds if we didn’t have a healing potion. It didn’t cure everything, but it did enough that I was no longer at death’s door. My arms looked like they’d doubled as chew toys for tiny chihuahuas. It would take a session with Zreegy to heal those.

Turning my focus back to the conversation, I noted, “If it’s not the warlocks, it’s the vegetation. This place has it in for us.”

As we pushed forward, the sounds of the jungle surrounded us. Rustling leaves, distant bird calls, and the occasional growl of unseen creatures. Every now and then, I caught glimpses of dark cloaks through the trees. “Look over there,” I blurted. My arm flew into the air, and I pointed to what I’d seen.

Fiona squinted and picked up the pace while shifting direction slightly. “I don’t see anything.”

Cael surpassed her as he jumped over a fallen log. “There's a piece of a cloak caught on a shrub.”

The excitement got the better of all of us, and we practically ran after the warlocks. I felt like an Olympic athlete competing in track and field. Okay, so I looked like I was having a seizure more than running gracefully. But we were moving faster.

“How much farther do you think they’ve gotten?” I asked a few minutes later. My breaths were coming in ragged gasps.

Cael shrugged. “I hope not much farther. They’re moving fast, but so are we.”

Fiona glanced back at me. “We’ll catch them, Vi. Don’t worry.”

“Who said I was worried?” I retorted, ducking under a low branch. “I just don’t want to spend any more nights lost in this jungle than necessary.”

Aislinn chuckled. “Ah, come on. You know we have the best of luck. They’re going to lead us right to their lair. That’s how it works for us.”

A laugh bubbled out of me as I shot Aislinn a smile. “Which is why we’re halfway around the world racing through the Amazon rainforest.”

We all laughed at that and pressed on. The dense foliage gradually gave way to a narrow path. “Someone uses this path often,” Fiona pointed out.

Cael lifted a broken branch. “This has to be the warlocks. Locals respect the plant life more than this.” He gestured to some trampled underbrush that marked their passage.

“I imagine living off of the land like they do gives them a deeper appreciation for what it provides them,” I replied.

We took a few moments to hydrate. The oppressive heat and humidity made everything more exhausting. I glanced at my friends. Their faces were etched with determination despite their weariness. I also absorbed the latent energy humming through the jungle around us. I liked to think the rainforest was aware of our intentions and was silently cheering us on. We refilled our canteens with the water Aislinn, and Cael gathered from our surroundings before we continued our search.

What felt like hours later, Fiona pointed and whisper-yelled, “There. We’re gaining on them.”

The adrenaline surged through me again, making me forget my earlier exhaustion. The thought of reclaiming the terrarium and thwarting the warlocks gave me a second wind. My best friends and Cael were right there with me, too. We fell silent as we slowed our pace to move quietly.

Cael’s voice broke the silence a bit later. “Do you hear that?”

We all stopped, straining to listen. At first, I didn’t hear anything. Then, I caught faint voices ahead of us. They grew louder with each step. The warlocks had to be close. Fiona’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “We have a terrarium to retrieve.”

My smile widened. “It’s going to be nice to take it from that cocky asshole.”

The jungle blurred around us as we got closer. I could see the warlock leader’s figure becoming clearer through the trees. His dark cloak was a stark contrast to the vibrant greenery.

“Ready, everyone?” Fiona whispered as her grip tightened on her dagger.

“Always,” I replied, my magic thrumming at my fingertips.

Aislinn nodded with a steely expression. I was casting an offensive spell when we put on a burst of speed and charged into a clearing where the warlocks had gathered. They turned in surprise when my magical bomb detonated in their faces. The spell knocked several off of their feet and stunned the others. We were on them in an instant. Aislinn conjured wind to keep them off kilter, and Cael followed up with some vines. Unfortunately, we couldn’t tackle all of the warlocks gathered. It was like a meeting of Parliament on a heated debate day, chaotic and full of too many enemies to count.

Fiona’s blade clashed with dark magic and sent sparks flying. Aislinn switched to summoning vines. They erupted from the ground, entangling the feet of several warlocks and rendering them immobile. I cast a series of explosive spells, each one lighting up the clearing and driving the warlocks back.

“Nice of you to stick around,” Fiona taunted the warlock leader, making him snarl in response.

Cael joined the fray, his movements swift and deadly. “Time to end this,” he said, his voice calm and focused.

The fight was intense. Each of us poured everything we had into defeating the warlocks. Fiona, Aislinn, and I had battled alongside each other enough that we fought as one. Our movements were coordinated and precise. Our prowess worked for and against us when several took off running. It was satisfying to see them fleeing like frightened cowards.

We stood our ground with those who remained. With so many already gone, it didn’t take long to beat them. We stood amidst the chaos, panting and bruised but victorious. It was then, as I searched for the terrarium, that I realized the leader had gotten away in the melee. That bloke was as slippery as an eel.

“That was... disappointing,” Aislinn said, wiping sweat from her brow.

“Yeah,” I agreed, feeling the adrenaline start to fade. “I was really hoping this would be it. And before you remind me that’s not how shit works in our life, I know. And I will never stop wishing for things to go more smoothly.”

Fiona clapped me on the shoulder. “I couldn’t have said it better.”

Cael lifted his shirt and examined an ugly wound on his stomach. “Why do you guys put yourselves on the line like this? You could force those more powerful to solve these problems.”

Fiona pulled an ointment Grams sent with us from her bag and began spreading it over the injury. “We could do that. But no one stepped up to stop a Tainted witch years ago, and she almost succeeded in stealing Artemis’s powers and becoming a goddess. When we stopped the Dark One, I knew we'd sealed our role as supernatural detectives. Everyone is happy to leave it to us.”

Aislinn nodded in agreement. “And honestly, as much as I would love to be at home with my mate and daughter, I cannot imagine not being out here with Fiona and Violet. Shit wasn’t being handled for the longest time, and I can’t go back to ignoring it or praying things would get better without doing something to help.”

“We were Fated to become the Backside of Forty and solve all of these cases. There aren’t many who would have the power to combat evil who had decades unfettered to grow their power. But not everything is on us,” I explained. “We handle our part of the world, and friends handle other areas.”

“We've fallen into a rhythm. And we are getting more downtime the more assholes we stop,” Fiona said as she started walking again.

We all fell into step with her. After a few seconds of silence, Aislinn asked, “What if we can’t catch the leader and get the terrarium back?”

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We won’t stop until we find him. As little as Artemis tells us, we might be able to convince her to provide some answers.”

Fiona lifted a shoulder and smirked at Aislinn. “I was thinking we could summon some angels. They might have an ethereal connection to the Garden that can help us locate it.”

Cael snorted and shook his head. “I haven’t done all of the research you three have, but I don’t think the effort would be worth it. If angels were connected to it, then they would have stopped the warlocks before they managed to steal it.”

Fiona sighed and acted put out. “One of these days, I’m going to meet an angel.”

We laughed at her as we continued to fight our way through the rainforest. I swatted away another vine, feeling the sweat trickling down my back. “Why does everything in this place want to trip us or kill us?” I muttered.

“Because it heard you’re such a delight,” Fiona shot back over her shoulder. “Now quit whining and keep moving.”

Cael, walking beside me, smirked. “You get used to it. Sort of.”

As we pushed further, the foliage thinned, revealing a small village nestled among the trees. The sight of people moving listlessly caught our attention. “Something's not right,” Aislinn said with concern etched on her face.

The villagers moved like they were underwater. Their eyes were glazed over, and their movements were slow and uncoordinated. It was as if they were sleepwalking. “It looks like they've been enchanted,” I observed, my heart sinking. “How much do you want to bet our favorite warlock leader did it?”

Fiona's eyes narrowed. “This has his name written all over it. It’s another stall tactic. He’s hoping he will escape before we get our hands on him.” She shook her head ruefully. “Let's see if we can help them.”

We approached cautiously, not wanting to startle the villagers. An elderly woman with vacant eyes stumbled toward us, mumbling incoherently. I reached out to steady her, feeling the chill of magic lingering in the air. “It’s definitely an enchantment. We need to break it,” I said, looking at Fiona and Aislinn.

Aislinn sucked her lips between her teeth for a second before nodding. “It will make it easier for you two if we combine our magic.”

We gathered in the center of the village and formed a circle. Fiona took a deep breath and linked her hands with ours before she began to chant. I joined in and felt when Aislinn pushed her power toward our efforts. The air around us shimmered with energy as we focused our intent and directed it toward breaking the enchantment.

We watched closely as our magic flowed out of us. Slowly, the villagers began to wake from their trance. Their eyes cleared, and their movements became more coordinated. The elderly woman blinked, looking around in confusion. “What... what happened?” she asked in a trembling voice.

“You were under a spell,” Aislinn explained gently. “We're here to help.”

The village chief, an elderly man with wise eyes, approached us. “I tried to stop them, but they had us under their power before I could call on the elements to help us,” he said.

“Do you know who it was?” I asked.

“It was a group of warlocks. Their leader was a dark, commanding figure,” he replied.

Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “Did he say what he was looking for?”

The chief nodded. “He mentioned something about a boat. I can’t recall anything else because his power blocked everything out.”

Aislinn frowned. “Do you know where the boat is?” I crossed my fingers that he could tell us where to find the warlocks. After all, these villagers knew the rainforest better than anyone else.

To everyone’s relief, the chief described a peculiar rock formation with magical carvings that had recently been added to them. “It's not far from here. But be careful. The jungle is treacherous.”

“Sounds promising,” I said.

Fiona snorted. “You mean it’s precisely how an asshole like this would hide his boat from prying eyes.”

We spoke to the chief a bit more and promised we would stop the warlocks. The other villagers brought us food, and we prepared to set off again. They watched us as we left not long after. As we moved through the jungle again, I glanced at my friends nervously.

Fiona's forehead furrowed, and she squeezed my shoulder. “We’ll catch up to him, Vi. And when we do, he will wish he never messed with us.”

Cael grinned, adjusting his grip on his machete. “You three are something else. I’m glad I got to be part of this with you. It makes me want to be more active in protecting the magical world.”

“Then we’ve done our job,” Fiona teased him.

The air crackled with the promise of danger as the dense foliage closed around us. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the real challenge was just beginning. The warlocks were ahead, but we were closing in. The next confrontation was inevitable. I knew one thing for certain: it would be a showdown we’d never forget.


CHAPTER 14
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AISLINN

We had been trekking through this dense jungle for what felt like hours. The humidity was starting to make my red hair frizz uncontrollably. My patience, like my hair, was fraying at the edges.

“We’ve been at this for ages,” I grumbled, swatting away yet another insect. “We need to find those warlocks or that rock formation the chief talked about. I feel as if we’re just wandering aimlessly.”

Fiona shot me a smirk as she smashed a bug on her arm. “We’re not lost, Aislinn. We’re just... temporarily lacking a clear direction.”

Violet sighed. Her face was flushed from the heat, too. “Temporarily lacking a clear direction? That’s a fancy way of saying we’re lost, Fiona. We need to locate their trail.”

Cael paused as he silently cut through the underbrush with his machete and turned to us. “The jungle’s tricky, but there are signs if you know where to look. I’ve been keeping an eye out, but they’re good at covering their tracks.”

“What happened to them making an obvious trail?” I grumbled as sweat trickled down my back. “They went from leaving a swath of destruction to being undetectable.”

“Look, we’re all frustrated,” Fiona said. Her tone took on a rare edge of impatience. “But standing here complaining isn’t going to get us anywhere. We need to use our strengths.”

Violet nodded thoughtfully. “Fiona’s right. We need to try something different. Maybe we can use our magic to pick up their trail.”

I crossed my arms. They'd tried it before and gotten nothing. If they were willing to give it a shot, I’d support them. “You mean like a scrying spell?”

“Not exactly,” Fiona hedged. “It would give us better results if we tried to sense any disturbances in the natural flow of the jungle. If they’ve been here, their presence would have disrupted the elements.”

“And we can cast a spell to detect any residual dark energy they might have left behind,” Violet added.

I nodded, finally feeling a glimmer of hope. “That might actually get around any protections they have in place. Cael, keep an eye out while we work our magic.”

Cael gave a curt nod as he scanned the jungle around us. “Got it. You focus on the magic. I’ll ensure nothing sneaks up on us.”

We clasped hands, and I watched Fiona and Violet work their magic. Fiona was first closing her eyes and giving her best impression of a serene earth goddess. She murmured an incantation. Violet joined her, and I shared my energy with them while focusing on what we wanted to happen. As a full Fae, I couldn’t cast spells like a witch, but it felt like I was doing just that when I joined with them like this. Excitement bubbled out of me when the ground started glowing faintly a few seconds later.

“Time to follow the glowing breadcrumb trail,” Fiona said. “It feels very Hansel and Gretel.”

Violet opened her mouth to respond and closed it when the air shimmered with a dark, oily residue. It looked like a bad special effect from an old movie. “I hope we aren’t breathing that toxic crap in,” I commented. “We’re following a trail of magical pollution that will do the gods know what to us.”

Cael grimaced and waved a hand in front of his face. “Push it back with air as we proceed. That should keep it out of our lungs.”

I started a gentle breeze that blew across our backs. There was no discernable proof that was keeping the oily crap out of us, but it made me feel better. We plunged deeper into the jungle, with the path now illuminated. Like it had up until that point, the thick underbrush fought us every step of the way.

“Watch out for that root!” Violet called out, dodging a particularly gnarly tangle.

I barely managed to leap over it without face-planting. “Thanks. I’d hate to add a broken nose to my list of injuries.”

As we continued, the air grew hotter and more oppressive. Sweat dripped down my back, and my hair stuck to my forehead in damp strands. I wiped my brow, grimacing at the thick humidity.

“I’m putting in a request for the next bad guys to hang out somewhere nice, like a beach resort,” Fiona announced.

I snickered and shook my head. It would be nice. “That’s never going to happen.”

Violet snorted. “Because then we might actually enjoy the chase. Can’t have that.”

Talking became impossible as the terrain grew increasingly treacherous. Steep inclines forced us to scramble over rocks, and a hidden swamp almost swallowed us whole. Cael led the way with his machete, cutting through the thick underbrush and finding a safer route around the muck.

“I never thought I’d say this, but thank goodness for Cael and his machete,” I muttered.

“Careful, Aislinn,” he replied with a grin. “I might start thinking you like having me around.”

“Don’t push it,” I shot back, though I couldn’t stop my smile. I wouldn’t be handling the rainforest nearly as well without him. I was the worrier of our group and would be whining, or kvetching, as Fiona would say, nonstop. There were far too many dangers around us.

Our break came when Violet spotted a scrap of parchment snagged on a thorny bush. It was glowing like the rest of the trail. She retrieved it and examined the map drawn on it. “This looks like it’s pointing to a place called Jaguaro Cove,” she said, her brow furrowed in concentration.

Cael’s expression grew serious. “Jaguaro Cove is a notorious hidden port used by smugglers and other unsavory characters. I’ve never been there and don’t know the way. From what I hear, it’s well-hidden and heavily guarded.”

“Of course it is,” I sighed. “Nothing’s ever easy.”

“But it’s always an adventure,” Fiona pointed out. “We’ve seen parts of the world we never would have otherwise.”

“Very true,” I agreed. With this new information, we quickened our pace. We pushed through the dense jungle, barely stopping to catch our breath. I used my elemental magic to clear obstacles from our path while Fiona created bursts of wind to cool us down.

“I should have thought of doing that hours ago,” I lamented. “I’m covered in sweat, and we didn’t need to be.”

Fiona cocked her head to the side. “It wouldn’t have helped. We can push the wind and while it helps, when you’re moving hot air, it doesn’t do a whole lot to cool you. I had to cast a spell to freeze the humidity in the air first.”

“That’s why it stings,” Violet observed. “I was trying to work it out.”

A burst of dark energy suddenly erupted from the trees. It was aimed directly at us. Fiona reacted instantly. Her arms flew into the air in front of her face and she chanted a protection spell. A shimmering barrier of light formed around us, deflecting the dark magic and keeping us safe.

“Everyone stay close,” Fiona commanded, her eyes scanning the surroundings for more threats. “We need to move now!”

The jungle pulsed with an eerie energy. The remnants of dark magic lingered in the air. We stood at the edge of the clearing, waiting for warlocks to descend on us. My heart was pounding and I was lightheaded.

“The warlocks set traps to stop us,” Fiona suggested after a few seconds.

“We need to find out where that spell came from,” I said. “If you’re right, there will be more traps waiting for us.”

Fiona nodded with a serious expression. “Agreed. Let's spread out and look for anything suspicious.”

Violet and Cael moved to the left while Fiona and I took the right. The dense foliage was a tangled mess of vines and roots, making every step a challenge. I scanned the ground, looking for any signs of disturbed earth or hidden artifacts.

"Over here," Fiona called out. She was kneeling by a small, ornate object partially buried in the dirt. It was covered in intricate carvings that glowed faintly with dark energy.

“What is it?” I asked, crouching beside her.

“It's an artifact,” Fiona replied. Her eyes narrowed as she examined it. “Looks like it was triggered by our presence.”

Violet joined us with a furrowed brow. “There could be more of these scattered around. We need to find them before they find us.”

Fiona nodded, already thinking ahead. "We can cast a spell to highlight similar artifacts. It'll make them easier to spot."

"Good idea," I said, feeling a bit of relief. "Let's do it."

Fiona and Violet stood side by side, and I joined them next to Fiona. We clasped hands, and they began to chant. Their voices blended in perfect harmony. The air around us shimmered with the power of their magic. I watched as a soft, glowing light spread out from their hands and washed over the jungle floor.

Slowly, faint glimmers of light began to appear. “It worked. There are several more hidden traps,” Cael pointed out. There were more than I had anticipated. They were scattered like deadly breadcrumbs.

"Watch it," Fiona said, pointing to a particularly bright spot. "That one's close. We need to disarm it before we move on."

"Sneaky warlocks," Violet muttered under her breath as she moved to disarm the nearest artifact. "Can't fight us directly, so they set traps."

Fiona and Violet worked to neutralize the glowing artifacts as we continued slowly. Cael and I watched while they worked. An hour later, Fiona exhaled heavily. “We should be safe for now,” she said, wiping her brow. "That was the last one. But we need to stay vigilant. There could be more." We all nodded in agreement.

"We must be getting close to the cove," Cael remarked, glancing at the darkening sky. "They're getting desperate if they're leaving traps like this."

"Agreed," I said, feeling a surge of anticipation. "They're running out of tricks."

The jungle was relentless. I swear it had a personal vendetta against us. I stumbled over a root for what felt like the hundredth time, barely managing to keep my balance. "I will be happy never to lay eyes on another vine or root," I muttered, mostly to myself. Just as I was starting to think things couldn't get worse, we stumbled upon a nest of venomous snakes blocking our path. Their hissing filled the air and made my skin crawl.

"Holy shite," I said, taking a step back. "Does anyone know how to charm a snake?"

Fiona rolled her eyes but stepped forward. Thrusting her hands on her hips, she looked at the nest of slithering reptiles and then began to murmur softly. The snakes became entranced by her voice. It didn’t take long for them to calm down. My heart stopped hammering in my chest when they slithered out of our way.

"Impressive," I admitted, giving her a nod as we passed the now-docile snakes.

"Just another day in paradise," she replied with a smirk.

The terrain continued trying to kill us. My legs were burning, and I was pretty sure I was developing a blister or ten. "Hold up," I said, stopping at the base of a particularly steep incline. "Let me make this a bit easier." I focused on the earth beneath us, feeling the magic course through me. Slowly, the ground began to shift and reshape. I waved a hand at the makeshift staircase. "That will make climbing easier."

"Nice work," Violet said, stepping up onto one of the new steps. "We might actually escape this without breaking our necks after all."

Cael's machete flashed as he cut through the underbrush. He was good at finding the safest route, but that didn’t mean it was easy. The path Violet and Fiona had revealed ran right across a lake. It had murky waters filled with who-knew-what kind of predatory creatures.

"This just keeps getting better," I said, staring at the water. "What now, fearless leader?"

Cael glanced back at me, a smirk playing on his lips. "We go around. Unless you fancy a swim?"

"Pass," I said quickly.

He laughed and began hacking a path around the lake. The thick underbrush fought back. Cael’s curses filled the air as I tried to coax the plants to retreat. I was torn between helping him and trying to avoid the suspiciously bubbling water. We couldn’t move far from it for fear of losing our way, but I didn’t want to get eaten by a rabid animal.

“Watch out for those branches,” Cael warned. “They’ve got thorns.”

I spun around and ducked before the side of my face could get scratched up. We managed to get around the lake without incident. “Almost there,” Cael called out after what felt like hours. “I can see the other side.”

“Thank the gods,” I muttered, feeling a bit of relief.

We finally made it past the body of water and emerged back onto the trail. I took a deep breath, wiping the sweat from my brow. “Okay, let’s not do that again.”

“Agreed,” Fiona said, though she was already looking ahead, scanning for the next obstacle.

Violet checked the map fragment. “I can’t tell if we’re getting closer. We just need to keep pushing.”

“We’re definitely close. Smell that ‘eau de evil’?” Fiona replied in a lower voice.

I flared my nostrils and inhaled. “Not really, but my skin is suddenly crawling.”

“That’s the other sign,” Fiona explained. We continued our trek, ready for whatever else the jungle had in store for us. And poised to attack any warlocks we might encounter.

“Look at that rock formation,” Violet pointed out. “I bet Jaguaro Cove should be just beyond this ridge.”

“I can't believe we made it,” I said, wiping my brow. “Let’s hope they haven't left yet.”

The ground was uneven and slippery beneath our feet as we climbed the ridge. We reached the top and looked down into a hidden valley. Jaguaro Cove was nestled among the trees. It was a maze of docks and shacks, with boats moored along the shoreline. Several people moved about. I couldn’t tell if they were warlocks or not.

“What are you guys going to do now?” Cael asked in a low voice.

Fiona scanned the port. “We’re going to find the Garden and get it back.”

One of Cael’s eyebrows quirked. “It’s not going to be that easy. We are vastly outnumbered.”

“We need to get down there and get a better feel for what we are facing before we make a decision,” Violet replied.

My heart hammered as we snuck down the ridge. We couldn’t take the stairs that had been worn into the mountain because we would be seen. And I didn’t risk using my powers again, so we slid and slipped our way toward the hidden port. The closer we got, the more the air thrummed with anticipation. All I could think about was which boat belonged to the warlock thief.

The thick jungle closed in around us hiding us so we could complete our mission. As we neared the outskirts of Jaguaro Cove, the foliage began to thin. My breath caught each time we caught a glimpse of the hidden port. It felt like we had a neon sign above our heads and would be caught at any moment. I inhaled and let the familiar smell of saltwater and the sound of waves gently lapping against the shore soothe me. It reminded me of the sounds at home. The smell wasn’t exactly the same, but it was close enough.

“This looks like the perfect place for a friendly chat with some warlocks,” Fiona said in a voice dripping with sarcasm.

“How do we find them in this crowd? They can’t all be warlocks,” I pointed out.

“We look for the boat dripping with malice,” Violet replied.

We moved carefully, sticking to the shadows as we entered the port. The atmosphere was tense. But the filth we were covered in helped us blend in with the crowd. Everyone there could use some strong soap and an industrial-sized loofah. I focused on the feel of the energy wafting off of the individuals rather than their stench. My senses were heightened as we navigated the narrow alleys and wooden walkways.

“There,” Violet whispered, pointing to a group of cloaked figures near one of the docks. “They didn't even bother to take those cloaks off.”

“We’ve come this far. We can't let them get away now,” I said. My heart pounded with fear and determination.


CHAPTER 15
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FIONA

As we finally reached the port, I had to admit it was almost picturesque. In a dark, villainy kind of way. The wooden docks stretched into the murky waters, with several boats docked along them. It was a sleek, shadowy ship that rocked gently with the tide that caught my attention. My eyesight wasn’t what it used to be, yet I could still see the warlocks on the deck of the thing. Their dark billowing cloaks gave them away. Seriously, they were dressed like something out of a cheap horror movie. And they were busy loading crates onto the vessel.

“That looks like the set of a low-budget pirate film. One where they couldn't afford the proper wardrobe,” I muttered, taking in the scene.

Violet smirked. “Except these pirates have actual magic and zero sense of humor.”

Cael stepped in front of us, holding up a hand. “We can’t just stroll up to them. They'll sense us before we get within twenty feet.”

I folded my arms, raising an eyebrow. “We need to get on that ship. It’s the only way we’ll find out where they’re headed next. It’s not like we can run up and grab the terrarium right now. We need to know where they are going.”

He shook his head firmly. “It’s too dangerous. Bas would kill me if I allowed you to sneak on that thing.”

“Bas trusts my skills. Besides, ‘risk’ is practically our middle name,” I shot back, glancing at Violet and Aislinn for backup. “Do you have a better idea?”

Aislinn looked cautiously around the docks. “Cael has a point, Fiona. We can’t just walk up there. I know we need to know where they are going but we need a plan.”

“I’ve got a plan,” I said, trying to keep the edge out of my voice. “Sneak onto the ship, eavesdrop on the warlocks, and find out their destination.”

Violet rolled her eyes. “Sounds more like a death wish than a plan.”

“It’s not as if we are powerless. We will cloak ourselves so we aren’t seen. If things go tits up, you can use your phoenix fire to burn the thing down. My protective bubble will protect Aislinn and me,” I reassured her, suddenly grateful we had practiced how I could keep her fire from harming anyone or anything inside my protection. Turning to Cael, I said, “Let Bas know we’re going on the ship, and I’ll reach out when I can.”

Cael’s eyes widened in alarm. “You’re insane. You’re seriously going to try this?”

“Look, we have few options. We have to know their plans. And we need to go with them.” I cringed when I heard Aislinn’s gasp. “It will take us too long to get to an airplane,” I hurried on. “If they leave now, the Garden is gone forever. Trying to find it after would be like searching for a needle in a needle stack. All of the bug bites, sore legs, and fighting will have been for nothing.”

Aislinn dropped her head and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I hate when you make sense. Especially when it means we’re in a dangerous situation.”

“Our mates are going to blow their tops when they hear what we’re doing,” Violet grumbled.

Cael sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Alright, fine. But if anything goes wrong…”

“We’ve faced worse,” I replied. “We know how to pull out all the stops when it matters. Now, go send that message. We’ve got work to do.”

As Cael reluctantly moved away to contact Bas, I turned to my friends. “Ready for a little impromptu espionage?”

Aislinn sighed but nodded. Her expression was resolute when she said, “We don’t have much choice.”

Violet grinned with a mischievous glint in her eye. “Let’s do this. Just try not to get us all killed, okay?”

I drew an x over my heart. “I would never ask either of you to do this if we had another choice. Trust me when I say I considered all options. We can’t place a magical tracker on the hull. The warlocks will find it and remove it. If we could teleport sneaking on and off, that would be a feasible option. Unfortunately, none of us has that ability.”

Aislinn grabbed my hand. “We trust you, Fi. I can’t help but feel the terror running through me about not seeing Argies or Kalli again. You’ll have to put up with my anxiety.”

I hugged her close. “We’ve got this. We’re the Backside of Forty, after all.”

We crept along the dock, sticking to the shadows. The smell of saltwater, body odor, and rotting garbage filled the air. It made my stomach churn. My heart pounded in my chest, and my legs felt wobbly. Apparently, Aislinn’s nerves were contagious. Alright, I was one second away from giving in to the flight response pressing on my brain.

The warlocks’ voices became clearer as we neared the ship. They were discussing their plans in low, conspiratorial tones. I strained to catch snippets of the conversation.

“...must be delivered to Spencer...”

“...ensure the ritual...”

“...no mistakes...”

I exchanged a glance with Violet. “Dammit. I can’t hear everything,” I whispered.

She nodded and gestured to the end of the alley. “We should cast the cloaking spell now. Total concealment from all magical probing. Include eyes and ears.” Aislinn clasped our hands, and I put up a barrier before we got to the serious casting. I didn’t want the warlocks to feel us doing magic. Violet gave me a thumbs up, and we did the enchantment.

Aislinn kept glancing around with wide eyes. “Are you sure this is going to work? They’re practically right there.”

“Relax, Aislinn,” I said, though I was anything but relaxed myself. “The spell will keep us hidden. Just keep moving.”

We edged closer, the ship’s dark hull towering above us. The warlocks were loading crates onto the vessel, their attention thankfully elsewhere. I could see the glint of metal and the shimmer of magic in the air around them. This was going to be tricky, but we didn’t have much of a choice.

Violet paused, holding up a hand. “Wait. There’s a gap between those crates. If we time it right, we can slip through without running into anything.”

“Perfect,” I muttered. “Just what our day was missing. A test of our ninja skills.”

“Less talking, more moving,” Violet shot back. She counted softly, timing the movements of the warlocks. “Three... two... one... now!”

Trusting our magic to hold, we ran past and headed for the ramp. The discussions between the warlocks on the dock had ceased because they were engrossed in their task. With a deep breath, I walked onto the ship with Aislinn and Violet behind me.

When I stepped onto the deck, I took in our surroundings. Seeing no one right in front of us, I motioned for Violet and Aislinn to hurry up. They joined me crouched behind a stack of crates. I was trying to listen to the warlocks’ conversation.

“...Shadow’s Edge... must be ready.”

I turned to my friends, my heart racing. “Shadow’s Edge,” I whispered. “That’s where they’re headed next. We need to find a place to hide below deck.”

“How the bloody hell do we get to the door without slamming into one of the warlocks?” Violet asked. “They’re crammed up here like sardines.”

“Not to mention, we need to know where Shadow’s Edge is located,” Aislinn pointed out. “That sounds like a name they made up. We should also get that information to Cael if we can. He can tell Bas.”

“It would be nice if they could meet us,” I replied. “Let’s get closer.”

A refreshing breeze cooled the sweat coating my body. It was a nice change from the humidity of the jungle. I was about to move to the next stack of crates when a comment stopped me. Holding up a hand, Aislinn and Violet paused next to me.

A couple of the warlocks loading the boat were talking. One of them said, “I’d much rather stay in the Amazon where it’s sunny than head to this gloomy English coast.” His tone was grumbly and petulant.

The other warlock replied, “Tell me about it. But the boss wants the Garden established there. Something about proximity and power.”

My ears perked up, and I exchanged a glance with Violet, who looked equally intrigued. "Did you hear that?" I whispered. "They’re moving the Garden to England."

Violet nodded, her expression turning serious. "If they’re heading to the English coast, they must have a specific place in mind. Somewhere, they can easily tap into the Garden’s power."

Aislinn’s eyes widened. "Do you think it’s near Cottlehill Wilds? That would explain why they gave those fruit samples to the kids in the S&S market. They’d want to be close to see what happens.”

“Not to mention they’re lazy and that would minimize their energy expenditure,” Violet added.

"I couldn’t agree more," I whispered back. "It makes perfect sense. By being close to Cottlehill, they will be able to tap into the ley line juncture and use that for any spell related to the Garden. It took a lot of power to shrink it. It’s going to be hard to reverse the process." I didn’t bother pointing out that they would have to reverse the process because it was obvious they would if they hoped to eat the fruit.

We remained in that hiding spot when those warlocks moved on a few minutes later. The ship’s deck was a chaotic mess of warlocks rushing about. I wished they had more to say, but their conversation devolved into complaints about the meals they were going to have during their voyage. And the others were scuttling around, securing supplies and preparing for departure.

"Let’s try to get closer to the main cabin. We might hear more over there," I whispered, though it was unnecessary. No one could see or hear us.

Aislinn gave me a quick nod, and she scanned the area for any sign of trouble before darting to the next stack of barrels. Violet slipped behind a particularly large stack of crates next to Aislinn. I followed suit, crouching down and trying to make myself as small as possible. The salty sea air, mixed with the scent of damp wood and fish, added to the ship's dark atmosphere.

My heart skipped a beat when the leader’s voice drifted out from the cabin. He had a low, commanding tone that sent a shiver down my spine. “We must ensure the terrarium is safely transported to England," the leader told whoever he was speaking with. That wasn’t new. We already had that information. “I should have thanked those witches for doing half of the work for us. Once there, we’ll use local power to establish the Garden, thus our stronghold. You will have to help enchant the boat to travel faster. The equinox is crucial, and we must make it there on time. The star alignment will amplify the ritual. When we succeed, we will have unparalleled power."

I exchanged a glance with Violet, who looked as alarmed as I felt. Aislinn’s eyes widened, her fear showing through. “They’re planning to set up the Garden in England,” I whispered, my voice barely above a breath.

“Seems so,” Violet replied, her expression grim. “And they’re banking on the equinox to boost their power. Based on that, you are right about the ley lines. They’ll be close to Cottlehill.”

“We need to stop them,” Aislinn said, her voice filled with a rare urgency. “If they succeed, they’ll be unstoppable.”

I nodded, feeling a knot of dread tighten in my stomach. “Right. No pressure. Just saving the world from a bunch of power-hungry warlocks.”

“So you’re saying it’s an average Tuesday for us,” Violet snarked.

A smile creased my mouth, and Aislinn added, “This is a bit more challenging than our usual Tuesday. I’d say it’s closer to a Saturday.”

A laugh bubbled out of me at their sarcasm. It helped alleviate the tension gripping all of us. I sobered quickly when the leader continued talking. I prayed he outlined more of their plan. “We have already secured that location in the countryside.”

“It’s hidden from prying eyes, so even if those witches make it back before we finish this, they won’t find us,” someone replied.

“Which is why I insisted we do that before we headed back for the Garden," the leader’s voice was annoyed when he replied. I’d bet he got pushback from his minions for insisting they do something else before going back for the fruit. “The rituals must begin precisely at midnight. Everything has to be in place before the equinox.”

“How cliché,” I muttered under my breath. “A midnight ritual in the countryside. They really are sticking to the villain handbook.”

Violet shot me a look. “They don’t have the mental capacity for creative thought. Their brains are being eaten by darkness.”

“It’s a frightening thought,” I whispered back. “I just wish these guys would be a bit more original.”

We listened as the warlocks discussed the logistics of their plan, including securing the terrarium and keeping it hidden until the right moment. Every detail they revealed made the situation seem more dire. They were organized and powerful. The scariest was the leader’s confidence. He believed they had already won the war. A person like that would be extremely dangerous when they realized how wrong they were. We’d have to be very careful.

Violet shifted slightly, and her brow furrowed in concentration. “They’re planning to use the terrarium to manipulate the natural balance,” she whispered. “If they succeed, they could control life and death itself.” Shit, I’d missed that part while worrying about how pissed he was going to be when we stopped him.

Aislinn’s face paled. “Do you think they’ve taken up on the land the Dark One was using? Remember that house? It was steeped in blood magic.”

“That's one possibility, but my gut says that’s wrong. Of course, that could be wishful thinking on my part. We need to let Cael know before they set sail so Grams can gather what we might need. There isn’t much battery left on my cell phone, and I want to save it,” I told them. I knew they wouldn’t want to leave the ship and then sneak back onboard, but we had to take the chance.

Aislinn made a face but nodded and gestured to the ramp leading off the boat. We carefully made our way off the ship and back to where we had parted with Cael. The entire time, I couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom. The warlocks’ plan was terrifyingly thorough, and the stakes had never been higher.

"Cael,” I whispered when we came up behind him. He stiffened, spun around, and had fire covering his hands. “It’s us. We’re cloaked. We don’t have long. We need to tell you what we learned so you can relay it to Bas.”

“Your mate is pissed that you’re risking your life. You should rethink your plan,” he replied.

“You won’t say that when you hear what we have to say,” Violet replied.

We gave him a rundown of the plans and told him to inform Bas. He was horrified at what we had to share and was no longer trying to talk us out of going back on the ship. "Tell our mates we love them and we are being careful," I told Cael. "And thank you for all of your help. We couldn’t have gotten this far without you."

We said our goodbyes and made our way through the labyrinthine docks. The fog thickened as we moved back to the ship. The afternoon sun barely pierced through the unnatural mist. “Why are they doing this?” I blurted as we ran.

Violet’s expression was one of terror and matched Aislinn’s. “They don’t need the cover to cast off. It makes no sense,” Violet added.

“As if these evil warlocks ever do anything that makes sense,” I muttered.

“What if they discovered our cloaking spell?” Aislinn blurted. “If they did, we’re in big trouble.”

“That’s highly unlikely. Fiona covered our bases. It’s more likely they assume we are getting close and don’t want the boat to be seen from afar. We have to get back on board so they don't leave without us,” Violet said, her tone firm despite the fear in her eyes.

“Agreed,” I said, taking a deep breath. “And I’ll reinforce the cloaking spell as we go.”

The shadows played tricks on our eyes in the dim light. The guards stationed at the ramp had menacing expressions and massive swords. They were vigilant, scanning everyone around them. “Do you think they know we’re here?” I whispered.

Aislinn gave me a look that said, ‘Don’t be dumb’. “It’s a safe bet Violet is right, and they suspect we’re close.”

We moved as one, our steps synchronized and silent. The fog wrapped around us like a boa constrictor. The pressure made it difficult to breathe. We approached the ramp and the guards’ low voices became clearer. One of them grumbled about having to hold the thick fog while the other scanned the surroundings with narrowed eyes.

“Did you hear something?” one of the guards asked, his hand tightening on the hilt of his sword. My eyes flew open, and I looked at Violet. She was clutching Aislinn’s hand. Pushing them, I encouraged them to keep going. If they did hear us, we couldn’t stick around.

“It’s probably just the wind,” the other replied, though he didn’t sound convinced. “But stay sharp. The boss doesn’t want any surprises from those witches.”

Taking advantage of their brief distraction, we slipped past them and onto the ship. The deck was chaotic, with warlocks hustling to load the last of the crates. We ducked behind a stack of barrels, catching our breath. “They’re pulling in the ramp. We’ll probably be leaving soon,” I whispered, peeking around the barrels.

Aislinn nodded and asked, “Now what?”

I nudged the two of them and pointed to the middle of the boat. The leader was behind the wheel casting spells. I jolted when the boat shot away from the dock. “Looks like he’s in a hurry. We find a place to stow away while trying to find a way to impede their plans without being caught,” I replied.

Violet rolled her eyes. “Oh, good. Low risk as usual.”


CHAPTER 16
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VIOLET

Huddled behind the barrels, I tried to calm my racing heart. I loved our adventures, but some days I felt too old for this crap. Today was one of those days. Fiona was crouched with her fists clenched, ready to tackle the entire boat. Her frustration was a fourth person among us. “I’m rethinking this whole plan. Maybe we should hit them now before we’re stranded in the middle of the ocean,” she hissed.

“Yeah, great idea,” I countered, my sarcasm as sharp as ever. “Except there are, what, twenty of them and three of us? How about we avoid dying today?”

Aislinn played the voice of reason and caution. “Violet’s right. We need to be smart about this. We stick to your plan. It’s a good one. We stow away and gather as much information as possible. The key in this will be choosing the right moment to strike.”

Fiona blew out a breath and shook her hands. “Which will be after we reach England. We will need to consider food during the trip as well.”

I made a face when my bladder objected. “And a bathroom. That will be a problem, too.”

“As distasteful as it sounds, we can magically contain our waste and dump it overboard,” Aislinn suggested. “The cloaking spell will make that easier.”

“Is it wrong that I would suddenly rather fight the ship full of warlocks?” I asked as we carefully navigated the deck.

Fiona laughed and jumped to the side when a warlock lost hold of a crate. “So much for saving the world as badass witches being sexy and glamourous. It’s messy and rarely pretty.” We stepped around patrolling warlocks whose boots thudded ominously on the wooden planks. The noise they made became menacing when we slipped below.

My heart was pounding against my ribcage as we crept through the ship’s darker spaces. A flickering lantern light created dancing shadows that seemed to taunt our every step. After what felt like an eternity of near-misses and frantic searching, we found a small, rarely used storage compartment near the stern. It smelled like mildew and the well-used basement of a frat house.

“This will have to do,” I muttered, squeezing into the cramped space. “Smells like a wet dog in here.”

“Better a wet dog than a dead one,” Aislinn quipped, trying to lighten the mood as she followed me in.

Fiona wedged herself in last. “We can’t stay here the entire trip,” she said. “We will need to venture out when there are fewer warlocks awake or we might not be able to walk for a week.”

“We will,” I assured her. “But we have to be patient. Let’s not make any reckless moves.”

We settled in, trying to make ourselves comfortable among the old sails and ropes. The ship creaked and groaned around us. Every sound was magnified in the tense silence of our hideout. If I ignored the fact that the three of us were smashed together on a boat full of evil warlocks the distant murmur of voices would be soothing.

“Okay, game plan,” I whispered. “We grab whatever the cook is making while his back is turned. It smells delicious.”

Fiona and Aislinn quirked a brow and chuckled. “That’s not saying much. Anything would smell like heaven, given the armpit we are surrounded by,” Fiona teased.

“I vote for a nap first. That way, we stay quiet and out of sight,” Aislinn retorted. “There’s no reason to take unnecessary risks.”

Fiona stood and stretched. “I agree. And yet, I have to move. I can’t sit still yet. I’ll just get a better feel for the layout down here.” She was out the door before we could respond.

Aislinn and I shared a look and she asked, “Do you think she’s okay on her own?”

I uncurled from the tight ball I’d been in and sighed. “She needs to work out some of her nervous energy. She won’t do anything to get caught. We should keep our ears peeled just in case.”

My eyes were getting drowsy when the door handle rattled a while later. Aislinn grabbed my hand, and we held our breaths until the door opened. We released it when we saw it was Fiona. And she had returned carrying a bowl of food. “Found the galley,” Fiona announced, setting the bowl down. “Figured we could use a proper meal.”

Sitting up, I got a look at what she had. It was chifrijo, a Costa Rican delight. The savory mix of rice, black beans, fried pork, avocado, and pico de gallo made my mouth water. All it was missing were the crispy tortilla strips on top. The aroma filled the room, making my stomach growl in response.

“How the hell did you manage that?” I blurted as I grabbed a piece of meat and popped it in my mouth.

Fiona pulled a spoon out of her bag and handed it to me. “I grabbed a mixing bowl the second the cook left the galley and started filling it. I didn’t hesitate, knowing we would need the food.”

“I’m no longer upset that you went alone,” Aislinn told her with a smile. “Thank you.”

We dug in eagerly, the flavors a welcome distraction from our tense situation. The chifrijo was a comforting blend of textures and tastes we’d been missing for days. The crunchy pork was perfectly balanced by the creamy avocado and tangy pico de gallo.

As we ate, Fiona filled us in on what she had discovered. “The crew quarters take up most of the deck we’re on,” she said between bites. “There’s a level below us, but I didn’t venture down there. I wanted you two with me before I went down there.”

She paused, taking a sip of water from her canteen before continuing. “Oh, and I found the loo. But Aislinn’s plans for our personal waste are better. It's situated between the galley and the barracks.”

Aislinn nodded, satisfied with her foresight. “I’d rather deal with my waste than be peed on, or worse, by some nasty warlock. Besides, we can’t afford to make any mistakes.”

Fiona leaned back, her expression more relaxed now that she had seen more and eaten. “I’ll take the first watch. You two should get some rest while you can.”

I glanced at Aislinn, who gave a small nod. “Alright,” I agreed. “But wake us if you hear anything suspicious.”

Fiona smirked. “Will do. Now, get some sleep. We need to be sharp for whatever comes next.”

I settled into a more comfortable position, the warmth of the meal and the camaraderie of my friends easing some of the tension I’d been carrying. As my eyes grew heavy, I heard Fiona humming softly to herself, a comforting sound that lulled me into a light yet restful sleep.

I woke a few hours later and gave Fiona a break. By the time Aislinn woke, I was still wide awake and sat up with her. It was harder to magically collect my pee than I thought it would be. Thankfully, Aislinn was able to pull the liquid out of the sails we were lying on. Instead of going up to the top deck, we opened a port hole window at the end of the section where we were and dropped it into the ocean.

We couldn’t see shit, but we knew when the sun came up the next day because the room got hotter and hotter. Staying in the cramped compartment was about as comfortable as sharing a broom closet with two other people and a particularly disgruntled cat. The darkness was oppressive, and the faint smell of mildew lingered in the air, making every breath feel damp and unpleasant. Aislinn used her magic to conjure a small, flickering flame. It was enough for us to see each other without being visible beneath the door.

“These are lovely accommodations,” I muttered, shifting to find a more comfortable position among the old sails and used ropes. “Truly five-star.”

Fiona snorted. “I’ve stayed in worse,” she said, though her grimace suggested otherwise. “But seriously, has anyone ever cleaned this place? It’s like they’re trying to grow new species of mold.”

I couldn’t help but smirk. “Considering their dedication to dark magic, I wouldn’t be surprised if mold was part of their evil plan. Step one: conjure mildew. Step two: world domination.”

Aislinn rolled her eyes but smiled slightly. “Step three: unleash the army of dust bunnies to finish the job. We should be careful not to disturb them, or we might find ourselves under attack.”

Fiona chuckled, adjusting her position. “Right? And don’t forget the ancient cobwebs. They probably have some magical properties, too. Maybe they’re enchanted to make you sneeze uncontrollably.”

I laughed quietly, trying to avoid making too much noise. “Or maybe they’re sentient and report back to the warlocks. We could be compromised by spider informants.”

Fiona grinned. “We’re sitting in the most powerful espionage network known to mold-kind. We’ll have to tread carefully.”

Aislinn reached for an old coil of rope, inspecting it with a mock-serious expression. “This rope is probably cursed. Anyone who touches it gets a terrible itch that never goes away.”

I leaned back, letting the humor of the situation lighten the oppressive atmosphere. “You know, it’s almost impressive how they’ve managed to turn a perfectly good ship into a health hazard. Maybe they missed their calling as evil interior decorators.”

Aislinn nodded sagely. “Dark and foreboding is clearly their aesthetic. But they’ve really outdone themselves with the olfactory elements. They’ve nailed the aroma of mildew and despair.”

Fiona snorted. “They probably have meetings about it. ‘How can we make this place more repulsive? Any ideas? Johnson, you’ve been slacking on the mold growth this week’.”

I wiped a tear from my eye, trying to keep my laughter under control. “I can see it now. ‘Make sure the mildew in the lower decks is particularly pungent. We want our prisoners to know they’re in a truly awful place.”

Aislinn giggled. “They’ve got a whole department dedicated to unpleasantness. ‘Dark Magic and Gross Environments Division’.”

The three of us continued to poke fun at our grim surroundings. The banter provided a much-needed distraction from our dire situation. For a moment, it almost felt like we were friends hanging out rather than a team of magical warriors on a dangerous mission.

Fiona’s expression softened as she looked around the cramped closet. “You know, despite the mold and the dirt, I’m glad I’m here with you two. I wouldn’t want to be stuck in this awful place with anyone else.”

Aislinn and I exchanged a glance, her eyes reflecting the same sentiment. “Same here,” Aislinn said quietly. “We’ll get through this together.”

I nodded. “And when we do, we can write a book about our adventures. ‘How to Survive in Moldy Hellholes: A Guide by Three Badass Witches’.”

Fiona laughed, the sound echoing softly in the confined space. “I’d read that. Now, we need to make sure we get out of here in one piece so we can actually write it.”

We settled into a more comfortable silence. “So, how long do you think this voyage is going to take?” I whispered a few seconds later.

“Depends on how fast their spell is making the boat go,” Fiona replied. “While that should make it shorter than a normal trip, given our luck, it’ll take forever.”

“You had to curse us,” I sighed, leaning back against the rough wooden wall. “I have no doubt fate would love to force an extended vacation in Mold City on us.”

Fiona chuckled softly. “Look on the bright side, Vi. At least we’re not dealing with the warlocks face-to-face right now.”

“Yeah, because sitting here waiting to be discovered is so much better,” I shot back. I smiled to let her know I wasn’t upset. Fiona’s sarcasm was infectious.

Aislinn chuckled and then sobered. “The Dark magic is getting worse. I’m barely stopping myself from throwing up that yummy food. Is there something we can do to make it better?”

I shook my head and gave her a sympathetic look. “There’s not much we can do without being discovered.”

“Would it help if we cast a protective bubble around us?” Fiona asked.

I cocked my head to the side and considered it. “It can’t hurt to try, but we shouldn’t use too much energy to fuel it. We don’t want our cloaking spell to lapse because we’re tapped out magically.”

They both agreed, and Fiona and I cast the spell. Aislinn’s coloring immediately improved, and her shoulders dropped from being bunched up beneath her ears. We lapsed into silence, each lost in thought.

“Ever think we’d end up like this?” Fiona broke the silence with her reflective tone. “Chasing warlocks across the world and hiding in a smelly compartment on a ship?”

“Not exactly what I had planned for my life,” I admitted. “I always pictured me at my bookstore when I got old. But the adventure makes life interesting. There’s never a dull moment with you two around.”

Aislinn smiled, her eyes softening. “Tell me about it. I’m a mother to a dragon, a demigod, and I have some mix of powers we don’t even understand.”

We talked about the changes our lives had undergone and what we would want back to the way it used to be before. Surprisingly, none of us missed our old lives. Sure, there were aspects we hoped to experience again, but none of us wanted to go back to the people we had been. We’d grown into new women for the second act of our lives and I couldn’t be happier.

Okay, right at that moment, I could have been. Crammed into the dark, musty compartment of the ship, I shifted uncomfortably for the hundredth time. I hadn’t given up trying to find a position that didn’t make my limbs feel like they were falling asleep. “Should we go out and see what we can find? It’s getting cooler again. I think night has fallen.”

“I say we wait a little longer for them to start falling asleep,” Aislinn replied. “The fewer up and around, the better. We should figure out how we are going to stop them.”

“I've been thinking about that. How about a surprise attack when the ship docks? We catch them off guard and take them down before they know what hit them,” Fiona suggested.

I shook my head. “That’s too risky. They’ll be expecting trouble at the dock. What if we disable the ship’s steering? That way, they can’t reach England at all.”

Fiona made a face at me. “Then we will be stuck too. I have no desire to find our way home from the middle of the Atlantic.”

Aislinn looked thoughtful. “I could use my magic to create distractions, illusions that keep them busy while we work on disabling the ship and taking them down one by one. Then we can fix it and sail home.”

“I know nothing about piloting a boat,” I replied. “I like the idea of distractions to keep the warlocks busy. Taking them all out isn’t a good idea.”

Fiona rolled to her other side, grimaced, and then turned back. “We should have Aislinn create distractions while Violet and I look for any relics or artifacts they might be using to help with their plans.”

I sat up, suddenly excited. “If we’re lucky, we will find the terrarium.”

Fiona frowned, giving me an impatient look. “Taking that while we are still sailing would be a bad idea. That will set them on a witch hunt. They’d find us in this closet in no time, and then we’d be in a world of trouble.”

Aislinn nodded vigorously. “We should lay eyes on it to make sure it’s safe and maybe even cast wards around it to keep the evil from contaminating it.”

We were all in agreement on that front. As the ship sailed on, we prepared ourselves mentally and magically for the excursion. The warlocks might have the upper hand for now, but we were ready to turn the tables.

“I’ve been thinking about our situation," Aislinn said, breaking the silence that had descended on us. “I don’t like the idea of not doing something. What if we change the course of the ship?”

Fiona raised an eyebrow. “You mean, steer it somewhere away from wherever these warlocks are heading?”

I nodded as Aislinn’s idea started to take shape in my mind. “Exactly. If we can redirect the ship, we could buy ourselves some time and throw off their plans.”

Aislinn looked determined. “I can cast a spell to alter the ship’s course, but we need to get up to the helm. It won’t be easy with the warlocks patrolling, but it’s our best shot.”

“We shouldn’t put them too far off course. Just enough that they don’t land where they want in England.” Fiona glanced at the door and then back at us. “Alright, let’s do it. We need to move quietly and quickly. We can look around after we are done unless there are too many still up.”

We crept out of the cramped closet and moved silently through the dimly lit corridors. The ship groaned and creaked around us. Its aged timbers and damp, mildew-scented walls added to the oppressive atmosphere. As we approached the stairs leading up to the helm, the sound of chanting echoed faintly through the halls. Others were probably taking over, pushing the ship as fast as a speedboat. The Dark magic made my stomach roil. I looked over at Aislinn and noted she was green around the edges.

The stairwell was narrow and steep. And the wood was slick with moisture. We paused at the base of the stairs, listening for any signs of movement. When we were sure the coast was clear, we made our way up. We went one by one and kept close to the walls. The air grew colder as we ascended. The night breeze seeped through the ship’s aging timbers.

Reaching the helm was a game of dodging the drunk assholes. That’s what made the deck we were on smell like a frat house. The fresh air was a relief. After getting through the worst of the obstacle course, we found the wheel unattended. It creaked with the ship’s gentle sway. Aislinn moved to the center, her eyes closed in concentration. “I need you two to keep watch while I cast the spell. This will take a few minutes.”

Fiona and I positioned ourselves on either side of her and kept an eye out for any approaching warlocks. Aislinn began to chant softly. She drew intricate patterns in the air as she drew on her magic. Fae magic often involved runes. They were what had allowed us to combine it with witchcraft to create more powerful spells and potions. The air around her shimmered with energy, and I could feel the ship responding, the creak of the timbers shifting subtly.

As Aislinn’s spell took hold, the ship’s wheel began to turn on its own, the course altering gradually. Fiona and I exchanged a look of relief, but we stayed alert. We couldn’t afford to be caught off guard now.

Suddenly, the sound of raucous laughter and clinking bottles was far closer than it had been. “They’re coming up here!” I whispered urgently. “I think they know we changed direction.”

A group of drunken warlocks was making their way up the stairs. Just as they stumbled into view, the ship lurched violently, throwing us all off balance. Aislinn teetered dangerously close to one of the warlocks. Before she could fall into him, Fiona reacted quickly, using her elemental magic to send a gust of wind that pushed the warlock backward and steadied Aislinn at the same time. He collided with another warlock, and the two of them tumbled to the floor in a tangled heap.

“What the hell?” one of the warlocks slurred, shoving the other away. “Watch where you’re going, idiot!”

The warlocks were too drunk to realize what had happened and started shoving each other. Then, the shouting began. Their argument escalated into a full-blown scuffle within seconds. Their distraction bought us precious time.

Fiona cast a spell before we headed out. The wheel was locked in its new direction. No one would be the wiser about what had happened. “I’ve erased all signs of her influence. Let’s get out of here before more of them show up.”

Carefully avoiding the still-brawling warlocks, we made our way back to the small room. We hurried back through the maze. Thankfully, many of them were passed out. There was no one at the bottom of the stairs, allowing us to descend to the lower deck. The narrow stairwell seemed to close in as if trying to keep us from escaping.

“Good job, Aislinn,” Fiona said, clapping her on the shoulder. “Now, let’s hope this buys us enough time to get Bas and the others in place to mount an offensive.”

I nodded, feeling a renewed sense of determination. “I feel better having diverted them. It’ll take them longer to reach their destination, which will benefit us. That was a great idea, Ais. Now we just have to stay one step ahead of them.”

As we settled back into our hiding spot, the ship continued on its new course. We braced ourselves for whatever challenges lay ahead. The musty smell and cramped quarters seemed less daunting now that we had taken action. The warlocks had no idea what was coming. For the first time in days, I had hope that we were going to make sure they regretted ever crossing us.


CHAPTER 17
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AISLINN

The ship sailed steadily towards England. Its rhythmic sway was a constant reminder of the distance we were traveling. The way the hull bounced off the waves, coupled with the underlying nausea, never let me forget what was taking us there. We would deserve gold medals for enduring the musty air in the cramped compartment. It was one of the hardest things we’d done. We were all on edge.

“Another day in paradise,” I muttered under my breath as I shifted uncomfortably. My back ached from the hard floor, and my legs were cramped from the lack of space.

My sarcastic best friend grinned. “Hey, at least we’re not swimming with the sharks,” Fiona retorted.

“Small comforts,” Violet replied in a voice tinged with irritation. “I’m more worried about what happens when we dock. Those warlocks aren’t exactly going to roll out the red carpet for us. And they’re going to be pissed when they don’t arrive at the port they wanted.”

“That’s if he doesn’t notice the landmarks are off and correct course beforehand,’ Fiona pointed out.

We had settled into a tense routine. Each of us took turns peering through the small cracks in the planks, watching the warlocks, and noting their activities. We’d all been to the galley and stollen food. Nothing was as good as that first meal we had. It felt like a bizarre game of hide and seek. The stakes here were much higher than having fun at a party.

“Anything new?” I asked as Fiona took her turn at our makeshift peephole.

She shook her head. “Just more of the same. Drinking beer and looking suspicious. You know, the usual warlock stuff.”

As the hours passed, we continued to take turns watching and resting. The ship’s steady rhythm and the sounds of waves lapping against the hull became a constant backdrop to our tense vigil. The scent of saltwater was comforting for me because it was a reminder of the outside world we were heading toward.

During one of our quieter moments, I glanced at Fiona and Violet. “What’s our plan when we reach England? How can we warn the guys to stay hidden without being caught?”

Fiona didn’t miss a beat even though she was playing with her dagger. The morose look on her face told me she was missing her mate. Bas had made it for her to keep her safe. “I don’t think the guys will be at the docks. We have no idea where they are going to land. After they do, the priority is stopping them before they establish the Garden. If they get access to the fruit, it’ll be nearly impossible to end this.”

“Seems like we’re back to the same dilemma as before,” Violet pointed out with a furrowed brow. “There’s a lot of them and only three of us.”

“I’ve been thinking about that.” Fiona dropped her voice low. “As I mentioned, there is a chance they will correct course. If we disable the ship’s steering, they won’t be able to. And we will definitely delay them. It’ll buy us some time to gather resources to stop them.”

“The only way we will stand a chance against them is if we can regroup a bit. We’re out of healing potions and dangerously low on the offensive ones.” I nodded as I thought it out. “I can create some distractions with my magic and keep them off balance while you two handle the ship. No one will question the wind and waves acting up.” The tension in the compartment was palpable, but we eventually settled on my plan.

Moving silently, we left the room. It was good to stretch and be mobile. We made our way through the narrow, dimly lit corridors of the ship, careful to avoid patrolling warlocks. As we approached the stairs leading to the top deck, the sound of muffled voices reached our ears. We crept up slowly. And peeked cautiously around the corner. The ship’s leader standing near the helm, scolding a group of warlocks who looked distinctly unwell.

“What’s wrong with you lot?” the leader barked. “You’re supposed to be the elite, and here you are, looking like you’ve had too much to drink.”

The warlocks mumbled incoherent apologies. Their faces were pale and sweaty, and they looked shaky. The leader’s eyes blazed with anger as he berated them. I was pretty sure people on the East Coast of America could hear what he was screaming.

“We need to move now,” Fiona whispered. Her voice was barely audible. “We can’t risk waiting for him to leave on his own. He might come down here, and I’m not sure he won’t feel us if he is close enough.”

I sucked in a breath, and Violet and Fiona shared a look. They quickly recast the cloaking spell. I loved how they knew my tells. I was the one who jumped at every shadow. Yet they never made me feel bad for it. They accepted me for who I am and went out of their way to make me feel better. More of my anxiety was alleviated when the air shimmered around us as the enchantment perked up.

Invisible to the naked eye, my legs didn’t shake quite so much as we crept along the edges of the deck. We stuck to the shadows as much as possible as we headed toward the helm. As we neared the wheel, the leader finally finished his tirade and turned on his heel. He marched back and forth, checking several things before he headed into his chambers. The sickly warlocks shuffled away, still looking queasy and thoroughly chastened.

“Now’s our chance,” I murmured. “Let’s go.”

We moved swiftly but carefully, the cloak keeping us hidden as we reached the ship’s wheel. The wooden ring creaked ominously. Its spokes were worn smooth by years of use. Fiona and Violet worked quickly as they cast spells on the intricate mechanisms to disable the steering. I stood guard and cast subtle wind and wave spells to create distractions. The ship rocked more, making me stumble and need to brace myself. The sea responded to my magic in a way that would seem natural to anyone watching.

“We’re almost done,” Violet whispered, her voice tense with concentration. “Just a few more adjustments…”

I nodded, my eyes scanning the deck for any sign of movement. The warlocks who had been scolded were now huddled together. They were seemingly too preoccupied with their discomfort to notice anything amiss while the rest were scrambling to secure things in case the weather got worse.

Because I was focusing my magic on the elements and the ship, I felt something snap beneath us. Whatever allowed the wheel to move, the ship was no longer connected. “We did it. They won’t be able to steer the ship now,” Fiona said.

“I need to make sure the currents keep taking us to England, or we might end up in Tahiti,” I said as another concern occurred to me.

“Gods, there’s always something,” Violet muttered while I put the elements to work.

“It’s never-ending,” I agreed. “Let’s get out of here before they realize what we’ve done,”

We retreated the way we came, moving quickly and silently under the cover of the cloaking spell. As we descended the stairs back to the lower deck, the ship continued on its new, uncontrollable course. Back in the cramped compartment, we allowed ourselves a moment of relief. “One thing down,” Fiona said, a triumphant gleam in her eyes. “Now we just need to stay a step ahead of them.”

“How can we have Bas, Thanos, and Argies waiting for us when we dock?” I asked. There was no better way to stay ahead of them.

Violet lifted a shoulder. “Grams could track us. It won’t be very accurate until we get closer, though. By the time they had a lock on us, they might not make it to us in time.” She made a good point. What none of us mentioned was that despite all we had done, there was still a chance we would land where the leader wanted.

Fiona pulled out her phone, her fingers moving quickly over the screen as she texted Bas and Grams. I’d conjured a small fire when we returned, and it dimly lit the compartment, making shadows flicker on the wooden walls while Fiona typed. She told Bas we were on the ship and headed to England, explained how we had disabled the steering, and mentioned that we didn't know where we were going to land. She asked him to gather supplies with Grams' help and to have Grams scry for us so they could meet us when we landed.

“Do you think they’ll get it and be able to meet us?” I asked in a voice barely above a whisper.

“They better,” Fiona replied, trying to mask her anxiety. “We can’t take these warlocks on by ourselves.” Just as she was about to send another message, the screen flickered and went dark.

“Damn it! Phone’s dead,” she muttered, shaking it as if that would magically bring it back to life.

Violet pulled hers out of her bag and sighed. “I’ve got no service.”

I retrieved mine and looked at it. “I have one percent battery. Guess we’re truly on our own now," I sighed and ran a hand through my hair.

The ship rocked gently and the sounds of the waves lapping against the hull became a soothing, if deceptive, background noise. Remaining hidden in the compartment was the hardest thing ever. Each of us was eager to get a move on and act already. We weren’t used to days of inactivity like this. Especially when we were dealing with a case. Those were usually a sprint from start to finish while we dodged the assholes trying to murder us. Being on a boat like this was far more dangerous for us than anything else. Any misstep could mean disaster.

“We can’t assume we will have help waiting for us. So, what’s the plan when we dock?” I asked with my eyes on Fiona.

“We stick to the shadows and follow the warlocks,” Fiona said, her voice firm. “We need to find out exactly what they’re planning and stop them before they can pull it off. Hopefully, by the time we need to take action, Bas has arrived with Thanos and Argies.”

“And if they notice us?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Then we improvise,” Fiona replied with a smirk. “We’re good at that.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yeah, because improvising has worked out so well for us in the past.”

Fiona’s smirk widened. “We’re still alive, aren’t we?”

“Fair point,” I said with a smile. “I actually think we work better when we’re winging it. Our best comes out when we’re under pressure.”

Violet chuckled and said, “It’s astonishing what facing life or death will propel you to do.”

The ship continued its journey through the night, the hours stretching on as we took turns resting and keeping watch. I should have enjoyed the lull in this case, but I came to realize that I preferred to be doing something. Even if it was actively running from a demon.

An urgent need to relieve myself got me off the floor. We’d taken to going to the bathroom in an alcove right next to the port hole. We’d gotten good at the process. The first light of dawn began to seep through the cracks in the planks as I went to the bathroom. We were getting closer to England. Dumping my waste outside, I returned to the compartment.

“We're ready,” I said, more to myself than anyone else as I settled back down.

“Damn right we are,” Fiona replied, her eyes flashing with determination. “These warlocks have no idea what they’re in for.”

“I’m going to sneak breakfast before the cook gets up and to it,” Violet offered.

“Thanks,” I told her, and then I made a face when she opened the door. “Don’t grab any tomatoes this time. They were awful yesterday.” Violet nodded and took off.

Fiona sighed and pushed up so she was sitting with her back against the hull. “I think it’s the Dark magic rotting the fresh produce.”

I shuddered and rubbed my arms to get rid of the chill that suddenly came over me. “We need to write a book about combating evil assholes. No one realizes just how much malevolence contaminates.”

“If they’re around it long enough, they do. Unfortunately, by then, many welcome it in.”

Violet returned with bread, cheese, and some fruit. We huddled together, eating in the dim compartment. The scent of food mingled with the saltwater and musty air. Violet pulled out a piece of chalk she had found and began sketching on the wooden floor. “I’m a visual person, so I thought I would draw out our plans," she said. She was having as hard of a time with the inactivity as I was. “When we dock, we need to keep the cloaking spell in place and follow the warlocks to their hideout. We can’t let them see us.”

Fiona raised an eyebrow. “And if the leader feels us?”

Violet didn't miss a beat. "Then I’ll go nuclear,” she said, referring to her phoenix side and the destructive flames she had. “But only as a last resort. We need to rely on stealth and teamwork. No heroics.”

I nibbled on a piece of cheese and nodded. “We’ll make it off the boat and to their lair, and then they won’t know what hit them.”

Fiona leaned in, examining the rough map Violet had drawn. “I like the stick figures on your ramp. Which ones are we?

“We’re the ones next to the boat. See the boobs?” She pointed to two small curves on their chests.

Fiona chuckled. “I see them now. We keep close to the boat and then shadow the leader. What happens after we find out where they're holed up? Bust in and grab the terrarium?”

Violet shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We need to scout it out and see what they’re doing first. We need to know what we're up against. If we rush in blindly, we'll be overwhelmed.”

I couldn't help but add, “Plus, we need to make sure the terrarium is secure. We can’t risk damaging it in a reckless attack.”

Fiona wrapped her arms around her knees. “Stealth and strategy are my middle names. If things go south, you need to be ready to burn those bastards to the ground. We cannot allow them to finish their ritual.”

“Noted,” Violet said with a smirk. “For the record, our goal needs to be on avoiding the whole 'burning everything down' scenario if we can.”

I lifted my hand and tilted my gaze to the ceiling. “I think we’re almost there. Listen.”

The closer we got to England, the more anxious the warlocks became. We could hear snippets of their conversations as they passed near our hiding spot. It was like being stuck in a bad reality show. Instead of drama queens, we had evil warlocks plotting world domination.

“The ritual must be performed under the next star alignment.” The Warlock Leader’s voice was right outside our compartment. My heart skipped several beats and terror gripped my throat. His voice dripped with annoyance. “You need to have the supplies I asked for. If we establish the Garden’s power before the equinox, no one will be able to stop us.”

“Shite,” I whispered to Fiona and Violet. “They’ve got their whole evil plan scheduled down to the minute.”

Violet rolled her eyes. “Of course they do. Villains and their timetables. It’s like they’re trying to win an award for punctuality.”

Another warlock’s voice floated through the wooden planks, barely audible. "The preparations are almost complete. The last three items should be there when we arrive. Don't worry. I won’t let you down.”

“See that you don’t,” the leader growled. “You will not like what happens if you do.”

I exchanged a glance with Fiona, who looked like she wanted to punch something. “I wish I could jump out and shove my fist into his face," she said in a low growl. “Jerks like that need to be taken down a notch.”

“You recall what happened to that witch that gave up the goods on the Garden’s power.” The Warlock Leader said it as a threat, making me wonder who he had gotten the information from and what happened to her. “Life with me will be worth all of your sacrifices when I control everything.”

“Unstoppable power,” I muttered. “Why do they always want more power? Can’t they just settle for a nice beach house and a pet cat?”

Fiona snorted. “Because they’re megalomaniacs, Ais. It’s in the job description.”

I rolled my eyes. “We’re up against the worst kind of overachievers.”

We fell silent again, straining to hear more. The leader moved away and the other warlocks moved about the ship. Their voices rose and fell but they didn’t give us anything else. The warlocks had their plans, but we had something stronger. Determination, unity, and a fierce resolve to protect the Garden and everything it stood for.

Little did the warlocks know their meticulously planned ritual was about to be met with a force they couldn’t have anticipated. The game was about to change. We were going to make sure it ended in our favor. England awaited, and so did our biggest hurdle.
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FIONA

The ship crept toward the English coast, and the early morning mist clung to the water like a bad hangover. The dock emerged from the fog like a shadowy place hidden among tall, twisted trees whose branches reached out like skeletal fingers. My heart sank. Our plans hadn’t worked. This place screamed “bad news.” Despite our efforts to knock the boat off track, the leader managed to steer the boat to its intended destination.

The warlocks moved quietly and efficiently as they unloaded crates and supplies from the ship. Others met them on the dock to help things along. Violet, Aislinn, and I had snuck from the compartment to the upper deck when the boat began slowing. We were currently plastered into a corner where we wouldn’t be in the way. The worst part of our current predicament was that I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were stepping onto the set of a horror movie.

“We're back in lovely, misty England,” I whispered. “I have to say I did miss it.”

“You missed your mate and Grams like Violet and me.” Aislinn shot me a nervous glance then. “This place gives me the creeps. Can’t we just send a postcard and call it a day?”

I gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Oh sure, because 'Wish you were here' works so well when you're dealing with warlocks.”

Violet chuckled and wagged a finger at us. “Focus, ladies. If we stick to the shadows and follow their lead, they won't even know we're here.”

“Famous last words,” Aislinn muttered as we slipped off the ship one by one. Our footsteps were muffled by the cloaking spell, just like our voices. The warlocks were too engrossed in their work to notice us creeping behind them. I had to give them credit for their dedication, if not their choice of hobbies.

“Alright, we need to find a way to contact Bas and Grams,” I whispered as we crouched behind a truck parked next to the dock.

“My phone is still alive. I’ll let them know we docked and have Grams scry so they can follow us,” Violet replied, pulling out her phone. She quickly typed a message. I’m sure it was to her mate, Thanos, giving him the gist of our situation. Just as she hit send, the screen flickered and went dark. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. My phone just died.”

“Let’s hope he got the message and fate isn’t still messing with us,” I said. “We can’t wait for them here.”

“No,” Violet agreed. “We do this the old-fashioned way and follow these arseholes.”

Aislinn sucked in a breath, her expression resigned. “And find a way to stop them before they can do whatever they’re planning.”

“Look at it this way,” I told them. “At least we aren’t still in that cramped compartment.”

Violet rubbed her lower back and grimaced. We had to hurry to keep up with the truck as it pulled out. “My back will never recover from that trip across the pond. We should have snuck in the back of the truck. We’re going to lose them.”

We started running as we hit a mist-shrouded town. It was even smaller than Cottlehill Wilds. I had no idea where we were and prayed that we hadn’t been wrong about them choosing a place close to Cottlehill. It would take longer for help to arrive.

I was panting within seconds and shaking my head. “The car in the lead... just turned... onto a... dirt road.” I couldn’t finish telling them we would catch up.

We were running then, and no one could respond to my comment. We’d fallen far behind the line of vehicles and were struggling to catch up. It was a relief when we joined them on the dirt road and noted they weren’t out of sight yet. The rough surface had forced them to slow their speed.

I gestured to the trees lining the path, and the three of us tried to keep up our pace while not losing sight of them. There was a point when the vehicles disappeared. Aislinn and Violet both looked at me, and I shook my head. “I can’t run.”

“Me either,” Aislinn admitted.

Violet clutched her side as we kept as fast a pace as possible. “This is getting ridiculous,” she muttered. “Are they leading us to Narnia?”

“Speaking of a mythical place. Where are we anyway?” I asked as I looked around. The landscape was a stark contrast to the Amazon jungle we had just left.

“We’re not far from where the Dark One had her lair,” Violet replied.

Aislinn went pale and started shaking. “You don’t think that’s where they are, do you?”

I shook my head. “No, we destroyed that house. Wherever they are, it’s someplace new.”

“Like there?” Aislinn asked as she stepped inside the tree line and grabbed our arms.

I cocked my head to the side as I caught my breath. “That looks like a haunted mansion. They couldn’t be more cliche.”

“Their lack of creativity plays in our favor. We have the chance to stop their dastardly plans.”

“We need to regroup before we approach that house. Going in there tired and unprepared would be stupid,” I pointed out. “And we need time for Bas and the others to arrive.”

Violet jerked her chin to our right. “We can hide out in that keeper's cottage. It looks abandoned.”

We approached the small, decrepit building. It looked like it hadn’t seen a living soul in years. The only living things inside were likely mice and rats. It was perfect for our purposes.

“This place is charming,” Violet said dryly, pushing open the creaky door. “I can see why it’s so popular.”

“Let’s just hope it’s as abandoned as it looks,” I said, stepping inside and glancing around cautiously. The inside was cold and musty, the scent of mildew mixing with the faint smell of old wood.

“Another smelly hideout,” Aislinn complained. “I’m never going to get the smells from this trip off me.”

“I’ll work on a bath bomb that will pull it from our pores,” I offered as we settled in. We each took a moment to catch our breath before we launched into any discussions about our next move. Unfortunately, there was nowhere clean enough to sit, so we couldn’t relax entirely.

After I finished the last of the water in my canteen, I took charge. “Okay, we need to split up and gather intel before meeting back at the big tree outside. Violet, you take the north side of the house. Aislinn, you cover the south. I’ll look on the other side of the house.” We could see the west side. It was where all the vehicles were parked.

“Got it,” Violet said, standing up and stretching. “Let’s get this over with.”

Leaving the cottage, we crossed to the massive oak about twenty feet away. I snatched their arms before they could take off and crouched down. We were hidden behind the large trunk. “They’re right there,” I explained. “And I’m fairly sure the cloaking spell is no longer active. I lost my half when we were running.”

Violet’s eyes widened, and her jaw dropped open. She snapped it shut and shook her head. “Thank the gods we moved into the forest because it’s gone,” she whispered.

Aislinn poked her head around to see what the warlocks were doing. “This is bad. I don’t want to split up now. They’ll see one of us,” she whined low.

My heart went out to her. “I don’t either.” I looked better and noted the warlocks were in a small clearing. Their dark cloaks almost blended into the shadows. They were speaking in hushed tones, too quiet for us to hear.

Aislinn’s eyes narrowed. “What do you think they’re up to?” she asked.

“Oh, probably planning their next 'How to Ruin the World' seminar,” I replied, my tone dripping with sarcasm. “We need to find out more.”

Violet nodded. “We are going to need to channel our stealth mode as we try to get closer.”

“Have you met my daughter?” Aislinn hissed in a low voice. “We’ve got one mode, and it’s closer to a pachyderm than a spy.”

My chest rumbled with my silent laughter. I shot her a grin and we crept forward. Four steps later, my thighs were burning like hell. Staying low while moving was for Olympic athletes, not middle-aged women. We were making more noise than Kalli when she fought naptime. At least we sounded more like feral animals caught in a trap than anything human. It took herculean effort to remain calm.

As we edged closer, we could finally make out their conversation. They were making preparations for their big ritual to reverse the process and gain access to the fruit. “We need to stop them,” I whispered, my face pale.

“Agreed,” Aislinn said in a steely voice. “The same things apply now. We need to wait for our mates. They will have supplies to help us fight these arseholes.”

“There was a plug in the cottage. Let’s plug in the cell and call Bas or Thanos,” I suggested. “Then we can coordinate with them.”

“I don’t think the electricity has been on in that cottage for over a decade,” Aislinn muttered, doubt clear in her voice.

“We’ll see,” I said, unwilling to give up on any potential advantage. We slowly backed away, retracing our steps to the rundown house.

The cottage loomed in the mist, its broken windows and ivy-covered walls giving it an eerie presence. We moved quickly and quietly. “Let’s get inside and see if we can make this work,” Violet whispered, pushing the creaky door open.

“There,” I pointed to a dusty corner where an old, rusted socket was barely visible behind a rickety table. “If this works, it’ll be a miracle.”

Violet pulled out her phone and charger, crouching down to plug it in. The moment of truth had arrived. She hesitated for a moment before flipping the switch on a nearby, equally ancient lamp. The lamp flickered, and to our surprise, a weak but steady light illuminated the corner.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Violet said, plugging in her phone. “Looks like we’ve got some juice left in this old place after all.”

Aislinn looked around, still cautious. “Let’s not get too comfortable. We don’t know how long this will last.”

We watched the phone screen light up, the battery icon appearing with a slow, reassuring charge. Violet quickly dialed Thanos’s number. “Come on, come on,” she muttered as the phone rang. Finally, Thanos picked up.

His voice was filled with relief and concern. “Violet! Where are you? Are you all okay?”

“We’re in an abandoned cottage near a big house. We managed to follow the warlocks here, but we need to coordinate. They’re planning something big, and we need to stop them before it’s too late. How far away are you guys?” she said, speaking quickly but clearly.

“We’re on our way. Stay safe and keep a low profile,” Thanos replied. “We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

Violet ended the call and looked at us, determination in her eyes. “We need to turn that light off. They will notice it as it gets darker.”

I nodded and flicked the switch. Silently, we took up positions on the sides of the large picture window. Using the tattered curtains as cover, I checked to make sure we had a clear view of the surrounding area. The warlocks were still milling about the clearing, making their preparations.

It seemed like an hour passed as we kept a vigilant watch from the dusty windows of the abandoned cottage. Thanks to our exhaustion, we took turns jumping around to stay awake. The ever-present threat of the warlocks should have kept us more alert, but the days on the boat lulled us into complacency around them.

The sudden faint sound of footsteps approaching the cottage made my heart leap into my throat. I exchanged a quick glance with Aislinn and Violet, who were equally on edge. The footsteps grew louder, and then a familiar voice called out softly, “Fiona? Violet? Aislinn?”

“Bas!” I whispered back, relief washing over me.

The door creaked open, and Bas stepped inside, followed closely by Thanos and Argies. They were a sight for sore eyes. Their presence instantly lifted the heavy weight of anxiety from my shoulders. The three of us were capable without our mates, but sometimes it was nice to have your big, strong partner there to help do the heavy lifting with you.

Bas scanned the room, taking everything in a split second before his gaze landed on me. He crossed the room in a few quick strides and pulled me into a tight, almost crushing hug. “You had me worried sick, Fiona.”

“Sorry, Bas,” I whispered, feeling the warmth and safety of his embrace. “We couldn't let them get away with the Garden.”

Bas pressed a kiss to my lips and grunted before saying, “One of these days, you’ll have to explain exactly how they managed to steal a powerful, ancient Garden from the jungle. Cael wasn’t very clear.”

“It’s a long story. Basically, we shrunk it to fit into a terrarium.”

Bas gave me an appreciative look as Thanos wrapped Violet in his arms, lifting her off the ground slightly and spinning her around. “Thank the stars, you’re safe,” he murmured, kissing her forehead. “I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you.”

“We’re okay, Thanos,” Violet replied with a smile. “Better now that you’re here.”

Argies approached Aislinn with a gentle smile. “I knew you’d be alright, but I worried nonetheless,” he said, pulling her into a tender embrace. “Gods, it’s good to see you.” His kiss was far more heated than the one Bas gave me.

Aislinn melted into his arms as the tension left her body. “You deserve a medal for being that passionate with the smell coming off me.”

Argies smirked at her and said, “There’s nothing you can do to turn me off.”

The three of us took a moment to bask in the relief of our mates’ arrival. It was a brief but much-needed respite from the chaos and danger we had been facing. But we knew it couldn’t last long.

“We need to act quickly,” I said, snapping us back to reality. “The warlocks are planning something big, and we need to stop them.”

“They’re going to perform a ritual, and it’s going to happen soon,” Violet added.

“Grams sent us with supplies and her best wishes. She figured they would help," Bas said, handing over a bag filled with potions, enchanted weapons, and other magical items.

Argies pulled out a small, carefully wrapped package. “Grams also sent this. She said it would come in handy in a pinch.” Inside was a beautifully crafted talisman, shimmering with protective spells.

“Grams always knows,” I said, letting my gratitude fill my voice.

“She has some serious skills," Thanos agreed before he asked, “How are we going to do this? Attack the guy in charge?”

Bas moved past the broken windows and stopped near a hole. He grabbed a hunk of ivy crawling up the walls and yanked it out. The opening wasn’t big, but it gave us a better view of the warlocks outside. “There are more than I was expecting. Grams packed a few of the incendiary potions. They’ll make good diversions.”

Argies nodded thoughtfully, then spoke up. “I can shift into my dragon form and pick off the warlocks as they try to flee. I’ll stay on the ground, out of sight of the nearby town. No one will see me from the air.”

Thanos’s smile was wicked. “That’ll definitely give us an edge. The rest of us can focus on taking out the warlocks outside while you ladies head inside to get the terrarium.”

I looked at Bas, my heart pounding with anticipation. “You keep the potions. They will come in handy out there. Destroying the sacred site that they’ve been preparing will stop their ritual even if we don’t get the terrarium.”

Bas’s expression was stoic and determined. “I see I need to remind you about my skill.”

Aislinn made a noise and held up a hand. “We do not need to hear about your sex life.”

Bas gave me a heated look before he schooled his expression. “This discussion will be continued later,” he promised me. “We need to make sure none of the warlocks get away and warn their leader.”

“Don’t you think he will hear once the fighting starts?” I asked.

Bas turned and gazed out the hole again. “It’s possible, but far more likely that he is in the middle of the house doing his part of the preparations so he won’t hear or see anything.”

“I agree,” Thanos added. “We’ll create a perimeter and push them towards Argies. The element of surprise is on our side.”

I turned to Violet and Aislinn. “As soon as possible, we move to the house. The terrarium is our top priority.”
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VIOLET

Moving cautiously through the mist-shrouded landscape, my heart raced from the adrenaline coursing through me. We approached a dense thicket of trees lining the edge of the manicured property and paused. Emerging from the fog was an ancient, fortified manor, its stone walls standing like weary sentinels, scarred by the passage of countless years. The manor was surrounded by a high, wrought-iron fence, topped with sharp spikes, making it look like something out of a gothic horror novel. Vines and ivy had overgrown parts of the fence and walls, adding to the haunted ambiance. The occasional call of a distant owl and the soft rustle of leaves in the wind belied the scene before us.

“They really went all out with the creepy hideout theme,” I muttered. My snark tended to drive my mouth when I got nervous.

Fiona smirked. “They missed the memo about subtlety and went with what every other megalomaniac does.”

Aislinn scanned the area. “Do you see any wards or traps?”

Thanos cocked his head to the side. “I don't see anything yet. Do you guys?” He asked Violet and I. As witches, we were better able to see them. He could spot them most of the time because he was a demigod.

I shook my head. “Nope. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any.”

We moved in small groups. Each of us kept a wary eye on the manor, the warlocks, and our surroundings. The fog made everything feel like a ghost story come to life. It would be typical for England, but I couldn’t forget what we encountered in the Amazon. Seeing this again set me on edge. A shiver ran down my spine as we circled the perimeter.

“This place gives me the creeps,” I muttered, stepping over a gnarled root. “Could they have picked a more stereotypical villain lair?” It had been voiced before, but I couldn’t get over how similar it looked to the Dark One’s. That was more of the malevolent power eating away at everything it touched.

Bas quietly surveyed the fence and replied, “I don't know, Violet. Maybe they’re just fans of the aesthetic.”

“Every evil mastermind does need a touch of classic horror,” Fiona quipped.

Aislinn snorted, and I rolled my eyes as we continued our cautious approach. We decided to try to get through a section of the fence where the vines were thickest. They would provide some camouflage. Fiona tested it gently with her hand. “Looks like we can make an opening here. The vines should hide our work,” she said.

I smirked at her and nudged Aislinn’s shoulder. “We were getting worried we wouldn’t get to that portion of our expedition. And you know, sneaking into creepy manors is totally our favorite pastime.”

Fiona gave me a look that screamed, “Shut it”, and began to work on the iron hidden beneath the vines. Aislinn used her elemental power to move the vines while ensuring the ones on the other side remained in place. I joined Fiona’s spell work. It didn’t take long for us to have space wide enough for Bas to slip through. We all made our way through the fence and exited quietly on the other side. The manor loomed above us with dark and foreboding windows.

“Look over there,” Thanos whispered, gathering us together. “We should test that door and see if we can get inside. If we can, I say we secure the terrarium first.”

I looked at Fiona and Aislinn. They both shrugged their shoulders. “I would feel better knowing it’s secure,” Fiona explained.

We moved as one, keeping low and quiet. The door was old. Its wood was warped and creaky. Aislinn gently pushed it open and looked back at us. I shoved her inside. She stumbled, making me feel bad. I caught her arm before she bumped into a table near the door.

Argies glared at me as he passed to join Aislinn. Guilt made me mouth sorry to her. She shook her head and continued walking down the hall. The interior was just as creepy as the outside. The hallways were lined with dusty portraits and ancient tapestries, and the air smelled of the warlocks. It hit me then that they stunk like rotting fish, mildew, and decay.

“This is like every horror movie rolled into one,” I said under my breath.

Fiona nodded with a smirk. “All we need now is a creepy doll and some ominous chanting in Latin.”

As we made our way deeper into the manor, we got the Latin. It was faint and sounded as if it was coming from outside. Every creak of the floorboards and flicker of a shadow set our nerves on edge. We reached a grand hall, and the faint voices sounded as if they were coming from somewhere below.

“Sounds like they’re in the basement,” Thanos whispered.

“Basements in haunted mansions are always a good idea to explore,” Fiona retorted.

Bas rolled his eyes at her and clasped her hand as we searched for a way down. It didn’t take long to locate a stairway. We carefully descended the stairs, and the voices grew louder. Peeking around the corner, we saw the warlocks gathered around a large table. They had maps and artifacts spread out before them.

“Looks like we found their headquarters,” I whispered. “Now what?”

Fiona’s eyes narrowed with determination. “Now we figure out how to stop them without getting ourselves killed.”

Aislinn cocked her head and added, “Let’s observe for a moment and see if we can locate the terrarium.”

“There’s no time. We need to stop this,” I whispered.

Fiona nodded and kept her eyes fixed on the warlocks. “On three. One, two, three.”

We burst into the room before she finished counting. Our magic flared, and we threw offensive spells at the warlocks. Bas’s fire magic lit up the room while Aislinn’s earth magic pushed the floor up, creating barriers and obstacles. I joined Fiona and used my spells to disrupt their work.

The warlocks were caught off guard, and their surprise gave us a brief advantage as we burst into the room. My heart pounded in my chest as the energy of the battle surged around us. I could feel the surge of magic coursing through my veins. Fiona's witch fire lit up the room like wildfire. Her lime-green flames danced and twisted as they engulfed the warlocks closest to her. Their screams echoed off the stone walls. It was a chilling reminder of what was at stake.

Aislinn's earth magic joined the fray as she made the floor swell and crack. Dirt filtered through the slit like ants fleeing a hill and she used it to create barriers and obstacles that disrupted the warlocks' attempts to regroup. She conjured vines that wrapped around their legs and pulled them to the ground with a force that shook the room. The warlocks’ faces contorted with fear and anger as they struggled against her magic.

I focused my energy on disrupting their ritual, sending blasts of pure magic toward the group. The dark energy swirling around them wavered and flickered as my spells hit their mark. One of the warlocks lunged at me. I almost missed the glint of the dagger in his hand. I barely dodged in time. In a graceful spin, I turned and sent a bolt of energy into his chest. It was highly satisfying as he crumpled to the ground.

The warlocks began to rally, making me worry we were going to lose this. My attention was split between the stairs we came down and the fight. Thanos moved with lethal grace, striking warlocks before they could get the better of me. He took down two warlocks with a single swing of his sword. Their bodies hit the floor in unison with a satisfying thud.

Bas was a whirlwind of power and fury. His fists crackled with energy as he fought. Each punch sent warlocks flying across the room. He moved with an intensity that was both awe-inspiring and terrifying while he remained close to Fiona. Much like Thanos and Argies, he couldn’t help himself. They worried about us constantly. With good reason. We got into fights like this far too often for anyone’s comfort.

Argies couldn’t shift fully in the cramped space. He partially shifted and used his talons to slice off appendages. He tore through the warlocks with a savage efficiency. The confined space amplified the chaos.

Sparks of magic clashed in the air, creating a blinding light show. The heat from Fiona's fire mingled with the cold, damp air of the manor and created a suffocating steam. The sounds of battle—grunts, screams, and the clash of weapons—filled my ears. It was a cacophony of violence and desperation.

Realizing their imminent defeat was inevitable, they began to retreat. When one of them ran in the opposite direction of the staircase, I followed him, thinking he was heading for the leader and the terrarium. A guttural growl escaped me when I saw him head for another flight of stairs. “Violet!” Thanos shouted.

My head spun around, and I noticed several more were following. I didn’t hesitate to race up the stairs. I was pursued and my pursuers were being chased by the others. The narrow stone steps echoed with the sounds of pounding feet. I reached the top and barreled through the door. There was no time to wait and listen for what was on the other side. I was the best one to do such a dangerous thing because, as a phoenix, I would rise from the ashes. I was surprised when I found myself outside. The cold night air was a stark contrast to the oppressive heat inside caused by Fiona’s fire.

I didn’t have time to take anything in. Training had honed my reflexes, and I was throwing spells before I took two steps. I raced away from the door while throwing fireballs and magical bombs around. My friends were next and didn’t hesitate to cut down the warlocks.

The fighting continued in the open courtyard with the moonlight shining down on us. A laugh escaped me when Argies fully embraced his dragon form and let out a roar that shook the very ground. The warlocks closest to him paled and tried to run away. He began to pick off warlocks as they attempted to flee. His massive jaws snapped shut with terrifying precision. The sight of a towering dragon was both awe-inspiring and horrifying. I was glad he was on our side.

"Push them towards Argies!" Thanos shouted, his voice carrying over the din of battle. "Let him deal with them!"

We pressed forward, driving the warlocks back with relentless force. Fiona's witch fire created walls of flames that cut off their escape routes. She tried to create more to funnel them toward Argies. Aislinn's vines and earth magic continued to trip and entangle them, making it nearly impossible for them to regroup.

As for the warlocks that had been working in the front clearing, Argies was there to meet them. His powerful jaws snapped them up. Their screams were silenced as he devoured them. The sight was gruesome, but it was a necessary tactic. The fewer warlocks left to perform their dark rituals, the better our chances of stopping them for good.

Amidst the chaos, I caught sight of Bas, his face set with grim determination. He fought his way to Fiona's side, taking down warlocks with swift, brutal efficiency. “We need to find the terrarium,” he said, his voice urgent. “We can't let the leader get away to regroup and try again.”

Fiona nodded, her eyes blazing with resolve. “We’re going to have to get back inside,” she said, her voice steady despite the chaos around us.


CHAPTER 20
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AISLINN

Ayelp escaped me when Fiona grabbed the back of my collar and dragged me behind boxwood bushes. We regrouped while the guys continued fighting. It was impossible to try and sneak back inside while lobbing spells around and dodging them. I also couldn’t stop my stomach from wobbling and my head from turning. The manor loomed ominously above us, giving me the creeps.

Fiona looked ready to take on the world. Or at least a small army of warlocks. “We’ve lost the element of surprise,” she began. “So, we go with a different plan. I’ll create a diversion with my magic, drawing the guards from the front door. When the coast is clear, you two run inside. I will be right behind you.”

I nodded in agreement despite my queasy stomach. There was no turning back when we were so close to reclaiming the Garden. Violet and I crouched so low my hips popped. I was afraid I was going to turn into the diversion instead, because of how much noise it made. Fiona stepped forward and conjured a soft, ethereal light in the palm of her hands. She murmured an incantation and threw the sphere at the guards. They ducked and then lunged for her. The air ten feet in front of the house began to shimmer. It was followed by a sudden gust of wind that swept through the grounds, carrying with it the faint sound of voices and the flicker of more phantom lights.

Her magic worked like a charm, making the guards leave their posts to stop her. Violet and I exchanged a look. Her expression indicated she was thinking the same thing I was. We needed Fiona inside, not fighting these arseholes. I used the elements, and Violet cast an illusion in the opposite direction. I added a fireball to ensure they tackled that enemy rather than Fiona.

“Thanks,” Fiona whispered. “Let’s go.”

We moved quickly and quietly, slipping through the front door and into the entryway. Every creak and rustle had my heart racing, but we moved with purpose, each step bringing us closer to our goal. The final confrontation was near, and we were ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

The inside was surprisingly nice for an evil warlock lair. Unlike the lower level, the main floor had upscale furnishings you would expect to find in a home this size. Although, as I got a better look around, I noticed the paint and wallpaper had seen better days. Their power was malevolent and tended to destroy everything around it. With enough time, the beautiful antique furniture would age and become brittle.

Fiona cocked her head to the side and pointed to a dark hallway. At first, I didn’t hear anything. I had to quiet my mind and focus. Nodding, Violet and I followed Fiona. I was tempted to ask Fiona to cast a silencing spell to muffle the sound of our footsteps but decided against it. Over the last couple of years, I’d been around enough to learn that the warlocks would feel it if she did. And they would know we were inside the house. Call me crazy. I hoped we might still have the element of surprise on our side.

As we edged closer to the door, the voices inside the room became clearer, their tone sharp and urgent. My pulse quickened, the fear of what we might overhear pressing down on me. Fiona held up a hand, signaling us to stop just short of the threshold. The door was slightly ajar, and the warlocks' conversation floated out into the hallway.

“They’ve disrupted the process,” a gravelly voice growled. It dripped with frustration. “If we don’t reverse the changes soon, we will be forced to wait another month for the Garden. They could get to us by then.”

The mention of the Garden sent a chill down my spine. They were talking about undoing everything we had fought so hard to protect. My breath caught in my throat as I listened. I wouldn’t mind them having to wait another month.

A second voice, sharper and more familiar, cut in. “We have until midnight to reclaim control. The Garden’s power will not slip away. I refuse to lose our chance to harness it.”

Fiona’s eyes met mine. The same fear and determination were reflected there. We had no idea how many warlocks were in the room with the leader. Not that it mattered in the end. We were going in regardless. There was no other choice. I freaking hated being backed into a corner like this. Thankfully, that anger made me come out fighting.

“There’s more at stake here than just the Garden,” the first voice muttered, anger lacing his words. “We could lose our lives. Those three witches have meddled in our affairs and taken too many of our brethren. We need to take them out before they can interfere any further.”

“They’re resourceful,” the leader added with a hint of grudging respect. “However, I am more powerful. They have not stopped us because we are better. I have no idea how they got here so quickly, but it hardly matters. They will not stop us.”

“But they’re not the only ones we have to worry about. There are others with them now,” a third voice relayed.

A fourth voice, this one was quieter but with a cold edge, chimed in. “They’re not just meddling—they’re a direct threat. We can use their friends’ blood to restart our ritual.”

My heart practically leaped out of my chest when they mentioned killing our mates and using them for their evil purposes. I grabbed Fiona’s arm to keep her from rushing into the room. I was hoping they would mention how the terrarium was tucked away in some dank corner so we knew where to look for it.

“We can initiate the reversal at the next full moon if we have to,” the leader’s voice replied. “We cannot take any chances now that we have the Garden in our hands. If we are forced to go that route, we will need to eliminate any interference. That means tracking down those witches and putting an end to them once and for all.”

Their conversation shifted to how they would enjoy taking us out slowly and painfully. Fiona shot me a look that said everything. We were going to wipe the floor with them before they could lay a finger on us.

“We need to move,” Fiona whispered, her voice barely audible. “We have to stop them, now.”

I nodded, adrenaline surging through me. There was no time to waste. We had to find a way to throw a wrench in their plans and grab the terrarium before they could reverse the process on the Garden.

The leader’s voice sliced through the tension one last time. “Prepare everything. Midnight is our deadline. And remember—find those witches and deal with them. Permanently.

With that call to action, we slipped inside the room. Several things happened in the split second before I even managed to look around. The musty smell of the room hit us like a wave. It stunned me and made me stagger. My hand flew out to catch myself. I almost yanked it back when my palm hit something sharp. Knowing I would fall on my ass kept my hand reaching for stability. It landed on the edge of a shelf, and I finally got a chance to take in our surroundings.

The space was cluttered with warlocks and antique furniture. The menace rolling off of our enemies should have slayed us where we stood. I barely paid them any notice because in the center of the room, bathed in a soft glow, was the terrarium. It was smaller than I remembered. Worry threatened to take me over. Had their vile energy begun killing the Garden? I opened my senses a bit more and was relieved that the power emanating from it was still strong.

“There it is,” I breathed, my heart pounding.

“I’ll be taking that,” Fiona said, grabbing the terrarium. A scream left me as I was shoved toward the door. We didn’t get very far. The warlocks refused to let us leave the room.

Fiona lunged and sidestepped the warlocks trying to grab her. She had her dagger in her hand and aimed at the warlock leader's back. He spun around just in time to deflect her attack with a blast of dark energy. Where did she put the terrarium? I didn’t see it on the floor, but I couldn’t look long. I had to keep my head in the fight. Violet followed up with her brand of magic. Getting it together, I attacked with the elements. The room erupted in a chaotic dance of light and shadow.

“Fools,” the warlock leader snarled, his eyes blazing with fury. “You think you can defeat me here? I’m most powerful here.”

He raised his hands, and the room pulsed with dark magic. The hardwood floor rolled beneath our feet, throwing us off kilter. Ancient texts flew off the shelves. Their pages glowed with arcane power. I wasn’t expecting that. By the time the artifacts began rattling and humming, I was ready to cut off the flow of energy.

“Keep him busy,” I shouted, trying to build a wall of fire that would burn the power before it could reach the leader. Fiona and Violet redoubled their efforts. Their combined magic created a dazzling array of attacks. However, the warlock leader was powerful and held his ground.

Suddenly, he broke off the engagement and bolted for a hidden door at the back of the room. “He's running!” Violet yelled in a voice tinged with frustration.

“After him!” I shouted as I tried to race after him. I had to fight the warlocks that didn’t follow him. Thankfully, Fiona and Violet were hot on my heels and helping cut through the enemy.

One powerful blast of wind knocked the warlocks off their feet and gave us the opening we needed. The chase led us through a labyrinth of corridors and staircases until we burst out into the open air. Expecting to end up in the front of the house, I was surprised when we found ourselves standing at the edge of an ancient druidic site. At least, that’s what I thought it was. The symbols looked druidic, as did the stone circle that was glowing in the moonlight.

The site was a breathtaking relic from a time long past. Massive standing stones etched with intricate runes formed a perfect circle. The air was thick with magic, and the ground was pulsing with an ancient energy. The stones’ surfaces were weathered, and they stood tall and imposing. Vines and moss clung to them, telling me the leader hadn’t planned to use this site for his ritual. So, why were we there?

“This can't be good,” Fiona muttered, eyeing the site warily. “Why do the bad guys always have to pick the creepy, powerful spots?”

“It’s in their DNA,” Violet replied.

The warlock leader stood at the center, staring at us with a smirk on his face. “Thank you for joining me.” With that, he lifted his arms and began chanting in a language I didn't recognize. The stones around us started to hum. He was somehow harnessing their energy.

“We have to stop him,” I said, feeling a surge of desperation. “He’s using this place for his plans with the Garden.”

Violet didn't need to be told twice. She raised her hands and crackled with energy. Her spells flew from her hands and headed right for the other warlocks. Fiona directed her efforts at the leader. I added my elements to the mix and tried to get all of the warlocks. After a few minutes of lobbing spells back and forth, Fiona grabbed our hands. It was all she needed to tell us. We attacked in unison. Our combined magic clashed with the warlock leaders'.

The air was filled with the sound of our battle, and the stones around us glowed brighter and brighter. It felt like the very earth was shaking beneath our feet. The warlock leader’s face twisted with effort as he tried to maintain his spell. Unfortunately, for him, we were relentless.

“Is it just me, or does this guy have way too much power for one person?” Fiona grunted, deflecting a dark energy bolt.

“Definitely not just you,” I replied, sending a blast of air toward the warlock leader.

“He’s drawing power from the stones!” Violet shouted. “We need to break his connection!”

The warlock leader’s chant grew louder, and the ground beneath him started to crack. The stones pulsed with a blinding light, making me cover my eyes. Next, a wave of raw magic surged through the air. It tickled the edges of my soul. It was a little like the fruit in the Garden. It tempted me. The oily edge of it made it easy to deny.

“This guy is a grade A arsehole!” I growled.

We redirected our attacks, aiming for the standing stones. Each hit caused the runes to flicker and dim. I prayed that meant it was weakening the warlock leader's connection to them. His chant faltered, and he let out a roar of frustration. With a final, desperate surge of power, we broke through his defenses. The warlock leader screamed as our spells hit him. The energy overwhelmed him and disrupted his connection to the druidic site. He collapsed to the ground, and the glow of the stones faded. His draw on the power stopped. We stood there, panting and exhausted but victorious.

“Is it over?” Fiona asked in a shaky voice.

"I think so," I replied, my eyes still on the fallen warlock. "But we need to make sure he can't come back from this."

“Where’s the terrarium?” Violet asked as she stepped forward to secure the warlock leader with magical restraints.

Fiona patted her crossbody bag. "I have it, but our fight isn’t over yet,” she called out as she threw spells at the other warlocks.

Violet and I yelped and helped her neutralize any lingering threats. A sense of pride washed over me as we worked. I grinned when the last warlock fell. We had faced impossible odds and come out on top. We moved quickly to dismantle the warlock's setup at the druidic site. Now devoid of the dark energy that had once filled it, the site felt serene. The ancient stones, though still powerful, no longer pulsed with the dangerous magic they had before.

That done, we traveled back through the tunnels and halls of the manor. We stopped in the library, ensuring none of the artifacts could be used again. “We need to get the terrarium to Nylah,” Fiona said. “We can't risk anyone else getting their hands on it.”

“She's the best option for a relic like this,” Violet replied. “I sent Gadross a message about picking up the newest residents of Coldwater Creek.”

I sent her a grateful smile. “We will have to explain how to find the leader at the druidic site. I have a feeling we passed through a portal to get there at some point.”

We stepped out onto the lawn to find our mates tying up the last of the warlocks. My mate was still in his dragon form, scaring the warlocks into compliance. I approached Argies and ran a hand over his rough hide.

“Next time,” Violet said with a tired grin, “can we maybe have a mission that doesn’t involve ancient curses or dark magic? I’m sure there has to be something happening at the wineries in Hambledon.”

“Oh! Sign me up for that mission,” Fiona replied with a glint of humor in her eyes.

I laughed despite the exhaustion. “As long as they have Chardonnay, I’m in.” As we made plans for a girls’ trip, I made a silent promise to make sure this trip happened. We worked too hard and deserved the break.
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The wildfire raged with an unfathomable ferocity. Sweat poured down my face and burned my eyes. I felt like a roasting turkey as I hacked at the ground creating a line to stop the tempest of flame and fury from consuming everything between me and Asheville. I loved the small mountain town. A lot of talented artists called the town home. It was bad enough that the flames were consuming some of the most gorgeous forests on the planet.

“Cap wants us on the hose,” Kaiya called out. At least, that’s what I assumed she said based on where she was gesturing. The roar of the wildfire made it difficult to hear with much clarity.

My fingers were cramped around the pick ax I’d been slamming into the ground over and over as we dug a line. I practically had to pry them loose. “Thank the gods!” I exclaimed.

I handed my tool to another firefighter and moved to the line of people holding the hoses. I took a drink of cold water before we switched places. The once tranquil woods had once been a sanctuary of verdant life. It now stood as a blazing battleground. Each tree was a defiant soldier in the face of an unrelenting enemy. The air crackled with heat and was suffused with the acrid scent of smoke that clawed at our throats and blurred our vision. Embers danced on the wind like fiery sprites intent on destroying everything in their paths.

Kaiya and I stood amidst the chaos with our faces smeared with sweat and soot. Our hearts pounded in sync with the relentless roar of the inferno. Our firefighter instincts surged to the forefront, driving us forward even as the flames threatened to consume us whole.

“Never a dull moment, huh?” I shouted over the deafening roar of the fire, my voice strained against the cacophony of crackling flames.

Kaiya flashed me a grim smile. “Just another day in paradise,” she quipped, her voice laced with a touch of gallows humor. We’d been out there for two days, and there was no end in sight. The fire was barely six percent contained.

Kaiya was behind me on the hose as we doused the flames. Our boots crunched against charred earth and smoldering debris as we navigated through the inferno. Every step was a battle against the blistering heat. And to top it off I’d been having hot flashes. Night descended and a shroud of darkness hung over the burning landscape with only the flames and evil fire sprites giving us light. The moon was completely blocked by the smoke.

My arms felt like they were going to fall off as we continued wielding the hose for another two hours. Finally, we were relieved and able to find temporary respite in the makeshift camp set up by our firefighting crew. Kaiya and I leaned on each other as we made our way back to our cots. “I haven’t been this sore and tired since we were in the academy,” I whined.

Kaiya snorted. “You said that when we were running through Antartica not long ago, but I get what you mean. Extreme temperatures either direction makes everything that much harder.”

“Very true. I just hope we can get this contained before we have to evacuate Asheville. That won’t be easy,” I replied.

Tents dotted the clearing like islands in a sea of fire, their fabric illuminated by the eerie glow of the flames. Exhausted firefighters huddled in groups eating sandwiches. Their faces were etched with weariness as they nursed blistered hands and singed eyebrows.

“Too many lives will be lost if it comes to that. There are too many in that city," Kaiya remarked, her gaze sweeping over the weary faces of our fellow firefighters.

I nodded, a sense of grim determination settling over me like a heavy cloak. “We'll beat it before it gets there,” I said.

I grabbed an apple and an electrolyte drink and then went over to listen as the Chief strategized and mapped out our approach to combat the wildfire. Each firefighter knew their role and when orders were issues the next group headed out with a coordinated precision that spoke of their training. I’d only met most of those around me a couple times on previous big fires, but that didn’t change how fluidly we worked together.

Finishing the fruit, I grabbed a protein bar and laid down in my tent. It was the middle of the night and sleep was elusive thanks to the chaos around us, but it was still nice to be on my back. It felt like I just laid down when we were roused to relieve the crew that had taken over for us.

When we emerged from our tent, ready to face the inferno once more dawn had broken and painted the sky with hues of pink and gold. The wildfire loomed on the horizon like a living, breathing dragon whose flames were hungry for destruction. For the hundredth time since we’d arrived, I wished there was some kind of magic we could do to speed up containment. Unfortunately, magic could only do so much and trying would only tire us out faster.

That was okay because we were firefighters. Warriors of the wild. Guardians of the forest. And we would not let the flames win. Accepting the shovel, I started clearing debris while others dug a line. Back in the midst of the wildfire, with flames licking at the sky like the wrath of some vengeful god, my senses ignited with an uncanny awareness. It was as if every nerve in my body had suddenly become a live wire. They pulsated with the primal instinct honed over years of fighting fires. That instinct got even better over the last few months of facing the supernatural. My shovel nearly dropped from my hands when I picked up the thrum of dark energy. It swirled within the heart of the inferno like a serpent poised to strike.

What little breath I had caught in my throat. “Do you feel that, Kaiya?” I yelled over the roar of the blaze. My voice was barely audible amidst the cacophony of destruction.

Kaiya glanced at me, her eyes wide with concern. “Feel what? Other than the fact that we're standing in the middle of a giant bonfire?" She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her glove and smeared soot all over.

I rolled my eyes as adrenaline coursed through my veins, tempering my irritation with a hint of dark amusement. “No,” I moved closer to her so we weren’t overheard. “I’m talking about the dark energy. It's like a malevolent presence lurking in the flames."

Kaiya's expression shifted from bemusement to unease and her gaze flicked nervously to the swirling vortex of fire ahead. “Do you think this fire is supernatural?”

Allowing my gaze to go unfocused, I opened my senses to the flames. Shaking my head, my gaze remained fixed on the inferno before us. “The fire itself isn’t supernatural, but there is something out there that feels off.”

We exchanged a meaningful look. An unspoken understanding passed between us like a current of electricity. Whatever started this wildfire wasn't your run-of-the-mill natural disaster. It wasn’t even from a careless smoker. Instead, it was something far more sinister. Something that felt malevolent.

I returned to the work I was doing. We weren’t going to contain it by standing there debating what was behind this. My arms were lead weights as I shoveled like my life depended on it. The heat pressed in on us from all sides and the flames roared like a living, breathing beast. Sweat poured down my brow, mingling with the grime and ash that coated my skin. And my stomach was churning like it was making butter.

My relic powers surged forward while I was working, and I sensed malevolent energy far closer to our location than I expected. That spurred me to work faster. Kaiya watched as I dug my way to our right. It was slightly off the path of what the Chief had outlined. Kaiya knew me well enough to follow me without question.

We continued digging the trench as I searched for whatever had triggered me. In the midst of the roaring wildfire, where the air was thick with the acrid scent of smoke and the crackling flames painted the sky with an ominous glow, Kaiya's keen eyes spotted a peculiar sight amidst the chaos. She nudged me gently. Her expression was a mix of intrigue and concern. Her voice was barely audible over the infernal symphony surrounding us as she said, “Nylah, you've got to see this.”

I followed her gaze, squinting through the swirling smoke to catch a glimpse of what had captured her attention. Amidst the blackened landscape, stood a solitary oak tree, its gnarled branches reached skyward like twisted fingers. What was important about the thing were the markings etched into its bark. After the months of chasing after relics, I’d come to recognize the magical ancient symbols. The ones on this trunk were glowing faintly with residual heat. I couldn’t tell if that was because they’d been scorched into the tree's very essence by magic. Or if the fire was burning behind the carved-out markings.

"Well, well, well," I muttered, my tone heavy with sarcasm as I approached the tree. "What do we have here?" The runes seemed to dance in the flickering light of the flames. Their shapes shifted and twisted with an otherworldly energy.

Kaiya’s expression was grave as she studied the markings. “These symbols are imbued with dark magic.”

My stomach twisted with unease at her words, the realization sinking in that this fire was no ordinary blaze. “What do we do about a forest fire that started with a side of black magic? Is that magic making it impossible to put out?”

Kaiya shot a look over her shoulder and then returned to the spot we were supposed to be working. Our captain was coming through and checking on us. “I’m not sure what those markings have to do with the fire. They didn’t start it and the dark energy isn’t permeating the flames. The winds and terrain are fueling the inferno at this point. The only way to combat it is the way we are.”

“I was hoping there would be an easy answer to this mess,” I admitted as I traded my shovel for a pick. “We should still keep our eyes and senses open. I get the feeling there’s something out there.”

“We can try to call Aeira later and get her take on it. As an elemental being, she might have a better idea,” Kaiya replied. “But for now let’s go take our place on the hoses.”

We continued watering everything we could down until our shift was done at lunchtime. After grabbing a quick shower, I snagged us some food and met Kaiya back in the tent. The crackling static of the call filled the space when I ducked inside. Glancing over Kaiya’s shoulder, I smiled when I saw Aeira’s face.

“How's the firefighting going? The news said it was only ten percent contained and still threatening Asheville.” Aeira's face betrayed the concern she had for us.

I exchanged a glance with Kaiya. Her usually bright eyes were now narrowed in focused determination. “It’s slow going. And we stumbled upon quite the mystery amidst the flames,” Kaiya began. “Nylah felt dark energy which led us to some strange symbols etched into a tree. They're humming with residual magic...”

“And I felt something sinister at the heart of the fire. I think the fire was magically started,” I interjected.

Aeira's eyes practically popped out of her head. “I’ve never heard of anything like that. You don’t think someone found out you’re the,” she hesitated and her gaze scanned the area behind us before she whispered, “you know what, do you?”

Something tightened around my chest. It could be smoke inhalation or fear making it hard to breathe. “If that was the case then this fire was set to draw me out. This could be a trap for me.” My heart started racing and my leg was bouncing. I had to get the hell out of there. Cap would be pissed if I took off, but I couldn’t endanger the other firefighters, the homes in the fire’s path, or the city of Asheville.

Kaiya’s hand landed on my shoulder. “This wasn’t set to get to you. We’ve been here for days. If someone was trying to trap you, they'd have caught you by now.”

Aeira nodded in agreement. “Kaiya has a point. That was stupid of me to even suggest. But in thinking about those symbols, I think they’re important. They could be the key to unraveling what you felt out there. Send me a picture and I will look into it. And try to see if there are more on other trees.”

“We'll keep our eyes peeled," Kaiya promised in a voice tight with frustration.

I held up a hand as a thought occurred to me. “Wait. Do you think a Dark Fae could be behind this? We know they want Aeira.”

Aeira's brow furrowed in thought, her eyes narrowing as she considered the possibilities. “It's possible,” she replied, her voice grave. “Dark Fae are known to manipulate natural elements for their own gain. I’ve been thinking about the attack in Greece. I think the leader of that group had a witch do a spell that led them to us. Specifically, I believe he asked for the person that could help them find the artifact to bring Vodor back. That could have been me... or you.”

Kaiya and I exchanged a worried glance, the gravity of our situation sinking in. “That’s not very reassuring. What signs should we be looking for?” Her voice tense with anticipation.

Aeira nodded, her expression serious. “Look for twisted runes or lingering shadows,” she advised. “And watch out for any disturbances in nature, like unnaturally intense flames or the sudden appearance of dark creatures within the flames. Stuff that screams magic.”

“I have a feeling this is just the beginning of our troubles,” I blurted. The flames that raged around us in a relentless force of destruction seemed to get louder as if they agreed with me.

Kaiya squeezed my shoulder and scowled at me. “We will figure out what’s going on here. In the meantime, we need to keep our heads in the game. If we allow ourselves to get too distracted, we could get ourselves and others killed.”

“You’re right. This is no place to be worried about anything but the fire,” I replied. “Thanks, Aeira. We will check in later. Tell Arjun and my kids I love them.”

Kaiya nodded. “And Lila and the kids for me too.”

We didn’t have long on our break after we hung up. We ate something and checked in with Cap and the Chief before heading back out. It was very difficult to stay focused when we were back in the heart of the wildfire's fury. Each step felt like treading on embers because the ground beneath us was a charred carpet of destruction. That should have been enough to hold my attention, but I still felt a glimmer of something different, something out of place.

Kaiya and I worked in tandem cutting a line through the underbrush. We were getting closer and closer to whatever was tingling my relic senses. “Kai, there’s an artifact nearby. Maybe it was used to set the fire,” I whispered as I leaned closer to her.

Her eyes widened. “I never considered a relic. If it was behind the fire it would be about ten miles to the west of us.”

I nodded as I continued working. When the power flared, I crouched down and stuck my gloved fingers into the dirt. They brushed against a smooth surface buried within the smoldering earth. The proximity to it sent shivers down my spine. With hesitant fingers, I unearthed the mysterious object. My gaze darted around as I closed my palm around it and stood up. No one but Kaiya was paying attention. I slowly opened my hand and revealed the gleaming silver of a coin. Its surface was etched with intricate symbols that seemed to pulse with an otherworldly energy.

Kaiya's eyes widened as she took in the sight before her. “Holy... where did that come from?”

“That's what I'd like to know,” I replied, my gaze fixed on the coin's mesmerizing design. “It’s powerful.”

Kaiya nodded, her brow furrowed in thought. “So, you think it's a relic?”

Turning the coin over in my hands, I considered her question. “Yes, but I've never felt anything like it before. It’s not registering like other stuff usually does. But I get the feeling it's connected to everything that's been happening. And I don't think we're going to like what we find.” With a sense of trepidation, I carefully tucked the amulet into my pocket. None of this made sense.

Kaiya resumed cutting the line as she said, “I don’t like that someone set this fire intentionally, supernatural or not. This fire could take the lives of thousands and destroy hundreds of homes. That’s all we can focus on solving right now.”
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FIONA

"Ican't believe we actually managed to get away," Violet said from the back seat. Her voice was filled with proper wonderment. 

I caught her eye in the rearview mirror and smirked. "That's because I'm just that awesome." I wasn't, but I believed in faking it till you made it. The notion had gotten me this far in life. Why stop now? Besides, someone had to be the confident one in our little trio. 

"Remind me again how you convinced Bas to let you out of his sight for an entire weekend?" Violet leaned forward between the seats, her dark curls bouncing with the movement. "Last time I checked, he was being particularly hovery after our trip to the Amazon." 

"First of all," I said, keeping my eyes firmly on the road, "we had no choice but to go and save the Garden. He knows that. Second, Bas doesn't 'let' me do anything. I'm a grown witch who can make her own questionable life choices, thank you very much." 

"We did manage to contain the Garden with minor injuries," Aislinn conceded, though she was still checking her mobile for what had to be the hundredth time since we'd left. Probably making sure Argies hadn't fed Kalli takeaway curry for breakfast again. "If anything happens to me, Argies will never forgive the lot of you. And don't give me that look, Fi. You know our track record." 

"For crying out loud, we're wine tasting. Not challenging a dragon to a duel," I said. "Something you would win since you're mated to one and survived giving birth to one." I shot her a grin to let her know I was joking. Being a mom—sorry, mum—had turned my formerly adventurous friend into such a worrier. "Though I have to admit, the dragon might be easier to handle than hangovers. Remember when I brought Grams back?" 

"That was well worth consuming so much," Aislinn replied with a smile. "Though I still maintain that Grams' hangover cure is actually worse than the hangover itself. I swear I tasted colors for a week after." 

"Better than the time we tried that 'foolproof' potion Violet found on WitchTok," I reminded them, switching lanes to pass a lorry that was moving slower than snot. "My tongue went numb for three days." 

"In my defense," Violet piped up, "the witch who posted it had five stars and over a million followers." 

"Yes, and now we know why you shouldn't trust social media witches who call themselves 'That Healing Witch Girl' and use too many emojis in their posts," I said dryly. 

The quaint village of Hambledon sprawled out before us. Holy mother of magic was it perfect. Like, suspiciously perfect. Snow covered everything from the rolling hills to the neat rows of grape vines standing at attention like tiny soldiers waiting for orders. The whole scene looked like something out of a tourism brochure, which immediately set off my Spidey senses. In my experience, perfect usually meant "run the other direction as fast as possible." 

"It looks like someone took every British Christmas card ever made and smooshed them together," I muttered as I squinted through the windscreen at the picturesque scene. "Are we sure this place is real and not some fairy glamour?" 

"I did my research," Violet assured us as she pulled out her itinerary. "Hambledon's completely legitimate. They've been making wine here since before the Norman Conquest. Though..." She paused and looked around. "There might be a few local legends about the original vintners making deals with the Fair Folk for better harvests." 

"Brilliant," Aislinn groaned. "Just brilliant. Why can't we ever go somewhere normal?" 

"Because normal is boring," I reminded her as we carefully navigated the narrow village streets. "And let's be honest. Trouble finds us whether we're looking for it or not. Might as well embrace it and get some good wine out of the deal." 

The vines were dormant under their snowy blankets. But something about them made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Like they were guarding secrets. Magical secrets. The kind that usually ended up trying to kill us. I kept my mouth shut about all that. I didn't want Aislinn fretting over a feeling. Although, I had to acknowledge it was unlikely we could go wine tasting without stumbling into something potentially lethal. 

Violet was a romantic at heart and did a little spin that would have looked ridiculous on anyone else. "It's absolutely lovely. I feel like we've stepped into another world. The snow makes everything look so pristine." 

I snorted. "Yeah, pristine until you're face-down in it wondering where your dignity went. Then it's just cold, wet, and embarrassing as hell." 

"Speaking from experience there, Fi?" Aislinn teased.  

The village was tiny. Just a handful of buildings clustered around an ancient church that probably hadn't seen action since before electricity was invented. Every cottage looked like it belonged in a Jane Austen novel. They all had thatched roofs and ivy-covered walls. Even the pub looked like it had been serving ale since Henry VIII was busy collecting wives. 

"Look at that church," Violet said. Her witch senses were clearly tingling as much as mine. "Those wards are ancient. Someone's been maintaining them though. See how the protection sigils are worked into the stonework? Proper clever, that is." 

"As long as we don't have to deal with any more angry ghosts," Aislinn muttered.  

“The ghosts went south for winter,” I assured Aislinn. 

"This is exactly what we needed," Violet said. She was practically bouncing with excitement. "The vineyards here are meant to be some of the finest in Britain. And the wine-" 

"-better be worth freezing my ass off," I finished, rubbing my gloved hands together. "Otherwise, someone's going to hear about it. Possibly at volume." 

"Bloody hell, Fi," Aislinn chuckled. Her breath was visible in the cold air. "You're always threatening someone. It's rather become your signature, hasn't it?" 

"It's gotten us this far, hasn't it?" I glanced at the small signpost pointing toward our first winery. "Besides, without wine, this place would just be a really pretty ghost town. And we've dealt with enough actual ghosts to last a lifetime." 

"That we have," Violet agreed as she twined one arm through mine and the other through Aislinn's. 

We crunched through the snow toward the winery. Our boots left trails of footprints that looked almost too perfect against the pristine white. My stomach growled as we passed a bakery that smelled like heaven itself had decided to do some baking. "We ought to get some mince pies," Violet said as if she'd read my mind. She eyed the bakery with more longing than I had.  

"Wine first," I reminded her. Though, warm pie was starting to sound pretty damn good. "Let's maintain some semblance of priorities here. Besides, you know how you get around pastries." 

"That was one time!" Violet protested. 

"You cleared out an entire patisserie in France," Aislinn reminded her. "The poor baker looked proper gutted." 

"He didn’t believe a dainty woman like myself could eat that much. He should never have challenged me,” Violet pointed out. 

"That’s a surefire way to be proven wrong,” I agreed. 

We chuckled and continued to our first destination. Heat engulfed us like a hug when we entered. The winery was everything a wine snob could dream of. It was a rustic stone building with ivy-covered walls and windows glowing with warmth. It looked like it had weathered more British winters than I'd had hot dinners. No doubt, it had better stories to tell. 

"Is it just me," Aislinn whispered, "or do those vines look like they're moving?" 

I squinted at the ivy. "Probably just the wind. Though..." I lowered my voice, "I'm picking up some interesting energy signatures. Nothing dangerous, mind you. More like old, protective magic?" 

"The kind of old that means we should run away, or the kind of old that means really good wine?" Violet asked, already shrugging off her coat. 

"Let's find out, shall we?" I replied with a grin. “Just remember. No magic. We're trying to blend in for once." 

"You say that every time," Aislinn muttered. "And every time, something explosive happens anyway, and we have to have memories erased." 

"Name one time-" I started to protest. 

"The festival downtown," both Violet and Aislinn said in unison. 

"That was not my fault," I defended. "How was I supposed to know that imps were going to attack at a mundie event?" 

We wandered closer to the massive stone fireplace that crackled in the corner. My favorite were the wooden beams that stretched across the ceiling. We beelined right for the long, polished bar before we reached the flames. Violet was practically vibrating with excitement as we approached the older gentleman behind it. The whole place smelled of oak, spices, and wine. 

He greeted us with a smile and was already pouring what looked like liquid ruby into glasses. "Welcome, welcome." His Hampshire accent was thick as treacle. "Come in, warm yourselves by the fire. Let me introduce you to some of Hambledon's finest." 

I noticed the subtle symbols carved into the bar's woodwork. They were small and subtle enough that most visitors would mistake them for decorative flourishes. I had to squint to get a better look. Protection runes. That was interesting. I wondered if they were left by a previous owner. Or if this one knew about magic. 

"Now, this is what I'm talking about," Violet said as she shed her coat and claimed a spot at the bar like she'd been born to it. "How long have you been making wine here?" 

The owner, who introduced himself as George, launched into a fascinating history of the vineyard. As he talked, I noticed how his eyes seemed to linger on Violet's crystal pendant. He seemed to carefully avoid touching any of our hands directly when passing glasses. I swear he knew what we were. Or, perhaps I was looking for trouble like Aislinn said. 

"The grapes are particularly special here," he said, with just the slightest emphasis on 'special.' "There’s something about the soil, you see. My family has been tending these vines for generations." 

While Violet got her wine education on, I took a moment to scan the room. Old habits died hard. Those habits had kept us alive more times than I could count. The place seemed normal enough. Your average, charming English winery. No obvious signs of supernatural activity. No mysterious energy signatures. No suspicious-looking locals giving us the evil eye. Was the fire in the hearth burning a bit too steadily for a natural flame? Did the shadows in the corners seem just a touch too deep? I really was looking for problems. 

I turned my attention to sampling the varieties of wine offered. We listened to tales of vintages past, and at some point, Violet got that look in her eye. The one that usually meant trouble with a capital T. 

"Whatever you're thinking, the answer is no," I said preemptively. 

"You don't even know what I was going to suggest," she protested. 

"I don't need to. That's your 'I have an idea that might get us killed, but it'll be fun' face. I know that face. I hate that face." I frowned at her. 

Violet rolled her eyes. "I fancy visiting a Fae-owned vineyard. It's the one place here where we can properly let our hair down. I found it during my research." 

"Is it the place Elowen owns?" Aislinn perked up, then immediately looked worried. "Hang on, isn't she the one who-" 

"It is," Violet confirmed quickly. "And she's perfectly safe. Mostly." 

"Mostly safe, like that time we went to the mermaid bar underwater?" I asked skeptically. "Because I still can't eat seafood without having flashbacks." 

"That was different," Violet insisted. "We were on a case then. Besides, Elowen is a Light Fae. They're all so civilized." 

"Right," I drawled. "Because the Light Fae are known for their restraint and reasonable behavior.” 

"You’re mated to a Light Fae, Fi," Violet reminded me. "When was the last time we got to drink proper Fae wine? The kind that makes you see stars and taste moonlight?" 

"The last time we did that was after I had the baby," Aislinn pointed out. "And I didn't get to participate. I miss the wines of home."  

That did it for me. We paid our tab and ventured to Elowen’s place. That's what friends did. They followed each other into potentially dangerous situations involving Fae wine. Thankfully the town was small enough it didn’t take long to get to our destination. The Snowy Vine was nothing like the previous winery. Where that had been quaint and rustic, this place looked like something out of a fantasy architect's fever dream. 

The building before us was clearly glamoured. It shifted its appearance depending on who was looking at it. To mundie eyes, it was a quaint country estate. For those of us who could see through the magical veils, it was an elegant Victorian mansion. 

"Nice separation spell," I commented as I studied the layers of magic. "It lets the mundies see what they expect while giving supernaturals the full show. It really is beautiful." 

"I think it's brilliant," Violet said as we approached the door. "The way they've woven the different perception layers together is master-level work." 

Aislinn and I followed her up the path anyway. Inside, the place was bustling with the kind of crowd you'd expect at a Fae establishment. There was a surprising mix of supernaturals. Looking away from a shifter and his ice demon date, I took the room in. The bar was made of dark marble that seemed to have galaxies swirling in its depths. The chandeliers looked like they were made from captured starlight.  

A group of what looked like dryads were giggling in one corner. Their hair was shifting between autumn colors even though it was winter. A pair of what had to be selkies sat at the bar. Their sealskins were draped carefully over their chairs. And was that... yes, that was definitely a pooka trying (and failing) to look inconspicuous while chatting up what appeared to be a very unimpressed water nymph. 

That's when we met Elowen. Holy shit. If the building was impressive, she was breathtaking. She wore a silver gown that moved like liquid moonlight. Her platinum blonde hair was braided in a way that defied gravity. Her eyes were an impossible shade of lavender. 

"I know that look," Aislinn whispered to me. "That's your 'trying to figure out if someone's dangerously attractive or just dangerous' face." 

"Can't it be both?" I muttered back, earning an eye roll from both my friends. 

"Welcome to The Snowy Vine," Elowen said in a voice as melodic as wind chimes in a gentle breeze. "What may I offer you on this fine winter's day?" She glided toward us. Her feet never quite touched the floor. Show-off. 

"We've heard your vineyard is the best in the region," Violet said, smiling. "We're rather keen to try the house special." 

"Ah, you must mean Winter's Embrace," Elowen said. Her smile widened as she reached for a bottle that looked like it had been crafted from frozen starlight. The wine inside was the color of garnets held up to the sun. I swear I saw snowflakes dancing in the liquid as she poured. 

"Careful with that one," a voice behind us warned. I turned to see a satyr in a surprisingly modern bartender's outfit, complete with an artfully tied bow tie. "It's got quite a kick. Last week, a bunch of pixies had three glasses each and ended up trying to redecorate the ceiling." 

"I rather liked what they did with the constellations," Elowen mused as she gestured to the ceiling where, sure enough, entirely new star patterns twinkled. "Though the dragon constellation breathing actual fire was a bit much. Anyway, this is made from grapes kissed by the first frost," she explained. "It carries a touch of winter's magic. We harvest them at midnight during the first full moon after the autumn equinox." 

"Of course you do," I said, trying not to sound as impressed as I felt. "Let me guess. You do it using silver shears blessed by a winter sprite?" 

"Actually, we use golden shears blessed by the Moon herself," Elowen corrected with a slight smirk. "The silver ones leave an aftertaste." 

I took a sip and holy mother of magic. It was like drinking liquid warmth. It made you feel as if you were sitting by a fire while a blizzard raged outside. It made you forget about all the trouble you'd left behind. A second later, images flickered through my mind. I recalled snowball fights from my childhood, the first time I saw the Northern Lights, and that perfect moment of silence after a fresh snowfall. 

"We need to take some home," I declared. "Bas would love this." 

"Argies too," Aislinn agreed, already reaching for her handbag. "He’s been talking about taking another trip back to Eidothea so he can help his brother and see his family." 

I could understand that. My children lived in the United States, and I didn’t see them as often as I wanted. They didn’t get much time off from classes. “Now that we’ve been warned, you should plan it soon. Before shit goes sideways again.” 

"Speaking of warnings," Elowen said. She’d produced a contract that sparkled suspiciously. "There are a few... terms and conditions for purchasing bottles." 

"That sounds rather opminous," I sighed. "Let me guess. We have to give you our firstborn. No, wait. We can't drink it during a blue moon. And we have to dance with the Winter Court if they come calling?" 

"Nothing so dramatic," Elowen laughed. The sound was like icicles tinkling. "Just the usual. Don't serve it to mundies. Don't use it in potions without consulting the brewing guidelines. And please don't try to replicate it. The last witch who tried that ended up with a vineyard full of singing grape vines. It took months to quiet them down." 

We spent the next hour sampling different wines. Each was more magical than the last. The conversation flowed as freely as the wine. Though, I kept my intake minimal. Someone had to keep a clear head. With our track record, it was probably a good thing I was driving. 

"Oh, try this one," Elowen said as she produced a bottle that seemed to be made of twilight. "It’s called Midnight Harvest. It pairs wonderfully with lasagna." 

"Does everything here have to be so dramatically named?" I asked, accepting a glass that swirled with what looked like actual stars. 

"We're Fae," Elowen shrugged elegantly. "Dramatics are part of the job description." I wanted to argue with that. My mate was the exact opposite of that. I thought better of saying anything. Bas was unique, and I loved his grumpy demeanor. 

"Remember Rome?" Violet asked. She grinned as she sipped something that made her hair temporarily turn silver. "When Fiona tried to haggle with that vendor and ended up with enough pasta to feed an army?" 

I groaned. "In my defense, my Italian was rusty." 

"Rusty?" Aislinn laughed. "You asked for a scarf and got ten pounds of spaghetti! Proper mental, that was." 

"Hey, we ate well that week!" I protested. "And none of you complained when Grams was cooking all those meals." 

A group of frost sprites drifted by. They left trails of delicate ice patterns in the air. One winked at me, and my wine briefly frosted over before melting back to normal temperature. "Show-offs," I muttered with a smile. There was something rather magical about being in a place where we didn't have to hide what we were. No carefully concealed words. No pretending we couldn't see the magical creatures that lived in the margins of the mundane world. The tension that had overcome me while walking through a town of mundies eased up. We needed to let our hair down like this. 

After the tasting, we decided to explore the town. The snow was falling and making everything look like it had been dusted with diamond powder. We window-shopped, admired the Christmas decorations, and managed to avoid any magical incidents. It was a new record for us. 

The massive Christmas tree in the town square sparkled with ornaments and lights. The former looked like they'd been passed down through generations. They caught the light and threw rainbow reflections across the snow. "Is it just me," Aislinn said as she squinted at the tree, "or are there fairies playing chicken with the star on top?" 

I looked up. Sure enough, a group of tiny lights were darting around the top of the tree. They zoomed dangerously close to the oversized star before veering away at the last second. "Ten quid says one of them crashes within the next five minutes," I offered. 

"You're on," Violet replied, then immediately groaned as one of the lights bounced off the star with a tiny 'ping' and spiraled dramatically down before recovering. 

We couldn’t linger because the weather turned. What had been a picturesque snowfall became something out of a horror movie. The wind picked up. Visibility dropped. Suddenly, it felt like trying to navigate through a snow globe in a tornado. We raced for my car and hopped inside. 

"I thought England was supposed to be all mild winters and Jane Austen gardens," I muttered as I headed toward the Bed and Breakfast. "When did we take a wrong turn into Narnia?" 

"This doesn't feel natural," Violet said from the passenger seat. She was gripping the door handle for dear life. Her witch senses were clearly tingling as much as mine. "The magic in the air is all wrong." 

"Wrong how?" I asked. She knew more about witchy stuff because she’d practiced it her entire life. My Grams had locked my magic away to keep me from being hunted, and my parents moved us away. I had no idea I was a witch until recently. I squinted through the windscreen at what might have been a road. Or possibly just a slightly flatter patch of white hell. 

"Like..." Violet frowned, concentrating. "Like when you try to mix incompatible potions. That feeling right before everything goes spectacularly pear-shaped." 

"It was rather charming an hour ago," Aislinn said from the back seat. "Now I feel we've stumbled into the wrong sort of fairy tale. We cannot die in a snowstorm. We’ve faced down demons and demigods and won." 

"Nobody's dying," I assured her. The car chose at that moment to fishtail like it was auditioning for Fast and Furious. "I am starting to wish we'd bought more wine. You know, for survival purposes when we get stuck." 

"I knew we should have accepted Elowen's offer of a room at her place," Violet muttered before she cast a quick stabilizing charm on the car. It helped, but not as much as it should have. "But no, someone had to insist we stay where we’d reserved." 

"We already had a room," I reminded her as I fought with the steering wheel.  

Brake lights glowed ahead like evil Christmas decorations through the snow. Dammit, there was an accident ahead. We should have known this day couldn't just be about wine and relaxation. "Bloody hell," I muttered as I carefully pulled over. "Looks like we've got ourselves a situation." 

"Please tell me we're not going to get involved," Aislinn pleaded. She clearly knew better because she was already pulling her emergency potions from her bag. "Just once, can we not get involved in every crisis we stumble across?" 

"We're the Backside of Forty," I reminded her. "Getting involved is basically in the job description." 

The scene was utter chaos. Cars were scattered everywhere like somebody had played vehicular pickup sticks. People stumbled around looking dazed and confused. We got out to help, because that's what decent people do, even when they're freezing their assets off. My magical senses picked up something else too. There were traces of magic scattered across the scene like broken glass. Fresh magic. Nothing like the ancient protective spells we'd felt at the wineries. 

"Anyone else picking up on the magical residue?" I asked quietly as we picked our way through the snow. 

"Yep. It feels like a spell gone wrong," Violet confirmed. "Or very, very right, depending on what they were trying to do." 

That's when Aislinn yelped behind us. I turned just in time to see her go down like a tree in a forest. "What the hell did you trip over?" I asked. Something told me I wasn't going to like the answer. Nothing good ever came from mysterious lumps in the snow. 

"Please be a log, please be a log, please be a log," Violet chanted under her breath as we made our way back to where Aislinn was scrambling backward through the snow. Her face had gone pale as milk. 

Aislinn's hands were shaking as she pointed at what she'd stumbled over. "Bloody hell... I think... I think I've found a dead body." 

"Fan-fucking-tastic," I muttered as I looked at the shape in the snow. The dead man was wearing what looked like expensive hiking gear. However, something was off about it. It looked like he'd gotten dressed in the dark. Or like someone else had dressed him. "What's a girls' weekend without a corpse?" 

I crouched down, careful not to disturb any potential evidence. Magical or mundane. My witch sight picked up traces of something familiar. "Anyone else getting déjà vu?" 

Violet knelt beside me and probed the scene. "This magical signature is similar to what we felt at The Snowy Vine, isn't it?" 

"Fae magic," I confirmed grimly. "Yet, it’s not.” 

Aislinn pursed her lips. “Someone tried to replicate Elowen's magic without knowing what they were doing. How did our weekend go off the rails so fast? The guys are never going to let us live this down." 

Violet shrugged as she continued to examine the scene. "At least we managed to try the Winter's Embrace first." 

She had a point. If we were going to deal with a dead body in the snow and what looked suspiciously like magical fraud gone horrifically wrong, at least we'd had some really good wine first. Sometimes, that's all you can ask for. "Right then," I said, standing up and brushing snow from my knees. "I suppose we should call the mundie authorities first. Then maybe have a chat with our new friend Elowen about who might be trying to copy her magic." 

"And here I thought the worst thing we'd have to deal with today would be a hangover," Aislinn sighed, already dialing nine, nine, nine. 

"Look on the bright side," I offered. "At least no one's turned into a toad yet." 

"Don't," both my friends said in unison. 

"Right, sorry." I pulled up my magic and began casting subtle deflection spells.  We’d have to keep those involved in the accident from wandering over. 

"We should probably check those bottles we bought from Elowen. Just to make sure they haven't been tampered with," Violet suggested. 

I nodded as my mind raced through possibilities. "We should also see if she knows anything about unauthorized copycat vintners in the area. Someone could have been trying to recreate her wine and it went wrong." 

"Can we maybe focus on the dead body first?" Aislinn suggested. "This doesn't feel like magical wine fraud." 

"You’re right," I agreed, then grinned despite the situation. "You have to admit this beats another boring weekend at home." 

"I hate that you're right," Aislinn muttered. "Just promise me one thing?" 

"What's that?" I asked. 

"Next time, I suggest we go to a normal, non-magical spa for our girls' weekend. Don't talk me out of it?" She shot me a rueful smile. 

"Deal," I said, knowing full well we'd probably end up finding trouble there too. It was just our luck. "Now, let's see what other secrets this snow is hiding, shall we?" 

So much for our normal, mundane wine-tasting adventure. Then again, I supposed "normal" and "mundane" were never really our style anyway. At least we had some excellent Fae wine to look forward to once we solved this mess. Assuming, of course, we survived whatever we'd just stumbled into. 


AUTHOR’S NOTE



Reviews are like hugs. Sometimes awkward. Always welcome! It would mean the world to me if you can take five minutes and let others know how much you enjoyed my work.

Don’t forget to visit my website: www.brendatrim.com and sign up for my newsletter, which is jam-packed with exciting news and monthly giveaways. Also, be sure to visit and like my Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/AuthorBrendaTrim to see my daily posts.

Never allow waiting to become a habit. Live your dreams and take risks. Life is happening now.

DREAM BIG!

XOXO,

Brenda

CLICK THE SITE BELOW TO STALK BRENDA:

Amazon

BookBub

Facebook

Brenda’s Book Warriors FB Group

BooksproutGoodreads

Instagram

Twitter

Website


ALSO BY BRENDA TRIM


CLICK HERE FOR A COMPLETE LIST OF THE 100+ OTHER TITLES I HAVE AVAILABLE IN PARANORMAL WOMEN’S FICTION & PARANORMAL ROMANCE! OR VISIT: HTTPS://BRENDATRIM/BOOKS

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc2A2.jpg







OEBPS/image_rsrc2A3.jpg





cover.jpeg
! j = | ’/
USA T'ODAY’ BESTSELLING AUTHOR

BRENDA TRIM'

1’/(





OEBPS/image_rsrc2A4.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2A5.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




