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      Days had passed with no sign of another Elemental. Maggie Parker was growing restless. "Patience isn't a virtue, it's an excuse." The wind picked up, lifting her dark hair off her shoulders and making her squint into the early morning sun. Grackles circled overhead, keeping watch.

      Her sister Diana gave her a sidelong glance. "That's your life motto, little sister. A little less coffee might help; or at least compromise and switch to decaf."

      "Too late. My blood runs on high-test."

      Diana let out a laugh and looked out over the vista below the tall, rocky hill. They were standing on the top of Mount Bonnell with a view of Austin below. "You think this will work? Tell me again why we needed to be up this high, and this early," she said with a yawn.

      Maggie looked at her big sister. "You're going to have to take that plane up in the air sometime."

      "There are no musts. Why are we here?"

      "I just wanted to get away from everything for five minutes and there are few places in Austin with a view like this that are usually empty. The early part is because the fae said the best times to attempt this were at dawn or dusk and this time of day is quiet. I don't have to be at work for another couple of hours." Maggie breathed in the cold air, her hands dug into her pockets. There was a small leather backpack by her feet. "We should have brought the coffee up here." A hum of energy was passing along the back of her neck and had become a constant ever since the Fire Elemental had shown up at her door. She was getting used to it being there.

      Diana tightened the wool scarf around her neck as the wind picked up again. "Remember when there was no one passing through your house except me and Mom? Now you have a mouse dog, an elven knight and a very old gnome who spits fireflies, all on an endless sleepover."

      "You forgot the nice old lady who turned into a blue flaming fae in my living room." Maggie broke into a grin, shaking her head as she nudged her sister. "I'm glad you're on this adventure with me."

      Diana tried to smile, not looking at her sister at first, narrowing her gaze as she looked toward the large homes carved into the sides of hills in the distance. "This is our first adventure that could get us killed."

      "I won't let that happen." Maggie put her hands on her hips and straightened her back. She shook her head fiercely and drummed her fingers on the top of her holstered gun. "I'm still a detective and know what to do in a fight. And I'm getting better at magic, watch." She opened her hand, holding it out over the open space as a bubble formed with a cardinal inside, growing as it floated. She no longer needed to concentrate as much or run through the steps. It was getting easier.

      The bird lifted its wings, popping the bubble and took flight, circling overhead before flying toward the west. The smell of magnolias hung in the air.

      Diana clapped her hands together, smiling with her head tilted back watching the cardinal.

      "We have the compass back, and one Elemental is here." Maggie grabbed her sister by the arm. "It'll be okay," she whispered, "because it has to be."

      Diana furrowed her brow, looking into Maggie's face. "You don't have to make it okay, not for me anyway. Remember, I'm the big sister and we're a family." She hesitated, biting her lip.

      "What is it?"

      "You already gave me your word. Our childhood motto means something to me. We stand together..."

      "On every adventure..." Maggie slung her arm around her sister's back. "Wouldn't have it any other way."

      Diana leaned back and looked at her. "You haven't told me what happened with Jake."

      A flash of pain passed across Maggie's face and Diana fell silent for a moment.

      "He wasn't who I thought he was, at all. It's complicated. He's wrapped up in all of this, but on the wrong side of things. Turns out he's half Kashgar and I was more of an assignment than a date."

      "An assignment!" Diana spit out the words, anger creeping into her voice. She crossed her arms over her chest. "You got fooled by someone? I find that hard to believe. Something doesn't fit. Your idiot meter is pretty foolproof," she said, tapping Maggie's chest. "It's part of what makes you a good detective."

      The words stung Maggie. She kept having the same thought when she was staring at the ceiling at night, ignoring his texts. "Enough fits that it's not going to work." Maggie focused on the horizon, refusing to look at Diana. It was her signal that she was done talking about something and couldn't be cajoled into another word.

      "If I give you my favorite necklace will you tell me?" Diana smiled, fingering the silver pendant hanging on her chest. "I'll even accept just the highlights."

      Maggie stood back, her hands back on her hips. "That didn't work when you were offering me your wax lips and your latest Mad magazine and I badly wanted those." The crooked smile faded from Maggie's face. "Give me some time and I'll tell you everything. It doesn't matter right now, not to what we're doing." The pain inside rose above the hum in her body, choking her and making it hard to think. Her hands still rested on her hips defiantly, but her eyes were shining.

      "Come on," her older sister finally said, "Let's get on with it. We have a quest to finish. Did you bring the telescope, the book and the compass?" She pulled her thick, curly red hair back with her hands, winding it into a loose bun on the top of her head and working it through a rubber tie.

      Maggie did the same before crouching down by the backpack, zipping it open.

      "A Parker is actually letting something go. Proof of miracles," muttered Maggie.

      "I heard that, and I'd say something, but that's so true. It's our best and our worst quality."

      "I used to think we got it from Mom, but now I'm not so sure. All the memories I have of Dad have shifted." Maggie took out the telescope, the book and the compass and laid them all on top of the backpack. "I have all the pieces and according to the book this should work. The telescope can act like a hotspot and generate a signal to the other Elementals." She handed the book to Diana. "Hold it open while I figure out how to get a signal going." Maggie opened the book in Diana's hands and watched as the words moved and reshaped themselves into English.

      "You can read that?"

      Maggie looked up from studying the page. "You can't?" She looked back and turned the page, watching the book decipher itself again.

      "Not even a little. That's not even Latin or I'd have a chance. What do you see?"

      Maggie touched the page, running her finger along the words. "It says that the telescope has to have the coordinates of the Elemental..." Maggie picked up the telescope and looked through it, adjusting a dial. "And according to the blue fae this should still be set for the Air Elemental. From the last time it was used." Maggie pressed her lips together and felt an ache in her throat. I need to say it... out loud. "The battle that killed Dad." She kept going, willing herself past all the memories.

      "It would have been Dad who last set it. He must have been looking for help." She looked back at the book, balling her hand into a fist by her side, pressing her nails into her palm. "It doesn't sound like it worked."

      "The past does not predict the future."

      "Poppy used to say that all the time." Maggie rubbed her forehead, leaning over the book in Diana's hands. "How do I start the beacon?" she muttered, scanning the page. The words shifted again. Maggie could sense the book was working to answer the question. "Look at that! It's helping." She looked up at Diana who was watching her in amazement.

      "Your eyes have that glowing thing happening again. What's it like? What does it feel like?"

      Maggie puzzled over a line in the book, not answering right away, caught up in the connection to the magic. "Twist and turn the bottom lens?" She looked up, the pulse of energy picking up through her body. "It... it feels like I'm connected to something bigger. Like I'm some small piece of it and everything is tied into everything else. It's like I fit into something. It's so perfect, it's hard to put into words." She was surprised by Diana's tight embrace. The book and telescope were mashed between them.

      "Hold on to that," whispered Diana. "That's what us other Peabrains are searching for and you have it running through you all the time." She let go and brushed a stray red hair out of her face. "I swear I can feel the vibration coming off your skin." Her eyes grew wide as an idea struck her. "You're a kind of receptacle for energy and then you disperse it. Frankly, it all kind of makes sense on a science level too." She waggled her hand in the air. "Well, kind of till you get to the bird in a bubble part. It's physics mixed with magic."

      Maggie gently took hold of the lens on the front of the telescope, twisting it. Nothing. She tried again, letting go of her frustration and felt the energy hop across the back of her neck like a stone skipping across a lake. "Got it!" The three sections of the telescope started turning, falling into place as four small metal legs came out of the side. She placed the field glass on the ground, letting it rest on the legs with the largest end pointing toward the sky. She glanced back at the book and picked up the compass. "Okay, hold it steady. I think I've got it." She held the compass in the flat of her palm and waited as the knob opened and the wings emerged. "Last part."

      She slowly moved her hand closer to the telescope till it was just above it, blocking the emerging sunlight. Her hand was shaking from the vibration. The compass took flight, spinning faster and faster until it was a blur of light, and Maggie moved her hand out of the way. The sunlight gathered in the glass lens below and sent it back out again, refracting around the compass, blasting into the sky.

      "Wow..." whispered Diana, following the stream of light.

      Maggie could feel the vibration increase inside her body, rattling her teeth and shaking her bones till they ached. She kept breathing steadily, her muscles tense, wondering if she could take the energy flowing through her. The light pushed out, growing brighter as Diana shielded her eyes with her arm, trying to keep her eyes on her sister. A pulsing wave began to move through the light sending out a pressure that built inside of Maggie's head. The light swirled around her, picking up dirt and rocks that rose in the column of light.

      She saw Diana cover her ears with her hands, dropping the book and tried to reach out to her but the strength of the surge had her rooted in place, lifting her feet just off the ground.

      There was a loud whomp, followed by another and then a pulse of light.

      "No... wait!" Diana shielded her face with one arm and propelled herself forward, reaching out with the other, determined to grab onto Maggie.

      A loud bang filled the air instead and Diana was thrown backward, landing at the edge of the hill and sliding over on her back, rolling down over small rocks and grass for a few yards before she finally came to a stop.

      "Maggie!" She rolled over and lifted her head looking up at the top. There was an acrid smell in the air like burning ozone and wisps of black smoke at the top, but the light was gone and it was quiet again. She scrambled to her knees, ignoring the scrapes on her hands and the taste of blood in her mouth and pushed herself to a standing position, even as she was moving toward the top of Mount Bonnell.

      "Maggie! Maggie!" She crested the top hoping to see anything, her heart pounding in her chest. "I can put her back together. Bones mend." Her voice rose as she got to the top. "Maggie!"

      Maggie was lying, crumpled on the ground, her hair spread out in a fan behind her head. The telescope had retracted the legs and the lens had slid back into place. The compass was back in Maggie's hand.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie felt the large bang pass through her, and a wall of pain hit her, ricocheting around inside of her body making her squeeze her eyes shut to bear it all. But just as quickly, in a flash of light it passed, and she felt herself floating in streams of air. The whispers she had heard between the trees returned to her, spreading a message from one stand to the next.

      The Elemental is in trouble. The Earth gave a shudder that Maggie felt pass through her, relieved the numbers were corrected and distressed that an Elemental could be slipping away.

      It was repeated over and over again and she could feel the panic of the trees but none of it touched her. She let go of every worry and felt the connection to the trees, to the air, to all the Elementals. She felt their surprise as the magic tapped them on the shoulder, all of them wondering what it was that had just happened. Every intention started to leave her, thoughts of the precinct and Taylor, the Mean Eyed Cat, and the house on Pressler Street were growing slippery. It was like floating in a warm river with a steady current that was moving away from everything.
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        * * *

      

      An initial flood of relief washed over Diane until she realized Maggie wasn't stirring. The air rushed from her lungs and her head felt light. She made herself walk forward and she crouched down next to her younger sister, her hand shaking as she reached out to find a pulse.

      She pressed her hands against Maggie's neck choking out, "Please..." Nothing. "No!" She sat back, her mouth open and her eyes wide in shock. She shook her head and quickly rolled to her knees, pressing two fingers against Maggie's neck again. Still nothing. She grabbed her sister by the shoulders and pulled her up, hugging her, pounding on her back. "I'm not giving up. Parker women don't let anything go easily, including this life! Not borrowed time!" Diana was shouting as loud as she could, beating her fist against Maggie's back as Maggie's head lolled on her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie heard the words like an echo and a pang of sadness wove its way through her, mixing with the sense of satisfaction and picking at the connections to everything on the organic ship. She felt pulled in different directions, unable to let go as easily. The words echoed again and with them she felt the edges of her old life crowd into her mind and heart again. "I'm Maggie Parker, the Elemental," she said quietly. The words had barely left her mouth. A hard punch to her gut shook her body and severed the connections, forcing her to open her mouth. Memories flooded her mind. Many of them were old and had been forgotten. She felt the tug from everything that made up her life pulling her back.
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        * * *

      

      Diana felt the smallest stir in Maggie's body and pounded again, still holding her upright against her chest.

      "Fight, Maggie, fight!"

      Maggie's eyes flew open and she opened her mouth wide, tilting her head back and sucking in air, her chest heaving up and down. She was muttering something over and over, but Diana couldn't make out the words.

      Clouds raced across the sky, speeding overhead and the sky immediately darkened. Lightning sizzled overhead and fat raindrops fell on their heads. Maggie blinked as they hit her face, still gasping, trying to get more air into her lungs even as the hum vibrated across the back of her neck. The rain grew heavier, drenching them as thunder clapped, startling them both.

      "One, two," said Diane, counting the seconds between the lightning and thunder. "It's passing."

      Maggie let go of Diana and twisted around to locate the compass. She saw the book face down on the ground and reached out for it, grabbing it and pushing it under her sweater, the cold, wet binding pushed against her skin helping to bring her back to the present. She pushed herself up, onto one knee, still shaking and forced herself to stand, holding out her hand for the compass.

      Diana sat back on her heels and watched, astonished, as the compass pressed out the metal wings and took flight, landing in Maggie's hand.

      Maggie closed her hand around it, grimacing, pressing her eyes shut as the rain ran off her face. She opened her eyes and scanned the sky, looking for any kind of sign that another Elemental had gotten the signal, but there was nothing.

      She looked down at the ground for the telescope, scooping it up along with the backpack. "Let's get out of here. We're the tallest thing around for miles and I don't need to tempt this ship to take another shot."

      Diane stood up, wiping her face with her hand and made her way toward the road in the distance where the dark blue El Camino was parked. "That was too close to the edge of everything. Do you think it worked? Did you see anything we can use?"

      "I have no idea on both counts," said Maggie as they got to the car and she opened the door, sliding in and fumbling for the keys in a pocket of the backpack. She started the car, blowing the heat on them and sat back, looking out through the windshield and up at the sky. Blue was already poking through in places. Nothing seemed out of place.
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      Two more days passed with no sign of the Air Elemental or Simon Wesley. If it weren't for the dog squeaking and barking in her kitchen, or Bernie arguing with Wilmark over the finer points of dealing with Kashgars, Maggie might have called everything routine. Taylor was back at work eating donuts in two bites and arguing the finer points of the Cowboys, and even her mother had started up her drumming circle again.

      But Maggie couldn't shake the feeling that this was only the calm. A dangerous lull before the gale force winds.

      "Rule number six and number fifteen, subset D!" whistled Bernie through his teeth, pulling Maggie back to the present moment.

      Bernie stabbed a thick, calloused finger against the kitchen counter. "Plans are shared with fewer than five without special permission, and I already told a few mechanics, so you're out. Not a word about Plan B to get the Earth functioning more smoothly. I've already said too much."

      "You've barely said anything." He grabbed Bernie by the shoulder, squeezing. "I could be an ally. The Godwin Knights have access to ancient magic. Don't discount what I can do to help."

      Bernie rubbed his knuckles into the soft flesh where Wilmark's shoulder connected, pressing hard. "This is not the right time to be breaking that rule. I have my limits!" He glanced over at Maggie and looked back at Wilmark.

      Maggie rolled her eyes, drinking down the last of the coffee in her mug. "It's like I'm watching you two fight in slow motion. I appreciate it, given you're in my kitchen but cut it out or take it outside and get it over with in the alley. Don't want any chickens harmed in your magical man-off. Sling a fireball, pelt him with bubbles, take out some of your frustrations."

      Wilmark ignored her, standing up to his full height and towering over Bernie. "Good to know you have some limits," he growled. He looked at Maggie. "I'm going back out to hunt for Simon and his followers. The Fire fae may be able to help me locate him."

      Maggie reached down to scratch behind Dexter's ears, but he rolled over before she could, and she let out a laugh and rubbed his belly. "You're officially a dog." He let out a squeak and a bark and rolled back over. She stood back up, holding on to the mug in her hands. "I know you're frustrated. Dark magic is giving him a few new tricks. We'll find him."

      "I don't need pep talks. Save them for the gnome."

      "Hey! The gnome is right here." Bernie was ripping open a silvery Pop Tart sleeve with his teeth, smelling it before biting off a corner. "Hmmm, blueberry. Listen, tall, dark and sullen, this isn't a quick fix. We're getting hit from a few very powerful angles." He bit down again, crumbs catching in his beard as he chewed and talked. "Mother Earth, the Kashgars, those tall bastards, and magic that is even older than the Godwin Knights. I get that you want to help and get a check in the win column, but we have a union. No outsiders, no exceptions. Chase Simon, it's a much better use of your time and who knows? You might get lucky."

      Maggie stood up suddenly when she saw the color rise in the elven knight's face. He had the same murderous look in his eyes the last time they fought off Simon.

      She slid quickly between them and felt the knight push against her as he leaned toward Bernie. His hard, muscular back pushing her a few inches across the floor. She dug in and stood her ground, pressing back against him.

      Bernie calmly finished the Pop Tart, glaring at Wilmark, licking his fingers one at a time.

      "Okay, that's enough." Maggie leaned over to Bernie and whispered. "Stop pushing him. He's on our side."

      "He's actually pushing you. Stop enjoying it so much." Bernie arched an eyebrow at her. "And he's on your side."

      "My side includes you."

      Wilmark pushed open the screen door and marched outside, barreling off the back steps till he got to the large tree, his fists clenched at his side.

      Maggie went to the window and watched him standing there, alone. "He's been through a lot. You could give him a break, you know. Finding out you're alone in the world can't be easy. Think about what it would be like if you didn't have Jack or Radar or the thousand other cousins on this ship.

      Bernie came and stood next to her. "There isn't quite a thousand. Don't be so dramatic." He let out a grunt as a single firefly escaped his mouth. "Okay, you have a point. We have to adopt the big guy and make him part of the family." Bernie shrugged. "Meh, he'll be good for getting things off the top shelves."

      Maggie gave him a crooked smile and nudged him a little. "Way to spin the positive."

      "Might even make a good replacement for Jake." He pursed his lips, furrowing his brow. "At least be a distraction. I've seen your eyes pop a couple times when you brush up against him."

      "Isn't there a dating service for gnomes so you can get off my back? Maybe you should go look for trouble, too."

      Bernie looked out at Wilmark in his tall leather boots and tunic, his bow strapped to his back. "You ever wonder if your neighbors are thinking you're having one long Medieval Festival in your backyard?"

      "My neighbors hang with my mother and I'm pretty sure one of them is a magical. We're good." She checked her watch. "I'm heading into work and no one needs to watch the house for me. Go look for answers. If I run into trouble that's not job related, I'll send up a few bubbles. Have you checked on Slim lately?"

      "I tucked him in last night with Del Taco, but you have a point." Bernie smoothed the front of his bright purple sweater that had a dark stain on one of the sleeves. He went to the refrigerator and opened it, staring inside. "We’ll need some snacks for the road."

      "You're not leaving town, it doesn't count. There's nothing new in there since the last time you looked. It was almost easier when the trouble wouldn't stop." Maggie muttered, tapping her fingers on the top of her gun holstered at her waist.

      Bernie stopped rummaging in the refrigerator and threw up his hands. "Now you've gone and done it. Don't you get how your magic works? It's like you're talking to the energy..." Bernie's last words fell away as the sound of the grass in the backyard ripping apart grew louder. A bulge appeared in a three-foot wide circle.

      The ground stirred again, the circular mound breaking into chunks and pushing upward as if something was trying to break free. Wilmark drew an arrow in one swift motion, looking relieved he finally had something tangible to fight.

      The chickens startled and ran squawking into the coop, peeking out from the door, softly clucking. "My egg business is going to wither and die." Maggie leaned toward the window to look out at the wet grass.

      The ground rose another foot, the pieces falling away as Jack's head popped above the surface, bubbles squeezing out from the sides ahead of a rush of water. He pulled his arms out and looked up, blowing dirt off his face and gasped when he saw Wilmark's arrow aimed at his head.

      Jack quickly regained himself and spit bubbles, rapidly covering himself in an opaque shield. Wilmark slowly released the tension on the bow and replaced the arrow in his quiver.

      Bernie made a point of finishing the Pop Tart, watching everything like it was entertainment. "Wilmark's going to be a tricky one at Sunday dinners. He seems disappointed he didn't get to skewer something. Note to self, no kebabs on the menu when he's around."

      "Aren't you going to go find out why Jack made such a grand entrance?"

      Bernie swatted the air. "He's done it before. It's his way of letting me know I should be at work. There's a leak somewhere and it's gotten the best of him. It's gonna be a damp day for me."

      Bernie swallowed hard, getting the last of the Pop Tart down. "I suppose it's ironic that was a little dry. You're out of OJ." He made his way out, pushing open the screen door.

      "I'll bet I am." Maggie opened a cabinet, peeking inside at the nearly empty shelves. All that was left were a can of refried beans and a microwaveable oatmeal cup sitting on its side. She went out to the porch and stood at the top of the steps, waiting to see if any more gnome-sized holes were going to appear.

      "Where's the fire?" Bernie was loud enough to be heard in the kitchen. "There's not actually a fire, is there? Come on, spit it out Jack."

      Jack scrambled out of the hole just as a geyser burst into the air, shooting a stream of water above the roof line before dying back down.

      Maggie jumped back, a fine mist coating her face. She recognized the smell at once from all the vacations she took as a child. "That's seawater. Why is water from the Gulf poking out of my yard?"

      Bernie finally looked concerned, marching over to where Jack stood, just as a sand shark popped out of the hole, floundering in the wet grass. "Say it's not so!"

      Jack nodded his head vigorously, throwing up his arms like words were unnecessary.

      "The timing is off on the tides? How? That causes all kinds of problems. Remember that whole butterfly flapping its wings in India and making it rain here? A lot of truth to that one."

      "I don't need to be reminded."

      "But even the tides are connected to the Peabrains. Screw with those and there's mayhem!"

      Jack sputtered syllables not making any sense, letting out a loud growl of frustration until, "Exactly!" popped out. "Come quick, you're the only one who can ease the old girl back into alignment. The more time that goes by, the worse this will get. You remember what happened back in April of '06!"

      "Don't remind me. First there was that earthquake, then the Peabrains got themselves into one world war after another. The ship was running amok for a few decades." Bernie turned and waved at Maggie, already forming bubbles in his hand. "I gotta go. I'll be back as soon as I can but stay away from Simon, what's left of him anyway. He has to be growing desperate and whatever books he's using, they date back to the Library of Alexandria. Very old and powerful and unpredictable and uncharted for the rest of us who have to fight it."

      "What about the saltwater?"

      But Bernie was already gone, sliding into the ground and Jack was right behind him.

      This is the start of something. A cool thread of energy passed through Maggie's head making the ends of her fingers tingle. Yeah, something is growing closer. The tides are just a sign. The storm is almost here.

      Wilmark came and put one foot on the bottom step. "I'll keep an eye on you, even when I'm not here."

      Maggie put her hands on her hips and tilted her head to the side. "I'll keep an eye on you too." She held up her hand before he could say anything. "It's a Parker thing, give in now. You wanted to get closer to us, this is part of the deal."

      "That wasn't what I meant by getting closer and you know it."

      Maggie shrugged. "It's what I heard." She sat down on the top step bringing her to eye level with the tall elf. "I know what it's like to feel alone in a crowd full of people." She narrowed her gaze, studying the lines on his face and the pain behind his eyes that he worked at hiding. "You know, I have no idea where you consider home, and you don't have to tell me, yet. But this can be a spot, like a home base."

      He bowed, making Maggie give a small smile. Enjoy these moments before it all comes crashing down. I wonder if all of us will survive. "I'm catching on that if we're going to have a chance, we're going to have to act like a team."

      "You're okay with that?" He stood back, eyeing her. "You went after Simon Wesley alone."

      A shudder went through Maggie at the memory. "Rigorous honesty? No. But if I don't, then someone I care about could get hurt. You somehow made that list, Wilmark. You've risked your life for me more than once..."

      He didn't say anything, like he was considering his words and chose silence. He settled on a short wave and disappeared out the back fence and down the alley in the direction of her mother's house.

      Maggie stood up and let out a deep sigh. "Toni Parker could slow everyone down with a bake sale. Not a bad plan."

      She went inside and poured another cup of coffee and slurped it up, keeping her mouth slightly open to let it cool off, carrying it outside to the back porch. Dexter darted between her legs, dashing off the steps and ran along the chicken fencing, barking and squeaking at Gertie who flapped her wings and ran next to him on the other side. She leaned against the rail just as her phone buzzed and she took it out, glancing down at another text from Jake.

      I can explain, I promise. I'm on your side. There are things you ought to know.

      "You don't give up; I'll give you that." Maggie stared at the message for a moment. There was at least one a day. The memory of his hand sliding up her belly and under her bra darted through her mind, catching her off guard. She briefly shut her eyes, feeling the joy of that moment, pressing her hand against her stomach. A warmth spread through her chest, trailing off into the feeling of betrayal that clung to her most of the time.

      She started to type something, wanting to get the feeling back, but she remembered all the times he could have mentioned it. "That was his chance to be heard." She slid the phone back in her pocket and slurped more coffee. "Still hot. Just the way I like it." Her phone buzzed again, and she pulled it out, tired of being reminded of Jake so many times a day. But this time it was her partner, Peter Taylor calling.

      "What is it?"

      "Sergeant called us in early. There's been another strange robbery and there's even noise now about a serial Robin Hood on the loose. They want something done about it before the media picks up on it and gives this gang a catchy nickname."

      "Okay, I'll head out the door now."

      "No sign of anything ominous or fortuitous?" Taylor pulled the phone away from his head and called out, "Okay, Fozzie, I'm coming. Put me down for fifty if you'll give me the spread."

      Maggie walked back inside, Dexter running in beside her. "Nothing and it's eerie. Unless it's these robberies. My peabrain senses tells me something is up, but I don't know what or when or where. I'm hanging up. Text me the address of the latest robbery hit, and I'll meet you there." She didn't wait for him to answer, grabbing her purse and slinging the strap over her head. "Dexter, keep an eye on Pressler Street while I'm gone."

      He looked up at her, wagging his tail and squeaked and barked as the Huldu book slipped off the table hitting the floor with a bang. Maggie picked it up, looking at the open page her eyes growing wider. "Looks like I'm going to be a little late. I'll need to make a pit stop at Mom's." She left a note for Bernie, propping it up on the counter and headed out the door.
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      Maggie went out the back gate and down the alley to her mother's house. She could sense the knight's trail of magic growing stronger and wasn't surprised to find him standing in Toni Parker's large backyard. He was surrounded by Toni's motley crew of friends. They were holding a variety of drums, admiring his outfit and asking him for his sign. Mrs. Fletcher had even taken it upon herself to smudge him and was waving a burning sage stick, blowing the smoke in his direction.

      Wilmark looked helpless, slowly turning in a circle. "I've come to see Kathleen. Is she here?"

      Maggie opened the gate, suppressing a giggle. "Okay, make way, back up from the man candy, ladies."

      A ripple of laughter went across the group of women as some of them backed away, still generally admiring the elf. Maggie grabbed Wilmark by the arm, sneezing at the puff of smoke.

      "Thank you, Mrs. Fletcher," Maggie coughed out. "Say hello to your son for me."

      "Will do dear. He still talks about you." Mrs. Fletcher gently waved her sage stick in a large circle. "Who's next?"

      Wilmark willingly followed Maggie in the opposite direction, letting out a sigh of relief that made Maggie smile. "That explains the smell in this backyard," he said.

      "Not entirely."

      "Why was that woman blowing smoke at us?"

      "To calm your chi I think, or maybe it's to get rid of something. I'm not sure but you can consider yourself better off." Maggie pulled the book out of her purse. Her internet bill was tucked in the page and she flipped it open, smashing the bill in her purse. "Have to remember to pay that," she muttered. "I wonder if there's a spell to replace that."

      "That is already a kind of magic. What are you doing here?" Wilmark brushed his hair off his shoulder and stood up straighter, flexing his muscles.

      Maggie furrowed her brow trying not to smile but Wilmark noticed and grimaced. "I wasn't sure how to get them to listen."

      "A common problem and something I weirdly admire about them."

      "Is that where you learned that trait?"

      The smile slipped off her face till she saw the elf smirk and she punched him in the arm, still balancing the book. "You made a joke! Well played. As a matter of fact they're part of the reason I learned how to be fearless."

      "Is that what we're calling it?" He smiled, creases deepening around his mouth and eyes.

      Maggie realized it was the first time she had seen him smile. "Take another look at them." She looked up at him with her crooked smile. "I guess they kind of helped raise Diana and me." Maggie let out a sigh but shook it off. "Not why I'm here and I have a robbery to get to." She held up the book. "Look, I found this."

      "You'll have to read it to me, Elemental. The book is only speaking to you."

      "Oh, Bernie was able..."

      Wilmark cut her off, crossing his arms over his chest. "Bernie is a Huldu and trusted with the workings of the organic ship," he said in a gruff voice. "All of his brethren have a kind of pact with the earth that no one can really explain. They're attuned to every vibration, every breeze, and along with that a connection to the energy. What the rest of us like to call magic."

      "Like my connection to the trees." Maggie momentarily felt the cool thread spring to life inside her head and her eyes flickered and glowed and died back down again.

      "You're getting better at controlling that magic." He took in a deep breath and relaxed, dropping his arms. "We are cautious allies. Their ambitions have not always matched or own. But the truth is, it was the Huldu who removed key elements from the machine a long time ago and buried them inside of each Elemental."

      "What's the beef you have with his kind?"

      "We didn't agree with spreading out the machine to the winds with no one able to keep track of each Elemental. No way to protect you, but in the end the Huldus did what they wanted and there was no one to stop them. Different magicals stepped forward and volunteered and the deed was done. The Knights were left to track each one of you the best we could and keep an eye on our mutual enemies."

      "The Kashgar."

      "They are the main one, yes, but others like Simon Wesley and his kind have popped up from time to time. What does the book say?"

      Maggie searched his face for more. "Has this been your entire life? Were you a junior knight or was there at least a little soccer in your childhood or a fort or the movies? Wait, were there talking pictures when you were little?"

      "The book, Maggie," he said gently, tapping the page. "You were in a hurry?"

      She narrowed her gaze but looked down at the page. "It's talking about a Dirt Elemental, some oversized being and how to find it." The excitement returned to her, making her breathe faster. "It's referred to as a living mound or hillside and it says it's nearby, surrounded by an ancient stand of trees. Do you know what that means? Did you ever see a Dirt Elemental?"

      "No, that is another contention between my kind and the Huldus. It was the one Elemental that was done in secrecy and no more was said about it. We've tried to get one of them to tell us something, but you saw how they are with their plans."

      "Rule number six, I heard. They're not really made of dirt, are they?"

      "I don't have the answer to that."

      "It also mentions something about a door." Maggie read it out loud, following the words with her finger. "This is the Elemental that guards the entrance to the path to the machine."

      Wilmark straightened up, raising his chin and flexing his arm, his hand balled into a fist. "There have been rumors for generations that there was an Elemental who knew how to find the heart of the machine. It's said that even the Huldus have cast a spell to help them forget."

      "That is a tricky plan. They must have been more worried about sabotage."

      The drumming started up behind them and Maggie glanced over to see Mrs. Fletcher and another woman swirling with hula hoops dancing around their waists. Another woman held a small blow torch and was lighting the hoops as the women danced. "Yeah, it's more than just sage burning," said Maggie.

      Wilmark turned to take a look and started to walk toward them but Maggie put her hand on his arm. "They've done this before. They're actually pretty good at it. Must be a full moon coming up soon. They're getting ready. Walk back over there and you'll have a flaming hula hoop around your waist in no time and a nice contact high. Plus, Mom will take pictures and share them. You've been warned." Wilmark looked down at Maggie and she nodded up at him. "All true."

      He stepped back and watched, his hands on his hips.

      "Good choice. Leave that to the artificially content. Do you know anything about the path to the machine?"

      "Only the legends, which always hold a piece of the truth. It's said to be long and arduous with many tests along the way. Not just the physical that risk life and limb, but to test how clever you are and whether you can handle guiding the ship."

      "Like a job interview that could end in your death if you don't pass."

      "Aye, and there are said to be more than one entrance, but only one will lead you to the machine. The others are endless mazes that can strand a body, sending them in endless loops and circles till they go mad or die of starvation. The Dirt Elemental is said to know the one true entrance."

      Maggie stared at him for a moment, taking it all in. "So, not a vacay." She slowly shut the book. "Finding the Elementals is only step one, isn't it?"

      "The hardest part of our journey will just be getting started."

      "And it starts with gathering all of us, including what may be a living hillside." Maggie's phone buzzed and she pulled it out, taking a look. "I have to go before Taylor thinks I've fallen through the Earth again. Good luck with your search for Simon. Don't take any deep breaths while you're here."

      The side gate by the house opened and Kathleen slipped in, quickly swallowed in greetings from the assembled women. Wilmark looked up, the muscles in his neck tensing and looked back at Maggie.

      "Go, we're done here and the blue fae is the reason you came here, isn't she?" She put her hand on his arm again, almost pulling it back. That is becoming too nice a habit. "Be careful, please."

      "I could say the same to you," he said as he turned to go and her hand slid off.

      Maggie slipped the book back into her bag and waved to Kathleen, as she left the way she came by the alley, jogging back to her house and through the fence. She was already thinking about feeding the chickens before getting in the El Camino.
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        * * *

      

      Jake stood back in the shadows, ducked down behind a neighbor's trash cans left by the side of their garage. Maggie had passed by him so closely he could have reached out and touched her shoulder if he'd just stood up. He had come over to her house to see if he could get her to listen. Just five minutes, maybe even just three. She was already on her way down the alley, her head down and he had followed her, hoping for a moment alone.

      But he stopped short when he saw the tall knight, his bow strapped to his back and the crowd of eager women all talking at once and milling everywhere. He stepped back to where he could watch Maggie without being seen, smiling when he saw her laugh, pain settling in his chest that her smile wasn't for him. He edged closer, careful not to be seen until he could hear what they were talking about and held his breath for a moment, trying to not let out a gasp. The Dirt Elemental knows the true entrance to the path. A useful thing not to share with my clan.

      He clenched his fist when he saw Wilmark smile down at Maggie and stepped forward, catching himself at the last moment and forcing himself to stand still. He waited, tucked back in the shadows, and watched her slip the book back into her bag. She passed right by him, just like that, unaware he was there. I have to get you to hear me, Maggie Parker.
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      Bernie slung the oversized hammer over his shoulder, wiping the sweat off his forehead and the top of his bald head. He stepped back for a moment, a frown on his face watching the dials spit out numbers and steam seep between the fittings.

      "Not good," he muttered in his low, rumbling voice.

      "No, I'll say." Jack stood next to him holding the three-foot wrench, his face red from the heat in the small passageway. They were standing in a chamber dedicated to a main, where the copper-colored machinery turned and split into different directions, traveling over miles into other countries, channeling information into the oceans.

      Bernie's forehead was wrinkled from worry and he rubbed his chin, weighing what he was about to say out loud. "Ah hell with it, I'll say it. The old girl is having trouble holding things together. I don't know how many more of these grand fixes we can do." He put his hand over his eyes for a moment and Jack patted him on the back.

      "It's strange, isn't it cousin? She's just a ship and was never meant to be more than that. But we've lived with her for thousands of years and watched over her and she's gotten to be..."

      "Our home. We have to get her back together." Bernie smoothed the front of his sweater; grease stains dotted his overalls. "That was supposed to be temporary, you know. It wasn't a permanent fix to pull the machine apart and remove the steering..." The words whistled through his teeth.

      "The compass, yeah," said Jack.

      "And a few other key pieces. Somehow this got away from us. Thank goodness for this Elemental and, well, you know, what I did saving her life." Bernie gave Jack a sidelong glance.

      Jack rolled his eyes. "I should have known! Okay, fine, you accidentally pushed us in the right direction when you interfered and broke rule number nineteen. You saved her life and it may have been a good thing. If the Elemental wasn't being threatened by this grand old ship, we might have put things off even longer. You got us into this mess, you just might be the one to get us out of it."

      Bernie smiled, hiccupping a few bubbles with fireflies blinking small yellow lights flying to the top of the chamber and glowing like stars in the underground space.

      "Now that is nice," said Jack, his head tilted back. "Looks like a constellation from home." He rested the edge of his wrench on the ground and carefully laid it down on the mosaic tiles. "We have another challenge that's more immediate. I was testing the soil and I came across something. Follow me."

      He wove through the tunnels, Bernie right behind him, ducking as they went through one of the older, original passages and picking up speed when they passed the wide opening of the cafeteria. Several gnomes looked up and Bernie made a point of waving and smiling.

      "Hey Bernie! I need my level back." A shorter gnome stood up, barely appearing any taller, taking another sip of his drink.

      Bernie waved, giving a strained smile, patting the front of his overalls. "Sure, Petie, I got it but it's in my other pants. I'll drop it off at your work bench." He gave the thumbs up and kept moving.

      "He's got other work pants? Do they all look like that?" Petie sat back down as the gnome across from his shrugged.

      "Come on!" Jack was further down a narrow passageway, waving his arm. He was looking over his shoulder for Bernie. "Just a little further."

      "We couldn't use bubbles to get here?" Bernie looked around and saw no one was nearby. He started running, closing the distance between them.

      Jack let out a loud tsk and scowled at Bernie. "Come on, use your common sense. We'd leave a trail everywhere doing that. Radar for sure would want to know what we were up to. Don't you recognize this trail?"

      Bernie stopped walking so fast and looked around in the dim tunnel. He scratched his head, still following behind and realized they were pulling away from all the familiar paths. His eyes grew in amazement and he stared at Jack, coming to a complete halt. "Jack, you didn't! You broke rule number thirteen!" Bernie smiled, stroking his beard. "Well, if you were gonna go, might as well go big." He looked around the old tunnel in amazement. "You led me into the forbidden tunnels. Even I haven't found a good enough excuse to venture in here." The plaster walls were crumbling and the tiles along the floor were broken or missing in places. The pattern that remained was different from what could be found along the maze of corridors that were still lit and well-traveled.

      There was also a stronger than usual damp, earthy smell and just past where Jack was standing there were roots poking through the wall.

      "This is why I brought you here." Jack pointed triumphantly at the roots winding their way out of the dirt and into the open space. The ends were glowing a familiar blue light but a faded yellow and green was just around the edges and the lights occasionally flickered.

      Bernie walked over solemnly, taking each step slowly as he watched the blue glow struggle to maintain its luminosity. He reached out, gently lifting the roots in the palm of his hand and gasped as small tendrils broke off and drifted to the floor as if there was not much left of them.

      "The trees are suffering. This one is an old grand master. A hub for a lot of other trees," whispered Bernie, reverently. His chest felt tight and he couldn't take in a deep breath. "They're connected to everything. They send out distress signals and share information."

      Jack nodded, throwing up his hands. "I know, I know. The trees are like honorary family."

      Bernie leaned both hands against the earthen wall, just beneath the roots, his head down. He felt the vibrations of the ship pass through him. He had been taking care of the Earth since he was a young gnome and had grown used to every noise and explosion and roar of the ocean. "This is something new, and troubling." He lifted his head and quickly wiped his face on the sleeve of his sweater, giving a quick sniff.

      Jack patted him on the shoulder. "You know, Bernie out of all of us, I think you love this old girl the most."

      Bernie stood up straight and smoothed the front of his sweater, shaking his head. "No, I can't get sentimental." He put out his hand and held the roots again. "But how can you not admire something so beautiful that manages to create so many things?"

      "They're being overtaxed, but it's not too late. They need those parts put back in place. It completes the last of the loops and connects the energy."

      "You know the consequences! It also sparks every Peabrain on this ship and returns them to their original powers. That is bound to be mayhem."

      "Unless you know of something better, we don't have a choice. If the trees die, then the ship will eventually stop functioning. It would take a while but there would be no organic telegraph system for all the different areas to communicate or ask for help. Taking apart the machine was never meant to be permanent. We've already taken far too long."

      Bernie rubbed his hands together and focused, blowing lavender-colored bubbles that gently floated over to the roots, popping just above them and coating them with a healing light. The roots responded immediately, the glow brightening the passageway, illuminating Bernie and Jack's faces.

      "That's only a temporary fix, Bernie, and we can't find every tree that may need help. We need to find the other Elementals and get the ship back together."

      Bernie leaned over and whispered to the roots. "I won't fail you. You've been stalwart soldiers never getting any rest. I know it was supposed to be just a few years and then we dock again. That's my doing." Bernie choked out the words and Jack placed a hand on his shoulder.

      "You didn't mean to do it, cousin."

      "Yeah, it could've happened to anyone."

      "Oh no, it was boneheaded for sure and all you. I mean, what kind of left turn was that back there? Radar was even yelling, right forty degrees! What, too soon?"

      Bernie brushed off his hands and made his way back out of the tunnel.

      "You've had thousands of years to let it go, Bernie."

      "Hard to do when a line of tornadoes pops up or a rogue group of Peabrains is trying to steal the compass."

      "Good point, you really did screw the pooch. I can see your point."

      Bernie arched an eyebrow and gave his old friend the side eye. "Hey, why were you in the tunnel in the first place? You can't even see those roots from the entrance."

      Jack sputtered and coughed, blowing out bubbles choked with gnats that flitted around their heads as the bubbles popped. Bernie sneezed and swatted at them, finally shouting, "Ventus ictu," sending a wind spiraling up around them, gathering the gnats and blowing them back into the darkness of the tunnel. He looked at Jack and interlaced his fingers in front of his belly. "Are you done? It's a simple question."

      Jack let out a loud harrumph and trudged toward the lit entrance. "It's my favorite hidey hole. I like to take naps in there. No one ever looks for you there."

      Bernie came out behind him, his eyes quickly adjusting to the brighter light. A gnome trait. "Well, of course they don't. It's rule number thirteen!" Bernie slung his arm around Jack. "How many other rules are you breaking? Any good ones?"

      "That's the only one and lower your voice."

      "Yeah, sure it is." He smiled and touched his nose. "We're more alike than I realized."

      "Focus on the trees, Bernie."

      Bernie scowled, the muscles in his neck straining. "We're going to need help, outside help."

      "The Elemental you mean."

      "The only one who can hear them. It may buy us some time."
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      Bubbles appeared in the alley behind Toni Parker's house, popping to reveal a Huldu gnome who took a look around, swirling bubbles into a long trail around the alley, creating a veil to hide what came next. More bubbles appeared as one gnome after another appeared till six of them were making their way into the back gate, startling the drummers. The last of the gnomes stayed by the gate keeping watch, nodding as the rest passed by him. The smell of strawberries was everywhere.

      Toni's dog, Oscar, lifted his head and barked, the hair along his back standing up in a straight ridge of fur. He leapt to his feet and leaned toward the gnomes, giving a low growl. Wilmark arched an eyebrow and leaned down to pat the dog's head. "Good boy, you can stand down. It's mechanics, they're mostly harmless."

      "Just can't let anything go, can you?" Bernie snarled. He waved to some of the women, but they didn't move, looking to Wilmark for further direction. He smiled, crossing his arms in front of his chest, but saying nothing more.

      "Nice one, Mr. Spock. We'll take it from here. Come on, we need to get moving." Bernie flapped his arms, trying to motivate his brethren. "This isn't a middle school dance. You can take a little rejection from women."

      But the two sides continued to stare at each other, no one moving till Kathleen stood up to greet them. Still everyone hesitated, a few whispering quietly to each other. No one had forgotten the night Kathleen was taken.

      Bernie let out a loud tsk and started to wade in, but Mrs. Howe took a step in front of him, doing her best to look menacing.

      "Great, they're a militia now. I liked you better on brownies."

      Toni came down the back steps, a glass of wine in her hand and smiled, waving to them. "Jack! Bernie!" She waved to them to come closer, but they eyed the women holding padded drum sticks and thought better of it. All except for Bernie who plunged forward, weaving among the women and holding up his hand for a high five. Mrs. Fletcher obliged, easing the tension. Jack hustled right behind him, coming to stand next to him.

      "We're here to see Maggie." Bernie watched the flicker of tension pass across Toni's face as she blinked several times. "We need her help." He came closer and said softly, "We wouldn't be here if we had any other choices. We're not big on visiting the topside in heavily populated Peabrain areas."

      Toni smiled, taking a sip of wine and sat down on the steps. "I knew this day would come. It had to be close at hand. Another flock of gnomes in my yard. You had a similar conversation with me, Bernie, about twenty years ago. Do you remember?"

      Bernie smoothed out the front of his sweater. "I remember every second of that day. I was the one sent to fetch Marcus, but I had no idea he was the Elemental. None of us did." The words whistled through his teeth.

      "It was the way he wanted it, to keep it a secret. He was protecting Maggie, really. If something happened to him..." She looked off to the side of the yard, pressing her lips together and thinking better of it, took another sip.

      "I had no idea the day was going to turn into a battle or..."

      "You know, I told Maggie about that day, that you were there. But I left out crucial details. Does Maggie know?" Toni looked up at Bernie and let out a sigh. "No, of course she doesn't. I didn't think she'd remember seeing you bring her father's dying body back to the house. She was so little. And here you are again at my door." She took a slow sip, still looking Bernie in the eye.

      Bernie bit his lower lip, hesitating. "It's the trees, ma'am. They're dying from the deepest roots where no one can see but us. The magic is seeping out of them and we aren't sure why it's happening. We have suspicions but without a conversation..."

      Toni held up her hand. "I get it. The Elemental, my Maggie is the only one who can talk directly with the trees. The one being on this entire ship who can actually hear them." She brushed a falling leaf off her skirt, picking it up and examining it before crumpling it and shaking the bits out of her hand. "Marcus used to tell me what he heard, and what he saw when communing with the trees. Even second hand it was amazing, but it all came with a cost."

      Kathleen came and sat quietly next to Toni. "Why are you looking for her here?"

      Bernie gave a small bow to the Fire Elemental even as Jack nudged him hard with his elbow. "Try not to be so obvious."

      "There's a crowd of bald, height-challenged men in the backyard and tall, dark and medieval with a bow on his back. What conclusions do you think these ladies are already coming to?"

      "That my supplier has gotten better and I should bake more often," said Toni, giving a tired chuckle. She looked past them to the oldest tree in the yard, its limbs stretching overhead, twisting in different directions. Bernie opened his mouth to say something, but Toni cut him off.

      "I don't resent the role they both were given. It's necessary and if not them, it would have to be someone else. Besides, Marcus saw it as a calling, and it was part of who he was. Part of why I loved him so much." She put down her glass and reached out, taking Bernie's hand and squeezing it hard. "Take good care of her. Little known fact about Peabrains. We can only take so much loss. Protect her even when she tries to turn away from you and do it herself."

      Bernie held still, aware of his breathing and for once, being quiet. Jack looked over at him once or twice, furrowing his brow in surprise.

      Toni let go of his hand. "Bring the Elemental home to me, this time alive and intact." She picked her glass back up and swallowed the rest of the wine. "Why are you here? Maggie doesn't live here."

      "She left a note for me."

      "She was here and gone already," said Kathleen. "You just missed her. She was headed to work."

      Wilmark stepped forward, amused. "Maybe if you leave your boy band at home you can approach her there."

      Bernie pressed his lips together, his jaw working as he tried to keep quiet. He sputtered, bubbles rolling out of his mouth holding bees, and popping with a noticeable buzz growing in the air.

      "That's new," muttered Jack, nervously, looking back at all the Peabrains behind him.

      The women relaxed, finally dropping their looks of concern and uttering, “oh's” watching the bees swirl and head toward the bushes.

      "We'll have to remember that for next time," said Jack. "They like magic tricks."

      "They'll have spun an entire back story about what it all means in no time. Something to do with the moon or success headed their way," said Toni. "Go, find Maggie. I remember what Marcus said about the trees. That will put us all in danger."

      "In about five different ways," chimed in Jack.

      She pulled Bernie closer one more time and leaned in so only he could hear her whisper, "Please forgive me."

      The memory of a younger Toni Parker standing over her dying husband flashed through Bernie's mind. She had grabbed at his arm yelling, "Why?" over and over again, but he was unable to find the right words. All he could say to her back then was, "He fought valiantly." It was the greatest tribute one could give to a Huldu mechanic.

      She had slapped him hard across the face and he had recoiled, stunned. He knew how unpredictable Peabrains were, but this was the first time it had ever gotten to him. That was when he saw the two small girls in the windows of the house. He had never forgotten but placed it all away as part of the cost of keeping the ship running. Everyone had lost someone.

      "I'm sorry. I broke my word to you. I couldn't keep him safe," Bernie whispered to her, his eyes growing wider. He wanted to say more, after all these years, but knew better than to open that old, unpredictable wound.

      He swallowed hard and pulled back, surprised, smoothing the front of his sweater. "I'll bring her back. The past does not predict the future. A good man once said that to me."

      "That's what I'm holding onto."
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        * * *

      

      The gnomes quietly filed out of the yard and back into the alley where they could disappear underground with a little less fanfare. The first gnome went last this time, swirling the bubbles to hide their exit.

      "I'll set out alone from here," said Bernie solemnly. His hands were laced in front of him and he looked determined.

      "Are you okay?" Jack knit his furry brows together, studying Bernie. "What did she say to you?"

      "She gave me a gift," he said, his voice cracking. "Go on, tend to the trees. I'll be back with Maggie Parker as fast as I can."

      Jack gave Bernie one last look but knew that determined stare. Bernie was digging in his heels. "If you need us, send up a signal."

      Bernie nodded and Jack blew out a stream of bubbles, digging through the ground below and back into the workings of the Earth.

      The others disappeared one at a time leaving only Bernie standing there, clenching his fists. The old battle was fresh in his mind again, with the image of the Peabrain being struck down.

      A garbage can down the alley rolled forward and Bernie was snapped back to the present, a scowl on his face. "Who's in there?" he bellowed, in no mood for a prank, hoping for an enemy.

      Jake stepped out slowly, his hands up, keeping his distance. "I was trying to see Maggie."

      "From behind the neighbor's trash cans? You're spying for the Kashgars still, aren't you? Tall bastards!" Bernie marched forward, his muscles tense, looking for an excuse to lay Jake on his back.

      Jake flinched but held his ground, his hands still up in the air. "I never was spying for them."

      "I don't believe you. Why choose her, out of everyone in this city? You were targeting her." He spit out the words, his voice a low growl.

      Jake dropped his hands, rubbing his hand through his thick, brown hair. "How to explain this? I was assigned to Maggie Parker..."

      "Enough said." Bernie held out his hand, blowing across his palm, but Jake surprised him and countered the move. "Protectio veritas eius." The bubbles flattened out in Bernie's hand and turned into water, running through his fingers. Bernie looked up surprised.

      "That should prove something," said Jake. "That spell only works if someone is telling the truth. I'll tell you whatever you want to know, but I'm not working against Maggie. I wouldn't do that."

      "Why did you agree to get close to her?"

      "It was an assignment I couldn't turn down. I didn't think it would add up to anything, and then I met her."

      Bernie could see the pain in his eyes, but he didn't care. Lying comes too easily to Kashgars. Maggie is all that matters. "If you care about her, you should have backed away from her."

      "And let them send in someone else." He screwed up his face in frustration, shutting his eyes, searching for the right words. "The truth! I'll tell you the truth! At this point, it's all I have anyway. I've been turned out from my clan." The color drained from his face. "You know what that means. No protection from them anymore."

      Bernie shook his head in disgust. "Kashgars will say anything. You're ruthless cousins." The words whistled through his teeth in anger.

      "Blow your worst at me, see if the magic doesn't protect me. Maggie matters to me." He pounded his chest with his fist. "I care about her and I would protect her with my life." He was practically shouting, drawing some of the women to the gate. Bernie glanced toward the fence and pushed Jake away from Toni Parker's fence.

      "Quiet down and get a hold of yourself."

      "There's a price on my head. The Kashgars think I know more than I'm saying and they're not wrong. They said no half breed should have been trusted with the assignment. They still don't realize how important she is to all of it. Protect Maggie and let her know I want to tell her everything, if she’ll listen."

      There was a squeal of tires as a car at the end of the alley hit its brakes and honked at something in the distance. Jake startled and looked around as if he just remembered he was exposed where he stood. "I have to go but tell her. I'll do what I can to help her with her quest. I know... I know she's the Elemental. I could feel the signature of her energy when I held her close."

      Bernie looked at the half Kashgar, confused. "That's not possible."

      "Yeah, well tell it to my body." He sliced through the air with his arm. "My clan doesn't have confirmation about the compass. They don't realize she's the key to everything." His voice rose as Bernie looked around to see who was watching but they were still alone. "They're still only guessing about everything, covering their bets," said Jake. He nodded his head, his eyes shining. "They think she'll lead them somewhere. They don't understand, she's the destination. I'll protect her from them, I swear on my life. Please, you do the same."

      He turned and jogged down the alley without waiting for a response. Bernie stood there, shocked. "I think he might have meant what he said. Maybe. Too much at stake to find out the hard way if even a half Kashgar can be trusted." He waited till Jake was around the corner and followed him, watching him get in his car. Time to see if Jake goes running right back to his clan, and if I have to, I'll take him out if he does.

      He blew out a small, glowing tracking bubble and watched it zip across the open space, ducking under his back fender and disappearing out of sight. "I'll protect her, even if she doesn't ask me to. I gave her mother my word. Hell, I swore to Jake. I won't break that promise twice in this lifetime."
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      Jake made his way back to the CVS store, hoping to meet with his elders and convince them he had learned nothing. Maybe even plant a few lies. There was no point in running to his destination. No one would be happy to see him. Suspicions had been running high about him for a week. He heard the whispering in the aisles when he was straightening the toothpastes and he noticed a few Kashgars turning the other way when he was headed to his office. The note on his desk only increased his suspicions.

      Your days are numbered. That was all it said.

      It could have been taken so many ways, but the counsel made it clear when they pulled him away during the afternoon rush. He was disowned and no longer considered part of the clan.

      He got to 30th Street and parked his car a block away, walking around to the back of the store. "Apertum in concilio. Kashgar Jake." He felt a flood of relief when the passageway still appeared and the bricks pulled apart, revealing another door. "Just one more step." He put out his hand to pull the door open, ready to get blown back a few feet. The door pulled easily, and he stood there, surprised, in the doorway. There were no wards against him, blocking him from entering. He slipped in as the entrance disappeared, the bricks sliding back in place behind him. He turned around in time to get a last glimpse of sunlight, wondering if it would be a while before he'd see it again. "Maggie..." he whispered, heading down the stairs into the long, dark passageway lit by torches that flickered with a blue light.

      He got to the chamber room and found the council seated and in session, all dressed in their CVS shirts and khaki slacks. He stopped at the doorway. This is trouble.

      "You passed the first test," said Iliad, the oldest member on the council. "Frankly, I didn't think you would return." His voice came out in a low, menacing grumble. His usual way of speaking to anyone. "Come all the way in and take a seat." He gestured to the one chair pulled in front of their curved table.

      Jake felt a prickly heat all along his skin and realized he had made a terrible error, but it was too late. He walked over and sat down, calculating best case scenarios. Save Maggie, and get out of here alive, if I can.

      "Get comfortable, you're going to be here for a while. We're going to need better answers than we got the last time." Iliad's silver head caught the overhead blue lights, casting a shadow over his face, making him appear even more menacing.

      Jake sat down and slid back into the seat, doing his best to look unconcerned. "Ask me anything." Save Maggie.
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        * * *

      

      Bernie arrived at the back of the CVS just in time to see Jake step into the opening and watch it close behind him. He went running up to the back wall, pressing with his thick, calloused hands but nothing happened. He looked around, not sure what to do next. He took in a deep sigh, narrowing his eyes and blew a stream of razor-sharp bubbles but all they did was imbed themselves in the bricks. The back door of the store clicked as someone pushed it open.

      "I hear the dude came back. That is some cojones, man." Two employees were almost out the door and would soon spot Bernie standing there. In his haste he blew out bubbles, torn between leaving and finding a way to stay longer and see if he could find out more. The bubbles encased him, spinning around him and blowing away just in time.

      "Hey, there's a raccoon back here wearing a sweater!" The skinny young man with a greasy mullet pointed and laughed, a cigarette stuck between his fingers.

      "You think it's somebody's pet?" The older employee drew in a deep huff, blowing out a coconut scented vapor.

      "I don't think he got himself into that thing. Who keeps a raccoon for a pet? Shoo, shoo, get away from that trash."

      "Leave him alone, he's not bothering anything. Look, there's an old pair of overalls." He picked them up in front of him, holding them out and tossed them into the trash.

      Bernie snarled and hissed. The spell had not gone as intended at all.

      The young man lunged at Bernie, waving his arm and spitting. "Yeah, but if he tears the bag open guess who'll get to clean it all up? Go on! Get out of here!" He stomped his foot in Bernie's direction.

      The raccoon hissed at the young employee and dug his claws into the toe of the shoe, eliciting a sharp yelp. The older employee let out a laugh, choking on the vapor and bending over to catch his breath. Bernie was tempted to stay and take a nice nip out of both of the Kashgars but settled for scurrying into the bushes and waiting for Jake.

      There was a loud scraping noise and the bricks pulled apart again, the entrance appearing as a Kashgar came out and looked around, spotting the two taking a smoking break.

      "You two, follow me. The council needs witnesses."

      The young man nervously dropped his cigarette, grinding it out with his foot and blowing the smoke out of the corner of his mouth. He smoothed back his dirty hair, tucking it behind his ears and glanced at the older employee as he followed the Kashgar into the opening. The other man turned off his e-cigarette and pocketed it, stepping through.

      Bernie saw his chance and dashed in behind them, keeping to the shadows and waiting for the door to close again, reducing the amount of light. He didn't need to worry. They were all focused on where they were headed. He waited till they went through the second door at the bottom of the stairs before going down and posting himself just outside, leaning his furry little head against the door.

      The second door was not as fortified as the first. No one was as concerned once a Kashgar had managed to get past the initial security.

      Bernie rubbed his paws against his face in delight and peered through the slight opening in the door and spotted Jake. He was sitting upright, his hands in his lap and his face set in a determined grimace.

      "I have no knowledge of a compass," said Jake. "She doesn't know anything. She doesn't even know how her father died."

      Iliad slammed his fist onto the thick oak table, half rising out of his chair. Bernie could barely see Jake, but he saw the brief flinch in his arm. Still, Jake didn't say anything more. He looked straight ahead at Iliad, letting him make the next move.

      "Maybe I was wrong about him," muttered Bernie, his whiskers twitching.

      "He's lying!" bellowed another council member. Everyone started talking at once until Iliad slammed his fist down again. Bernie was sure he felt it, even at his perch by the door. He smoothed the front of his sweater with a paw, catching a claw briefly in the yarn.

      Iliad stood up slowly, his face pulled down in anger. "You were one of my favorites as a child. I held great promise for you, despite your parentage." He put his hand over his eyes for a moment, his chin tucked down, and looked up slowly, leaning across the table. "You leave me no choice. You're too much of a risk to us. You know too much. Take him to the Barton prison."

      The two employees who had been brought in from the store above them rushed forward to take hold of Jake, pinning his arms to his side and pulling him to his feet. The noise level grew in the room as some backed away from the scuffle near the front and others leaned in to get a better look.

      Bernie watched in horror, not sure what to do. "Rescue him, yeah, dammit. Who knew? I'd have to help a half Kashgar today."

      "Wait!" Jake pulled against his captors, twisting back so he could look directly at Iliad. "I didn't say that was all I knew."

      Iliad looked at Jake, measuring what he said and held up his arm for silence. It was a mark of the respect that he commanded that the room fell silent at once. "Let him go," he said in his deep baritone.

      The men holding him let go but didn't go far, glaring at Jake as he took his seat again. "I do know of an Elemental."

      Bernie pressed his furry face against the crack in the door to get a better look, his anger rising. "Kashgar blood always shows itself," he whispered.

      "I heard of the Dirt Elemental and that he's the keeper of the right entrance to the machinery. He's living in the side of a hill surrounded by an ancient stand of trees."

      Bernie scratched the door with his claws, chittering and gnashing his teeth. Daylight streamed in next to him and he jumped back into the shadows as more Kashgars came down the stairs. He saw his chance and scurried back up to the top, dashing out between them. A Kashgar startled, raising his boot to kick Bernie in the ribs, barely missing.

      "Tall bastards!" hissed Bernie as he ducked under the scrawny bushes, running down the alley. He would have to get his favorite overalls later.
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        * * *

      

      Jake held his breath in his chest, his hands resting on his knees but his head up. He was doing his best to look calm, but it was a struggle.

      Iliad waited till the Kashgars entering the chamber found a seat in the back and settled down. He shook his head, disappointed, his lips pressed together. "The Dirt Elemental is already known to us. Someone has done a much better and faster job than you, grandson."

      The Kashgars on either side of him grinned, the skinny young man licking his lips.

      "I told you all along that my daughter could only protect you for so long. I'm afraid you have run out of rope." He sat down, refusing to look at Jake. "Take him away," he said, gesturing with his hand.

      "No, you can't!" Jake pulled away and punched the younger man square in the face, breaking his nose, sending a stream of blood down his chin. He conjured a stream of bubbles, sending them at the next man's head, burning him everywhere they landed. He was already spitting out another stream of bubbles, kicking his heel hard against the knee of the older and larger man when a solid, silver bubble hit him square in the chest, knocking the wind out of him and throwing him violently to the polished cement floor.

      The young man kicked him hard in the ribs before planting his foot squarely on his chest. Iliad came from around the table and looked down at his grandson. "I admire your optimism that you could fight your way out of here. It will leave me with a better memory of you."

      He looked away for a moment, turning back, a smile playing across his lips. "Unless you want to tell me about the girl?"

      Jake used the last little bit of air he was able to suck into his chest. "Burn in hell."

      "You can save me a seat." Iliad stepped back as the others descended, grabbing at Jake and lifting him up before he could get another deep breath in his lungs. He gasped, pulling in air, trying to get out a spell but it was too late. Iliad had gone first and sent out a bubble that melted around him, paralyzing his muscles till he could barely breathe at all. He felt his heart rate slow down as the room went dark and they dragged him off to Barton Prison.
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      Maggie rolled up in the El Camino parking just outside the cluster of black and white police cars. She was parked near the ten-foot-high silver letters that spelled out Easton Park in a new subdivision that had been carved out of an old ranch. Now there were rows of houses clustered around a park. Across William Cannon Road the old pecan trees had been stripped away and new two-story condos were standing in neat little rows resembling something dreamed up by Dr. Seuss in various shades of green, grey and blue.

      Maggie got out of the car and walked over, scanning the crowd for her partner and for anything that seemed out of place. She spotted Taylor standing near a front-end loader, one hand on his hip, pushing his jacket open despite the cold. It was his usual stance when he didn't like what he was hearing. She walked closer and could hear the annoyance in his voice as he jabbed the air with his finger.

      "You mean to tell me that the copper has been stolen clean out of that row of houses but there's no walls torn down? You care to explain how that's possible?"

      Maggie stopped short, a cold chill passing through her as a hum danced across the back of her neck. She lifted her chin and smelled the air. Roses, that's new.

      The contractor shrugged his shoulders and pointed at the houses, frustrated as he clutched an iPad in his other hand. "It's not my job to know how they did it. We have five houses that were ready for inspection. All of them already sold! Now we have to tear down sheetrock and refit them all. I don't even know how far it goes yet but I've never seen anything like this." He shook his head. "Why would a bunch of copper be worth this much trouble? I mean, something like this takes a little sophistication, some effort. Doesn't make sense. Are you done with me for now? I have to see about getting the repairs started."

      "Sure, but don't touch anything till we're done with the scene."

      Maggie waited until the man had walked away, still grumbling. "Did you learn anything?"

      "Yeah, this city has the right slogan. It just keeps getting weirder. Have you been inside yet?"

      The wind picked up, blowing across the back of Maggie's neck, only making her senses heighten. The smell of roses was everywhere. "No, I just got here."

      "You have to see this to get the full impression of what happened. Follow me." Taylor marched off, clutching his iPad and Maggie furrowed her brow, looking around at the building crew but went after him, digging her cold hands into her pockets. They went into a tall, skinny blue house with an uneven roof, passing through a short hallway into the living room.

      Maggie looked around, puzzled. "Nothing's out of place. There's that small hole in the wall but that's it."

      "Yeah, that's a bigger part of the problem." Taylor picked up the long, thin cable and pushed it into the hole in the wall. He turned on a monitor nearby and waited for the picture to become clear. "Look at this."

      Maggie approached and looked over his shoulder as Taylor used the controls to move the head of the cable right to left. "What do you see?"

      "Nothing at all. I'm not much of a builder but there should be wiring, right?"

      Taylor tilted his head to the side, glaring at her.

      "Okay, I didn't know. Every wall should have some kind of wiring?"

      "Not every, but definitely this one and plenty of it, and there's nothing. Here's the thing. This hole was made by the builder when the electrical stopped working. That's how he found the problem." Taylor counted the issues on his fingers. "No one saw anything, no fingerprints or anything else we can use was left behind, and there's no damage besides the missing wires." He was breathing harder, his nose flaring and his chest rising and falling. Maggie put her hand on his shoulder.

      "Are you okay? You need to take a seat? Did you come back too soon?" She knew it was too much as soon as she said it. He yanked away from her and waved his arms, working himself up into a fight.

      "I'm more than okay. I was checked out before they let me come back and you know that." He spit out every word.

      "You're right, my bad. But you're getting a little worked up there, Taylor."

      His eyes widened even as he lowered his voice. "You know what this is. It's more of that magic, but they're getting bolder. At least before they were trying to act like it was your standard robbery, but apparently all bets are off. Did you hear about the giant sinkhole that opened up this morning on the West side? Swallowed half a house. Those houses sit on limestone. How does a sinkhole appear? Magic is running amok and the criminals don't even care anymore if us average Peabrains know. Tell me, how do we catch perps who can use magic any time they want?"

      "The way we always have... and maybe with a little magic thrown in of our own." Maggie instinctively tapped her fingers lightly on the top of her holstered gun. "We do it together, as a team. We'll catch them."

      "Oh yeah, well I'm not one of those woke Peabrains. I'm still the old-fashioned variety and all I've got is twenty-five years of experience on the job."

      "That is more than enough. You're looking at this from the wrong angle."

      "Enlighten me." He turned off the switch to the monitor and pulled the cable out of the wall.

      "Think about it like new technology that no one is used to yet. We don't know all it can do or how to corral it, but we assume that eventually we'll catch on to both of those things. This is the same. Magic isn't perfect. Don't know if you've seen my dog yet and I ended up in the middle of Barton Creek pool once. That means it has limitations, flaws. And in the end, it's still some kind of magical something who has a motive for what they're doing. Figure out the motive, find the magicals, solve the crime." She tilted her head to the side, giving him a crooked smile. "Now taking them into custody may be extra special."

      Taylor took in a deep breath, puffing up his cheeks as he blew it out. "The Snapchat mystifies me and now I'm supposed to deal with deadly bubbles. Bubbles..."

      "Guns still work and I'm learning how to use bubbles to help us. Come on, let's get out of here. Something tells me the weird string of robberies, this one included, are all connected. I don't know how yet, but someone is collecting things with a reason in mind."

      "We figure out the reason..."

      "Maybe we can show up ahead of them the next time. It's a long shot but you like playing the spread."

      "You do know how to sweet talk me."
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      Bernie scurried down the alley back toward 30th Street, tripping over the sweater and falling face first onto the pavement. "Oooof." He rolled over, scooping up the sweater into a paw and moving his jaw around to make sure he was okay. He walked the rest of the way, holding up the sweater, pushing up the sleeves till he was almost at the end of the block. He stopped just short at the last building and ducked behind the large blue dumpsters outside an old apartment building. "Here goes. I've had enough of this gig."

      He rubbed his paws together and set his intention to change back into a five-foot gnome. Bubbles spewed out of his mouth, surrounding him, sticking to his fur and sending small jolts of electricity every time one landed.

      "For the love of..." Nothing happened. He was still a raccoon. He looked down, patting his chest and his belly through the sweater, staring at his skinny legs. "This cannot be happening. Okay, calm down Bernie. Minor glitch. You're not new to this game. Try again."

      He concentrated, placing a thought out there and letting it go all at the same time. The same way he had done for thousands of years. The bubbles erupted out of him, tilting his head back and startling a young woman carrying her trash toward the dumpster. She stood there clutching her white trash bag by the red straps, staring at the raccoon in a sweater, violently spitting up large transparent bubbles. "I have to stop doing tequila shots."

      "Probably for the best," said Bernie, giving her a wink and a small wave.

      Her eyes widened and she pressed her hand against her stomach.

      "Oh no, don't do that, not here. I'm working here. If you have to get sick, find another dumpster."

      "I'm not going crazy..." she whispered.

      "I can't verify or deny that, but this isn't the crazy part for you. Maybe it's the tequila." The woman gasped as Bernie held open his paws. "Don't worry about this. It's just a fur suit. I'm really a gnome. This is just a little mishap. I'll have it cleared up soon. Move along, nothing more to see here." He flicked a paw at her, trying to snap his fingers. "I thought these were clever little beasts. What is up with these claws?"

      She kept her eyes on Bernie, slowly letting go of her trash bag and backed away, headed for the wooden stairs off the side of the building. When she got to the bottom step, she took off running.

      Bernie slapped his forehead with a paw, scratching himself in the process. "How do they do anything with these mitts?" He let out a sigh, his shoulders sagging. "She broke my concentration. Okay, once more with feeling." Bernie shook out his paws and took a few deep breaths. "Okay, okay, you got this Bernie. You're the magic man!" He set his shoulders back, rolled his head around and shut his eyes, focusing while letting everything go. "Gnome... gnome... gnooooooooome."

      The bubbles floated more slowly out of his but did the same thing as before, sticking to his skin, shocking him. He sat down on a broken plastic milk crate. "Okay, plan B. Still need to find Maggie. Maybe between the Elemental and tall, dark and in tights, the three of us can figure this out." He stood up, scratching his backside with his claws. "Ahhhh, okay, now I see what these things can do. New plan! Take me to Maggie's place." He clapped his paws together, setting a new intention and letting out more bubbles. The bubbles stuck to his fur, matting it together in places, sending out small sparks. "That is really getting old, Mother Earth! I know it's you." He shook his hands, looking up at the sky. "Yes, I'm the one who put you one over on the count, and sure I'm the one who took that wrong turn that got us here, but this is a little petty on your part. You're way bigger than this. Like planet sized bigger. Let it go already."

      He tried two more times with the same results, wearing himself out. A cat came down the alley, brushing up against the wall and stopped when it saw Bernie. "Hey, is that you Alan? You had that thing for cats a lot last year. My magic is on the fritz." The cat arched its back, the fur along its back standing up in a ridge.

      "No? My apologies," said the raccoon, taking a bow. "Keep moving, we have no beef." Bernie looked down, holding up the edge of his sweater. "How do animals walk around with all their bits hanging out? It's embarrassing." He looked over his shoulder at the dumpster and climbed up, jumping from ledge to ledge till he was at the top. "I could get used to that skill."

      He stood at the top, easily managing to balance on the thin lip of the dumpster, surveying the bags of trash below. "Aha! I spy with my little eye someone's trash that's about to be my treasure." He jumped in feet first, tearing open the plastic trash bags and letting the contents spill out. Clothes spilled out everywhere and Bernie sorted through them quickly, tossing aside an old, flowery dress, settling on a pair of cutoff shorts and a faded ZZ Top t-shirt with a couple of bleach spots on it. He took off the sweater, leaving it on the pile in the dumpster. "You were one of my favorites. I loved the green and how it brought out the hazel in my eyes, but you won’t work with this round little body."

      He picked up the shorts, admiring them from every angle and doing his best to check the pockets, his paws slipping around, tearing a seam. He finally peeked inside. "Nothing. Figures."

      He slipped into the shorts, rolling around on his back, breathing in a little to get them buttoned and pulled on the t-shirt, yanking it down. It almost covered his belly, leaving a little gray and white fur sticking out in the middle.

      "That was exhausting. Where's a little Velcro when you need it? First problem solved. Now, how do I get back to Maggie and fast? Uber is out."

      There was a loud rumble and a long squeal of metal gears turning and dumpsters being lifted into the air. Bernie peeked out from where he was standing and saw a garbage truck headed down the alley in his direction. He pulled his head back in, pondering what to do and looked back out again. "Half a block to think up something." Across the alley were five plastic garbage cans on wheels lined up outside the fence of three houses. He ran across the alley to the cans and pushed them out into the middle of the alley. He jumped on top, balancing on the handle and lifted the lid, rocking back and forth on each one till they tipped over and the contents spilled out. "Hey, donuts!" A partially crushed Entemann's box covered in coffee grounds was poking out from a bag. Bernie tore the bag the rest of the way and ripped the box, finding three stale donuts left. "Who lets these things go stale?" He bit down on one, almost swallowing it whole. "Still good."

      "Hey, that damn raccoon! Look what it's doing!"

      Bernie looked up, remembering where he was and what he looked like. "Huh?" He quickly stuffed the other two donuts into his mouth, filling his cheeks and grabbed an old broom handle. He stood up, hesitating and ran straight at the county workers waving the broom handle overhead, twirling it like a baton.

      "Holy hell, the trash pandas are arming themselves!" A large muscular bald man with a thick beard planted his feet and leaned down like he was going to scoop up Bernie. "I gotcha!"

      But at the last moment, Bernie zigged to the cement base of a chain link fence, climbing up the fence and jumping onto the man's head, running down his back and digging his claws into the man's pants, holding on for dear life as he tapped him on the head with the broom handle. "That is a scream worthy of any eighth-grade girl," said Bernie, as the man yelled louder.

      "Who said that?" The driver leaned out of the truck, looking around the alley but didn't see anyone. "Stop that dancing with a raccoon on your back. Quit your kidding around and let's go!"

      "Get this demon from hell off me!" The man twirled in a circle, rushing over to the fence, trying to rub Bernie off but he wouldn't let go. The driver honked his horn, hoping the noise would scare somebody but there was no change. He shook his head in disgust and grabbed the ice scraper for good measure, getting out of the truck and jumping down to go rescue his coworker.

      Bernie saw his moment and waited till the driver was far enough away from the truck, suddenly letting go of the man's pants and running as fast as he could for the open door of the truck.

      The driver stopped where he was and looked back at the truck, his eyes growing wide as Bernie slipped onto the floor of the truck, pulling the door closed and locking it. He hopped up onto the seat, closing the window before the driver could get his hand in and waved to the man as the color drained from his face.

      "Pass out away from the truck," yelled Bernie through the glass. "Away from it. I have to go." He lifted his nose in the air, sniffing and followed the scent to the other seat. "Oooh, Taco Bell." He started to reach for the bag as the driver took out his phone, calling for help. "Okay, later. I'll eat it later."

      He took the broom handle and worked it through the steering wheel, resting the end of it on the accelerator. "I think I'm getting the hang of these things," he said, wiggling the claws. "Ready or not, here I go." He blew the horn, pushing down with his paw as the two men beat on either door, pleading with Bernie to unlock the doors. Bernie used both paws to get the truck into drive and pushed down gently on the stick, while pushing it to the right and the left to help steer the truck carefully down the alley. As he passed the apartment building, he saw the woman out on her balcony looking down at the truck. He blew the horn and waved to her, blowing her a kiss with his paw as she screamed and ran back inside. "Now, that's how you scream! Woooohooooo!" Bernie blew the horn again, hitting the gas harder and careening down the alley as the two men had to let go. He came barreling out onto the street as a blue Mercedes honked, hitting its brakes and he leaned on the broom, turning the truck just shy of the parked cars on the other side.

      The driver started to give Bernie the finger till he saw the raccoon in a t-shirt waving at him. His hand hovered just above his horn, his mouth wide open as the truck took the corner at Guadalupe, the frame shaking and the two county workers running behind it.

      "I know 6th Street is around here somewhere." He kept the truck moving, not slowing down and honking as he got to every intersection, waving at people who got a glimpse of him. He noticed pretty quickly it was a good way to stop them from complaining. The garbage truck finally got to 6th Street and he took a sharp right, squealing around the corner and he felt the right side lift off its wheels a little. "Oh, please don't let this be the Earth incident all over again. Come on, let me get one thing to the right destination safe and sound."

      The truck righted itself and Bernie pushed down on the stick again as the truck got to Pressler Street. He lifted the stick slightly, moving it over to push down on the brake, leaning into it with his entire body, grasping the stick with his front paws and pushing against the headrest with his back legs. It came slowly to a halt and he pushed it into park, unlocking the doors. He hopped over to the other seat and grabbed the Taco Bell bag, pushing open the passenger side, and leaping out to the sidewalk. He ran across the green lawns until he got to Maggie Parker's house, making a beeline for the fence and took a chance, digging in his claws, happily surprised to see that he could maneuver the fence. He got to the top and paused, scanning for any sign of Maggie and saw her feeding the chickens, who also spotted him.
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      "What is it, Gertie? Is it a cat?" Maggie stood up, a small shovel of grain still in her hand and turned around, the look of surprise growing on her face. She shook her head, opening and closing her eyes. "No, still there. Why is there a raccoon dressed like a low rent hooker standing on my fence?"

      Bernie leaped down to the ground and ran across the expanse. Maggie stood up straight, ready to blow a bubble while looking around for a nearby rake or a shovel to use as a weapon.

      "It's me! It's Bernie! Peaches! Peaches!"

      Maggie's eyebrows went up and a smile grew across her face. She poured out the rest of the grain, despite the chickens all having run into the coop at the sight of a raccoon. Dexter was under the back porch barking and squeaking from a distance. "How... why... are you responsible for all the noise coming from 6th Street? Why am I asking? Of course you are. What's happened?" The smile slid off her face as she realized he could be in trouble. "Is something worse chasing you?" She dropped the scoop and rubbed her hands together.

      "Slow your roll, sister. It's fine. Just a little thing with a garbage truck but I left the keys in it. Didn't nick a single car on the way over here. It was a thing of beauty. Thank goodness there's only two turns between here and there."

      Maggie put her hands on her hips and stood up straighter, her gaze narrowing. "Between here and where? I have so many questions. Let's start with, why are you a raccoon?"

      "It was a kind of disguise. Always thinking," he said, tapping the side of his head. "No one's surprised to see a raccoon in an alley. And these things coming in handy." He waggled his paws.

      "That only explains five minutes of your adventure. Why are you still a raccoon?"

      "That is a longer, trickier story." He threw up his front legs, resigned. "I think I'm stuck. The magic has shorted out."

      "That can happen? You never said that could happen. Are you stuck like that forever? Where's Jack?"

      "Hold on, no need to bring Jack into this. He'll cite me for a few different rules, and I'll hear about this for the next millennium. It'll be hard enough to take being a round fur ball with claws. Holding a wrench will not be easy but I could probably rig up a tool belt."

      "I feel like we're getting off track here."

      "But if he does find out, be sure to tell him I successfully steered that big honker of a truck." He looked down at the Taco Bell bag in his hand, trying to resist, swallowing hard.

      "Why did you even turn into a raccoon in the first place?"

      "Now we're getting to the heart of things. I may have been following Jake after I saw him at your mother's place."

      "Everything you say only adds up to more questions. Fill in the blanks, already."

      Bernie straightened up, smoothing out the front of his t-shirt.

      "Wait, start with the clothes. What's this about? You're wearing jean short-shorts."

      "Hey, these are pretty good and I didn't have a large selection. I like them. Look, just because I'm a raccoon temporarily..." He opened the bag in his hand, taking a deep sniff.

      "We hope..."

      "Don't put that thought out into the air. We don't need to give Mother Earth any ideas. I put on the shorts because I wasn't going around with naked man parts just because they're covered in fur."

      "That actually makes sense and suddenly I'm grateful. Go on..."

      "Thank you. Jake came to your mother's place looking for you. Seems a little needy if you ask me. He wanted to explain that he was caught between a grumpy council and you and was trying to do the right thing by everyone. Although, you can't do right by those Kashgars..."

      "Tall bastards..." muttered Maggie. "Sorry, keep going."

      Bernie rolled his eyes. "Don't step on my righteous anger. I followed him back to the Kashgar lair. Did you know they have a secret entrance at that CVS on Guadalupe? That was rather impressive. We need those over at the Walgreens."

      "You're getting off track again."

      "Right, okay." He opened the bag again and put his face in, taking a deep breath as his whiskers twitched, rustling the paper bag.

      "Bernie, eyes up here."

      He pulled his face out of the bag and let out a sigh. "Fine, but I gotta say. My appetite is way up there since I took on this fur suit and it was pretty healthy to begin with. Look, I overheard Jake lying to the council that you didn't have the compass and you didn't know anything." Bernie held up his hand. "Wait! Don't get all warm and tingly yet. Just when even I thought he was maybe a good one, at least half a one, he spilled about the Earth Elemental." Bernie held up his paws, one of them still holding the bag. "So, fifty-fifty on this one and kind of still bad." He sliced open the bag easily with one claw and pulled out a burrito, stuffing half of it in his mouth. "I could get used to these claws," he muttered through the food, chewing with his mouth open. "Which is good, seeing as how that's on the table."

      "What's the end to this story?"

      "Oh, didn't I say?"

      Maggie shook her head, her hands back on her hips.

      "You have that Wonder Woman thing down. That was the end of the story. I slipped out just after that because I had my suspicions confirmed, even if he did do right by you. Then I tried to change back, which didn’t work, found this outfit and borrowed a large garbage truck to drive here. That's all of it."

      "He lied for me."

      "Really? A raccoon driving a large garbage truck didn't grab your attention first?" Bernie bit down on the rest of the burrito. "I had a feeling that was all you'd hear. Hey, can we get another one of these things? That was great."

      Maggie looked up. "Why were you at my mother's?"

      Bernie stopped chewing, smacking his forehead with his paw. "Geez, this raccoon brain has me all twisted. I was looking for you. The trees need your help." He licked the wrapper, grunting and slurping.

      Maggie wrinkled her nose. "Tell me that's part of the raccoon thing. What's wrong with the trees?"

      "Dead body, or red tide about to melt you down, no reaction. One hungry raccoon appreciating his meal and you're making faces." He put down the wrapper and licked a spot on his t-shirt. "Okay, enough. I'm all business now. The trees are suffering. I suppose it was bound to happen." He raised his short forelegs over his head, stretching. "The majestic creatures have made it possible for us to last as long as we have in this weird orbit. When the ship can't quite get its act together and doesn't rain in the right place, or rains too much in the wrong place..." Bernie scrunched up one side of his furry face, moving his paws horizontally to the right. "They shift just enough energy in the right direction to even things out just long enough. They're like an emergency backup system."

      The chickens ventured out of the coop, their heads bobbing back and forth at the grain on the ground, some of them keeping an eye on Bernie with the occasional squawk. Dexter had changed his position to the top of the steps on the back porch and was alternating between sitting and growling and standing and squeaking.

      "But it's not their original intention in the plans for the ship. That's the mystery of those beauties. It's like they understand something we haven't gotten through our thick skulls yet. If we all want to survive and have a few good times here, we're going to have to work together." He threw up his paws, shaking his head, his ears twitching. "But, the jig is up. The magic is seeping out of their roots deep in the Earth. They can't hold it steady anymore and that's not actually an option for us. I need you to ask them what we can do to help. How do we fix this?"

      "You're optimistic this can be fixed."

      "Hell, we don't really have a choice on this one unless we're headed to some other destination and can finally get off this ship." Bernie patted the grass under his feet. "I'd hate to see that happen, though. Did I mention that there were only six of these beauties ever built? At least at the time we took off on this adventure. This was the flagship of the fleet and was going to revolutionize travel across the galaxies."

      "This story is sounding too much like the Titanic."

      "Good one. A tragedy of a ship on a ship." He let out a loud tsk and looked up at the sun. "I suppose things actually did revolutionize things but not in the way we had planned."

      Maggie looked at the oldest tree in her yard. "Any tree will do, or do we need to go to the hub?"

      "All new territory, Maggie. Theme for the day, apparently. Let's start with this tree and if we need to, we know where to go next."

      Maggie walked over to the tree, looking up into the branches and felt the cool thread of magic passing through her head and running down her spine. She could already feel the connection being made. "It's like the tree knows why I'm getting close." She could hear the hum of activity and saw the branches rustle. Even the smaller trees nearby leaned toward her. Maggie could feel her heart rate picking up, tapping into the tree's distress. Her body gave off a slight vibration and she shook her hands, trying to keep her breathing even.

      "What's that? Why are you doing that?" Bernie stood up on his hind legs, rubbing his paws together, looking up at Maggie and then the tree. He put a paw on the bark of the tree but got no reaction. "Amazing," he whispered.

      Maggie's eyes began to glow with a soft blue light and the hairs on her arms all stood up on end. She felt the energy levels rise inside of her, rushing through her head and down through her feet, into the ground, slowing her heart rate. "The Earth is grounding me." She put out her hands and touched the tree, easily slipping inside and noticed the familiar blue light of the tree was now emanating from her body as well. Ants scurried in a neat line down the side, each one glowing blue. Above she heard a chirping noise and looked up to see a squirrel observing her, chewing on the top of an acorn. Its brown fur had a blue haze and its eyes glowed just like her own.

      But the pulse of blue light was not steady, flickering slightly and when Maggie gently put her hands against the inside of the tree, she felt an occasional spark of energy threatening to break the current. The thrum of messages passed through her, continuing on their way, crossing over each other.

      "There has to be a way to hear the messages I need."

      Bernie clapped his paws together outside, getting more anxious by the moment. "Are you okay in there? It's been kind of a weird day," he shouted. "I'd prefer not to find out I flushed the Elemental into the Earth somewhere. Then it would be Rotorua for me, for sure! And as a raccoon... Is there a worse ending?"

      Maggie ignored the murmuring sounds of Bernie seeping into the tree and set an intention, letting everything else go. "Talk to me. Can I help?" She let out the breath she was holding and looked up into the trees, the blue veins of light stretching and crossing into the branches. "How can one small Elemental help all these enormous trees?" She looked down and felt the hum along the back of her neck and a firm pull against the pocket of her coat. She reached in and pulled out the compass and held it in her hand as the knob flipped open and the wings emerged. The compass floated just above her hand, three of the arms ticking around, searching for the other Elementals.

      "I don't see how this helps, my friend. I'm sorry, I'm not getting your message." She looked down at her feet and noticed the blue light breaking off into tiny tendrils, feeding into the roots. "Okay, once more with feeling." She cleared her head, doing her best not to think about Diana or Wilmark or Bernie who was busy running around the outside of the tree looking for clues. "I'm willing..." she whispered, just as the noises dropped out, leaving the absence of sound. "What..."

      A whomp of pressure filled her head, rushing images through her mind. She arched her back from the surge, pulling her up on her toes as the light in her eyes grew brighter. She was connected to the intention she set out, watching it race through the system of trees, circling a hub and splitting off into different directions, only to come back together again. The images exploding inside of her mind, growing more rapid until they were like a flip book, and settling back down to a handful of images. She felt her stomach lift and fall as if she was at the top of a roller coaster looking down on the entire city.

      She gasped, feeling the expanse of open space and let go, falling forward into the images as they rushed past her again. She put out her hands, attempting to touch them but they zipped past too quickly to leave anything but a lasting sense of wonder.

      Just as quickly, the images stopped, abruptly disappearing and leaving her standing in the middle of the tree, gasping as every nerve ending slowly calmed down. A smile spread across her face. "Better than drugs. Maybe better than sex, but maybe not. Two person sports have their own kind of fun." There was a sheen of sweat across her face and a few strands of hair clinging to her face.

      The compass came to light in her hand and the wings folded back inside. She capped the knob in place and slid it back into her pocket.

      The messages returned, passing through her mind, crowding over each other. She patted the inside of the tree, careful not to crush any of the insects traveling through the tree. "I get it," she said. "Thank you."

      She felt a remnant of the energy spark down her spine and she smiled, stepping forward as she passed easily through the tree. Bernie was completing another run around the tree and collapsed in front of her, panting when she appeared and there were sweat stains on his t-shirt. "Oh, thank you sweet Earth. What took you so long?"

      "We need to find the other Elementals. We can come together to share our energy with the trees and be a temporary hub, letting them repair their system."

      "Like a vacation, I get it, but are you on board? You aren't big on group activities as I recall. You like dropping in as a team member and then running off to do your own thing." He held up his paws, ready to bat at her.

      "Maybe. It's the best I have for you today. I'm willing to try."

      "A half measure isn't gonna work on this one. If you have to connect with the Elementals to create a hotspot then it'll be all in or nothing at all." Bernie put out his paw. "Come on, let's get to work finding where Simon is licking his wounds and take the fight to him. We can work on the trust thing along the way. You're a work in progress."

      Maggie took the paw in her hand. "And you're a raccoon who I'm working with, so that's some amount of trust right there."

      "That's necessity. You'll see, there's a difference."

      "Where do we start?"

      "The main library and the hidden room. Hey, let's stop at Taco Bell on the way. I fight better on a full stomach."
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      "What was it like being inside the tree? You look a little flushed, the good kind. I want details." Bernie was sitting on a box in the front seat so he could see above the dashboard, strapped into a seat belt, happily eating a Big Mac. He licked the outside of the bun, moaning with pleasure. “Not Taco Bell, but not bad.”

      "I think you already have the details," Maggie frowned, glancing over at him.

      "Hey, there's a reason they call it secret sauce."

      "Okay, keep your short-shorts on and quietly eat your burger."

      "We needed to get food. Can't stop by the library without a deposit for Slim. It's just rude."

      Maggie had on her sunglasses and was ignoring the cars passing next to them, and the people pointing at the raccoon. A school bus pulled up next to them at a light and the elementary school children plastered themselves against the windows, waving and yelling out to Bernie. He waved and gave them all a thumbs up, but when he went to lower the window Maggie beat him to it and put on the parent lock.

      "You're not helping." She glanced over at him as he shrugged up at the kids and gave another wave, putting his paws together to shake overhead like he was the winner of a bout.

      "Hey, they think I'm a trained pet. Where's the harm? They'll be talking about this over PB and J for weeks. I'm being of service."

      "We need to find Simon Wesley." She glanced over at Bernie and put on the lights and siren, taking off past the bus and speeding down the shoulder of the road till they got to West Avenue and she hung a right.

      "That was cold. Fine, we can talk about the problem at hand." He tapped a claw against his head, crossing his ankles. "I may know of a spell we haven't tried but you'll have to do it. You have a stronger connection to the Earth and that's a requirement."

      "I have to also trust the Earth that's also trying to bump me off as part of this bargain. A life lesson that packs a punch."

      "Sure, it's a love you, kill you off kind of relationship, but not out of hate, just necessity."

      "You've said that before." Maggie pulled onto Cesar Chavez Street and into the library parking lot, sliding into a space near the dumpster in the back. She turned off the car and twisted in her seat to face Bernie. "Quick question. How am I supposed to get you past the security? Tell them you're my emotional support animal?"

      "Funny magical lady. I'm not going in this time, clearly. I'll be hanging out here with Slim. Give me the bag, now." Bernie held up his paw. "I promise not to eat any of his fries."

      "I'll tell Slim later so don't think about double crossing anyone on your short walk to the dumpster."

      "Same to you, sister. No checking out any books. They all have magical tracers on them, unlike that one you stole from down under and still have, I might add."

      "It's temporary. I'll give it back when the quest is over, or I'm dead."

      "Don't even joke about that! How many times do I have to tell you that the Earth is listening? Bernie unlocked his seat belt and opened his car door.

      "You're really getting the hang of this raccoon thing. I'm just saying, plan B. We can make it work."

      "Good to know. Listen carefully and don't write this down. You have to remember."

      "Why can't I write it down?"

      "The fries are getting cold. Just pay attention. You're going to be reading from one of the oldest books in there and it doesn't take kindly to intruders. It'll know if you have its location written down and you won't be able to open it. Hell, it takes having a certain mastery over your magic just to get it to cooperate. You'll have to trust what you're doing for this to work."

      "I'm getting tired of that word."

      “What word?”

      “Trust.”

      Bernie shrugged. "I know, what can I say. This is how things worked out. The Earth picked you as the Elemental and that means you have what it takes, Peabrain, trust me."

      Maggie scowled at him and leaned over to lock her gun and the compass in the glove compartment. She got out of the car as Bernie scampered down, carrying the fast food bag and she turned to lock the door.

      "Too soon? Fine, I'll start over." Bernie stood up on his back legs, holding on to the bag. "Go to the middle of the middle of the bookcases. Wait there and maintain your magic levels."

      Maggie stopped walking toward the entrance and turned back around. "Then what?"

      "You'll know. I can't say anything more than that for this to work, trust me." Bernie slapped a paw over his mouth. "Don't walk off mad. The book will know! Come on, are you sure that's smart leaving the compass in the car? We fought pretty hard to get that back."

      Maggie turned back around again for a moment. "Quit yelling. You're breaking rule number one. Don't be annoying. It won't make it through the metal detectors and this car has an alarm system. Plus, you'll be right over there talking to Slim. You don't have any bubbles right now, but you still have claws and sharp teeth."

      "Good point. Just so you know, that's not rule number one."

      Maggie was already walking away and called over her shoulder. "It's my rule number one."

      Bernie gave a snort and reached into the bag, pulling out just a few french fries, stuffing them into his mouth.

      Something stirred next to the dumpsters and Slim came crawling out of his hidey hole, rubbing his eyes in the sunlight. He looked around, startled by the raccoon dressed in shorts and a t-shirt. He reached behind for an old golf club with a dent in the middle of it and jumped to his feet, raising the club. But he spotted the fast food bag and slowly lowered the club, scratching the day old beard on his chin. "Is that for me? Has Bernie found a new way to drop off food?"

      "Slim, it's me!" Bernie held out the bag, even as Slim raised the golf club back over his shoulder.

      "Whoa, whoa Slim." Bernie carefully put down the bag and took a step back. "I only ate a few of the fries. Chillax."

      "What the hell, it's finally happened. I've gone round the bend. I'm talking to a woodland creature."

      "I wouldn't go that far. Do raccoons count as woodland creatures? I mean, come on, there’s a reason the nickname is trash panda and I'm standing here by the dumpster. No one will be surprised by that."

      "I'm living by the dumpster." Slim lowered the golf club.

      "True enough, respect. I take it back. Okay, sure, woodland creature. But it's still me! It's Bernie. I had a little mishap and got stuck like this."

      Slim let out a sigh and picked up the bag, looking inside. "Looks like you ate more than a few."

      "I did my best. The car was parked all the way over there. It's at least a few yards. I'll try and bring you more later. You ever try Taco Bell?"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Maggie walked into the library, already setting an intention to see who was magical to practice her skills and build her confidence as she walked toward the stairs. A woman in a cashmere coat and a tartan scarf, with neatly groomed blonde hair passed her, smiling with a nod and whispered, "Hello Peabrain." Maggie smiled and noticed the aura around her but no other magical characteristics. Witch, most likely.

      She looked at herself in a passing mirror and noticed a different kind of glow. The blue light of the trees. She stopped short and looked again. "Peabrains are connected to the trees," she muttered.

      "Excuse me? Can I help you?" A librarian stopped next to her, her hands folded in front of her chest.

      Maggie looked at her and saw the detail she had missed when she was trying this same magic the last time. Even Peabrains who couldn't remember still had the same aura, just running at a lower level and almost impossible to detect, but it was there. "No, I'm fine, thank you. Heading upstairs." Maggie pointed to the stairs, as she moved along.

      She climbed the stairs quickly and headed for the back wall. "You can do this," she whispered as she plowed ahead, walking easily through it, feeling a rush of air as she found herself in the hidden room. "I did it!" She patted down her chest and stomach and held her hands out in front of her. "No missing parts, check. First step done. Now, walk to the middle of the middle." She counted the number of book shelves and found five book shelves and only four aisles. "Okay, not sure what to do with that." She took the second aisle and headed to the middle of it and waited, but nothing happened.

      "Not so fast, I'm not giving up." She put her hands on her hips and narrowed her gaze. "The middle of the middle..." She felt the hum of energy along the back of her neck and took a chance, stepping forward, passing through the bookcase into a small chamber that held one book on a stand. There was a chill in the room and Maggie pulled her coat tighter around her, stepping closer to the book.

      "You must be something really special. A room within a room in the middle of the middle that can only be reached by the confident. Diana says confidence is my best and my worst trait."

      There was a soft click and the lock opened. "This isn't going to be your standard kind of magic, is it? That little bit of honesty did that, didn't it?"

      Maggie gingerly opened the heavy book, turning the pages, but there was nothing on any page. "Next challenge to unlock. Okay, let's see. We are running through some kind of list of virtues. Confidence, honesty... Hopefully, group activities isn't one of them." She reached out to turn a page as the book slammed itself shut, the lock slipping back into place.

      She bit her lower lip, staring at the closed book. "Damn, strike one. Okay, no more jokes. No displays of weakness."

      A yellowish-green gas started to seep out of the pages, filling the room with a noxious odor. Maggie covered her face with her coat as her eyes burned. "I'm not leaving!" She coughed, taking in shallow breaths, determined to stay. "I'm going to find answers and solve this riddle!" She was in danger of losing the contents of her stomach and looked around for a trash can but there was nothing else in the room. She held out a hand trying to form bubbles, but nothing materialized in the room. "I'll stay here till I do, I'm not letting down my sister, hell, or even that raccoon." She slid down onto the floor, wheezing with tears filling her stinging eyes. "You can't defeat me if I don't quit."

      The gas subsided and the noxious air was sucked back into the book. Maggie wiped her face with the sleeve of her jacket and sucked in fresh air. She held her tongue, carefully parsing her words. She got on her knees and pushed herself back up to standing and stood in front of the book. "I trust my sister, Diana with my life." The lock clicked again, and Maggie carefully opened the book.

      She stood there as the minutes passed, not willing to say anything, searching herself for something. "Wait... I see what you're doing. I remember." She lifted her hand, blowing out air, sure it would work. Bubbles emerged, each one containing the same single memory. They surrounded her, forming a cloak and wrapping her in the moving images that repeated themselves over and over again. It was her father down on one knee, close to her face telling her something important.

      "Remember this, Maggie. It's very important. Set the truth free and let it do it's own work." She put out her hand to touch his face but the images faded and the bubbles popped leaving her alone in the room again, an ache in her heart. "It's not any virtue you're after. It's honesty, rigorous honesty."

      The pages shimmered, words appearing and fading. She hesitated, biting her lip again. "I can do this. I can trust others." She said the words slowly. "Even in a group." The words continued to appear and disappear, waiting for more. She thought about the words that had gotten her into so much trouble. No displays of weakness. What is the opposite?

      She grasped the edges of the large book and said each word carefully. "I miss my father every day and I blame him for leaving us." Tears filled her eyes as the words appeared, running down the page, line by line. The title of the tome appeared at the top. The Dark Art of War.

      She didn't dare let any candid words slip out of her mouth, but a gasp still escaped. A warning appeared at the top in red. Use these spells with caution. Only those who are of sound mind and can be honest with themselves can escape slipping into the darkness. Maggie thought of Simon Wesley and the darkness in his eyes. She put the image out of her mind and turned the pages, searching for a way to find Simon.

      "Spell to incinerate an army. Spell to eat the flesh off a foe." She got to a tracking spell and ran her finger along every line, doing her best to memorize it. She read it through one more time and stepped back from the book. "I've got it," she said, nodding. She went back to the wall she came through, and heard the book closing behind her, the sound of the lock ticking into place and kept going without looking back. She found herself back in the second row of the hidden room and kept going, out the other wall and landing back in the library, heading straight for the stairs.

      Once outside, she made her way to the dumpster and found Slim sitting on a folding chair that was missing a slat. "Where's Bernie?"

      "Taking a nap," said Slim, hooking his thumb over his shoulder. "Being a large, furry rodent has worn him out." Slim picked up a yardstick and poked it into the makeshift tent he had set up behind the dumpster. "Bernie, your ride's here. Come on."

      Maggie heard chittering and whistling as Bernie made his way out of Slim's nest, scurrying on all four legs. "Did you get it?" He got closer to her and waved a paw in front of his face. "Ewww, you got the gas bomb, didn't you? I was afraid that might happen."

      "That's you?" asked Slim. He shook his head. "I was worried someone threw a dead animal in the dumpster."

      "You could have warned me, Bernie."

      He held up his paws. "I was following the rules, and believe me, these are rules we can't mess with. Even I wouldn't bend one of those. Harsh consequences. Did you get it? Come on, no teasers. Do you know how to find him?"

      "I do and I get why there are rules. That's the worst of what was recovered from the library fire, wasn't it?"

      Bernie nodded, sitting back on the ground, wiping his face with an old beach towel. "Those spells could destroy the ship but in a long, tortured way. Very little good can come from those pages, but once in a while we can take just a little and use it cautiously. Did the book demand something from you before it would give up its secrets?"

      Maggie pressed her lips together, her eyes shining for a moment. Bernie tilted his head to the side, his whiskers twitching. "Yeah, I figured. That book's a righteous bitch, but it has a point. If you have hidden secrets and you want to use those spells, you put yourself at risk. That's the small hole the darkness needs to seep inside." Bernie got up and walked toward the car, reaching up for Maggie's hand. "See you, Slim. I'll bring you Taco Bell the next time I'm here."

      "See you, Bernie. You're a good friend, no matter what you are."

      Bernie looked up at Maggie. "That's a real friend right there. Doesn't ask many questions except did you remember the extra ketchup, and accepts me no matter what kind of creature I am on any given day."

      Maggie gave him a sidelong glance, furrowing her brow. She opened her mouth to say something but thought better of it.

      Bernie squeezed her hand, careful not to press the claws into her skin. "Don't worry, kid. You don't have to tell me what your darkest secret is. I'm not the big bad book and I'll help you no matter what. But you should tell somebody. The book knows what it's doing and if it made you cough it up, then it needs to go."

      I miss my father and I feel betrayed by him. Who do I land that one on? "Yeah, you're right Bernie. But that's for another day. Let's go get Simon Wesley and arrest his ass."

      "Really? No pew, pew, one good one in the last part over the fence? Fine, we'll haul him in and lock up the coroner on his old turf. That's something I suppose. Hey, can we stop at Taco Bell on the way?"

      "We can do it after we're done, I promise."

      Bernie let out a sigh. "Okay, but I'm getting hungry," he said, patting his belly.

      "I appreciate the sacrifice, Bernie." She stopped and looked down at the raccoon. "I'm glad you're here, Bernie, even as a raccoon."

      Bernie sniffed at her hand, looking up at her face. "Wow, that book really does pack a punch, doesn't it? Sorry about sniffing your hand. Raccoon instinct kicking in. You really can smell fear, but good news, you don't have any."

      "Good to know. What did you smell?"

      "Magnolias and a little sadness mixed with the smell of french fries. I knew you took some too."

      "Get in the car. It's time to get Simon Wesley and make him pay for Lucinda's death. And I want to find out what the hell he wants with all those supplies."

      "Well, gird your loins. He's been lying low for days and that can't be good. He must be building up an army."
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      Maggie stood in the center of Republic Park not far from her house. Bernie climbed up a nearby tree, causing grackles to take to the air. Bernie saw them take flight and let out a resigned sigh. He watched them swirl in a pattern before breaking off into three different directions.

      "Well, that secret's out of the bag. Should have known my brethren were keeping an eye on her." He climbed up a few more branches till he could find a spot that kept him hidden from view, snarling at a squirrel who came out to argue with him, but quickly disappeared.

      "First step... concealment." Maggie took in a deep breath and blew out streams of bubbles that swirled around her ankles, building on each other till they rose above her head, spreading out to give her enough room to work. Bernie watched from his perch as she slowly disappeared from view, his whiskers twitching. "Here we go..."

      The young Elemental moved her hands in concentric circles, bending her fingers at the precise moment, following the book's instructions. She felt the wind pick up, lifting her hair off her shoulders. Tucked in her pocket, just in case, was the compass and her gun was holstered at her waist. "Tha an fluil a 'ceangal dhuinn uile. Thoir dhomh an te air a bheil Simon Wesley." She pulled out the small knife she sometimes hid in her boot and cut her hand, blowing a bubble across it. The end of the spell. Here we go.

      The bubble soaked up the blood, swirling it around inside and seeping into the ground. Maggie waited, wondering what to do next. Moments passed with nothing happening and she reached out to burst the bubbles right in front of her, keeping her concealed.

      Bernie saw her hand and arm appear out of thin air and felt a sense of relief wash over him.

      The spell wasn't done.

      Maggie felt the ground hum under her feet and a deep black ooze crawled up her legs, tightening at her chest and throat as a gurgle escaped her mouth. Maggie waved her hand more frantically even as the ooze surrounded her face and slid down her arm. Bernie leapt down, from branch to branch to the ground, running across the grass until he got to the space, tearing at the bubbles even as they burned his fur. Passersby pointed at the raccoon in clothes, applauding at the woman being drowned in a black tide, mistaking it for a magic trick.

      Maggie pushed out, "No!" with her last breath, even as the black sludge quickly engulfed Bernie, sucking him in. He smelled the air, his whiskers trembling. "Bitter like the taste of pennies." The wave made a slurping sound as it crawled over his head, sucking them into the ground in a flash, leaving nothing but the crumpled bubbles and black droplets clinging to blades of grass.
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        * * *

      

      The dark sludge deposited them in front of an empty Victorian house in Buda, seeping back into the ground. Maggie gasped for air, reaching for Bernie to see if he was still alive. She blinked her eyes against the sun, rolling over the raccoon and pushing on his chest, even as she tried to get enough oxygen to yell his name.

      Bernie's paw twitched and his body shook as his eyes popped open. His mouth opened wide and he sucked in air, rolling over to throw up on the ground. Maggie grabbed him by the fur and did her best to sit him up.

      "Whoa, hey lady! Little slower. I was just paved over and manhandled by the Earth. Dark magic cannot be trusted." He shook his head, rattling his teeth. "I hope that secret wasn't too big, Maggie Parker. That's the kind of magic that thinks it's doing you a favor that it will eventually want repaid."

      Maggie stood up, still trying to get a deep breath and gather her surroundings. She held her finger to her lips, signaling to be quiet and turned her head in every direction, scoping out their surroundings. Too quiet. She started up the stairs, signaling to Bernie to go around back and waited till he had shaken off the effects of the trip and was lumbering around the corner.

      She went up the stairs and crossed the old porch, careful to avoid the rotten boards and got to the door, gently trying the handle. No lock, not a surprise. She kept low and moved into the foyer, expecting some kind of angry reception but there was no one. She stopped, listening for any sounds as Bernie came cautiously down the hall toward her.

      "Where's the gang of motley Peabrains," Bernie whispered. He sniffed the ground, moving around the floor. "They've been here, but they're gone now. Have been for at least a day."

      "The dark magic ever fail?"

      Bernie stood up on his hind legs and looked around, his whiskers twitching. "Not that I've ever heard. It's pretty foolproof, except for that almost killing us part. I suppose it has to get in its jollies somehow."

      There was the sound of a raspy cough from upstairs and both of them looked up, tensing. Maggie moved up the stairs, being careful to avoid the step missing part of a riser. Bernie followed behind her, balancing on the balustrade and nimbly crawling to the top of the stairs. Maggie pulled her gun, moving down the hallway to the far bedroom. There was a groan and the rustle of sheets as Maggie slowly opened the door. Laid out in bed, tangled in dirty sheets was Simon Wesley lying in a pool of sweat. His skin was ashen and he looked like he had lost weight. He rolled over and saw Maggie and pushed himself up onto an elbow. "What took you so long?" He fell back against the bare pillow.

      An odor of rotting flesh clung to him but Maggie couldn't see anything missing on him and his skin was pale but still hanging on his body. Bernie came into the room and recoiled, screwing up his face. "What died in here? Is there a body under the bed?"

      Maggie crouched down and looked but there was nothing there. "We're clear." She looked at Simon, her brow furrowed. "Are you alone?" She noticed his eyes were a pale blue and he was too weak to sit up, much less fight them.

      "The dark magic did this, didn't it?"

      He nodded and she grimaced. First chance I get, I'm spilling everything to Diana. "Where are all your followers?"

      "You haven't been feeding them Kool Aid have you? Did you feed them to the dark magic? Is that why it left you alone?" Bernie sniffed the air but drew back once again. "Phew! It's too hard to smell anything over that smell. What is that?"

      "That is my rotting magic, I think," said Simon, listless. "It's being eaten away. The price of doing business, I guess. The followers left me after I got carried away and tossed one or two of them through a wall. Actually, that part scared them into silence, but after that I needed to keep them afraid. Inspiration wasn't going to cut it."

      "You collapsed and they abandoned you..." Maggie walked around the bed, looking at him from every angle. "You've given up on a quest that no one wants but you?"

      "It wasn't just me," he barked, trying to sit up. "We need to return home! This crusade started in another generation and there have been thousands of followers. A storm is coming," he said, darkly. "You have no idea." He lay back, coughing hard.

      Maggie ignored the warnings of the weakened man. "If you ask me, the sign of a good crusade is if the people stick around till it's done. You're all alone here," said Bernie.

      Simon looked up at Maggie. "Am I so far gone that I'm seeing a talking raccoon?"

      "No, he's real. Things get complicated around you." She held up a hand to stop him. "Don't bother. You drew us all in by stealing the compass and bringing in the dark magic. Everything that happens is partly because of you, especially Lucinda's death." Maggie pulled out the handcuffs from her coat pocket and opened them, leaning across the bed. The stench stung her eyes as she helped Simon swing his legs around to the side. "Simon Wesley, you're under arrest for the murder of Lucinda Crane and kidnapping of Carl Hopkins, for starters. You have the right to remain silent..."

      "Hey, how are we carting him back to the car? I don't think he'd survive another tangle with any kind of dark magic." Bernie looked out the window at the open fields. "There's nothing out here."

      Maggie held up her phone. "We'll have to Uber it. I'll pay the guy extra to let you sit in my lap. Do us both a favor and don't say anything."

      "That'll be tough, I'm not gonna lie to you."
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        * * *

      

      Maggie pulled up to the station with Simon in the backseat and turned to Bernie, safely strapped in next to her. "You're gonna have to get out here. I'll be about an hour getting him booked and then I'll come find you." She glanced in the back seat at Simon who was staring at her, slumped and leaning into the seat belt. "We can decide what's next after that."

      Bernie saluted her and undid his seat belt. "Sorry about the slip at the end. The driver didn't look too freaked out. It's habit, I thanked him. I was raised right."

      Maggie let out a sigh. "It's okay. He'll probably give me a two star rating with a warning. I look like a low rent magic act, anyway. Raccoon's not dressed very well and my assistant can't get out of his cuffs."

      "Hey, this is a vintage ZZ Top t-shirt. I plan on selling it on South Congress after I get back to my much bigger self. Meet you right here in sixty." He jumped down and looked back at her. "Don't take your eyes off him. He may be weak but he hasn't changed his mind and he still knows how to do powerful magic, even if it's ghosting him." Bernie shook his head. "You know what, hang on. Let me try something." Bernie rubbed his paws together and sucked in air, blowing it out across his palm. "Dang it! Still nothing." He tilted his head back, looking up at the sky and opened his arms wide. "What's the beef, Mother Earth? Come on!" He hung his head for a moment before straightening up and putting his shoulders back. "Fine. I will not let this defeat me! After all, I'm a Huldu mechanic."

      Simon's eyes widened and he leaned forward to get a better look. "You're a Huldu? I thought you were all gnomes."

      "Ignore him, Bernie. He's an insane murderer trying to send an entire planet... Don't say it, this is a planet to me. He's trying to send it back where it came from without asking the seven billion others it would affect."

      Bernie rubbed his hairy chin with a paw. "You can do this, kid. You can put a ward on him that will make him keep his hands to himself and stop him from calling in dark reinforcements."

      "You want to give me a vowel on how to get this going?"

      "You don't need to know the how. You have to find the willingness and let it happen. Trickier than it sounds, but do it now. Trust me, Maggie and you're just gonna have to put up with that word, dark magic sneaks up on you. It's never really done, not with someone like Simon. If it suits that energy, it'll come coiling back inside of whatever shell is left of him until he's dead." He looked at Simon. "Are we sure he's not really dead now?"

      Maggie managed a crooked smile. "I got this, Bernie. Make yourself scarce. I'll find a way to put a ward on him and lock the door behind me." She turned and looked at Simon. "You're done. Whatever your plans were for world domination, they're over."

      Bernie gave another salute and looked both ways, running under a car and crawling to the other side, heading off into nearby woods. Maggie got out and pulled Simon out of the back, helping him stay on his feet, pulling him toward the door of the precinct. "Was it worth it, Simon?

      "It was worth all of it. I was keeping a promise."

      Maggie stopped at the door. "A promise to who?"

      "To my father as he lay dying on the battlefield. He was the one who started this cause and he died eighteen years ago this June."

      Maggie felt a chill go down her spine as she tried not to stare at Simon. The day my father died, yours died. "Who was he fighting?"

      "The Huldus and a few Peabrains who wouldn't listen. The Kashgars mowed a lot of us down. Some of them died too. I saw it all."

      A shiver passed through her as a momentary flicker passed through Simon's eyes, turning them black and fading to blue again. What really happened that day? Why won't anyone tell me?

      She pulled the door opened and shoved him inside. "We're gonna need to set the truth free, Simon, and it looks like it's gonna start with you."
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      Iliad waited till everyone left the chambers. No one dared to look at him as they left. There were always rumors about the extremes he had gone to with his enemies. No one knew if they were true, but no one wanted to be the example that proved they were, either.

      "Casper, you stay." The tall, young Kashgar slowed down. He was hoping to slip out quietly without being seen. He was friendly with Jake and he knew that was going to stain him in the eyes of the council. The two Kashgars he was with looked away, not wanting to look like they were with him. Iliad was known to have a short fuse and Kashgars who fell out of favor with him were known to suddenly be transferred and never seen again.

      Iliad sat back in his council chair, sizing up Casper. "Your parents are both loyal Kashgars."

      "I believe so, yes." Casper's square jaw was set, and he looked Iliad directly in his eyes, not breaking contact. It was better to see what was coming, no matter what.

      The corners of Iliad's mouth curled up into a smile and he sat forward, resting his arms on the council table. "So much easier with a purebred, don't you think?"

      Casper didn't answer and Iliad let out a laugh. "Yes, you'll do. I need someone to accompany me on an errand. Our young friend Jake may have been doing his best not to be useful, but as it turns out he gave up the one piece of information I lacked to find an Elemental. The stand of ancient trees. It narrows it down to only one real possibility." He stood up and straightened his jacket, smoothing back his silver hair, make careful, slow gestures to make a point. "The enemy is at our heels, nipping as usual." He let out a sigh. "Like a weed that is almost impossible to kill off and, at best, we can only burn it back. An unwelcome chore that is at hand again."

      "I'm not sure Jake is our enemy." It was a bold move and as close to a challenge as he dared, but he had to do it.

      "I suppose that's the problem. We don't know and we are at a critical point."

      "His family will be worried about him."

      "You mean the Peabrains?" Casper sniffed the air as if there was a foul odor. "A very anxious group, as a whole."

      "I could pass along news, as a way to keep the peace." He saw Iliad clench his fist at his side and knew he had pressed almost to the line. He stood still, looking at Iliad. At least I can live with myself, even if there's only a few minutes left of life.

      "Be careful, Casper. These are dangerous times and it's too easy to get turned around by false promises. Let's go, time is of the essence."

      Casper felt the muscles in his legs quiver and he made for the door to hold it for the head of the council. Iliad passed by him, not even looking up as he headed for the stairs and the sunlight. "The Huldus will surely be doing their best to cipher the rest of the puzzle to find the Dirt Elemental and we need to get there first. Even a weed when it's left untended can choke the life out of you."

      Casper glanced back, wondering where they had taken Jake. Who's the one offering the false promises?

      "Hurry up, there isn't much daylight left."
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        * * *

      

      Casper followed Iliad's directions, not asking any questions as they went further into the hill country as the sun set over the cliffs, until finally turning into the Wild Basin Preserve. It was two hundred and twenty acres set aside for wildlife. Relatively small by Texas standards but well-taken care of with a hands-off policy. Casper glanced over at Iliad occasionally, not used to being in close proximity to him, and especially without one of his aides lurking nearby.

      They pulled into the first parking lot, Iliad pointing out the best spot and Casper parked, getting out to take a look around at the natural setting.

      He stole a glance at Iliad and patted the thin blade tucked in his pocket. I can't conjure faster than he can but doesn't mean I wouldn't fight like hell. "Which way?" he asked, wondering if he was helping or being set up.

      They hiked into the greenbelt for over an hour, working their way in the dark to where the Triknee Trail met the Possum Trail on the far edge, not far from the scenic overlook. Casper held up his flashlight shining it on different stands of trees as he turned in a circle. "All of these look old. How do you know which ones are ancient? What does that even mean?"

      Iliad climbed till he was in front of a hill leading to the outlook. "It means original to the ship, thousands of years old. Trees that have been protected by both Huldus and Kashgars and magicals in general. These trees are probably the only thing we can agree on and their location, knowledge of their very existence is only trusted to a few people in each group.

      Iliad gently patted a tall sycamore that stood in a stand of trees that formed a semi-circle on the hill.

      "This is it? They look like every other tree." Casper shined his light up and down the smooth white and grey bark. Brown prickly pom-pom balls hung off the branches along with a few remaining leaves. It would be a couple more months before the maple-shaped leaves appeared again.

      "Hiding in plain sight. That's really the only method that works. If this information from my grandson is true, then this is the most clever use of that cliché that I've ever seen."

      "What's so special about these trees?"

      "They contain the information for a backup operating system for the ship. If the worst were to happen, the information can be salvaged and reinstalled."

      Casper's eyes widened. "And you're trusting me with it?" This is either very good or very bad news. He looked at Iliad trying to decipher which one it was.

      "It's customary to have a backup for this position. It's so vital that more than one must know. Usually it's by bloodline, but mine...well, has been marred with Peabrain lineage."

      "Jake. You mean, Jake. What's happened to him?"

      "He can no longer serve as a backup." He ignored Casper's continuing protests and snapped his fingers, creating fast-moving bubbles that sucked the sound out of the area. Casper continued to demand answers but there was only silence. He stood back in shock, wondering if Jake were still alive, even as Iliad raised his arms, muttering a spell Casper could no longer hear.

      A buzzing sound filled his head and he winced, dropping his flashlight. But Iliad stood still, breathing harder and facing the hillside, his jaw clenched. The air pressure dropped suddenly right around them, bouncing back up and Casper's ears popped, making the throbbing even more pronounced.

      The ground beneath their feet shook, hard enough to knock Casper to his knees. Iliad swayed, stepping forward hard, stomping his foot trying to keep his balance. The area of the hill just inside the rim of circles pulled apart as the sound rushed back with a whoosh, startling Casper. The sound of the sod ripping in a perfect circle filled the air as the large circle of ground continued to tear, rocks and dirt rising up and rolling downhill.

      The ground rose even higher and Casper watched in astonishment as the sod lifted to reveal it was the back of a large creature who stood over seven feet tall, completely made of dirt. Casper's mouth hung open as he stared up at the being. "The Dirt Elemental," he said, astonished. "He's actually dirt."

      A giant, body-shaped hole was left in the hill behind the Elemental.

      Iliad smiled broadly, clapping his hands as he looked up into the face of the Dirt Elemental. Small rivulets of a fine dirt cascaded off him with every movement or twitch. Deeply set, green eyes blinked several times, looking at the two Kashgars and out over the vista, over their heads. He stretched his arms overhead and stepped forward, shaking the ground under his feet with each step, leaving pools of fine silt. "Who wakes me? Is it time? Where are the other Elementals?"

      Casper looked back and forth between Iliad and the Dirt Elemental, not sure what to do next.

      "It's time," said Iliad, sweeping his arm like the showman at a circus. "The Earth is in a precarious situation and needs your help."

      The Elemental stomped his feet, sending a spray of dirt flying into Casper's face. He coughed, spitting on the ground and brushing off the front of his best suit.

      "Where are the other Elementals?" the large being demanded. He reached out a hand as roots grew out from his palm encircling Iliad's throat.

      Casper took a step back, wondering if he was out of range and if Iliad had finally gone too far and was going to get the life choked out of him. Not sure if that's good or bad news, either.

      He stepped back, trying to gain the cover of the old oak trees behind him, unable to look away from Iliad rising in the air, dangling from the Dirt Elemental's fist. He could see Iliad waving his arms, creating an endless stream of bubbles. He recognized the black bubbles. They were used to transmit innate information from one being to another. But they bounced harmlessly off the Elemental, absorbing into the ground. This part of Iliad's plan was falling apart and it was going to get him killed.

      Casper swore softly under his breath and lifted his hands, setting an intention to join his magic with Iliad's and attempt to save him. "I already know I'll regret this." He formed a bubble in his hand, letting it fill with an orange glow and swung his hand around, twisting back and then spinning around, letting loose with the projectile. It sped through the air, picking up speed and changing shape as it went, turning into a pattern of tiny shards of orange glass meant to wound but not destroy.

      The glass pieces found their mark, decorating the long torso of the Dirt Elemental, making him cry out in pain, but he didn't let go of Iliad and only squeezed harder, stomping in the direction of where Casper stood. The shards quickly faded leaving small pockmarks in the dirt of the creature's chest that quickly filled back in, but not relieving his anger.

      The young Kashgar used bubbles to form a large scythe hanging in the air, as he wondered if killing Iliad was better than killing off an Elemental, even a raging, homicidal one. It still contained a fundamental piece of the engine.

      There was the sound of metal crunching from below the overlook and more cars hitting their breaks. The Elemental paused, listening and leaning down to touch the ground with his free hand. Iliad was turning blue in his grip and was close to passing out but Casper wasn't sure what to do next.

      The Elemental stood up and walked to the edge, inadvertently dangling Iliad over the side as the Dirt looked down at the ground below. There was a loud crack in the air and more metal bending and Casper ran to the far right of the Elemental to get a look over the edge. Far below, there was a sinkhole the size of a house opening up, pulling cars inside of it. People could be seen scrambling out of their windows, climbing over the hoods, trying to scramble up the side of the crumbling ground to get to safety.

      The hand of the Dirt Elemental swung back and he threw Iliad onto the ground. "Why is the ground erupting? What have you done?" His voice echoed off the trees.

      "It's the Huldus," choked out Iliad. "They've failed at running the ship and the Earth is breaking down. We have to put the machine back together but we need to make sure it stays out of the Huldus hands."

      "Where are the other Elementals?"

      Iliad did his best to get to his feet, smoothing back his silver mane. There was a ring of dirt around his throat. "They are appearing, one at a time, but are in the hands of the Huldus. I'm afraid we may be losing this war. You saw the hole open up practically at your feet. Your slumber would have been disrupted one way or the other. The Kashgars want to give you the chance to save this great ship." His showmanship was already back.

      The Dirt Elemental tilted his head from one side to the other, studying Iliad. Casper drew back into the shadows, watching and waiting.

      "Where are you gathering?"

      "The old lands out by the upper waterfalls," said Iliad. "Do you remember?"

      The Dirt Elemental nodded as the ground shook again and Casper put out his hand, leaning against the trunk of an old oak tree. The Dirt Elemental shifted into dirt form starting at the base and sinking into the Earth, disappearing altogether, leaving behind a tremor that passed under their feet as he traveled quickly underground, shifting the dirt.

      "What just happened?" asked a shocked Casper. "Did you cause that sinkhole to open?"

      Iliad brushed off his arms, pleased with himself. "That was a happy accident," he said, gently touching his tender throat. "The Earth is having a harder and harder time holding it together. Always best to tell as much of the truth as you can. I find you get better results."

      Casper ran back to the edge and looked over the side at the Peabrains struggling to help each other. Sirens could be heard in the distance traveling toward the scene. Casper held out his hand to blow a string of bubbles and help without being seen. But Iliad grabbed him by the arm, jerking him back.

      "They're not our concern. We have too much at risk and I'm not going to take the chance that we lose this opportunity for the second time in a millennium. Help is coming for them and we're leaving before anyone comes looking up here."

      Casper walked quickly next to Iliad, full of questions but he chose carefully, hoping to get an answer to the one thing he most wanted to know. "What about Jake? You have what you want."

      "I only have the beginning and there's still a lot to do if we are going to finally gain control of the ship. Jake's allegiances are in question and he can't be trusted."

      "But he's your grandson..."

      "I know, making it even more bittersweet."

      Casper felt a shiver across the back of his neck as he saw the corners of Iliad's mouth turn up into a gruesome smile.
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      Maggie came outside after locking up Simon and looked around the parking lot for Bernie. There was no sign of him.

      She ducked down, looking under a few cars for a raccoon trying to get out of the wind, but there was still nothing. "Bernie? Bernie!" she hissed, as loud as she dared.

      "Lose something?"

      Maggie stood up quickly, almost knocking her head on the side mirror of a Chevy truck. Fozzie stood behind her holding his lunch in a brown paper bag, heading into the building for the night shift. "What? Uh, yeah, a friend's cat. It's been missing for a week. Thought I saw it run across the parking lot. Big, fat grey and white striped cat," she said, holding her hands far apart. "Don't want to keep you. Maybe it was a raccoon. How are the Cowboys doing?" She spit out the sentences quickly, trying to remember any football statistic Taylor had spouted lately. "The Cowboys need a little more defense on their roster."

      Fozzie looked confused but quickly smelled a possible opportunity and let it go. "You looking for some action? Small stuff, of course."

      "Of course, put me down for twenty."

      "On this Sunday's game?"

      Maggie was already walking away, zigzagging between the cars. "Sure, I mean, yes, this Sunday's game. What's the spread?" She ducked down again, hoping to see some evidence he had been there. "I'll take any kind of food, a wrapper. Come on, a sign," she whispered.

      "Three points for Dallas."

      "Okay, I'll take it."

      "What? Do you know how to bet?"

      Maggie walked away a little further, ignoring the last question because the answer was no. She got to the edge of the parking lot and checked her watch. There was no sign of Bernie and it had been more than an hour. "Where are you, my fat, furry friend?" She let out a sigh and smiled, looking at the blinking Taco Bell sign down the street. "Vanna, can I buy a vowel."
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        * * *

      

      Maggie pulled the El Camino into the Taco Bell parking lot and slowly drove around to the back, parking near the dumpster. There was a long line at the drive through around the side and there were teenagers milling about in the parking lot in front. She scanned the background behind the people, looking for two glowing eyes or a furry striped tail waiting for someone to leave their food unattended. But she couldn't see any kind of creature other than Peabrains.

      There were a few people huddled together, sitting on a concrete divider in a parking space in the back, but Maggie briefly hit the lights and siren sending them scurrying in different directions. She parked the car and got out, waiting to see if anyone came out to find the cause of the commotion, but no one did.

      "Bernie? Bernie are you out here?" She called out as loudly as she dared, looking right and left but there was nothing. She stopped, frustrated, wondering where to look for a magical raccoon when she heard a loud rustling in the dumpster.

      "Maggie? Is that you? Thank God, I've been waiting for hours."

      She heard claws scratching on the metal and the sound of trash bags being moved around as she went and got a nearby cinder block, turning it on its end. She stepped up gingerly to get a better look over the side and found Bernie balanced on top of large green trash bags, torn open, the contents spilled out and half-eaten, everywhere. "It looks like you threw a rave for one."

      "Hey, this was a great plan, till I got to the part about exiting." Bernie let out a loud belch, grabbing his belly, rubbing under his t-shirt.

      "It hasn't been hours More like one hour and I'll bet you didn't notice most of that, either. That t-shirt is not going to fit you much longer if you keep eating like this."

      "I'm not sure I can resist. They don't call these animals trash pandas for nothing. I think I was in a nacho blackout. I remember finding the old liquid cheese bag, but after that, nothing." He shook his hands like he was calling someone out at home base.

      "Simon's not talking, not yet."

      "I didn't forget that. I'm still in here. One hundred percent Huldu heart!" He pointed a paw in the air, a claw pointing toward the night sky. He scrambled to the edge of the dumpster, bouncing over the trash and pressed his palms against the metal interior. "Help me get out of here. Geez, these shorts are riding up my butt. I don't remember them being so tight before."

      "Hang on, I need to see what I can use to hoist you out of there. Too bad I don't still have the boat hitch on the back of the El Camino." She jumped down, looking around for anything she could use to get Bernie out of the dumpster.

      "Very funny, pick on the raccoon. How was I supposed to know the exit would be so difficult? I thought they could climb out of anything."

      Maggie found a long board propped against the building and propped it against the dumpster. She jumped back on top of the cinder block, balancing carefully as she lifted the plank, swinging it down into the metal bin. She banged the plank against the lip of the dumpster, almost dropping it inside, but managed to hold on and swing it down carefully over Bernie's head.

      “I'm hoping you can take it from here. Otherwise, I'm going to have to call Diana and get her help. As a matter of fact, she would love this. One of our better adventures, and we could swing through the drive through. Winner, winner, taco dinner."

      Bernie adjusted the plank, pushing it against the far wall to keep it stable, and climbed on, easily scampering to the top and running along the thin ridge at the top.

      Maggie jumped down, watching him circumnavigate. "That is impressive. I wonder if you'll remember any of these instincts when you change back."

      Bernie made his way to the cinder block, jumping down till he got to the pavement. "Thank you for holding out hope that my magic stops going on the fritz. You know, while I was stuck in there with nothing left to eat..."

      "For fifteen minutes..."

      "I figure that the whole thing between you and the Earth and how she's not quite on her game is causing all these magical mishaps. First the Peabrains getting woke with no warning all over the ship, then there's been a few unexplained sinkholes popping up, and now this," he said, holding out his paws. "A Huldu who can't do bubbles is not gonna be much good to the ship whether I'm a gnome or a raccoon."

      He ambled off toward the car, walking next to Maggie, pulling down on the shorts, shaking a leg. "We need to shake some information out of Simon Wesley. Maybe he knows where there's another Elemental. Too bad the beacon didn't work." He looked up at Maggie. "Your mother told me. She got the low down from the Fire fae."

      "My mother is good at networking, even on a global scale."

      "Hey, we need to go through the drive through."

      "You've had enough. I'm doing a spontaneous intervention."

      "I promised Slim I'd bring some back for him."

      "Well, in that case you have a deal. Come on, let's find Wilmark. Maybe he knows more. Have you asked Jack how you might reverse your condition?"

      Bernie rubbed his face with his paws. "I've been avoiding him, kind of. I mean without the bubbles I can't exactly visit the mechanics. Not sure how he could help."

      "I could use the puzzle box to call the mechanics. They would come running."

      "In a panic. Only to find a raccoon. Save it for if we get desperate. Not sure we're there yet."

      "Not sure? You feeling desperate?"

      "No, but I'm wondering if we should feel that way. Something with the Earth is off and I have no way of checking or doing anything about it. And, any minute the Earth may remember you and autocorrect." He counted on his claws. "Then there's the Kashgars and Jake."

      "Jake... No matter what he may have done wrong, I don't think he'd outright betray us."

      "Kid, they're probably throwing him a party at Kashgar central right about now, electing him their mayor."
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        * * *

      

      Jake bit down hard, grinding his teeth as the whip hit his back again, splitting his flesh. His head was throbbing and swimming from the pain. He was tied at the wrists, stretched over a boulder, not quite standing, not quite able to rest his weight. Spells were whispered in the beginning, leaving him powerless with no magic, no energy to reach out to and pull him away. He had lost track of how much time had passed and was letting his mind wander, pushing out to a better place.

      Maggie's face floated in front of him and he took a breath, the muscles in his back quivering and his shoulder shook violently, pulling him away from the leather ties.

      The muscular Kashgar holding the whip leaned down by his face, a snarl on his face. "Tell us about the Elemental," he sneered, "and this can all end. You can be at peace."

      A smile crept across Jake's face. Maggie. The feel of her skin under his fingertips helped ease his mind. "Bring it."
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      Wilmark and the Fire Fae stood in Toni's living room, away from prying eyes. "How are we going to find the Dirt Elemental?" Wilmark shifted the bow on his back, pacing the room. His nerves were still raw from finding out he was the last Godwin Knight. "Too much time is passing."

      Kathleen smiled calmly, but didn't answer him.

      There was a whoosh despite the closed windows and doors, and a rush of air toward the Fae making Wilmark gasp for air, his eyes widening in surprise. A swirl of blue, pulsing light surrounded her curves, crawling up her body and jumping across the gap between them, engulfing Wilmark before he could even react. When it subsided, he found himself standing in a dense cluster of trees on a hilltop in sight of the Colorado River and expensive homes dotting the Austin cliffs in the distance.

      A strong Texas wind was blowing around them, making the nearby pine creak and sway in the dark. The Elemental's blue flame flickered along her smooth, blue skin and she squinted, shading her eyes with her hand.

      Wilmark looked at the tight, gauzy dress that clung to her, not the first time he had noticed. "You could have given me a heads up."

      "You said you were bored. I thought I'd mix things up."

      "I never said bored. I'm not used to waiting patiently."

      "Patience is an asset to be cultivated."

      "Not for a warrior."

      "Especially for a great warrior."

      "I thought Elementals were more serious."

      "That's just legends, and Maggie without coffee. It's possible to be dedicated to a cause and still have a life."

      Wilmark turned away from her, looking at the view, but she could see the muscles in his jaw working.

      "That wasn't meant as a rebuke. It was more of a suggestion."

      The Godwin Knight let out a deep sigh. "Do you know what was meant by ancient stand of trees?" Wilmark flexed his shoulders, restless to finally do something.

      "All business, I can respect that... for now. Fine, I've heard rumors," said the Fae. "There are legends told about everything on this ship and where we all came from. It can be hard to know what is truth and what has become fiction over time."

      "Tell me what you do know." He pulled his hair back, tying it with a thin piece of leather cord.

      "It was said that when these ships were built they were infused with the magic from all the great tribes."

      "You mean like an artifact."

      The Elemental stepped back into the line of trees, hidden from nearby hikers who passed by on a trail without seeing the two magicals standing nearby. Kathleen waited till she was sure they had passed. "More powerful than an artifact. The ships were given the ability to be sentient. To think for themselves within a set of guidelines. But, there was a fear that they could run into a set of circumstances and be unable to solve it. Or worse, take action that could harm the ship or those on it. It would be bad for business."

      Wilmark let out a dry chuckle. "It's hard to remember at times that the Earth was part of a business."

      "But it was, and a passenger getting harmed would cut down on travelers. So they came up with a backup system. The trees were installed and given their own ability to think, but with a difference. Trees were known to create community and to protect each other, even at their own expense for the greater good. They were the perfect balance to the ship."

      "Like a conscience." He crossed his arms over his chest, the cold wind blowing across his neck.

      "A compassionate conscience. And, for this ship, a saving grace, and probably the only reason the ship still runs. It's amazing that it's been kept alive all these years. The mechanics have done an amazing job."

      "I get it. It's been the trees that gave the mechanics the chance to talk to the ship and change its thinking."

      The Fae nodded her head. "At times, it was the trees who told the Earth to calm the seas or to finally make it rain, or enrich the soil. But, this particular ancient stand of trees is something else, entirely. My mother, the last Fae Elemental, told me a story when I was a child about a particular ancient stand of trees that were said to hold the secrets of the Earth. They were the silent guardians of the ship and to this day hold the wisdom needed to repair or restart everything."

      "Was there anything in the story that gave a clue about where the trees could be found?"

      Kathleen looked at Wilmark, narrowing her gaze. "Yes, that they would always be found near the Elemental who controlled the compass. I know..." She held her arms out wide, looking out over the city. "That still leaves a lot of geography. I'm not even sure how to recognize them if I did see them because the last of the story was that they were hiding in plain sight."

      "Why are we on this hillside? Maggie should be able to get the trees to tell her." A rabbit stirred, darting across the path and ducking under a bush. Wilmark followed the movement of the rabbit, reaching back to touch his bow.

      But the Fae stopped him. "You have an interesting way of finding inner peace. Hunt another time." She arched an eyebrow, waiting for him to let go of his bow. "These trees are an exception to the network. They are connected only to each other. Even the ship has no idea where they are."

      "Who does know?"

      "It is said there are a chosen few but their identities are as closely held as the Elementals. I'm not sure they're known to each other, either."

      "So many secrets. They haven't all served us." Wilmark grew somber, lost in thought.

      The Fae blew out the flame dancing on her palm and put her hand on Wilmark's arm. "I'm sorry, I heard about what happened to your comrades." She stepped back, letting go of his arm. "Let's focus on the task at hand. Sometimes, when I don't know what to do about a bigger problem, I ask myself what is there for me to do right now, where I stand." The flames on her skin skipped across, circling her body. The more she walked toward a nearby clearing, the faster the flames circled her until she was barely visible.

      She smiled, her face aglow. "There was one last part to the story that makes me think we're standing on sacred ground and the trees are nearby." The Elemental held out her hand as a small flame appeared in her palm. She crouched down, touching the ground with her hand and smiled as the flame grew larger in her hand. "Every Elemental has a special connection to the ship. For each one, the way we connect is different and for me, it's the ground beneath us that speaks to me through the flame." She looked up at Wilmark, who was watching her with fascination. "Do you understand? Each one of us is somehow connected to another Elemental, until we get to Maggie..."

      "Who is connected to the source and closes the loop..." Wilmark set off, crossing the open glade.

      Kathleen nodded her head, watching him go. "A man on a mission," she whispered. "But yes, the trees. The heart of this organic being everyone calls a ship." She called out to Wilmark who had disappeared among the poplar and live oaks on the far side. "I can feel the connection to this part of town." There was no answer, and she began walking through the tall grass to catch up with him.  "There has to be a connection."

      "I'd say there's something." His deep, booming voice carried back to her and she followed the sound, running part of the way.

      "Over here," he shouted, excitement in his voice.

      The Fire Elemental made her way through the trees, the flames on her body growing and licking at the trees without leaving a burn mark, harmlessly curling around branches.

      "This way," said Wilmark, as Kathleen finally caught a glimpse of his tall figure standing in another open area. The sense of connection grew and the grass growing up around her ankles began to caress her skin in recognition. She finally broke free of the trees and stopped, her mouth opening in surprise. In front of Wilmark was a semi-circle of older trees and in front of them was a large hole in the earth that looked like it was ripped open.

      Wilmark stood at the edge and crouched down, picking up silt and letting it fall through his fingers. "This is recent. Rain hasn't had a chance to pack it down and no animals have crossed over the space. Something large was pulled out of here."

      The Fire Elemental knelt down next to Wilmark and touched the raw ground with her hands, engulfing herself in flames. Wilmark flinched but held his ground and was surprised to feel nothing as some of the flames covered his arm, even though he felt warmer, standing there in the cold air.

      Kathleen dug her hands into the soil, only her face appearing clearly out of the flames. She was smiling as she looked up at the trees that stood as a backdrop to the large hole. "Of course, how ingenious."

      "Care to let me in on what this is?" He could feel his heart rate picking up from being so close to the hole. "What is this place? It feels like the top of my head is floating off."

      The Fae let out a laugh. "We have found the sacred ground. I know it! Nothing else puts out this much energy." She looked up at the trees with reverence, taking in every detail of the trees that had stood for thousands of years undisturbed. "We've found the ancient trees, and the napping place of the Dirt Elemental."

      Wilmark stood up abruptly, his hand going to his heart. He felt lightheaded and swayed on his feet but caught himself.

      Kathleen noticed and stood, grasping her hands together, still encircled by flame. "Watch yourself while we're near these trees. You are still an elf and can feel magic more easily than Peabrains. We've found a source and it's like being near a volcano ready to erupt. There's a lot of energy rumbling through this small section of earth."

      "We're overlooking one small problem. This is where the Elemental was. Where is he now?"
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      Kathleen dug her hands deeper into the dirt and closed her eyes, letting the energy flow easily through her, making her fingers tingle. Images slid through her mind rapidly as she tried to keep up, watching each of them with her eyes wide open, forgetting for a moment where she stood. The influx of magic built in her system and she realized too late, letting go of the dirt even as the pressure continued to build inside of her head and throughout her body.

      Boom! Waves of energy rolled across the space, making everything appear to ripple in front of the elf.

      The sound echoed through the Wild Basin Preserve, blowing the Fire Elemental backward, shaking the nearby trees, and landing her hard against solid ground. Wilmark moved swiftly, noticed even as he rushed to pick Kathleen up off the ground that the ancient stand didn't even quiver. He scooped her up in his arms, the blue fire coiling around him as well and carried her further away from the pit.

      He laid her down, pressing his fingers against her neck as he said a spell in a low voice, not sure if it would even work. "Restituere, vivifica. Ad vitam." A fireball appeared in his hand, circling over Kathleen radiating a purple light. She stirred, opening her eyes and looked up at him, regaining her senses. As she did, her eyes widened and she tried sitting up, grasping Wilmark's muscled arm.

      "He got up under his own volition!" she said, excited.

      Wilmark easily wrapped his hands around each of her arms, pulling her to her feet and holding her there till she was steady. "Are you alright?" He gazed into her eyes, noticing the sparks of flame that even appeared in her pupils. She nodded, taking in a few deep breaths, still shaken by what she had seen and felt.

      "Who did?" he finally asked, when he was sure she was going to stay upright. Still, he lingered close to her, ready to catch her.

      "The Elemental pulled himself out of the Earth by his own choice. He was hibernating right there, in front of the trees."

      Wilmark looked across the glade at the large space. "What kind of magical can sleep under the soil?"

      "Only one, the Dirt Elemental. He's one of a kind, created by those who came together after the burning of the Library."

      "The Huldu mechanics," muttered Wilmark. "The Dirt Elemental is a magical creation of theirs."

      "Not just the Huldus. They wouldn't have been powerful enough to do it on their own. It would have taken a gathering of magicals. All but the Kashgars, who caused the need in the first place. They would have even asked the trees for permission. That's why it makes so much sense. He was also watching over the ancient trees. But there's a catch."

      Wilmark scowled, "There always is."

      "This is a big one and answers your wish you sent out into the universe to find trouble. The Kashgars have him."

      Wilmark started to protest but the sound of people crashing through the trees and shouting stopped him. The Fire Elemental moved to get inside the tree line but stumbled and began to fall forward, putting out her hands to catch herself. Wilmark moved easily, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her back, lifting her off her feet and moving them both out of sight.

      A band of four young men came into view, passing through the glade, shoving each other and laughing.

      "Kashgar," hissed Wilmark, recognizing the tall gnomes.

      "Let them pass. Right now, they don't know we've found where the Dirt Elemental was, or even that I've found you." She pulled in her energy, putting out her blue flame to better hide among the trees.

      Wilmark's muscles twitched and he gripped the handle of his short dagger, but he didn't move.

      "Did you hear the screams? What the hell..." The young Kashgar with a shock of blonde hair that stood up in spiky tufts on the top of his head covered his ears with his hands, rolling his eyes. "They must have laid him out!"

      "I still don't get what he did." A Kashgar wearing a hoodie pulled up over his head, tucked his chin down as his friends pushed and elbowed him, teasing and laughing.

      "It's what he didn't do. He didn't give up what he knew about the compass. Chief can't have someone disrespecting his authority like that," said a Kashgar with dark curly hair and a permanent sneer across his face. "Needed to make an example of him." He snapped an imaginary whip through the hair and playfully winced as it hit an imaginary target.

      "But his own grandson... that is cold. I hear they took off his fingernails one at a time."

      "You are making stuff up. Nobody said anything like that."

      "Why wouldn't they just use magic to make him spill?"

      The dark haired young man scowled, stopping near where Wilmark and Kathleen stood, unaware they were so close. "Magic has its limits, Nathan. That half breed put a spell on himself to keep the secrets hidden."

      Wilmark grit his teeth, his muscles tensing as he realized who was their prisoner. Kathleen slowly shook her head, no, putting her finger to her lips.

      "He must have it bad," sighed another. "To go through all that pain, just to get some from some Peabrain Elemental. Can't be that good."

      Wilmark's chest was moving up and down with his effort to keep from pulling out his bow. He slowly clenched his fist.

      "You think they'll let him live?"

      "You think there'll be much left of him after they're done trying to get him to spill?"

      "Nah, they've gone this far. He's not coming back."

      "Iliad is like freezer burn cold, executing his own grandson."

      The dark haired young man ran ahead, growing giddy as he neared the pit, the energy going to his head. The others joined him, stumbling as they got closer.

      "What is this place?"

      "My Uncle Leo said something about sacred site, but not to tell anybody. Shhhh, don't tell anybody." They all laughed, drunk off the energy.

      The dark haired man snapped his fingers as a bubble appeared with a flame inside. The bubble floated near the trees, popping as the flame landed on a branch, setting it on fire.

      Nathan shook his head at him. "Ben, what are you doing?"

      Ben giggled and blew another bubble with a flame inside, about to release it toward the poplar trees. The young men had not noticed the ancient stand of trees yet.

      Kathleen stirred, hesitating, not sure what to do.

      Wilmark didn't share her problem. He pulled his bow from where it rested on his back, fetching an arrow from the quiver and loading it in one swift motion. He stepped forward, not quite visible and released the arrow, sending it singing across the opening and landing squarely in the soft flesh where the man's shoulder met his arm.

      He screamed in surprise and pain and the second bubble quickly evaporated before it could go anywhere, the flame going up in a puff of smoke. The others turned, startled, looking for the source of the arrow as Wilmark came out of the forest, another arrow already drawn. Kathleen quickly followed him, clapping her hands together hard to form a blue light, hurling it at the burning branch. The light surrounded the burning flames, sucking up the oxygen and choking the fire as the injured branch cracked, slowly breaking off and falling to the ground with a loud thud.

      The young men were all trained in basic battle magic from an early age and quickly blew out large bubbles that turned into roiling flames, hurling them at Wilmark and Kathleen. Wilmark leaned back, dodging a projectile, slicing the other with his dagger. Kathleen met the first volley with a blue flame that surrounded the blast, turning the flame into a bubbling black that shot back at a Kashgar, swiping across his chest, burning through his jacket and shirt, leaving a long and angry welt.

      "A Godwin Knight," said Nathan, surprised as the crest became more visible. "I thought your kind were all gone."

      Wilmark's anger only rose and he shot off the arrow, deftly wounding another Kashgar and pinning him to the ground with the arrow through his arm, narrowly missing an artery. Kathleen pushed out a flash of blue flame, temporarily blinding the group, but they weren't backing down.

      Wilmark came out more fully into the glade, working his way around the perimeter, turning their attention away from the trees.

      Ben looked around, narrowing his gaze. "What are you two doing here and what is she?" He looked toward the pit, the energy still rushing through him, heightening his awareness. "It's this, isn't it?"  He blew out a large bubble, forming a shield in front of his body and snapped his fingers, delighted with himself as a bubble appeared holding a small flame. Wilmark released an arrow to intercept the bubble, but it landed against the shield instead, falling harmlessly to the grassy ground. He reloaded, striding forward as the bubble floated menacingly closer to one of the old trees, gently blowing on a breeze, creeping up on its target. Kathleen clapped her hands together, distracted for just a moment by the small flame coming closer to one of the ancient trees and didn't see the roiling flames until it was too late. The bubble hit her sideways in the center of her chest, knocking the wind out of her and laying her out on the ground.

      Wilmark saw the blue, filmy garment she wore smoldering and backed up to go help her, but Ben laughed, seeing his chance and snapped his fingers again, sending another bubble. Kathleen opened her eyes, anger shining in them and hissed, "Stop him! Let nothing happen to those trees!" She pushed herself up onto one elbow, wincing at the pain. "Stop him!"

      Wilmark glanced back at her one more time but moved forward, pulling another arrow out of his quiver and aiming it at Ben's head. The only area not protected by the shield.

      "Do it!" yelled Kathleen. "We cannot lose the trees."

      Nathan helped pull an arrow out of the ground, freeing one of the Kashgars as the other wounded Kashgar staggered back the way they had come. "Come on, Ben! Let's get out of here. We weren't supposed to be here in the first place."

      Ben's sneer grew even wider and he waited, spreading his stance till Wilmark was closer, changing his shield into a sword, slicing it through the air, aimed at Wilmark's mid-section. The knight rolled back, easily regaining his feet and securing his bow as he pulled out his sword. The Kashgar snapped his fingers again, sending out another flame toward the ancient trees, snickering as it floated away. "Those old pieces of bark really mean something to you, don't they?"

      "They should mean something to you too," snarled Wilmark, "but once again, you aren't even smart enough to command self-preservation." He raised his sword, met by Ben's, surprising him. The Kashgar knew how to fight.

      "Yeah, that's right. I was trained in the old ways. Seemed like a waste at the time. No good knights left to battle, but lo and behold. Just one more. Early birthday present for me. My grandfather talked about what it was like to kill one of you." He swung his sword around but Wilmark met it, the metal clanging together.

      Ben snapped his fingers again and another flame floated away, landing on the branch of the outermost tree in the stand. A branch quickly caught on fire as the ground shook. Ben looked momentarily shaken but he regained his sneer and opened his mouth, still smiling, as the beginning of a series of bubbles with flames began to emerge.

      "No!" yelled Kathleen, trying to emit a wave of blue flames, but the injury was stopping her.

      Wilmark swung his sword lopping off the branch before lunging at the Kashgar, pressing the shield down onto his chest, knocking the air out of his lungs. Ben instinctively gasped for air, sucking in the bubbles, the sneer finally falling from his face. His body convulsed under the weight of the shield as smoke and steam poured from his mouth. Wilmark let up, lessening the pressure of the shield and pulling the Kashgar up by his jacket but it was too late. Ben hung limp in his arms, his lungs bubbling inside of him.

      Wilmark lay the young man down gently on the ground, feeling no ease from his grief over fallen knights.

      "The trees are saved. It had to be done." Kathleen came and stood by his side, looking down at the Kashgar. "We need to deliver him to his people, and rescue Jake."

      Wilmark's jaw worked as he thought it over. "Half Kashgar," he muttered. "Won't betray Maggie, even if it costs him his life." The knight picked up his sword, securing it without saying another word. He went back to the body, lifting him and putting him over his shoulder as he surrounded them in a purple light.

      "Let's bring this fight to them, after we stop at Pressler Street. Maggie deserves to fight next to us," he said, just before they disappeared in a flash of light from the glade.
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      The Fire Fae didn't argue. They appeared in the shadows of the alley behind Pressler Street near Maggie's back yard, avoiding the street lamp nearby. Wilmark threw his cloak over the body, shielding it from view as he moved quickly along the back fence line. He went inside her gate and hid the body in the garage before stepping into Maggie's yard. Dexter sent up the alarm that they were there, barking and squeaking and twirling in a circle.

      Maggie came out of the kitchen, pushing open the screen door as the raccoon dashed by her and out into the yard.

      Wilmark tensed, pulling out his bow and nocking an arrow as Maggie ran down the steps, jumping in front of Bernie.

      Bernie scrambled back out in front of Maggie, holding his paws out wide, his whiskers twitching in anger. "What's the matter with you? Why would you shoot an arrow at a raccoon, especially one who's wearing clothes? You do know whose house you're at, don't you?" The words whistled through his sharp little teeth. "Next thing you know, he'll be taking a bead on Dexter. That's right mouse dog, hide under the porch!" He dropped to all fours, snarling and hissing.

      "Easy there, Bernie. You don't want to make any of the raccoon things permanent."

      "We may be past that point."

      "What have you done now?" Wilmark put the arrow back in his quiver, but even the sight of Bernie in short-shorts and a t-shirt didn't bring a smile to his face.

      Maggie was the first to notice. "Something's gone wrong, hasn't it?" She looked at Kathleen who was staying back by the garage, keeping an eye on the body and making sure no one came through the gate. "What is the Fire Fae guarding?" Maggie tapped the edge of her gun, her badge hanging from her belt. She looked back and forth between the two, glancing at the garage. "Tell me or I'll find out for myself."

      Bernie stayed in front of her, his fur bristling. "I can smell trouble. What have you guys gotten into, elf?"

      "Okay, don't tell me..." Maggie stepped around Bernie and strode toward her garage. "I remember when the garage was just storage," she muttered.

      Wilmark put out his arm to stop her, but she tried to go around him. He grabbed onto her, holding her back, even as she pushed harder. "Don't go in there," he whispered into her hair. "There's no time to tell you gently. The Kashgars are torturing Jake and are going to kill him, if they haven't already."

      Maggie pulled her head back, her eyes wide, staring at Wilmark's face only inches from hers. "How do you know that's true?"

      "What? What? Somebody tell me something." Bernie circled the two, running around them and trying to listen in but Wilmark kept his voice low, unsure of who might be nearby and unseen.

      Wilmark gently pulled her head closer. "I heard it from a reliable source. There's a complication. There was a fight near sacred ground and a Kashgar died."

      "Revenge?" Maggie whispered.

      Wilmark pulled back to look in her eyes. "No, but I have no remorse over it."

      Maggie let out a gasp. "That's what's in my garage, isn't it?" She didn't wait for a nod, already certain of the answer. "Let's go get Jake." The ache in her chest was replaced by a burning anger. She quietly slipped the badge off her belt and into her pocket. She pulled out the compass and held it tight in her hand.

      Wilmark glanced down at Bernie but Maggie cut him off from saying anything.

      "The raccoon comes with us."

      Wilmark held up his hands as they made their way to the back of the fence. "Why are you wearing shorts?"

      "Why are you wearing tights?"
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      They arrived in the alley behind the CVS and were standing in front of the wall where Bernie had seen a door. "I'm telling you, this whole thing opens up."

      "If we can't figure out how, it's not going to matter that no one knows we're out here." Maggie looked closely at the masonry, running her hand over the rough surface. There was nothing to give away the magical spell that hid the secret entrance.

      "Doesn't this place ever close?" Bernie stood up on his hind legs, pulling on his shorts. He sniffed the air and dropped to all four. "Somebody's coming. It's a Kashgar, sour smelling bunch."

      He scampered behind the dumpster as the others held their ground, pulling out weapons all pointed at the back door of the drugstore.

      "Okay, that's another way." The raccoon came back, striking a pose, claws bared.

      A young Kashgar came out the back carrying a large trash bag, mindlessly whistling an old Britney Spears tune.

      "I know that one," said Bernie. "Hit me baby one more time," he sang. The Kashgar dropped the bag, his mouth forming a perfect 'O'. "Hey kid." Bernie waved a paw, growling.

      "A talking raccoon. That's a first." The Kashgar backed toward the door until he spotted the body lying at Wilmark's feet and he froze, confusion and anger crossing his face.

      "Is that... is that Ben? Is he dead?" He looked up at the assembly in front of him, flustered. The words spilling out of him. "Who killed him?"

      Maggie stepped forward before Wilmark could say anything. Her eyes were backlit and glowing and she could feel the energy running through her, a cool thread sparking through her head and the buzz at the top of her spine. "Open the door." There was menace in her voice as a bubble grew in her hand, a dark cloud rumbling inside of it.

      The Kashgar looked back at the door he just came out of and back at Maggie who nodded her head toward the blank wall. He licked his lips nervously as his understanding grew. "You know about the door."

      "Open it," she said. "I won't ask again." A red stain grew inside of the bubble, slowly overtaking the storm. The color drained from the Kashgar's face. "Dark magic..." he gasped, his legs shaking.

      Wilmark shifted his weight, gripping his sword tighter, angry at the sight of a blood bubble in Maggie's palm, as he glanced down at the raccoon, swinging his sword through the air.

      "Calm down, muscle man. This was the Elemental's doing. Have a little faith in her magic. She's more powerful than you realize."

      Maggie tilted her head to the side when the Kashgar didn't move, blowing gently on the bubble. It started to divide in two, fangs appearing in the center and a lonesome howl erupting from it.

      The Kashgar slid along the wall, tripping over a discarded box. He pressed against the wall and turned his head to the side, muttering, "Apertum in concilio. Kashgar Rollo." The masonry pulled apart and the door appeared.

      The bubble slowly formed itself back into a round orb, the black and red storm spinning inside of it.

      The young man took short glances at the bubble and pulled on the door. He was about to go in when the Fire Fae stopped him, holding him back with restraints made of fire. She trapped him just inside the open door. Wilmark picked up Ben's lifeless body and laid him inside, sitting up against the wall right next to the young Kashgar who shuddered at the sight of ashes around Ben's mouth.

      Maggie stopped in front of the Kashgar and put her face close to his, her eyes casting a blue glow on his terrified face. "Where are they keeping the Kashgar, Jake?"

      "In the prisons, below the chamber room. It's the door in the back of the room. Only place that passageway can take you, but you'll never make it in there. It's fortified and there’s only one way in and one way out. Guards everywhere and magical wards. You don't get in or out without permission."

      "I guess this is gonna be a night of firsts," she growled, pressing closer to his face.

      Bernie looked up at Maggie, concerned. "I'm not sure this new look is working for you, Maggie. Okay, okay," he said, holding up his paws. "Don't let me be the Debbie Downer. Let's go scare some Kashgar, although I still don't see how this all turned into Jake being the hero of the story."

      Maggie crouched down next to him. "Do you need to wait out here? You're either all in or stay out here." She raised her eyebrows, waiting for a response.

      Bernie hesitated, watching the red stain grow in the bubble, wondering if he was part of whatever haunted her from the past. "No kid, I'm coming with you. If you have a beef with somebody, I have the same beef. Let's go tear it up. We can get more Taco Bell afterward. You know how I get an appetite after a brawl."

      Maggie let the bubble lead the way down the stairs as Wilmark formed a ball of light throwing it up overhead to light their way. The door closed behind them as the rest of them made their way behind Maggie, leaving the lone Kashgar trapped at the top. They came to the chamber door and Maggie held up the blood bubble, drawing her gun with her other hand. Wilmark opened the door, sliding through first, his sword at the ready but the chamber was empty that late at night. Bernie came into the room and smelled the air, his whiskers twitching. He made a face, shaking his head and climbed up on the council desk to get a better view. He climbed down and ran to the back, getting up on a chair, balancing on the arm rest.

      There was a window in the door at the back of the room but no light coming from it. Bernie got on his hind legs, peering into the darkness. "There are three Kashgars, big ones, and not much light. Tall bastards," he whispered. "I see swords but no other weapons." He climbed down and waited by the door for someone to open it.

      Wilmark put his hand on the door and looked back at the others. "The only way to get to Jake is to fight our way in. That's not going to be pretty. If anyone has a problem with death, back out now. You'll only put the rest of us in harm's way." He didn't wait to see who was still behind him and opened the door, alerting the Kashgars guarding the tunnel. The one furthest away went to call out but found himself choking before he could utter a sound. The blood bubble had done its work and found its victim, choking the breath out of him.

      "Remind me to never get you that mad," muttered Bernie.

      "He's not dead, only passed out and we don't have much time." Maggie raised her gun. "Doesn't mean there won't be a few dead before we're done. Let's try to make sure it's only Kashgar."

      "What if he decides to call out after we're gone?"

      "It'll choke him again."

      "Good to know." Bernie ran down the tunnel, seeing easily in the dark and bit the nearest Kashgar's ankle, sinking his teeth into his flesh. The man cried out in pain, banging his sword against Bernie's head and sending him flying hard into the wall. Shaken, Bernie stood, even as Wilmark rushed forward, his sword making contact, clanging against the Kashgar's sword, slicing open the top of the gnome's arm.

      The other two Kashgars raised their swords and came running at them, growling and yelling, their swords swinging. Maggie got off a clean shot but it passed right through the Kashgar and out the other side, leaving no hole. The bullet embedded in the wall behind him. He smiled and ran at her with his sword outstretched to run her through.

      Wilmark was still fighting off the Kashgar in front of him and was doing his best to end the fight, distracted by Maggie. But she was focused and ready for the attack.

      She holstered her gun and held out her hand, tilting her head to the side with a cold expression on her face. A bubble formed in her hand that was opaque and seemed to have nothing inside of it.

      "No!" Wilmark cried out, gnashing his teeth as he swung, the muscles across his back straining, even as he looked back at Maggie.

      But she never blinked, never looked concerned, driving the Kashgar back, piercing him through the shoulder and pinning him to the wall. He gasped for air, only his toes touching the ground.

      Maggie turned her attention to the wounded Kashgar facing down Wilmark. She held out her hand again as another bubble rapidly formed. The gnome pressed his sword against Wilmark's, shoving him backward as he glanced at the opaque orb floating just above Maggie's hand. She threw the orb directly at him and he ducked, watching it crash into the wall behind him, shattering into glass that turned, spraying his back with the shards.

      He screamed in pain, collapsing and dropped his sword. Wilmark roared at the last Kashgar still standing and he ran down the tunnel, alerting the others.

      "Kathleen, can you tie this one up?" asked Maggie, pointing at the fallen Kashgar. She waited till the taller gnome was secured before blowing out a string of bubbles that settled over his back, pulling out the shards of glass. She looked at Wilmark who was closely studying her. "The dagger will hold the other Kashgar right where he is for at least a couple more hours. It won't kill him, and it'll make him think twice before attacking an Elemental again."

      Bernie nudged her with a paw and said in a low voice. "You okay, kid?"

      "Why is that the theme today?"

      Bernie shrugged, choosing his words carefully. "You aren't your normal law-abiding, cheerful self. Your creativity with the bad guys is really on fire. Yeah? Peaches?" A shudder went down his spine as he said it, sensing something was different. Even her skin was becoming a pale white.

      "We're in a magical underground fighting warlord gnomes on a ship literally the size of a planet to save my boyfriend from being tortured. Keep up."

      "Fair enough." He leaned closer, trying to reassure her. "Jake is still alive, I can feel it in my furry little heart." It didn't work. She fixed him with a steely gaze.

      "Then let's stop chatting and go rescue him before they can take another ounce of flesh." She opened her hand, conjuring a large bubble that instantly grew into a sword, wrapping her hand around the handle and taking off down the tunnel, not waiting for anyone to answer.

      Wilmark glanced at the Fire Fae who shook her head. He took off after Maggie with Bernie and the Fire Elemental right behind, Bernie occasionally looking back to make sure they weren't being followed.

      Maggie came to the entrance into the prison and kicked the door down, swinging the sword in her hand and pressing the tip against the nearest Kashgar's throat, pressing on his flesh. "Show me the Kashgar named Jake. One chance," she hissed. He hesitated and she pressed a little harder piercing his skin as a thin rivulet of blood ran down his neck, pooling against his collar. He stared into her eyes and saw that she was not bluffing. "The cages are at the back, almost to the end of the tunnel. You'll find him there. What's left of him," he sneered.

      Maggie's jaw worked from side to side as she controlled a rumbling anger inside of her body. She could feel something inside of her pushing her to take revenge. She was breathing hard, her chest moving up and down and she pressed a little harder, a different kind of energy mixing with her own. Diana, I need you. She felt the connection to her sister pop up, unbidden. An ache replaced the anger she felt moments ago. She could hear Diana's voice in her head, looking for solutions, worrying about anyone in her path. Even the monsters.

      A balance came back to her and loneliness left her. That was the darkness. That's how it got in to my brain. The loneliness I feel. She doubled over, a rush to her gut knocking the wind out of her as the darkness tried to creep back in, poisoning her magic. She reached out, grabbing Wilmark's arm, squeezing hard and pulling in a thread of his energy to mix with her own. He whipped around, concerned and looked her up and down, gripping her arms.

      Her body convulsed, tremors passing through her as her muscles flexed painfully. Think of Diana, think of her. Thoughts of her father passed through her head instead, pulling her back into the sadness. A memory flickered of her father's broken body and a yard filled with gnomes. Her mother's drawn and shocked face pushing her and Diana back into the house. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. That's not who he was. Those aren't your memories. Not all of them.

      "Look at me," said Wilmark. He could feel the darker energy swirling between them, trying to strangle her magic and wrapping around it like a vine. He kept his gaze with her, emptying his mind of anything else and letting his magic find its way on its own.

      She felt the push of energy from him and ran her hand down his arm, grabbing onto his hand and holding tight. "I can do this."

      He nodded, his brow furrowing. "I never had any doubt. You are a gentle warrior, Maggie Parker. The ship knew what it was doing when you were chosen as the Elemental to guide the others. You are fierce and determined, and you care more than anyone I have met in a long time. Do not let anything steal either piece from you."

      "That is the best speech I have heard in a while," said Bernie, wiping his furry face with the ZZ Top t-shirt. "Well done, and from an uptight elf who likes his weapons, no less. Jack will love this story."

      Wilmark arched an eyebrow but didn't take his eyes off Maggie. "I believe in you," he said, his deep voice filled with determination.

      Maggie's eyes filled and she glanced over the knight's shoulder at Bernie and the Fire Fae and then back at Wilmark's concerned face. She threw herself against him, wrapping her arms around him tight till she almost couldn't take a breath.

      She held onto him for just a moment longer until Bernie cleared his throat and let go, reluctantly. "I'm just gonna erase that last part from my raccoon mind. Can we get back to stabbing Kashgars?"

      Maggie let go of Wilmark and wiped her nose on her sleeve as the color returned to her skin, pinking it up. But she could feel the remnants of the dark magic lingering just in the background, waiting for an opportunity. She gave a crooked and tired smile to Wilmark and nodded hard. "Let's get Jake," she said, her voice sounding stronger.

      They made their way down the sloping tunnel, carrying them further underground, Wilmark in the lead. More guards came in from behind them and the Fire Elemental cried out, "I'll hold them off. Keep going." She unleashed a line of blue flame as a Kashgar snarled and leaped over it, his clothes catching fire as the flame danced up his body, encircling him. The others fell back behind the line as Kathleen held the flame there.

      Wilmark entered the prison chamber letting out a battle cry, his face twisted in a snarl and he swung his sword, slicing through a muscled Kashgar who rushed at him, long daggers in each hand. The man fell back, gurgling, the knives falling from his hands.

      Maggie grasped the sword she had created, feeling a cool thread of magic sliding through her head and down her spine, buzzing as it passed over the base of her neck. Two Kashgars rushed her at once and she raised the sword, fighting off the first attack but left herself open to the large Kashgar bearing down on her. Bernie ran between her legs and sunk his teeth into the Kashgar's ankle. The man cried out but still lunged forward just as Bernie raised a small knife in his front paw and drove it into the inner thigh. The man hesitated where he stood, his heart pumping out blood through his leg and he fell forward, hitting the hard ground with a clang against his daggers.

      Maggie's eyes were wide as she glanced down, still fighting off the other guard. The compass emerged from her pocket, the wings unfurled and placed itself between her and the attacker. He stared in surprise, the smile on his face growing as he put out his hand to grab it.

      Maggie felt her stomach lurch and a bubble appeared out of her mouth, flying straight at the Kashgar as a light shone from the compass, amplifying the bubble. It attached itself to the face of the guard, sucking the air out of him till he was blue and gasping on his knees, desperately pulling at the sticky substance.

      "Death by magical jellyfish," said Bernie with a shudder. "That is deep."

      "The compass has become a part of her. It was protecting the Elemental," said Wilmark.

      "Let's go," whispered Maggie, grabbing the compass and sliding it back into her pocket. She rushed past Wilmark, looking in each cell at the different faces inside. "Open them all," she said over her shoulder.

      "We don't know why they're in here. Could have even been a good reason," yelled Bernie.

      "Do it!" She disappeared around a corner, still searching, running past each cell, turning corners, listening to the groans as her breathing picked up with each prisoner who wasn't Jake. She rounded a corner and saw the brick wall at the other end, a small panic filling her gut. Only a few left and the ones right in front of her were empty. She ran to the last cell and looked in at the fallen man, curled on his side away from her. His back was laid open, crisscrossed by slash marks and only the remnants of a shirt till hanging on around it. She dropped the sword in her hand and it fell to the ground, disappearing into foaming bubbles that seeped into the ground.

      "Jake?" She gripped the iron bars and jumped back as they sizzled, leaving blisters on her fingers. She ignored the pain and looked at the large lock on the door. "Jake?" she cried out, louder than she intended. She took out her gun and shot at the lock, hoping the ward didn't extend to inanimate objects. The bullet bounced off, ricocheting in the tight quarters, barely missing her arm. She holstered her gun and made herself slow her breathing. "Jake!" She screamed out, hoping to make the body stir and let her know there was life still in it.

      "Help me," she whispered, as she did her best to empty her mind and let the magic flow through her. She gripped the lock with both hands, ignoring the burning sensation and blew small bubbles the size of pearls that dove inside the lock, shoving the chambers into position till they fell open.

      She pulled against the ancient lock, her eyes back lit in a pale blue and felt it give way and open. The bars glowed for a moment, sparking as the ward fell away and Maggie pulled on the door, throwing it open. She rushed to the still body yelling, "Be alive, please be alive," repeating it over and over. She gently rolled him over, relieved to see Jake's eyelids flutter and felt herself take a sharp intake of air. She rested her head gently against his chest, feeling his heart beating underneath her as a pain mixed with anger rose up inside her.

      Jake muttered something too quietly for her to hear and she lifted her head, coming closer to his mouth. "I'm here, you're safe. It's okay. We're taking you out of here."

      He opened his eyes, surprised to see her. "I thought I was dreaming." His lips were dry and he was straining to keep his eyes open. "I didn't tell them anything. They don't know who you are. I didn't say anything." He tried to shake his head and reassure her.

      A tear ran down her cheek and she pressed her lips against his, her hand against his rough cheek. She pulled back, looking into his eyes. "I'm sorry, I should have listened. I should have given you a chance," she said as their noses touched.

      He coughed and tried to smile, but winced instead. "I'm a dirty Kashgar and I didn't tell you."

      The others caught up to them and Wilmark stopped short, turning around for a moment, not sure what to do. Bernie looked up at him and let out a loud tsk. "Save whatever this is for later, knight. We have to get out of here. We're in a Kashgar ant hill and more will be swarming very soon. Help me get him up," he said, lifting one of Jake's ankles as he cried out in pain.

      "How about we let Wilmark carry him this time." Kathleen put her hand on Bernie's shoulder. "He's right though and the fire I left burning won't last much longer."

      Bernie let go of his ankle and looked up at everyone, annoyed. "I know what you are all thinking. Not so handy as a raccoon, but I saved your butts back there and with no magic!" He brushed his paws together and held them out to inspect. "Just these claws!"

      Wilmark removed his folded cloak and unfurled it, wrapping it gently around Jake and picking him up, ignoring his screams of pain. "The raccoon is right. We need to hurry." He caught sight of Maggie's burned hands and hesitated, but she shook her head. "Once we're clear of this place." The pain was making her head throb, but she gritted her teeth and followed Wilmark, with Bernie running on all fours by her side. The Fire fae led the way, glancing around corners.

      All of the cages were emptied out as they ran by them and they found the former captives crowding together in a clump, in the tunnel leading to the conference room, frozen at the sight of the wall of fire. The Kashgars were growling on the other side. Maggie looked at Kathleen and tilted her head. "Can you do anything to make a path?"

      Kathleen narrowed her eyes and gave a nod, pushing her way to the front of the crowd. She planted herself next to the burned body of the dead Kashgar. Flames grew in her palms and she stared down the Kashgars on the other side who continued to growl even as they backed up a few steps. She arched her back, holding out her hands, her fingers pointed down and her palms out as the flames poured out of her, breaking through the wall of fire and pushing the Kashgars on the other side back against the wall. The flames were licking at their faces and singeing their hair, their swords pressed uselessly against the cement walls.

      The crowd of former inmates huddled together, unwilling at first to pass through the narrow tunnel surrounded by flames and Kashgars. "Move!" growled Wilmark, raising his sword as Bernie ran ahead, scurrying up the tunnel, to show them no harm would come to them. One by one they began to run toward the door at the far end with Wilmark running right behind them, holding Jake as Maggie and the Fire fae kept turning back to make sure no one was following them yet. They made it through the door and to the entrance and the stairs to the outside before running into more Kashgars standing at the top.

      In front of them stood Iliad, a sneer on his lips. Just behind him, Maggie could glimpse the night sky and the stars. She held out her hand to blow a bubble and form a weapon but Iliad held up his hand and shouted, "No need! We will not fight you out in the open. You won this battle. Take out our refuse for us if you insist." He jerked his head to the right and the Kashgars backed up the stairs, heading outside to stand back against the wall.

      Only a few of the prisoners dared to venture outside and pass by Iliad's glare, running off into the night and beyond the wards that had dampened their magic. Iliad's sneer grew into a cold hatred as Wilmark pushed forward with his grandson. Maggie passed within inches of him and felt as if time were slowing down as she looked up at the man who could torture his own flesh and blood.

      "We will meet again," he spit out.

      Maggie turned her head toward him but kept walking. "That's what I'm hoping."

      Bernie raised his middle claw on each front paw and waved them at the Kashgars still standing by the hidden entrance as they filed up the stairs. "Hasta la vista, baby!" he crowed. A Kashgar growled at Kathleen as she passed and she popped a flame in his face, startling him.

      "That's right!" yelled Bernie, giving the Fire Elemental the thumbs up. "You're kind of badass. I like you."

      "We need to help Bernie turn back into a gnome again." Maggie watched him hold up his paw to Kathleen for a high-five. The rest of the prisoners were pouring out, pushing past Iliad before it was too late and disappearing into the darkness. Iliad locked eyes with her, sneering.

      Wilmark kept moving and Maggie broke away from Iliad's gaze, keeping up.

      "That is the Earth's doing. Talk to the trees," said Wilmark. "They may be able to help you, but with everything else..."

      Jake stirred and moaned, shifting in Wilmark's arms. "We need to get him to where he can be treated."

      "Not a hospital. How would we answer their questions?"

      "No, not a hospital. But the mechanics can help heal him enough to save his life and ease his pain. The scars will probably still be there."

      Maggie pulled back a corner of the cloak and looked at the oozing slashes visible at the top of his back. "Let's take him to my house. He'll be safe there."

      She put her hand on Wilmark as Kathleen held onto her arm and Bernie wrapped a paw around Wilmark's ankle. The knight formed a ball of light that grew to encompass all of them, flashing a brilliant purple crowding out everything else. When it cleared they were back in Maggie's back yard and Dexter was standing on the back porch barking and squeaking at them. Diana stood in the doorway, holding open the screen door.

      She raced down the steps when she saw Jake lying still in Wilmark's arms and pressed her fingers against his neck, even as Wilmark made his way to the porch. "What happened? I kept calling and got no answer," she said, her face drawn and tired.

      Wilmark looked back at Maggie and didn't answer, making his way through the kitchen and hustling Jake upstairs toward the guest room. Maggie followed right behind him, close at his heels, stepping over the third step. "Take him to my room on the left," she said as Wilmark nudged the door open wider with his foot and gently laid Jake down on the coverlet. He moaned and his eyes fluttered open again. Maggie sat down on the edge of the bed and took Jake's hand in hers. Diana leaned over him and checked his eyes. "I don't like the way he looks. He needs medical help in a proper setting."

      Wilmark watched Maggie and looked at the injured Jake. "How will you call the mechanics to help him if Bernie can't practice magic?"

      Maggie looked up and put Jake's hand gently next to him. "The puzzle box. I can use it to call them. Will you wait with him?"

      "As you wish."

      Maggie rushed out, missing the hesitance in his voice, but Diana saw it. "Something happen between you two while you were gone?"

      Wilmark grunted and went to the window to look out at the front of the house. There was no one moving on the street.

      Diana sat down and held Jake's hand and looked at Wilmark. "Apparently I missed a lot."
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        * * *

      

      Maggie rushed out the back and down the steps, Dexter yipping at her heels and growling at Bernie. Bernie hissed at the dog, sending him under the porch. Maggie passed by the oldest tree in the yard and saw the branches sway toward her, rustling in the quiet of the cold night air. She passed by, but thought better of it and turned back, pressing her hand against the rough bark.

      "Is now really the time for a chin wag with the trees?"

      Maggie ignored Bernie and let her breathing slow down. The chatter entered her head immediately, filling her mind with messages darting back and forth. Something was wrong on the ship and the trees were all talking to each other, discussing options and strategy and coming up with nothing. It took her a minute to pull out what was upsetting them, but eventually, there it was. The Kashgars have the Dirt Elemental and he's leading them to the door.

      "What door?" she whispered. "Why is a door that important?"

      He's leading them to the door. The branches on the tree shook, showering the few remaining leaves on the tree.

      An image flashed through her mind and she recognized it immediately. It was the upper falls at McKinney State Park, her old childhood haunt. But she didn't see any door.

      Bernie's eyes widened and his whiskers were twitching. "Did they say something about a door? Please let it be a door to a portal, or maybe even the mechanics. We could handle a nasty visit or two. But not the door."

      Maggie pressed her hand harder against the bark but it didn't let her inside and the messages only repeated themselves without further explanation. She took her hand off and made her way to the garage.

      "Well?" Bernie ran alongside her, scrambling up to the top of the large trash can. "What did they say?"

      "That the Kashgars have found a guide to the door. The Dirt Elemental." She went into the garage, bracing herself for the wave of rotting body and put her shirt over her nose. It wasn't as bad as she  expected and she easily found the puzzle box where she had hidden it. She kept moving it from place to place, not sure where it could stay secure. She came out to find Bernie still on top of the trash can, wringing his paws.

      "What? Why are you doing that?"

      "This is bad, kid. Very bad. Call the mechanics. We're gonna need them. Do it fast."
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      They took turns standing guard or watching over Jake that night. It was nearly sunrise when the mechanics showed up, appearing in the alley and making their way silently through the gate. Jack was with them, hustling in near the chicken coop and looking around for his old friend, Bernie, scanning the yard.

      He frowned when he saw the raccoon dressed in short-shorts and a t-shirt but kept looking. Bernie stood up on his hind legs and crossed his front paws over each other, patiently waiting.

      "Don't want to kill off an ancient gnome," he muttered to Diana.

      Diana looked down at Bernie, still trying to take in the transformation. "How did you get yourself in this predicament? Can I take some blood samples from you? I would love to study the DNA. I wonder if it's all raccoon."

      Bernie took a step away from her, scowling. "Keep your Peabrain paws off my fur, lady." The words whistled through his front fangs.

      Jack wheeled around at the sound of Bernie's voice, looking for his friend. "Bernie? Where'd you go? This is no time for your idea of a plan. Did you leave already?" He pushed his way to the front of the Huldus, looking around with a worried scowl. Bernie stood there silently, a paw pressed to his mouth, and the other one smoothing out the front of his t-shirt. Jack glanced at the raccoon again, but walked on, searching the corners of the yard and smelling the air for strawberries.

      "Nothing! That's odd."

      Diana walked closer to the raccoon and whispered out the side of her mouth, "You tell him or I will. Five, four, three..."

      "Okay, okay." He shook it off, tilting his neck to the left and the right like he was getting ready.

      "One. Oh Jack..." Diana beckoned to the older gnome.

      "I said I'd do it!" The words burst out of Bernie's mouth, louder than he intended. All the Huldus slowly turned and gathered, grouping around Bernie, their eyes wide.

      "Hi fellas!" he said, as if nothing strange had happened. "You see it's like this. I needed a little cover and put on the old fur suit," he said, patting his belly. "And when I went to change back, no bubbles!"

      Jack pushed his way in front of the crowd and stood in front of Bernie, his mouth hanging open. He shook his head hard, opening and shutting his eyes, taking in the three foot tall raccoon. "Bernie! What have you gone and done now?"

      "Now hold up there, Jack. It's not like that this time."

      "You said that when you rerouted that river by accident and boom, Grand Canyon!"

      "Well, to be fair, that one has turned out really well."

      Jack threw up his hands and Bernie shook his paws. "Wait, wait, you have a point, but I'm telling you, this is different. I followed all the rules, all the protocol. Something went fttzzz on me."

      "Maybe we can change the little critter back," said Radar.

      "He's a lot cuter as a raccoon," yelled out someone from the back.

      "Hardy har Elias. Just wait till you need help with the Indian Ocean on a Saturday night again." He looked up at Bernie, his whiskers twitching. "Try it out for me, buddy. Help me get back to being a gnome."

      "Wait one second!" Diana ran up onto the porch and brought down a large beach towel, handing it over to Jack. "Just in case this works, no naked old gnome butt. Sorry Bernie, no offense."

      "None taken, but I'll have you know, still rock solid, raccoon or gnome. Come on, let's do this thing. We have more important things to get to than this."

      Jack harrumphed and snorted but he recited an old incantation, "Quid est, iterum erit." Bubbles immediately began piling out of his mouth, surrounding Bernie till he was hidden inside of them, piling on top of each other, making a bigger and bigger ball, forcing the Huldus to back up.

      They leaned in, anxious to see what was about to emerge and Jack held up the beach towel, ready to cover up the naked Bernie, but when the bubbles deflated there was still a raccoon standing there, unchanged. "Did it work? Am I back?" Bernie looked down and saw the fur and claws and let out a disappointed 'tsk'. "Well," he said, throwing up his paws, and letting out a disappointed breath, "I guess this is it for me. No more giant wrench, no more hanging in the cafeteria."

      Jack patted his friend on the shoulder. "Not so fast. We've faced worse together and we'll figure this out. We did pretty well with that left turn you made that got us here."

      "Did you really need to mention that right now?"

      "Fellas, let's get on with things. Maggie is waiting upstairs."

      "Right..." Bernie held up one claw. "First, so you don't run off half cocked when you hear the second tidbit of news, Jake is upstairs and needs your magical medical assistance. The giant elf has only been able to keep him alive. He needs more."

      "You're asking us to help a Kashgar?" Jack and the other Huldus started arguing among themselves, the murmur steadily growing in volume.

      "Hey! Hey! Eyes up here and mouths shut," yelled Bernie. They quickly quieted down and Bernie smiled. "Huh, I still have it. Maybe I can make a go of this raccoon thing. Okay, half Kashgar first of all..."

      "You were the one ranting about a half Kashgar being no good either!"

      Bernie nodded, "Yes, yes, that is true, but..."

      Wilmark came off the porch in large strides, startling Bernie. "He protected the Elemental with his body and would have given his life if it came to that. He's proven himself and he needs our help." His hand was resting on the handle of his sword. The Huldus grunted and pounded their chests or stomped their feet.

      "What does that mean?" asked Diana. "I can't tell if they're going to help or start a rumble."

      "It's a sign of respect for Jake. He protected the Elemental. That's rule number one above all other rules."

      "Show us to him," said Jack, solemnly. The other Huldus lined up in a straight line.

      "Now hold on, only a few can go upstairs and the others have to take care of the second thing. Everybody have a clear head and is going to listen till I'm done? Including you Elias?" Bernie took in a deep breath and quickly said, "The Kashgars have the Dirt Elemental and apparently he's spilling the beans about the door." Bernie winked at them. "You know, the door."

      The Huldus froze where they stood and it was Jack who first reacted. He turned around and faced the other mechanics. "Shamus and George, you stay here and help me with the young Kashgar. The rest of you, go with the Godwin Knight and track down the Dirt Elemental. No harm can come to any Elemental, no matter what."

      He turned back to Bernie and tucked his thumbs into his overalls. "Show me where the young gnome is."

      "You know, he's as much Peabrain as he is Kashgar," said Diana, leading the way into the kitchen.

      The gnomes nodded, grumbling as they bustled through the house, shaking the floor boards. Diana lead the way up the stairs, skipping over the third step and the other Huldus noticed and did the same, as Bernie ran nimbly up the banister, beating everyone to the top.

      "Wait, let me go in first." Diana gave Bernie a stern look as she gently tapped on the door. "Maggie, it's me. The mechanics are here to help Jake." She opened the door to find Maggie sitting in her overstuffed chair pulled up close to the bed. She had slept there all night, waking every hour to check on Jake's condition, putting her hand on his body to connect their energy. It was steadily waning. The sun was rising outside the window and the light shone on Jake's pale face.

      "Wilmark was able to give him enough relief so he could sleep but he's been restless and his breathing has been shallow."

      "Let's see what we can do about that," said Jack, gently pulling Maggie out of the way so he could get a closer look. He took his large, calloused hands and easily rolled Jake to one side, eliciting a groan as Maggie reached out to stop him. But he put up his hand and shook his head. "It's necessary."

      He narrowed his gaze and studied the wounds on Jake's back, clucking and shaking his head. "Kashgars," he muttered, "and to one of their own, no less. Beasts." He gestured to the other two Huldus to join him. "Brothers?"

      They joined hands in a line along Jake's body, combining their energy. A humming filled the room and Maggie leaned forward to see that it was the gnomes harmonizing. They opened their mouths as a pop, pop, pop erupted followed by streams of bubbles, gently floating down on top of Jake turning into a lavender liquid that ran over his skin. The wounds began to stitch themselves back together, creating just enough flesh over the largest areas.

      "I'm afraid that's the best we can do for now. That will make it possible for him to sleep more deeply. The bubbles contain a certain amount of magic that will put him in a deep sleep for the next few days." He gently rolled him till he was lying prone on his back again.

      Maggie gently put her hand on Jake's shoulder and could feel the difference in the energy flowing through him. She leaned over and kissed his damp forehead, breathing in the mild scent of cherries.

      "Maggie, come get some sleep in the guest room." Diana put her arm around Maggie's shoulder. "I'll sit here with him and keep watch."
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      Maggie slept for only a few hours until her phone buzzed, waking her up as she rolled over to see who it was. "Hello? Hi Taylor, what'd we catch?" She sat up quickly, the drowsiness shaking off quickly as adrenaline surged through her veins. "Is Carl okay?" She pushed her hair back, off her forehead and was already standing, looking for her shoes and a clean shirt. She was still wearing the clothes she had on when she rescued Jake, covered in some of his blood.

      "Say again?"

      "I said, there's a witness who said they caught a good look at one of the burglars and they had a tattoo on their arm of four small stars. I'll meet you there."

      He was gone in an instant. Neither one was big on chitchat when there was something that had to be done.

      She pulled on a clean shirt and brushed her teeth, splashing water on her face before checking on Jake. Diana and a Huldu had him rolled to one side and were putting bandages on his wounds. Diana looked up at her sister, surprised. "Are you headed out?"

      Maggie heard the three other questions that were buried in those four words. "Somebody broke into Carl's place and there's something weird about it."

      Diana gently lowered Jake onto his back. "Go, go take care of Carl. He's family and has been through enough. I'll be here all day. I cleared my schedule and Shamus has agreed to stay for as long as I need him."

      "Anyone who protects the Elemental with his life..." he said, nodding his large head and wiping his hand across his large white mustache that hung down to his chin.

      Diana got up and hugged her sister, pulling back to take a good look at her. "But when you get back, we're having a beer together. It's been too long."

      "It's only been a few days."

      "That is way too long, little sister. I'll make sure we have plenty."
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        * * *

      

      Maggie passed in front of Hopkins Antiques and found a parking spot for the El Camino not far away. She gulped the rest of the coffee she got on the way, slurping down the last bits.

      She got out and slowly turned her head from left to right looking for anything out of the unusual and caught sight of a young woman across the street, lingering in front of a small art gallery. The woman quickly looked away and went inside the gallery but Maggie felt the familiar tingle across the back of her neck and hesitated before going into the antique store. Something seemed oddly familiar.

      Carl was sitting on one of his antique dining room chairs, his head in his hands and his elbows resting on his knees. He looked a lot more frail than he had just weeks ago, and when he looked up at the sound of the door, Maggie could see the dark circles under his eyes. Simon Wesley has a lot to answer for.

      Taylor approached carrying his iPad, a somber look on his face. It was standard issue for a crime scene. "Hey Parker,  the premises are secure. No sign of anyone lingering when we got here and the only thing missing is a..." He looked down at his iPad, squinting and simultaneously patting his pockets for his reading glasses. Maggie gently lifted them off the top of his head and handed them to him. "Oh, yeah, thanks... A crystal opal."

      Carl looked up and shook his head, staring at Maggie. "Okay, thanks Taylor. I'm going to have a chat with Carl and take a look around. No fingerprints? No sign of breaking in to the place?"

      "No sign of anything except the alarm went off and a woman who was walking her dog and almost tripped over someone quickly exiting the back of the shop. That's what made her take a second look. Mr. Hopkins has done a pretty good look around and he says nothing else has been disturbed." He glanced over at Carl and shook his head, lowering his voice. "He doesn't look very good to me. I suggested we call the EMTs but he was adamant that we don't. I will leave that little bit of business to you. I'll be out back looking around if you need me."

      "Thanks Taylor," she said, patting him on the shoulder. Taylor nodded and signaled to the officer to follow him out, leaving the store empty except for Carl and Maggie. Maggie crouched down in front of Carl and gave him a crooked smile.

      "How are you doing?" Her voice was soft and low and she put a hand on his knee, resting it there. She lifted her chin, smelling the air. Roses.

      Carl picked up her hand, holding it tightly. "What's become of this neighborhood? It used to be so quiet and you could even leave things outside for people to browse. But now, I need an alarm and a magical watchdog to be safe." His hand had a slight tremor in Maggie's.

      That's new. "Can you tell me the significance of the crystal opal? I saw the look you gave me."

      He sat up straighter, shaking his head. "Not good, not at all. That was a special artifact. It was more like a vessel. In the magical world objects can be used to hold magic like a pitcher holds water. That magic can be accessed by any other magical and used at a later date. It never expires, never goes bad."

      "What made this one so special?"

      He brushed back the few remaining hairs on the top of his head. "Crystals are able to hold vast amounts and this one held particularly powerful magic. It must have been from someone who was very clever or unusually powerful in their day. The original owner probably carried it with them as a backup, just in case. Like an energy boost. With that opal, an ordinary magical could perform much greater feats, both good... and evil." He looked toward the office. "I wish I'd told Lucinda to stay home that day." His voice broke and he let out a frustrated grunt, letting go of her hand and slapping his knee.

      "That's enough of my grousing." He cleared his throat and stood up, his hands on his hips. Maggie smiled at the familiar stance. "What can I do to help?" he asked.

      Maggie stood up, furrowing her brow. Give him something to do. "You have connections in the magical world, don't you? It's the only thing that makes sense," she said, looking around. "Apparently, they're your real clientele."

      "You were always very quick," he said, managing a tight smile.

      "Be observant about who's hanging around your store or anywhere nearby and keep an ear to the ground for any magical suddenly pulling off bigger stunts than they were doing before." She picked up a marble egg and felt the surge of energy run through her. "Magical batteries, who knew? Is everything in here tied to that world?"

      "Not everything, but most of it." He picked up a small brass candle snuffer and held it out for her. "Hold this piece. It's a recent acquisition and one of my favorites."

      Maggie put down the marble egg and held out her hand. The moment the snuffer made contact with her skin she felt a rush that went straight to her head. She put it down, opening her eyes wide and smiling broadly, amazed at her change in mood. "What was that? Is that even legal? I felt like I was breathing in the fumes from one of my mother's parties."

      "It's trickster energy. It's meant to distract whoever holds it. Takes away all your cares and concerns, but also leaves you wandering around in a fog."

      "It lingers. I can still feel it." Maggie put her hand to her chest, surprised at the absence of the weight that had been sitting there. "How much is that snuffer?"

      Carl managed a laugh. "It's yours. I think of you and Diana as my own children and I've been remiss lately, not checking up on you."

      "I think that goes both ways. I'm sorry..."

      He held up his hands, shaking his head. "No explanation needed. You have other, bigger duties these days. I remember what it was like for your father."

      "You don't talk much about him."

      "No, not for a long time. It was too hard and too many of the stories had magical endings that would have been hard to explain. But, maybe that should change. You know, he helped me find quite a few of the things for the store. He was very charismatic. Other magicals really liked him and none of them knew he was the Elemental. They just saw him as an awakened Peabrain. One of the few they let into their inner circles. I'll bet you could achieve the same distinction."

      Maggie picked up a silver tea pot and felt energy zip through her, running up one side and down the other, out her arm and back into the tea pot.

      "That one only lends out the energy for a brief moment. Not very useful. Magic is a lot like everything else. It takes on the personality of the person who holds it." He held out his arms wide, encompassing his small shop. "So, each of these has a different flavor to the magic that's stored inside."

      "And the crystal opal?"

      "I had a few trusted magicals try tapping into its energy and it was a balanced object. It walked a fine line between light and dark magic and made the user decide which way they wanted to go. You know, your compass is an artifact..."

      "And takes on the magic of who possesses it?"

      Carl clapped his hands together, smiling. "So clever, yes! Especially the essence of who last used it on a frequent basis. Some artifacts are filled with intention, some inadvertently. The flow of energy is constant and eventually, even if we don't mean to, we leave bits behind."

      Maggie pulled the compass out of her pocket and held it, the familiar buzz passing through her. She opened her eyes wide, holding very still and let the feeling settle into her. "It's a piece of Dad left behind for me..."

      "Maybe this day is not so bad after all," Carl said quietly, watching the look of awe spread across Maggie's face. "Let me wrap up the snuffer for you. Use it judiciously. It's meant to distract and delay, as well as relieve."
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        * * *

      

      Maggie walked out the back of the store looking for Taylor, the snuffer tucked into her purse and the remnants of her father's energy still echoing inside of her.

      Taylor was leaning against his car, waiting for her and drinking an energy drink. "What? It's got coffee in it."

      "That is not coffee. Coffee is an experience."

      "Not the way you drink it. Your tongue has to be so tough by now that you don't taste it anyway. Did you learn anything new? Besides the obvious that something weird is going on."

      Maggie shook her head. "The magical kind of weird, too. No, only that people are very resilient and they have their limits. Do you think we can have a patrol car cruise by here more often? At least for a while."

      "I already put in the request." He tapped the side of his head. "Great minds. This may be a hard one to solve for us mere, what are we called? Peabrains?" He finished off the drink and tossed it into a nearby trash can. "I'll see you back at the station, later." He waved and opened his car door, getting in and starting the engine.

      Maggie turned to go back through the shop but was distracted by the sound of something in the dumpster. She approached slowly, looking over the top, wondering if someone had found a good place to spy on the shop. "Bernie!"

      Bernie rolled over, stepping over an old pillow as a flurry of small feathers floated around him. "Hey kid, how's it going?"

      "How did you get here?"

      "This isn't that far. Okay, I got Shamus to help me. Man, I miss those bubbles. Badabing and I could be in India."

      "You can't get out again, can you?"

      "These things are surprisingly tough to conquer, even with some trash to help me maneuver. Come on, help me out."

      Maggie let out a snort and went in search of something she could put inside the dumpster. She came back with a broken piece of siding and slid it inside, watching Bernie quickly climb it to the top and onto the edge of the dumpster. "I'm going to have to start carrying something in the car."

      Bernie leaped down to the ground, a half eaten donut in his paw. "Not a bad idea." He took a large bite, finishing it off as Maggie winced. "Don't judge," he said.

      "You wait till three a.m. you can get a whole dumpster full behind the Krispy Kreme."

      Bernie's eyes widened in surprise. "Are you just playing with me now? Because that would be kind of cruel."

      Maggie laughed and put out her hand. "All true. How did you not know that, even as a gnome? Come on, I’ll give you a ride."

      Bernie took her hand, walking beside her. "Maybe we go around the side of the building, instead of through the shop. I mean, I know your friend is cool with the magic, but a talking raccoon after the day he's had."

      "Good call, Bernie, very thoughtful."

      They made their way through the side yard with Bernie hugging the bushes to stay hidden.

      "You know, if you weren't wearing clothes, you wouldn't have to hide so much."

      "This is Austin. No one reacts to me being dressed, especially in this part of town."

      "What does that..." Maggie let the rest of the sentence go. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the young woman dart down an alley across the street. I'm being watched...

      "Come on, you live near here. Your mother lives near here. People are used to a certain level of weird."

      Maggie was no longer listening to Bernie. She was walking toward her car, going through the motions and keeping an eye on the other side of the street. The hum started along the back of her neck, and the compass pressed itself against her leg, inside of her pocket, surprising her.

      She caught a glimpse of the woman ducking out of the alley and turning to go the other way and she turned, feeling the presence of cool energy inside her head. She let go and focused at the same time and saw what she expected to find. A magical.

      The woman glanced behind and saw Maggie looking at her. She turned back and kept walking, quickly turning into a run, her long blonde braid sweeping across her back.

      Maggie's instincts kicked in and she took off, running after the woman, even as Bernie was in mid-sentence.

      "What just happened?" Bernie held up his paws, confused, but only for a moment. He began running behind Maggie, doing his best to keep up and quickly found a tall tree to climb to get a better view.

      Maggie closed the distance between them, letting the magic guide her. She ran without getting winded and felt the muscles in her legs responding, moving faster. She got close enough to see the telltale tattoo along the woman's wrist. Four stars set in a constellation.

      Just as she was within reach to grab the woman's shoulder, bubbles separated them, creeping up around the woman. At the last moment, her face turned toward Maggie, separated only by a couple of feet. A cold chill went through Maggie and she dropped her arm in surprise.

      "Stephanie?" she gasped, just as the woman disappeared, leaving behind the scent of roses.

      Bernie came scrambling down from the tree and ran across the road to catch up with her. "What happened? You look like you saw a ghost. Are you injured? That happened so fast. That is one clever Peabrain."

      Maggie let Bernie's words wash over her. "I think I did just see a ghost from my childhood. What is going on?"
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      Maggie left Bernie standing in her backyard. Grackles were settled along the power lines, intermittently squawking.

      "I'm going to go check on Jake and find my sister. You stay here. He's been through enough."

      "I helped rescue that half Kashgar."

      "Saying something like that is why you're staying outside. Go pet the dog and make peace with Dexter." She crept upstairs and knocked gently on the door as she opened it. Inside her room she found Shamus fast asleep, snoring in her overstuffed chair and Jake propped up on pillows. His eyes opened as she came in the room and he tried to smile.

      "You're feeling better." Relief flooded her body.

      Shamus stirred and sat up with a loud snort. "I'm awake," he said, looking around and leaping to his feet.

      "It's okay, Shamus. I'm here. You can go take a break and get something to eat. Help yourself to whatever you can find in the kitchen."

      Shamus nodded and gave a wave as he made his way out of the room. Maggie locked the door behind him and looked at Jake as her face warmed. "If I don't, they'll parade in and out of here. I want just five minutes alone with you."

      "Five minutes, that's disappointing."

      Maggie sat down gently on the side of the bed and put her hand on his chest. "You were badly injured and despite the elven healing and the gnomes looking after you, you're still weak."

      Jake looked at her hand resting on his skin and smiled, letting out a tortured cough. "I don't know that I'm up to foreplay, but I would take a little spooning."

      She rubbed the side of his face with the back of her hand. "If this is foreplay to you, we may have to talk when you're feeling better." She carefully laid down next to him, her arm gently resting across his chest, rising and falling with his breathing.

      "I'll have you know, I've had no complaints."

      She lifted her head and smiled at him. "Thank you," she whispered, kissing his shoulder. She put her head back down,

      He lowered his chin to get a better look at her. "I would do it all again, for you." He kissed the top of her head. "You broke me out of hell."

      "I should have given you a chance to explain. That might never have happened."

      "I doubt it. My grandfather was determined and he would have found me, one way or another." He tried repositioning himself, grunting in pain. "Come here." He moved his arm out so she could lie closer to him.

      "What are you doing? You're trying to make a move? Jake Kinder..."

      "Just come here," he said, smiling, even as he winced just a little as his back shifted against the sheets. She gently rolled on her side, facing him and feeling the warmth of his skin against her face. A shudder left her body and she relaxed, sliding her hand under the sheet.

      "You're not wearing anything," she said, surprised, sliding her hand back up his leg.

      "No, and nothing down there is injured." The smile spread across his face as he slid a hand under her shirt.

      "You sure you're up to this? You look like you're in pain."

      "Good kind of pain, I swear." He was laughing, even as he flinched. "You're gonna have to do most of the work. I'm kind of trapped in this position."

      Oh, to hell with the good underwear. Maggie propped herself up on one elbow and leaned over to kiss him, her hand sliding back down under the sheet.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie woke up next to Jake's warm body still pressed against hers. They were both naked under a quilt she had pulled out of the closet and she nuzzled closer, running her hand over his chest, smiling softly as she watched him sleep.

      She sat up on her elbows as the quilt slid to her waist, leaning over to kiss the hollow at the base of his neck. She felt a certain peace, interrupted by the traces of dark magic still brooding inside of her.

      Bernie warned me. I have to get rid of this secret.

      Jake was gently snoring as she rolled away from him, tucking the comforter back around his chest. The sun was starting to set outside and she looked around for her watch. It was laying on top of her pants on the floor and she picked it up to see what time it was. I was asleep for hours! She crouched down and retrieved her phone from where it had slid under the bed. There were several messages from Taylor, and she quickly texted him back.

      I'm okay. Got involved in my side project. Jake is better. Thanks for covering for me.

      She slipped into a pair of old, soft jeans and kicked her faded underwear further under the bed, sliding a sweatshirt over her head. She stepped into her favorite sneakers and pulled her hair back with a tie, checking her appearance in the mirror over her dresser. The beard burn along her neck wasn't too bad. Still, Diana will notice.

      She was headed to see her big sister and tell her everything. She had put it off as long as she could, but Maggie needed to at least tell someone what she had told the book. I miss my father and I blame him for leaving us. The words were haunting her and she knew it was a vulnerable place where the dark magic could take root. Then there was the woman she saw on 46th Street. She shook her head. Can't be Stephanie, that's crazy. She turned around too quickly and knocked her badge off the dresser and turned to see if Jake was stirring as it clattered to the floor. But he was still snoring, his face turned toward her. She smiled and tiptoed out of the room carrying her purse and quietly made her way down the stairs, trying not to attract attention from Wilmark or Bernie.

      "Come on, a raccoon can still play cards. I've got feelings, you know." Bernie was just inside the kitchen. Only his tail was visible, twitching while he argued with Wilmark.

      "You've torn up half the deck with your claws."

      "Cost of doing business."

      Maggie went the other way and quietly pulled the front door ajar, holding her breath while she squeezed through the narrow opening, leaping down the stairs and running across the lawn to the sidewalk. A walk of shame out of my own house.

      She easily ran the rest of the way to Diana's house, passing by her mother's old Victorian. The sound of a steady drum beat could be heard from the backyard. She kept running before any of her mother's friends could spot her and call her over for a chat. She knew that if her mother got one look at her, she'd know everything about the past few hours and want details and even perform a smudging.

      She got to Diana's grey bungalow and ran up the driveway, stopping at the garden in front to retrieve the key from under the reflecting ball. She let herself in, calling out her sister's name. "Di, where are you?"

      She found her sitting on the back porch with a cooler of beer and ice next to her, her feet propped up on the railing and a beer in her hand. "I was wondering when you'd be stopping by. What kept you? Make sure you take some of those tomatoes on the counter. Mrs. Eppes left them there."

      Maggie came out onto the porch. "You have too many keys left all over your garden and bonus, all your neighbors know and use them at will."

      "Yeah, I know. I forget where I left one, so I leave another. Real bonus is that they use a key to leave me something tasty." Diana twisted in her seat just enough to get a better look at Maggie. She sat up in surprise, a smile growing across her face. "Maggie Parker, thank God. You've managed to go and do it at last."

      "I haven't said a word." She sat down in the chair next to her sister and pulled out a beer, popping the top on the edge of the railing.

      "You have nice little rash going there and your shoulders are actually where they belong and..." Her sister leaned over and pulled on the edge of Maggie's sweatshirt, making it taut.

      "Hey!" Maggie pulled away from

      "And no bra! The trifecta. Good for you. How is Jake? I thought he was a non-starter evil half Kashgar. Geez, sounds like a drink order." Diana took a long swig of beer, satisfied with her detective work.

      "He's recovering nicely, thank you." Maggie drank some of the beer, sorry she didn't bring a jacket. The wind was blowing and had an icy chill.

      "I'll bet he is, but keep the exercise to a minimum for now. Doctor's orders." Diana raised her bottle in a toast. "Here's to you and Jake. Nice to have something good happen, for a change." She glanced over at Maggie. "What? What's that look?" She pulled her feet off the rail and got up to turn her chair slightly to get a better view of her younger sister. "You came over here with an agenda. Okay, spill it. The doctor is in."

      "You're a bone doctor."

      "I'm waiting. Man, I turn my back on you for less than a day and the whole earth revolves a full turn. Remember a month ago when everything moved along slowly. We could catch up over one beer and it was mostly about what Mom was up to now, or some interesting twist to a robbery case?"

      "Speaking of robbery cases..."

      "Really? So good that it tops telling me about Jake. Wow, were there flying saucers and tiny aliens?"

      "Remember Stephanie Breemer?" Maggie felt her throat tighten just getting the name out of her mouth.

      Diana's eyebrows shot up and her eyes widened. "Of course I do. Everyone on Pressler Street remembers her. Your best friend disappeared without a trace all those years ago." Diana didn't say another word, her hand clenched around her beer bottle as she held her breath for a moment.

      "I think I saw her today near Carl's shop."

      Diana lunged forward grabbing Maggie's knee and squeezing it. "No! How can you be sure it was her after all these years? What would even make you think of her? No, it can't be." She sat back, shaking her head.

      "I don't know, but we looked straight at each other and I just recognized that look in her eyes. It gets better. I think she stole a crystal opal from Carl's store and wait for it... She had the same weird four star tattoo on her arm." Maggie tapped the inside of her wrist before taking another long swig.

      "Let me put the pieces together. Stephanie is alive and in Austin and..." She put her beer down on the ground.

      "Connected somehow to Simon and his people."

      "Well that took a dark and evil turn. How do you find out the truth? Did you see where she went?"

      "Right when I could almost touch her she disappeared in a pile of bubbles." Maggie looked out over Diana's back yard trying to remember what Stephanie had been like.

      "Son of a... those dots do connect. A woke Peabrain." Diana tilted her head to the side, looking at Maggie. "A case to solve. You need to go talk to Simon and shake some trees. Okay, become one with some trees, in your case. I trust your instincts. If your gut is telling you this is Stephanie and there's a connection, go hunt it down. I'll keep an eye on Pressler Street."

      Maggie hesitated, not sure how to bring up the last piece of news. She stood up and put her hands on her hips, narrowing her gaze over the yard as the trees in the yard gently bent in her direction. "I... I'm not sure how to start."

      "That's not like you."

      "It's about Dad." Maggie drained the rest of her beer, setting down the bottle. She took in a deep breath, squaring her shoulders and let it out, turning to face Diana.

      "Oh, okay, this really is a thing. I'm listening." Diana sat back, patiently waiting, confusion briefly darting across her face.

      "It's a little complicated. In order to find Simon, I had to dip into stronger magic in an ancient book that wouldn't play without me sharing my deepest secret first."

      Diana pressed her lips together, waiting for the rest.

      The memory the trees showed her of Dad crossing the yard in front of Maggie flashed through her mind. It had been so real, it felt like it had happened all over again. "Is it possible to love someone and to be so angry with them in equal measures at the same time? I'm so angry he left us." She said it through gritted teeth, surprising herself. "There's a slow burn that kind of sits at the bottom of everything."

      "That happens all the time when you love someone. I feel it too. Love is complicated and Dad stepped up to do something brave, but it took him away from us." She took Maggie's hands into hers. "You're doing the same thing, you know. I love you and I hate that you've been chosen. But you were already a detective and carry a gun. Somebody has to do these things and you stepped up. It's in your nature. Even the Earth knew it, and it was in Dad's nature." Maggie pulled away from her and Diana let her. She picked up her beer and took a swig, giving herself time to carefully measure out her words. "Aren't you angry that you have to be the Elemental? You could have what passes for a normal life around here if it wasn't for that one significant detail."

      "No, it feels the same as being angry for being born with dark hair or this crooked smile. It was the roll of the dice." Her hands were balled into fists even as she was trying to make peace with it.

      "Yeah, the same for Dad. Maybe what you haven't done is ever completely let go and grieve that he's gone. You were so young."

      Maggie pressed her lips together, feeling an ache in her chest. But a cool thread of magic passed through her head, making her hands tingle and loosen their grip, It wound its way around the ache inside, shaking it loose, but only for a moment. "No, I need more answers," she said, shaking her head. "I can't just let go. I have to know why he died. What was the battle? I need the details."

      Diana saw the determined look on her face and knew that it was too late to stop her. She slid forward "No matter what you find, forgive it all. There will come a moment when you have an instant to decide to seek revenge or let go of all of it. When that happens, promise me, you'll forgive it all."

      "That's a lot to ask, even from you."

      "And I hardly ever ask you for anything. Promise me." She squeezed her hands.

      "Do you know something?"

      "Yes. Often when we insist on searching for the roots, we get tangled in them. Not everything in life makes sense. It's not supposed to work that way. Things happen that wound us and we let go because we have to, because the daily things in life demand it."

      "I'm not sure I can accept that."

      Diana let go of Maggie's hands and reached into the cooler for two more beers. "I know and that is your personal quest, little sister. You may be tasked with saving the Earth, but you are also figuring out how to let others in. You know, your tombstone's not going to say, she did it all, she had no help."

      "I'm hoping for the shell is here but the nut is gone."

      "Good one," Diana said, handing over the beer. "I'll make a note. Not everything needs an answer and sometimes not letting go of the search is exactly what gets you stuck."

      "I'm still doing it, you know."

      Diana laughed and sat back down. "I never had any doubt about that. And I'll go on the adventure with you, if that's what it takes. That's what family does."

      "Yeah, I was counting on that. I'm gonna go talk to Simon Wesley. I still need a few answers... about everything. I have to know if that was Stephanie Breemer and if it is, where the hell has she been all this time?"
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        * * *

      

      Maggie slipped in through the back, sidestepping the detectives large, open room and down the short hall to the jail. She signed in, securing her gun and went back to Simon Wesley's cell, nodding at an officer who was making his way out. She stopped in front of Simon's cell and found him curled on his side on his cot, his face turned toward the wall.

      "It's too bad your rabid followers can't see you now. I'm feeling good about my odds at getting them to all rethink their loyalties."

      He rolled over, dark circles under his eyes and matted hair, but Maggie was relieved to see his blue eyes. "What are you doing here?" He rolled back over, curling back into a ball.

      "I'm here for information."

      "Why would I help you? You're betraying your own kind. You won't even listen..."

      Maggie tilted her head, calculating how far she needed to push him. "It really didn't take much for you to give up. And aren't you second generation crazy? I would think your DNA would have you going down with the cause, just like your dad."

      Simon rolled over, punching the thin mattress, his face flushed in anger. "You don't get to speak about my father!" He swung his legs over the side, sitting up. "All great visionaries are hated until their words become reality. You wait! The day is coming and the Kashgars will put things together and our choices will..." He shook his head, biting his lip. "Whoever finds that damnable door first."

      "The door guarded by the Dirt Elemental?"

      Simon looked up at her, rising off the cot. "You know, don't you?"

      Maggie stood there silently, waiting for Simon to tell the lie to himself. He came closer to the bars, the desperation in his eyes. "Tell me. Tell me where the door to the central machine is. I've earned it." He pounded his chest with his hand. "I've given my entire life to this cause." He was breathing hard and pleading with her.

      "First, you tell me about Stephanie Breemer."

      "What?" Confusion passed across his face but Maggie saw what else was there. He recognized the name.

      Simon shook his head, putting his hands up in front of his body. "No, no, no, she's not important. Tell me about the door before it's too late." He gripped the bars, his face only inches from Maggie. She could smell the rot of lavender steaming off his body and she swallowed hard, icily staring him down.

      "Where is Stephanie Breemer?"

      "You mean Ranger. No one has called her Stephanie in years... but you don't know that, do you?" Simon's eyes darted back and forth searching her face. He broke into a wide grin and laughed, his head rocking back. "I have something you want! What is she to you? A cousin or maybe a long lost friend." He let out a whoop of laughter.

      Maggie measured her breathing, her skills as a detective taking over as she waited patiently. It didn't matter that Stephanie was like family. Getting angry and throttling Simon right through these bars won't help. "Tell me about Stephanie Breemer... about Ranger."

      Simon stopped laughing, clearing his throat. He went over and slowly sat back down on his cot. "Sure, I'll tell you. What does it matter, anyway? She was a Peabrain foster. The old order used to identify kids whose magic suddenly clicked on and they'd take them into the underground program. Teach them about the truth."

      "You mean kidnap." You insane piece of...

      Simon let out an annoyed tsk. "It's always the same thing with Peabrains. We want to argue about what has to be done until it's almost too late. The leaders saw that we'd have to start younger to build our ranks. Ranger was one of them."

      "And you branded them."

      "You mean this, don't you?" Simon held up his wrist that displayed the same formation of four stars. "That's how we recognize each other. It was necessary, especially for the kids like Stephanie."

      "Why do you keep saying, was?"

      He leaned back against his cell wall. "I told you, Peabrains are a stubborn bunch. Even when presented with the truth, even at a young age, no one wants to leave this damn orbit. I should have known Ranger was an old friend of yours. She lead the revolt and took a bunch of Peabrains with her. Some of our best fighters. Traitors, every one of them. Worse than someone like you."

      "Where do I find Ranger?"

      "Oh no, that's all you're getting out of me till I get a little news on that door. It's the key to everything!"

      Maggie smiled and turned, walking away. He doesn't know how to find her.

      Simon jumped off his cot and ran to the bars, gripping them and pushing his face between them, screaming. "The door! Tell me about the door! I have the right to know my own fate. I've earned this."

      The sound faded as she passed through the metal door and it shut with a click. The officer behind the desk looked up at her and she smiled, shrugging her shoulders. "He didn't enjoy our meeting."

      "That happens," said the officer, shrugging as he went back to what he was doing.
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      Wilmark stood at the open door to Maggie's bedroom and watched Jake sleep, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. He saw Maggie's shirt and underwear lying just underneath the bed, barely visible in the dark room. "Where have you gone now, Maggie Parker?" he muttered, quietly closing the door. He went back down the stairs and found Bernie waiting in the kitchen.

      "Well, was she up there? Was I right about those two?"

      Wilmark flinched in anger, figuring out his next move. "She's gone. She slipped out of the house somehow."

      "Some guardian you are."

      Wilmark lunged at the raccoon and Bernie bared his teeth and claws, ready to defend himself. The knight pulled back just in time. "You are entrusted with her care as well, in case you've forgotten," Wilmark said evenly, an edge to his voice.

      "In case you haven't noticed, I'm barely handi-capable at the moment when it comes to magic. I'm killin’ it over here, but being a raccoon has its limits. But come at me again, Stretch Armstrong and I'm digging in for a snack."

      "Don't challenge me, raccoon. You wouldn't be my first fur hat."

      "You don't scare me. Very little does, except for losing Maggie. We have to find her." He smoothed the front of his stained t-shirt that had a few new holes in it.

      "Maggie Parker has a way of going undetected when she wants to and I have other things that need tending to just as much."

      "Like what, pray tell? I thought that was your only duty."

      "To find a few Kashgars."

      "Tall bastards," muttered Bernie. "What do you need with them? We emptied their gulag. You think they'll tell us what they know?"

      He ignored Bernie's protests and headed out the back, stepping off the porch as he whispered a spell, disappearing into the night and vanishing into thin air.

      Bernie stood on the porch as Dexter came out to sit next to him. "I have to admit, Dexter. That was a pretty cool exit. I may have to add that one to my repertoire. I hope he knows what he's doing. Come on, let's go raid the kitchen while everyone's out. I'll share everything but the chocolate with you. I have no idea how that will play with your mouse and dog thing and I have enough regrets for now." He held open the screen door and waved at a neighbor squinting in the dark, trying to get a better look at Bernie. "I think I saw some brownies in there. Those are mine," he said, as he went into the kitchen and climbed up onto the counter.
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        * * *

      

      Wilmark walked out of the darkness into the dimly lit alley behind the Kashgar drugstore. He heard the back door open and stepped back into the darkness, waiting. A young Kashgar stepped out, carrying a large bag of trash, heading to the dumpster as he practiced his air guitar. "Life it seems will fade away. Drifting further every day..." He was screaming more than singing as he leaned into fingering the neck of his imaginary guitar. He never saw Wilmark walk up behind him, neatly placing a dagger at his throat.

      "Where is Iliad?" Wilmark's muscled arm carefully held the sharpened blade at the skin, pressing gently. With his other hand, he quickly searched the Kashgar's pockets, pulling out his phone and dropping it, smashing it under his boot.

      "Hey, I worked all summer to buy that!" Wilmark grunted, pressing the knife a little harder. "Okay, okay, I can see things are tense here. You're that Godwin knight, aren't you? I told them you'd come back, but no, my buddies said there was no way."

      Wilmark grew impatient and pressed the knife enough to draw blood. The Kashgar stopped mid-sentence and swallowed hard, holding up his hands but not moving anything else.

      "Kashgars talk too much. Where is Iliad?"

      The young man opened his mouth reluctantly. "I don't know?"

      Wilmark's arm tensed and the Kashgar stuttered, trying to get out more. "He was here, he was here, okay? But he left hours ago. Something about checking on the dirt, whatever that means. Some location in Williamson County. I mean, what is the guy, a farmer? Why does he need to check on the dirt? I've seen him in HEB a few times myself buying up Little Debbies."

      Wilmark sheathed his dagger in one fluid motion and lifted the Kashgar off his feet, tossing him easily into the dumpster and throwing in the trash bag after him.

      "Oh nice, leave me in here without a phone. How am I supposed to get out of here?" His voice echoed in the oversized metal box.

      But Wilmark was already gone, tracking the Elemental to the last Kashgar stronghold in the next county over from Austin.
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        * * *

      

      Wilmark found himself further away from the encampment than he intended, standing on a gravel road in the darkness. He looked up at the clear, dark sky full of stars, still wanting to send out a request for backup, knowing there were no knights to respond. He looked down at the burning campfires down the road and the ones responsible for his lost brothers.

      He could feel the pulse from the wards around their camp and he slowly walked the perimeter, measuring how wide it was and looking for soft spots. The ground softly rumbled under his boots and he crouched down, putting his hand to it, letting the nearby magic course through his veins. The Elemental was stirring. Wilmark had found him, but there was no simple way to get any closer to him. Not without a battle.

      He stepped back from the edge of the wards, not interested in setting off any alarms and alerting guards.

      "Per spatium temporis et voce," he muttered, hiding the glow from the light ball he was forming in the palm of his hand. He ran two fingers around the ball, shrouding it in inky blackness and let it go. The ball circled the property, pushing at the magic that kept it out till it found a suitable spot.

      Wilmark waited, muttering into the darkness. "No one can get in, but that doesn't mean sound can't get out."

      The ball of light acted as a transmitter, sending the different conversations to Wilmark, sorting through the noise until it found the one he had requested.

      "Your arrival is in alliance with the earth and everything on it. You saw the trees. They're suffering and the mechanics, those Huldus can't do anything about it. Their time has passed."

      Wilmark bristled at the sound of Iliad's voice.

      "Where are the other Elementals? When will they be arriving? We will need the compass." The Dirt Elemental's deep baritone boomed out over all the others. The ground quivered under Wilmark's feet again.

      "The young Elemental has aligned herself with the Huldus and has her own plans. But..." The ground shook and Wilmark listened to Iliad plead with the Dirt Elemental. He held still, hoping for a chance.

      "But..." said Iliad, "even the Earth is standing against her. Surely you felt it. She's an unwelcomed plus one. Soon, there will be a new Elemental, as soon as she is out of the way, and then you will be in the right place to help everyone put the machine back to its original operating abilities and save this ship."

      "First, we get rid of the Elemental who guards the compass." The Dirt Elemental’s voice boomed again.

      "Exactly our thoughts and even there you will be crucial to it being a success." Iliad's satisfied voice made Wilmark grind his teeth, longing for the chance to slit his throat.

      He held out his hand, silently summoning the ball back to him and letting it dissolve in a puff of smoke. "Our time is coming, Kashgar," he whispered, and turned back into the darkness to go and warn Maggie Parker.
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        * * *

      

      Simon sat on his cot, his head in his hands. "This can't be my ending."

      "What are you going on about now?" A voice from another cell yelled out. "Go to sleep and for the love of my sanity, shut up!"

      "Hey, what the..." yelled out another inmate. "Where the hell did all these bubbles come from? Guard! Guard!"

      The door opened and the officer on duty came into the wide hallway with cells lining one side, clicking on the light. "Calm down, enough with the loud chitchat."

      "It's that weird guy. He won't shut up."

      "He's been yelling something about his destiny."

      "He belongs on a psych ward!"

      The officer walked along the cells, glancing in at each one. "Alright, alright. Hey, who's been sudsing up in here? What's with the bubbles?"

      "I'm telling you, it's the psycho."

      He rounded the corner and stopped in his tracks as his gaze followed the trail of bubbles to the empty cell. His mouth opened and it took him a moment to reconcile what he was seeing. He went to the door and tried the lock but it was still firmly shut. He pressed the button on the radio attached to his shoulder, still glancing back and forth in the cell and crouching down to see if he could be clinging to the under side of his cot. Nothing.

      "Sergeant, we have a problem. There's been a breakout. Dr. Wesley, I mean Simon Wesley, he's missing from his cell, and get this, the door is still locked. Like some kind of hocus pocus. You better get in here."
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      Wilmark came back to the blue bungalow on Pressler Street searching for Maggie but she was nowhere to be found. Bernie was gone as well and had left Dexter outside Maggie's bedroom to guard Jake. He barked and squeaked when he saw Wilmark, standing up and wagging his tail. Wilmark crouched down to scratch behind the dog's ears. "Not much of a guard dog, are you?" he whispered.

      "Who's there? Who is it, Dexter?" Jake called out from behind the door.

      The knight hesitated in front of the door but kept going, taking the stairs two at a time. He needed to find Maggie before two tons of dirt in the form of an Elemental found her first. He went back down the hall and out through the kitchen, down the steps and stopped by the largest tree in the yard.

      "Tell her for me. Tell her the danger that's coming, and help her." He pressed his hand against the bark and could feel the pulse of energy, but that was it. He couldn't hear the messages passing back and forth and had no idea if the tree could understand him. "Help me find her, please, and keep her safe."

      The ground shook underneath his feet and he steadied himself holding onto the tree. He recognized the seismic lurch and drew his sword, ready for anything. The Elemental was close and he was all that stood between what was coming and a weakened Jake.

      The ground ripped in a large circle as the creature rose up, towering over Wilmark, silt pouring off the front of its body. The roots of nearby trees were exposed, curling in toward each other and interlacing the tendrils, pulling themselves back into the dirt. The few nearby grackles squawked at the intrusion, taking flight to send a message. An Elemental was out in the open.

      "It really is you..." Simon Wesley stepped out of the shadows of the side of the house, his mouth open, staring up at the Elemental. The creature roared, stomping a foot and took a swipe at Wilmark. He leaned back, resisting the use of his sword.

      Simon took a few steps forward, his hands raised. "I can help you. I'm on your side. Let me be of service to you."

      The Elemental swatted his hand at Simon, knocking him down and rolling his across the grass. He stood up, adjusting his glasses, still determined to be heard.

      "Get back!" Wilmark glanced back at Simon and up at the Elemental. "He can crush your ribs with one hand."

      "No, this is my chance." Simon's eyes were wide with wonder. "It can still work out."

      Wilmark ducked behind the large oak as the Dirt creature bobbed to the right and the left, growling. "You've betrayed our sacred cause!"

      Anger rose up in the Godwin Knight. "You are as old as this ship and contain all the wisdom that has been gathered by her." Wilmark was shouting over the rumbling of the ground and the roar of the beast. "The Elementals are a team with a single mission. You're a part of that team. Your entire being is dedicated to the one who holds the compass."

      The Dirt Elemental stood up, staring down at the knight. "Too much time has gone by without any progress. Everything has taken longer than we expected. Perhaps the other Elementals have forgotten their original calling as well."

      Simon rushed forward, standing in front of the tree. "Yes! Yes, that's it! Everyone has forgotten that this is just a ship that was meant to go somewhere. I can help!" He tapped his chest, pleading with the Elemental.

      The creature leaned down to get a better look at Simon. "You are a Peabrain, not an Elemental of any kind. You're an annoyance." He brushed him aside, rolling him into the hole he had left in the yard and began to stomp his way toward the house

      Wilmark came out from behind the tree and placed himself between the Dirt Elemental and the house, finally raising his sword. "I have never forgotten my oath. Have you forgotten yours?"

      The Elemental lunged at him as Wilmark dodged to the left, swinging his sword as the edge sliced a superficial wound into it side, exposing roots as rivulets of water mixed with the dirt. "Draw back! Our kind have always stood by your side, but my first allegiance has to be to the one who holds the compass."

      Simon pulled himself up and saw the wound in the creature. "You're part of the ship. You're connected to all of it." He stood up in the hole. "You have to help me, help us!"

      The creature turned to grab Simon and Wilmark pierced his other arm with the sword, causing him to turn back and pound his large fist into the center of Wilmark's chest, breaking several ribs and knocking him unconscious. Jake appeared at the kitchen door, leaning against the jamb, dressed only in his blood-stained jeans.

      The Elemental stood up to his full height and roared as he swung around and placed a heavy foot on top of Simon, knocking him down and pressing him into the dirt.

      Jake stumbled his way to the edge of the porch, grimacing, trying to make his way down the stairs to help Wilmark, staying out of the line of sight of the creature.

      "I can't breathe..." Simon could barely get the words out.

      The Dirt Elemental leaned over, growling at Simon. "Where is the Elemental? The one who holds the compass?"

      Simon was close to passing out when he felt the darkness overtaking him again. "No..." The inky blackness spread throughout his eyes as he mumbled an ancient spell with the last of his breath. A rot grew along the edge of the Elemental's foot and he drew it back, surprised, glaring down at Simon who leered at him with delight. "I'm not your bitch, and she's not here."

      The Dirt Elemental tore at his foot, peeling off the rot before it could spread any further. He backed up from Simon as the Peabrain sucked in air, getting to his knees and then his feet, holding up his hands to perform another spell.

      The creature roared in anger and pain and dissolved into the ground, shaking the house as he tunneled away to hide and take care of his wounds. Simon let out a loud, high-pitched laugh and turned for the alley leaving Wilmark unconscious. Jake made his way to him and dropped to his knees, groaning in pain and his back covered in newly forming scars. His breathing was labored as he held his hands over Wilmark's still body and whispered a spell, "Vita restituite incolumem municipio." Bubbles poured from his hands covering Wilmark's body and sapping the last of Jake's limited energy. He collapsed next to the knight just as Wilmark began to stir, quickly sitting up to find the Dirt Elemental gone and Jake lying passed out next to him.
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      "I had a feeling I'd find you here." Maggie was standing on a footstool, peering over the top of a dumpster. "You've become predictable." Bernie was standing in the center of a dumpster behind the Krispy Kreme surrounded by donuts that had been thrown out.

      His fur was matted with wet glaze and there was a ring of sugar around his mouth. He was busy licking his paws when he looked up and saw Maggie. "Huh? Where did Slim go to? I thought you were him."

      "Being a raccoon just might kill you."

      Slim appeared on the other side of the bin with a long piece of wood. "I found this a couple streets over. Hey, you brought your girlfriend." He gave her a small wave, balancing the plank against the side of the dumpster.

      Maggie arched an eyebrow, not sure if she should laugh or correct him. "How did you two manage to find each other and make it here?"

      "Where there's a will..." Bernie bit off another piece of donut as he made his way over to an old Austin Chronicle spread out with donuts laying on top of it. "I saved all of these for you, Slim. Still intact. I didn't lick a single one, I swear." He held up a paw that Maggie noticed was slightly quivering.

      "You've had enough sugar, young man or what do they call a young raccoon?"

      "A kit," said Slim, smiling. He leaned over the edge of the dumpster till Maggie wondered if he would slide right in, reaching for the edge of the newspaper. Bernie did his best to bundle them up and lift the edge toward him.

      "He's good like that," said Bernie, with an "oof", finally getting under the large pile and shoving them toward Slim. "They let him in the library and he can read whatever he wants."

      "Just can't check stuff out," said Slim, his mouth already full of donut. "It's the no address thing."

      "Technicality," shouted Bernie, waving his sticky paws.

      Maggie rested her chin on her hand, waiting for Slim to finish another donut. "Can I help you with that piece of wood, Slim? I'm kind of in the middle of a quest. Life on the line, that kind of thing..."

      "Who isn't?" he asked, with a smile. "Sure, hang on." He disappeared from the top for a moment as he got down to put the donuts in his shopping cart. He scrambled back up and reappeared a few moments later, dragging the wood back up to the top and awkwardly spinning it around till one end dropped inside the dumpster.

      "Hey! Watch where you're dropping that thing. Tiny little raccoon head here."

      "That's the only tiny little thing left on you," said Maggie.

      "Quit your bellyachin’. I saved a few donuts for you too."

      "That's okay, we're good. I can get my own."

      Bernie scrambled up the wood plank, leaving bits of fur and sugar stuck to it as he climbed around the top and came to rest next to Maggie.

      "I'm getting a sugar high just being next to you."

      "Like all that caffeine you ingest at boiling temperatures is a smart move, Peabrain. This is a gold mine. A Texas treasure! This stuff melts in your mouth. A magic of its own kind."

      "You're working yourself into a frenzy and you're drooling on me. Chill as much as you can. I came looking for you for a reason." Maggie jumped down from the footstool. "Come down from there. And quit eating those. I can see your heart beating through your chest."

      Bernie easily made his way down and paced in front of her, licking his paws. "Hey, they have to get cleaned up somehow and so far the 7-11 won't let me in to wash my hands. I've tried. You should have heard the screams. It was one Slurpee."

      "Need to get some vegetables in you."

      "I'm not feeling that."

      Slim could be heard rustling around in his shopping cart, rearranging things. He came around to the other side of the dumpster pushing his cart and wearing a long knitted red scarf with snags here and there. "I'm taking off, Bernie. Don't like leaving my spot for too long. Make sure you take the t-shirts, Bernie. Nice see you, girlfriend." He waved as he strolled off, pushing the old grocery store cart that was overloaded with newly found possessions, the donuts balanced on the top.

      "Pretty good haul for him today. He's got a nose for something that can be recycled. What did you need, kid?" Bernie kept moving, circling around Maggie.

      "Can you at least stay in front of me so I can tell you?"

      "Yeah, sure, I think I can. Back up a little and give me more space to run around, will ya?"

      Maggie took a few steps back, carefully watching the raccoon. "I need to know more about the door. The one that leads to where all the Elementals parts go in the heart of the machine. The Dirt Elemental has sided with the Kashgars."

      Bernie stopped pacing. "Those tall bastards! You can't trust them. I tell you, it's the Peabrain in Jake that did the right thing. Doesn't surprise me when I think of it. Peabrain magic is always more powerful than dirty Kashgar!" He shot the words out like a machine gun, spitting in every direction.

      "Focus a little. We need to find the door ahead of the Kashgars. Do you know anything about where it is?"

      Bernie sat down hard on the stool, worn out from running back and forth. "Only the myths and legends I've heard." He let out an exasperated sigh, slumping so his overfull belly protruded that much more. "Man, you crash hard on sugar."

      "That didn't take long. A full five minutes."

      "I don't think this magical combo was meant for that much overdrive."

      Maggie took a harder look at him, wondering if the stress of being a raccoon was finally taking its toll. "How about you take it easy and just sit there. No more sugar for the night."

      "That doesn't include Taco Bell on the way home, right?"

      "I feel like I'm contributing to the delinquency of a minor... but sure."

      "I'm a couple thousand years older than you are so let it go."

      "Letting go. What have you heard over all those years about the door?"

      "Did you consult the Huldu book? It's overdue, by the way."

      "I looked and there was nothing. What do you know?"

      "That it's hidden in plain sight. Just like the trees, but doused with enough magic to make sure no one can ever find it without the guide."

      "The Dirt Elemental, you mean."

      "That's right." Bernie pulled a handkerchief out of the back pocket of his short shorts and wiped off his whiskers.

      "You got sugar all over your t-shirt." Maggie smiled at the gesture that was so familiar from his gnome form.

      "That's okay, Slim gave me a couple of backup shirts. I've got a killer Clash one I'm saving for the right occasion. He's saving the sweaters for when I'm finally back to my old self." Bernie looked up, pointing a claw at her. "I'm going to figure this one out."

      "We will figure it out together. Tell me there's something else about the door. That we have a chance at saving the world, my life..."

      Bernie tilted his head to the side. "Well, there's one possibility but..."

      "I'll take it."

      "The Dirt Elemental is directly connected to the Earth. It's the one Elemental that was created especially for this task. He's unlike the others who were minding their own business and took up the cause. Everyone's magic came together to create him and make him sentient. Your ancestor was one of them. They were able to pull it off because the ship helped them, giving them the substance they needed to form him."

      Maggie's eyes widened. "The trees... they're connected in the same way."

      "You are a clever Elemental. Yeah, the trees have the same connection, come from the same creation and are even more regal and noble than the Dirt Elemental. Some would say far more powerful with their ability to change what happens to the planet."

      "They would have to know what the Dirt Elemental knows because they share one communication system. The ship."

      "But, it may also mean that this Elemental shares the glitch about you being alive, or has a soft spot for you like the trees. Hard to say."

      "That's a tricky barrier to making friends with him. Why wouldn't the trees have already told me where the door is?"

      Bernie hopped down from the stool, swaying a little at first. "Woooo that's a head spinner." He slapped his face with his paws, shaking his head. "That's better. Educated guess? You need to have all the Elementals gathered to prove it's time before the trees would spill that very important piece of information. Come on, let's go home. I'm feeling this sugar hangover and I'll be honest, I'm ready for some solid food." He picked up the t-shirts laying on the ground by the dumpster and slung them over his shoulder, headed for the car.

      Maggie caught up with him, walking by his side toward the El Camino. "Taco Bell is not generally considered solid food."

      "Meat, corn, cheese, salsa. All your major groups. Boy, I think it's gonna be at least a week before I can look at another donut. What a ride!"
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      Maggie turned the car around, headed for home just as her police radio crackled and she turned up the volume to hear it more clearly. Bernie was already dozing off next to her, muttering in his sleep and talking to Jack. "I already checked the temperatures in the rain forest."

      The radio crackled again...

      "Report of a small group attempting to attach some kind of beacon to the hydroelectric dam at Lady Bird Lake. They're attempting to siphon off the electricity."

      "A what? Did you say beacon? What do they need that much energy for? Are they trying to call aliens?"

      "Just calling in the report..."

      Maggie picked up the radio and responded. "This is Detective Parker. I'm nearby. I'll take the call."

      "Thank you, Detective Parker. Two black and whites already responding."

      "Look at that Dreyser, you got lucky this late evening," the radio crackled. "You can get off at a regular hour."

      Maggie looked over at Bernie and hit the lights and sirens, speeding toward the lake. She dodged in and out of traffic, sliding down the side of the road and in no time was parked near the hydroelectric dam on the other side of the wide-open field. Bernie had slept through it all. "Sugar comas are real," said Maggie, looking at him peacefully sleeping with his mouth wide open. She pulled her cell phone out and texted Taylor, her partner.

      At the dam at Lady Bird lake. I think it's the same robbers.

      She poked Bernie, keeping her hand away from his claws or sharp teeth. She couldn't be sure how he'd react to being woken up from such a deep sleep. "You still in there, gnome?"

      His mouth snapped shut in the middle of a snore and he smacked his lips, slowly opening his eyes. "Of course I am. I'm one hundred percent gnome in a furry little body."

      "I thought you were sound asleep."

      "I was and it was heaven. I was all gnome again playing cards with my fellow mechanics. Regular Friday night game. Hope they haven't given away my seat." He sat up and craned his neck, looking around across the open field to the lake and the hydroelectric dam built into the bridge. "Where are we?"

      "We're at the scene of a crime. What's the chance you stay in the car?"

      "Absolutely none. I'm rarin' to go. Maybe work off the rest of the donuts." He looked at Maggie and burst into laughter, slapping his furry leg with his paw. "Okay, that was a stretch. Hey, now that's interesting," he said, standing up on his seat to get a better look.

      Maggie didn't answer. She had been watching the steady beam of light and noticed it was flickering just a little. It had to be situated not too far from the tower near the dam that was covered in graffiti along its cement base.

      She opened the door and got out, keeping her eyes on the beam of light as she reached into the back seat for her purse. "At least stay in the shadows. We may be running straight into a flock of Simon Wesley's followers. Or worse."

      "Or worse?" Bernie opened his door and slid out, smoothing down the front of his t-shirt. "Dude, this shirt is wrecked. Hang on." He stripped off the shirt, cursing as a claw caught in an old hole, making it bigger. "Hey, quit looking," he said, holding up a cleaner t-shirt in front of his furry belly.

      "I'm going on without you. Stay to the shadows," Maggie said, sternly.

      Bernie slipped on the t-shirt looking down at the Barry Manilow decal ironed on the front. "Man, do I know a gnome who would kill for this shirt." He tossed the stained ZZ Top shirt onto the floor of the car and pushed the door shut, running in the direction of the beam and staying in the shadows.

      Maggie took it at a slow run, keeping pace easily and turning her head on a swivel, looking for signs of movement, breathing easily as she pulled out her gun and held it in front of her, not sure of what she'd find.

      She slowed as she got closer and saw the small band of people steadily working together to put together what looked like a homemade beacon. Some of them were hanging over the short bridge connected to the hydroelectric dam, attaching wires. None of them were speaking, moving easily among each other. No one getting in each other's way. They've rehearsed this a lot.

      She opened her purse and pulled out the spyglass, looking through it at the beacon and then raising it slowly toward the sky. The compass stirred in her purse, slipping outside of it as the knob fell open and the wings emerged. It took flight, hovering near her shoulder, the gears inside whirring and the five arms clicking around to different positions.

      Maggie watched the different latitudes and longitudes play across the glass of the ancient telescope and noticed it was slowing down. "They know something," she muttered to herself, lowering the spyglass and looking at the people moving efficiently around the beacon. Bernie came running up by her side, standing up as tall as he could to get a better view.

      "They're trying to call in an Elemental," he said, scratching his head. "Not sure if that's good or bad news."

      "Depends on who they are. You go to the right and circle behind them, but don't do anything unless I signal you." The sound of police sirens grew closer from the other side of the lake as two police cars approached. The people scrambled and Maggie slipped both the spyglass and the compass back into her pocket. She started running toward the thieves, not wanting to lose track of them in the darkness.

      That's when she saw her. The same woman stopped in the middle of the fast-moving people and planted herself, holding out her hands as bubbles poured out of her mouth, her long blonde braid hanging over her shoulder. A large metal lunchbox sat on the ground next to her.

      Maggie felt the hum along the back of her neck as if it was in response and a cool thread of energy pass through her head as her eyes began to glow. "A Peabrain," she whispered in awe. The scent of roses hung in the air.

      The bubbles rose up around the woman, cloaking her and snuffing out the light of the beacon. But Maggie had a different plan. She stopped running and holstered her gun. Confidence settled inside of her and she let go of her thoughts, focusing on one thing. Keep this woman visible, at least to her. A bolt of energy moved through her and bubbles rose out of her hands, firing at the lone figure still standing by the beacon. It was almost completely covered as the police cars approached.

      Maggie's bubbles formed a wall to one side, hiding the woman, even as they stopped the progression of her own, keeping her visible only to Maggie. Her head whipped around, searching the darkness as Maggie ran toward her at full speed, her legs churning. The woman raised her hands, anger appearing across her face, her lip curling into a snarl. She swept her arms over her head, attempting to manipulate the bubbles around her, forcing them to one side, but it wasn't working.

      There was a calm inside of Maggie as she continued to send out bubbles, trapping the woman, even as the policemen searched elsewhere for the reports of a beacon. Her magic was keeping the woman concealed. The world took on a blue cast and she could hear the messages of the trees passing through her, along with her steady breathing as she ran closer.

      She stopped as she got within feet of the woman and surveyed her closely, looking from top to bottom, even as the woman flailed helplessly. Finally the woman dropped her hands by her side and defiantly lifted her chin, looking straight at Maggie.

      Maggie's eyes widened in surprise. "It really is you. Stephanie, where have you been?"

      "Call me Ranger," the woman spit out. "Stephanie died a long time ago."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      "It is you." Maggie held her breath, doing her best not to crowd her mind with a thousand thoughts and lose her hold on the magic. Don't think about anything.

      "You're awakened too." Ranger studied Maggie, her eyes darting around, looking for clues. "You're struggling, trying not to focus on me, aren't you?" Ranger stopped pushing against the bubbles and glared at Maggie. "You have no right to stop me. You don't know what you're doing."

      Maggie took a calculated risk and pulled out the compass, holding it out in her hand as it took flight and hovered just above her right shoulder. Her eyes immediately started glowing, taking in information faster, a steady hum along the back of her neck. Ranger's mouth dropped open and she glanced at the beacon and back at Maggie. "You're the Elemental who controls the compass. How is that even possible?"

      "How is any of this possible? Were you trying to reach me?"

      Ranger's voice softened and the scowl left her face. "No, you're a bonus. How are you already the Elemental?" Her brows knit together and there was a flash of pain across her face. "Your dad was the old Elemental, I'm guessing and he died when we were little..."

      Maggie pressed her lips together, the ache from all those years ago when everyone was still together, still alive, pulsing in her chest.

      "Not in an accident." She stood up taller, shaking her head. "I'll bet Simon Wesley's father had something to do with that, too."

      Maggie's eyes widened, but there was no time to ask her about the past. Focus. Singleness of purpose. The Earth could remember you're still here at any moment. "I'm taking a chance with you... Ranger... because we were best friends in a different life. Can you take a risk with me? What are you doing with Simon Wesley?"

      The scowl immediately returned to her face and she thrashed among the bubbles, raising small welts on her skin from contact with Maggie's magic. "I'm not part of that group. I don't keep company with criminals. I know you see us as the same thing, but there's literally a world of difference," she said, holding out her arms. "His father, may he continue to burn in hell, took me from that Easter egg hunt. I never even saw it coming. He wanted to build his own army of magical Peabrains."

      Maggie took a step closer but saw Ranger flinch and stopped where she was. She saw the officers combing the area and knew they'd get too close soon enough. She needed to get more information, faster. "That doesn't explain why he chose you."

      "Yeah, it does." Ranger looked down at her feet, putting her hands on her hips in a way that reminded Maggie of their friendship. "I had been changing for almost a year before I was kidnapped. It started slowly, and I was still figuring it out, using it to help me with easy things like find more eggs faster." She looked up with tears in her eyes. "I had not told a soul, not even you. I still don't know how they knew."

      Maggie let out a breath she didn't realize she was holding. "Every bit of magic leaves a trace that any other magical can follow. They must have been searching for someone like you and got... lucky."

      "Yeah, lucky." Ranger spit out the words with venom. "That's how I got this." She held up her wrist with the cluster of four stars. "Apparently it's a constellation from our original planet. They marked every one of us with it." She shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut for a moment. "I try not to stare at the past. Those idiots are certifiable. They want to move this old ship out of this orbit to go back somewhere we haven't heard from in thousands of years."

      Maggie saw the officer approaching and she took a deep breath, trying to steady herself and let go of the memories of that day Stephanie went missing. It was interrupting the stream of magic and she had to know more. "Then what are you doing here?"

      The magic lurched as Maggie struggled to keep her focus, shoving Ranger against her. Maggie breathed in the scent of roses as she helped Ranger stand back upright.

      "I'm calling one of your brethren. The Water Elemental. I'm trying to get them to come to us, instead of Simon Wesley. It's why we're near the water. The legend says she's connected to all the bodies of water."

      "And your crew that ran off into the night?"

      "Don't do that. They didn't abandon me. They're my family. They were following orders. Our group needs to stay hidden so cops or Simon don't find us. They're all the rebels I could get to come with me to form a new group. We're trying to keep the ship safe and right where she orbits now, around the sun. This is all we've ever known and it's where we belong. The Milky Way is home now, not some distant galaxy that no one can even remember."

      Maggie thought of Bernie and all the family he had to let go of somewhere far away. "It's not always that easy."

      Ranger's face reddened. "Are you one of them? The Elemental?"

      "No, I'm not sure what I am, but no, I can't see going back to a planet I couldn't even tell you one thing about." She looked over at the cop walking her way, knowing the magic could give way at any moment suddenly revealing them and causing too many questions she didn't want to answer. "You need to go. The beacon didn't work. But I want to see you again, I want to know how you're doing."

      "We're complete strangers, Maggie. I'm not at all who you remember. Ease back the throttle on your magic and I'll transport myself out of here. I've had more years of practice with bubbles than I'm guessing you've had."

      Maggie let herself relax just a little and watched the bubbles thin out around Ranger. "Find me again. Maybe we can get to know each other one more time."

      Ranger blew bubbles out of her hand, quickly surrounding her body as it disappeared right in front of Maggie. Just before her head and shoulders vanished she blurted out, "And work together..."

      "Wait! You have the crystal opal!"

      But she was gone, and just as the officer stumbled over what was now a bare spot, almost tripping into Maggie. "Officer Pike, right? Did you find anything?"

      "Detective Parker! I didn't see you there in the dark," he said, startled. "Must have been a crank call." He scratched the back of his head. "Strangest thing because several different residents called it in."

      "Well, whoever or whatever it was, they're gone for now. Let me know if you find any trace of them."

      Maggie walked away quickly, scanning the bushes and tall grass along the side of the road for any signs of Bernie. She was halfway to the car when she heard something running up beside her and turned to see Bernie panting heavily. "What happened to you?"

      "I got pinned down by those cops. I figured a raccoon dressed up for tubing down the river would spook them and I hung back. Who were the Peabrains? I could smell the roses everywhere." The words came whistling through his sharp teeth.

      "That was a group of rebels who broke off from Simon's tribe. I think they're kind of on our side."

      "You mean, when we figure out our side." He looked up at Maggie, his whiskers twitching. "I get it, I'm a little mixed on things myself. What's best for the ship? What's best for all of us? Me, personally, I've pledged to take care of the passengers so that means I take care of old Mother Earth and as long as she can take it, I stay here. But I'm just one furry little Huldu."

      Maggie got to the car and opened the passenger door for Bernie. She went around to the other side and opened her door, sliding in and turning off the interior light so no one would see a raccoon crawling in next to her. "Put on your seatbelt." She didn't say anything about Ranger on the way home, still taking it in. A piece of her past had come back to her. Maybe Diana will know what to do with the news.

      She picked up her purse and knew it was too light, her pulse quickening. She pulled it open and was relieved to see the compass was still there. But the spyglass was gone. Ranger!
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      The sun was barely visible above the wide open sky dotted with large, fluffy white clouds. "It's a new day," Simon Wesley yelled, clapping his hands together.

      He stood up in the remnants of the old burned-out warehouse in front of what was left of his followers. His eyes were completely black and the veins along his face and neck were a deep black showing through his pale skin. He wore a wide grin, and seemed energized by the nervous crowd. The only telltale clues of the old Simon were the beads of sweat along his forehead.

      The crowd gathered in front of him as he climbed a temporary platform of stacked pallets. They looked up at his beaming face, whispering nervously among themselves. He held up a finger to his lips to silence them, but there was still a murmur toward the back. The smile dipped from his face for only a moment as he raised his hand, whipping it down as a pulse of energy pushed through the room sucking the oxygen out, leaving everyone gasping for air.

      "Wonderful! I have your attention. The time has arrived at last!" He practically sang out the words. "Two of the Elementals have already appeared and it's only a matter of time before the others show themselves. It's time to take back what is rightfully ours... our destiny! If Maggie Parker will not join our cause, we will do what is necessary and take back the compass. We will rise to this challenge. We will stand together and bring home victory. Who is with me?"

      No one dared back away from him. They all raised their hands in unison, staring at what had become of Simon Wesley. "Then we must prepare for battle. It's time to end this struggle, once and for all. Our homeland awaits!"
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        * * *

      

      The Kashgars scrambled over the rocky terrain of McKinney State Park, feeling the rumble of the Dirt Elemental traveling beneath their feet to the same destination. He was leading them to the door, hidden away for so long. Iliad led the way, barreling ahead, his excitement bubbling over, making everyone else fear him just a little bit more. They had been walking for miles across town, letting the ancient creature lead the way by slowly moving under their feet, deep within the Earth.

      A high-ranking Kashgar caught up to Iliad, walking quickly next to him. "Doesn't it bother you that the Elemental doesn't trust us enough to just tell us where the door is? We have to go on this ridiculous forced march across town to be shown to the door personally."

      The smile on Iliad's face became strained even as he kept marching, looking straight ahead, wondering when the rumbling would stop and he would at last be shown the gateway to the heart of the machine. "All that matters is that we find the door. Why should I care if he wants to be there? Once we have the information, the power will all shift to us." He was clearly annoyed but the Kashgar kept going, worrying about what it all meant.

      "That doesn't mean he'll give us access. We could be staring at a solid wall of rock embedded with wards. So close and yet..."

      Iliad reached out and grabbed the man by the throat, briefly stopping in his tracks. "One more word... I dare you to say even one more word."

      The man's face was already turning purple and his eyes were bulging out as Iliad lifted him till he was standing on his toes. He let go and strode away, not bothering to look back as Kashgars passed the fallen gnome who was left barely breathing, laying by the side of the trail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      Ranger dragged the beacon to the middle of the open field of a small rancher's property in Buda that sat next to a large man-made lake. Black angus cows stood off to one side chewing on grass as ducks stood in their shade. Two other rebels were helping her assemble it quickly, checking the coordinates.

      Ranger crouched down, digging through the lunchbox, her long braid falling over her shoulder. Her fingers felt the edge of what she was searching for and she pulled out the crystal opal carefully wrapped in the remains of an old sweatshirt. Another rebel came and stood across from her, tentatively looking at the small bundle in her hands. "I know what you're thinking, Shooter, but this is why I went to the trouble of getting the thing."

      The young, thin girl's head of loose brown curls blew in the wind whipping across the land. "It's so beautiful. This is going to smash that thing to bits. I'm telling you, it's going to take a lot of energy. And is that even a real body of water? I mean, you know... a Peabrain made it. Does that count?"

      Ranger stood up, reaching out and squeezing the girl's slender calloused hand. "The hydroelectric dam idea was a great one, but it didn't work. We were interrupted before we could get to full strength. Time is running out. We're going to have to sacrifice the opal crystal and water is water."

      Shooter bit her bottom lip as Ranger unwrapped the crystal and the different edges caught the light, refracting it back to them, shining different colors on the front of their shirts.

      "You have the coordinates?"

      Shooter pulled her phone out and pulled up the numbers. "I worked on them all last night. Why is everything suddenly so urgent? Years have gone by with nothing."

      "The Elementals are appearing, which in some ways is not a good sign. The stories say that they were only supposed to come back together when the time was right. The time was only going to be right if the ship was in trouble. It's like this big, organic thing even knows how to summon magicals without them realizing that's what is happening." Ranger slid the crystal into the homemade slot another rebel had fashioned on the beacon. It fell into place and began to rattle, spinning in a clockwise direction. "Okay, give me the numbers." She looked at Shooter. "Now, you're sure? We only get one chance at this and when the crystal's gone, we're going to be out of ideas for now."

      Shooter nodded her head solemnly, her large brown eyes giving away nothing. "We're good. Move it sixteen degrees to the left."

      Ranger held up a spyglass and looked through it into the sky, calculating the angle, barely moving the beacon.

      Shooter's eyes widened. "Where did you get that? That's amazing." She reached out gently touching the side of the ancient instrument.

      "From an old friend." Ranger lowered it and looked down at the beacon.

      The crystal spun faster, granular pieces wearing off of it, feeding the grains into the beacon, sending the light into the sky where it disappeared.

      "Four degrees center."

      Ranger looked again and nudged the beacon a little to one side, checking the numbers in the glass.

      "One more move, and that's it," said Shooter, biting her lip again. "Three degrees tilted up. Just barely move it." She sucked in air noisily and held it, watching Ranger work.

      Ranger used just two fingers, easing the beacon up slightly. She lifted the spyglass and looked again. The numbers stopped floating across and held steady. "I think we have it. Stand back from it!" A wave of pulsing energy poured out of the beacon as a bright light shone out of it, lighting up the pasture. The cows began mooing, trotting along the fence line toward the barn in the distance as the ducks took flight.

      The energy had Ranger pinned to where she stood. She shoved Shooter and yelled at her, “Run!”

      The crystal churned faster, breaking down further as the light pulsed into the air, filling Ranger's head with a pounding and a bright light poured out of the beacon.

      A loud bang filled the air, sending her backward and slamming her into the hard, Texas ground, knocking the wind out of her and loosening her grip on the spyglass. It rolled away from her, clattering against the ground as she felt her head fall back. She lay there, waiting for the rush of pain rolling through her body to pass. There was a high-pitched whine in her ears mixed with a buzzing sound but just behind it she could barely make out Shooter yelling at her. "Are you okay? Ranger, are you alive?" Ranger tried to lift her arm to reassure her, but only managed to raise a few fingers.

      Shooter went behind her, scooping her hands under Ranger's shoulders and helping her up to a seated position. It only made Ranger's stomach lurch and she leaned over to the side, throwing up all its contents. She cleared her throat and wiped her mouth on her sleeve as the noise in her head subsided and she could finally get in a deep breath and take a look around. The earth was scorched where the beacon had been sitting but the beacon itself was nowhere to be found, along with the crystal. She quickly glanced to the other side and saw the spyglass, rolling to her knees so she could reach it and fold it up, putting it in her pocket. Some day I might want to return this.

      "I'm not sure it worked," said Shooter, glancing up into the sky, shading her eyes with her hand.

      Ranger slowly made her way to her feet, her hands on her knees as she took a few more deep breaths. "Short of the Water Elemental standing in front of us, I'm not sure we'd know what success would look like. Now we wait."
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      Maggie and Bernie sat at the edge of the park at the highest point watching the column of Kashgars make their way to the Lower Falls.

      "Those don't look like your typical Kashgars. They look more like some of the brutes we met in the tunnel. What's that about?" Maggie crouched down to stay out of view in case one of them should look in their direction, far above on a summit.

      "Those are some throwbacks. Kind of like the cousin you might want to keep in the attic away from the neighbors. Only the Kashgars decided to cultivate them and make them into an army. They're bred to be fighters and mostly kept out of sight. Imagine if a few Peabrains caught sight of that."

      Maggie looked down at the column and felt a shudder go through her. "They're here in case we show up."

      "I'd say that's a good guess and to take us out, if we do. We're going to need a lot of reinforcements, particularly with the big guy on their side, burrowing under the ground."

      "I'm still hoping we can change his mind before this goes any further. That doesn't look like a group that knows how to negotiate."

      "That's not Iliad's strong suit. You saw what he did to Jake, and that's his family. They're not exactly making it hard to track them," said Bernie. "Tall bastards. For once their height is helping us out."

      "I don't think they care anymore if we do know. They're that confident that the Dirt Elemental has joined their team. We have to figure out how to convince him of the truth before it's too late."

      "You're going to hug a tree, aren't you."

      "Well, if both Dirt and the trees are connected to the ship and were created by the ship, then I may be able to hear the Elemental as well and talk to him through the trees."

      "Worth a shot. You go do your thing. I'll keep watch. There's a nice poplar right over there. Okay, sure, a live oak. Why not?"

      Maggie gently pressed her hand against the trunk of the tree, letting go of the thoughts racing through her head. There were a lot of them. She had gotten home last night to find Wilmark sitting by Jake's side, still tucked in her bed. It didn't take long for her to realize both of them were worse off than when she lad left.

      "What happened?" she had asked, as Wilmark held his arm tight against his ribs.

      "Jake is okay," he had said. "He's just worn out from saving my life."

      Maggie had looked back and forth between the two of them, wondering who to tend to first. Wilmark won out.

      His breathing had been labored even as he was trying to explain the power of the Dirt Elemental. Great, now two large, uncontrollable beings want me dead. Let that go, let that go. She had helped Wilmark into the guest room and practically yelled at him to lie down in a proper bed and get some rest. No more chairs for him.

      She stayed long enough to help him pull off his boots and his tunic, checking his ribs to make sure he wasn't in any danger. Her fingers ran easily over his toned midriff, searching for anything sharp. "I can't feel anything but I'll get Diana to take a look," she had said. "Magic won't fix this?"

      She had looked up in time to see the pain and worry in his eyes. That was something new. "You're worried about me, aren't you? Lie down, it'll be okay."

      "You don't know that."

      "I'm operating off that belief and it hasn't failed me yet. Go to sleep, I'll be right across the hall."

      She had seen the glance he had given her at the mention of sleeping with Jake, but she ignored it and had made her way back to Jake's side. Once inside the room with the door tightly shut, she had stripped off her clothes, letting them drop on the floor and slid in next to him, feeling the warmth of his skin next to hers as she drifted off to sleep, her hand on his chest rising and falling with each breath.

      She took her hand off the tree and tried again. All the thoughts of Jake and Wilmark were getting in the way. "Shake it off Parker."

      "What's that?" Bernie craned his head in her direction, his whiskers twitching.

      "Nothing, just getting centered." Okay, let everything go. Everything. A cool thread of energy passed through her head and the buzz picked up on the back of her neck as she put her hand back on the tree and felt herself easily slip through. She found herself inside, looking around at the glowing blue light as a glowing ladybug spread its wings, fluttering in front of her nose. A calm came over her as she felt herself connect to the tree, and the connection spread, reaching out to other trees. She could hear the chatter passing back and forth, warning of the fragility of the tree roots. They were busy sorting through answers, trying to find a solution, but so far, nothing was working.

      "Can you help me?" she whispered. The chatter waned as if the entire system of trees was bending toward the Elemental, wanting to hear what she had to say. She tilted her chin up, looking up through the center of the tree as the blue glow stretched into the darkness. "The Dirt Elemental is awake, but he's been lied to by the Kashgars and he thinks I mean the world harm. I don't know how to help him see the truth. Can he hear you?" She put out her hand to touch the inner workings of the tree and felt a surge of energy pass through her hand, down her arm and through her body, passing through her feet. I'm another conduit, just like the tree. The thought surprised her, drawing her closer, mixing her energy even further with the trees.

      Send a message.

      Tell the Dirt Elemental who she is.

      Warn him of the Kashgars.

      Despite the dire warnings it sounded like music to Maggie. The rise and fall of the sounds the trees made as the messages were relayed. Until the system hit a wall.

      He's not listening.

      He's not listening.

      He's not listening.

      The message was repeated over and over again as the trees pushed the message forward, only to be turned away. Maggie could feel their distress, with no way to calm them. She put out her hands, touching the tree. "It's okay, tell him anyway. He'll hear you and maybe it will help."

      She could feel their energy smoothing out as she passed through the tree again and found herself standing back on the ridge with Bernie. The trees listened to me.

      "Did it work?" Bernie looked at her anxiously.

      "Not exactly. They can talk to him, but apparently he's not listening. The Kashgars really knew how to sell their lies." The feeling of the trees trusting her lingered in a peaceful moment she knew couldn't last.

      "Tall dirty bastards." Bernie shook his paw in the air. "I guess we're on to plan B. We need to call my brethren and let the mechanics help us."

      "I already thought of that." Maggie pulled out the puzzle box. "This works for any Huldus, right?"

      "That's the idea, but you'll also be putting a big red X on your back for the ship to wake up and wonder what you're still doing here. I'm surprise it's been so quiet. Only thing I can figure is the trees' distress is distracting the Earth for now."

      "We don't have any other choices that I can see."

      Bernie nodded, throwing up his paws. "Then, let's get started and get this over with. You remember how to do it?"

      "Yeah, it's pretty simple. I just hold it and let it do most of the work."

      "That last part is key. The box does the work. But you have to be clear about what you want it to do. Everything is connected."

      Maggie let the box rest in her open hands as the box began to vibrate, unfolding and refolding itself into different shapes, finally coming to rest as a square box. Maggie waited for a moment to see if anything else was going to happen. "Was that it? Everything else has been so dramatic."

      "Nope, that's it. Trust me, they got the message. They'll be popping up any moment. Good job, kid."
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        * * *

      

      Simon Wesley was lost inside the dark magic. Inside his head it sounded like crackles and pops and had the scent of burned sparklers. It felt like more than one entity was occupying his space and he was the one being shoved out. He whispered a spell, leaning over a dark pool of water created by bubbles. Images began to form, and he instantly knew where to find the Dirt Elemental. McKinney State Park. The darkness inside heard every word and smiled. A large grin appeared on his face as well. He looked down again and saw who else had already arrived. Maggie and her compass accompanied by a squad of Huldus.

      "Looks like it's gonna be a party." Simon let his followers look into the pool, oohing and aahing at the visions. "Time to go devoted ones. Don't want everyone to start without us." The door must be nearby.

      He let out a loud cackle as he blew out a stream of blood red bubbles, encircling the group as they all joined hands, disappearing from the remains of the old warehouse.
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      "See? Here they are." Bernie stood up on his hind legs, excited to see Jack again. They popped through the ground like so many whack-a-moles but Jack was nowhere to be seen. Bernie's whiskers twitched and Maggie was sure if he could have, an entire cloud of lightning bugs would have erupted from his mouth.

      "Where's Jack?" he asked the nearest gnome.

      The round Huldu with a snow white beard looked Bernie up and down. "Bernie, is that you? I mean, I heard the rumors but..."

      Bernie waved a paw in front of the Huldu. "Focus Larry! Focus! Where's Jack? There's no way he wouldn't have come."

      A wave of blue bubbles rolled across the grass, coming to rest near Maggie and Bernie. They lay still for a moment, but quickly began rolling back and forth, foaming as they rose, higher and higher.

      Maggie watched, her fingers dancing across the top of her gun and one hand hanging loosely at her side, ready for anything. "What a beautiful color of blue and green. Reminds me of the ocean." She glanced at the other Huldus, her brow furrowing. They were gathering closer, standing in a semi-circle, their eyes wide, watching the very top of the bubbles.

      Maggie looked back and at the same moment felt the buzz of energy pass through her and a cool thread slither down her spine. The compass in her pocket began to vibrate and she took it out, looking at the dial. Four of the five needles were tick-tick-ticking themselves closer together, all pointing at Maggie. She looked back up at the top, not sure what to expect, watching as the bubbles foamed even more as water cascaded down the sides. The bubbles continued to roll in place, blue green balls spinning in foam as a water spout appeared at the top, shooting into the sky and cascading down, giving off a fine spray and dissolving the bubbles.

      A female with green scales up and down her arms and neck and long, flowing brown hair towered over Jack, who was standing right next to her, looking pleased with himself.

      Bernie rolled his eyes but still looked relieved to see his friend. "You always did love an entrance. I gotta give it to you. This was one of your best, Jack. The Water Elemental. How did you pull this one off?"

      "It is you," said Maggie, her eyes wide in amazement. "Your skin, it... sparkles. You're not an elf."

      "She's a mermaid, of sorts. At least that's what Peabrains have called her for hundreds of years." The Fire Elemental appeared out of the woods, blue flames dancing along the edge of her skin as she came and joined Maggie and the mermaid, standing between them.

      "I didn't call her," said Jack.

      The mermaid interrupted, staring at Maggie. "I've always wondered what the Elemental who guides the compass would look like. A Peabrain, how perfect. Your people conduct energy the easiest of all of us. My name is Cassie and I came here from the North Atlantic where my kind find flourish in the cold, dark deep undisturbed. Fire is correct. My kind are known as mermaids but we stand on two legs." Her skin appeared to be perpetually wet, shimmering green, blue and gold in the sunlight. "I received a signal it was time to come. We are putting the great machine back together again?"

      "What are you doing with Jack? You don't even like to take baths," said Bernie, climbing up onto a large rock to put himself at eye level with the others.

      Cassie looked at the raccoon, puzzled. "What kind of magical are you? Are you the Air Elemental? There were no stories of talking animals."

      "Don't mind him. He's a Huldu with a glitch," said Jack. "She showed up just after the crew left, looking for who sent the signal."

      "It didn't stay long enough to give me an exact location. All I had was Austin, Texas."

      Maggie's hand began to shake trying to hold onto the compass. She peeled back her fingers, letting it take flight, hovering in the center of the circle and turning in a circle.

      Cassie smiled at Maggie and held out her hand. "We don't have time to get to know each other better. The compass senses that a majority of the Elementals are close together and the energy is growing. Where's the Dirt Elemental or Air?"

      "Dirt is in allegiance with the Kashgars," growled Bernie. "Tall bastards."

      "They're nearby, approaching the door," said Maggie, taking Water's hand, curious to know what her skin felt like. It was cool to the touch and she could feel scales, but it didn't feel wet despite the water still flowing along her skin. Maggie gasped, squeezing Water's hand as Fire grasped both their hands and the energy began to circulate through each of them, making a closed loop. The compass stopped spinning, pointing straight at Maggie and emitted a pencil beam of light, straight at the hollow of her neck, passing through her skin.

      There was a pressure inside Maggie's body that didn't ache and seemed to be looking for a place to go.

      "It's all true," shouted Bernie, hopping off the large rock. "The energy is connecting them, one to another."

      "It's not enough," said Larry. "The parts won't appear without all five."

      Bernie let out a large tsk. "You're missing the point. Their energy grows and they can sense what each other is doing. In case you missed what I said, the Dirt Elemental is giving away the secret of this ship to the Kashgars. We're gonna have to stop them and it's not going to be easy. Gear up everyone!"

      The Huldus came into formation pulling out oversized hammers and wrenches and hoisting them into the air, shouting and grunting in unison. It was a fierce, rumbling noise that sent the grackles in the trees rushing into the air, circling and adding their own noise. Bernie climbed back onto the rock and shouted with the Huldus, beating his furry chest and throwing back his head to yell louder.

      The ground shook under Maggie's feet, almost knocking her over and she pulled her hands away, breaking the circle. She wanted to be ready if someone was attacking. The energy subsided and the compass came to land gently in her hand, folding up its wings as she placed it back in her pocket.

      Jack raised his hand to silence the Huldus. "I think the Dirt Elemental knows we're here, which means our cousins, the Kashgars are aware as well."

      A scream went up from the Lower Falls down below as Maggie's eyes glowed, backlit with a blue light. "Something has changed," she said, pressing her hand to her chest. I can feel the connection, but it's not just the trees or the Elementals."

      "It's to magic," said Water. "That's why you're the necessary Elemental. You're the only one who can connect everything and put the pieces back together. Your gift is your connection to all of us." She took Maggie's hands in hers, putting her face close to Maggie's. That's when Maggie noticed the water swirling in her eyes. "Tell me what you see," said Water.

      "It's not what I see, it's what I know. A dark magic is nearby and it's big and nasty." She looked at Bernie. "I think it's Simon Wesley. We need to go down there."

      There was another wail, crying out from below where they were standing and the smell of burning flesh reached them on the crest.

      "Maggie, you should stay to the back. You're too precious to the cause to risk injury... or worse," said Bernie, remembering his promise to her mother.

      "Not even a chance of happening, my friend," growled Maggie. She held out her hand to create bubbles and put herself instantly down by the falls but Fire grabbed her hand, pushing it down.

      "Too many unknowns to that method of travel in the middle of a battle between strong magicals. We have to go there on foot and survey the area."

      "This isn't your first battle, is it?"

      "It's been my destiny to be witness at some of the worst over the years." Another cry went up and the sound of swords clashing against each other as Maggie grit her teeth. "You're ready, trust in that when you get down there. Don't question it." She let go of Maggie's wrist and started to make her way down, followed by Water who seemed to glide over the ground with every step.

      Maggie took a different route, easily finding her way down to the Lower Falls, using the pathways she had learned as a child with Diana. She knew it would get her there that much faster, ahead of everyone.

      Bernie ran behind her, catching up as the Huldus fell in line. "Worth a shot, kid. Kind of knew the answer," said the raccoon, easily making his way down.

      "Spread out!" yelled Jack, as the Huldus broke ranks and moved forward in lines of four, scrambling over the rocks. They were used to the terrain after so many years underground.

      Maggie's heart rate was up even as she was taking in each breath easily. She was catching glimpses of Kashgars raising their swords against Simon's followers. It was hard to tell who had the edge. "Get to a tree when we get close and climb up till you can see the entire area. You can be our lookout."

      "I plan to fight!"

      "Surveillance is part of fighting and will help keep more of us alive," she shouted, running on ahead, pushing off of rocks she had known for years wouldn't budge as she crossed the remaining ground. Trust the magic. Even as she ran, she held out her hand to create a weapon built from magic. She knew her gun would only get her so far. The bubbles swirled out of her mouth as she leapt down, swirling around in the palm of her hand as they formed a clear sword, harder than any steel. Her hand fit easily around the handle and she ran the last few yards. Trust the magic. Two Kashgars ran at her, their teeth bared, towering over and wielding swords. They swung and she felt her arm take over, lifting the sword and turning it at just the right angle, pulling her back to the right to block the next swipe.

      Her arm yanked overhead, slashing down in a wide swath, catching both of the Kashgars off guard and easily cutting through their armor, digging into their chests. They fell like oversized trees whose roots had been pulled out of the ground, toppling into each other and hitting the dirt with a clash of weapons and body parts. There was a pool of blood already gathering around them. Maggie hesitated for a moment, surprised and felt the magic pulling at her, unsure what to do next.

      "To your left! To your left!" Bernie was shouting from a tree as the Huldus finally made their way onto the battlefield and Fire and Water flanked a squadron of Kashgars, entwining them with fire that ate at their flesh and drowning them with water that filled their nose and throat.

      Maggie looked to her left and saw the ground ripping apart as the Dirt Elemental rose out of the ground, his arms wide and his face twisted in rage. Her arm pulled up, the sword raised to defend her even as doubt still meandered through her mind. Trust the magic. But she was no longer sure it was enough.

      Dirt raised a clenched fist, a shower of silt and rocks pouring off his arm as he raised it higher to bring down on top of Maggie's head. She stood her ground, staring up into his face, hoping the trees' message had reached him and wondering one more time, if this was the last moment.

      But instead of bringing his fist down the Elemental suddenly cried out in pain and anger, raising his fist even higher as he picked up a foot, a red slim bubbling and sizzling on the bottom. Maggie recognized Simon's handiwork immediately and took to higher ground away from the red slime. "Sorry I didn't ask Wilmark about that spell," she muttered, as the Dirt Elemental sunk back into the ground, rumbling the battlefield as he moved far away from the dark menace.

      Jack caught up with Maggie, shouting at her, his hammer already bloodied. "Make up your mind, Maggie Parker! The ship has to be defended or more will die. Everything is connected. Get to higher ground if you can't do it!"

      Maggie shook her head. The image of her father smiling and laughing played through her head, but was abruptly interrupted by a second image. Her own memory this time, and not one provided by the trees. She knew it was hers as soon as she saw it. His broken and battered body being carried home and she saw who was holding him. "Bernie," she muttered, her eyes shining. This is what Diana meant. The time has come. Forgive everything and fight.

      She raised her sword and let out a cry that started in her belly, running to the aid of a Huldu pinned down by Kashgars. She tore through them, leaping around the creeping red ooze, even as Simon's followers were abandoning him, running off into the woods. Simon's thin, pale body was translucent, the black spidery veins covering him. He stood at a taller vantage point, watching the mayhem, a look of delight on his face.

      He looks like he's waiting for something.

      His smile froze for a moment and he twitched as something disturbed the dark magic spreading across the battlefield. Maggie whipped around to see what was getting in his way and saw Wilmark slowly coming down the hill, grimacing in pain even as he muttered the spell over and over again, pushing against Simon's energy.

      She saw Simon's attention getting pulled away and made her way across the falls, carefully choosing where to step. Her foot slipped for a moment and she fell on her knee, bashing it against a rock, as she pulled herself back up and kept running, ignoring the pain. Wilmark will not last much longer.

      She got to the last rocks to climb to reach Simon just as she was confronted by more Kashgar, pinning her down. The sword moved swiftly taking out the first wave but they were coming at her too quickly and she couldn't get any further. They pushed her back toward the water falls, even as she did her best to focus, letting the energy flow into the sword.

      The Dirt Elemental resurfaced, but he had changed targets closing in on Fire and Water, roaring at them even as they tried combining forces. As the blue flames licked at the bottom of his feet, he pulled up more dirt from the ground, extinguishing the flame, growing larger. The water had no affect on him, turning the silt into dirty water that only poured off him, harmlessly into the ground.

      "We're losing," muttered Bernie from his perch in the tree as he looked around at the battle in front of him. "Those dirty bastards are winning again." He saw Maggie pinned down and remembered the battle from so long ago. "Marcus, this one's for you," he shouted, climbing head first down the tree, teeth bared. He clawed at the ankles of a Kashgar, tearing his Achilles and sending him to his knees, racing toward Maggie, ducking between a Kashgar's legs and biting the hand of another, satisfied at the crunch of bones and a Kashgar crying out in pain.

      He stopped, startled at the sight of a fallen Huldu, leaning over to feel for a pulse. It was all the time it took for the point of a sword to dig into his shoulder, even as another Huldu ran through the Kashgar before he could drive the sword entirely through. Bernie fell back against the body of the dead Huldu, breathing hard, his stomach souring. He forced himself to his feet, determined to get to Maggie. "I made a promise," he muttered through clenched teeth, the blood loss making his head swim.
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      The Dirt Elemental brought down his fists, pushing Water into the ground, drowning her in dirt. Maggie could feel the drain on their energy and the surge inside of the larger Elemental. She was tiring as well, even as she drove her sword through another Kashgar and spied Iliad in the back, battling with Jack and another Huldu.

      I'll fight till the end. Diana will understand. The compass left her pocket, swirling around her, distracting the Kashgars who dove at the precious object that stayed just out of their reach, buying her time.

      The sword raised her arm, swinging it down, cutting clear through the neck of the larger beast, taking his head neatly off his shoulders. Maggie gasped in surprise but didn't pull back even as more Kashgars turned in her direction.

      A wind blew across the battlefield, picking up the dirt and swirling it in everyone's eyes. The Dirt Elemental looked up, surprised as Maggie blinked through the swirl, shielding her eyes. It continued to rise, even though they were in a valley, pushing against her chest, making it hard to stay upright. Dirt let go of the Fire Elemental he was holding in his grasp and let her drop to the ground below where she lay still. Water's head was barely above ground and she clawed at the dirt around her trying to dig out some space.

      A tall elf pushed his way onto the battlefield, the wind and dirt swirling around him but not touching him, even as it picked up in intensity, stopping most of the fighting. Maggie fell back, the translucent sword still in her hand but the Kashgars she was facing down were in retreat. Only Simon was standing triumphant on top of the hill he had found for himself, frustrated and trying to interrupt the wind. Maggie tried to find Wilmark, blinking through all the dirt, but she couldn't see him anywhere. The wind pushed at her as she rose, working her way back to the place she had seen him last. She found him, laying against a tree, a dead Kashgar next to him and his sword in his hand, a slash along his thigh pulsing blood.

      "No, no, no..." Maggie reached around his waist and worked his belt off of him, pulling it around his leg and tightening, staunching the flow of blood. She took his face in her hands, even as the wind continued to howl and yelled loud enough for him to hear. "You are the last Godwin Knight and I still need you! Peaches! Keep breathing!"

      His eyes blinked open, and he tried to smile at her, whispering something. She leaned in, trying to hear. "You've done it, Maggie Parker."

      "Done what?" she yelled back.

      "The last Elemental has arrived. Check the compass." Maggie rolled to a seated position next to Wilmark, her back against his shoulder as the wind pushed against them. “My beacon did work!”

      "Look!” He pointed down below. “That's the Air Elemental, down there. He's facing off against the Dirt Elemental, wearing away at his body with the wind."

      “He looks like an elf, like you.”

      Maggie put out her hand as the compass came to her and she saw that the five hands were all pointed at her. She looked down at the Wind and the Dirt Elementals as the winds were calming down and Dirt had lowered his arms. The rage had left his face.

      Simon shouted in frustration from his perch, the red slime still in retreat, sizzling and oozing its way back to him. "Whatever whammy you put on Simon, it's working."

      Wilmark turned his weary head, smiling. "It comes at a cost. Using it can almost kill you, or kill you..." He smiled at Maggie as she stared at him. "That's too high a price. You were supposed to stay at home."

      "And miss all the fun? Don't worry, Jake is fine. I left Diana with him and I didn't tell her where you were, but I think she knew." He winced in pain, squeezing his eyes shut, opening them again to look at Maggie. "You have to survive this day, along with those four beings down there. Then my duty is fulfilled in the name of all my brethren."

      "Die on me and I'll let Bernie do the eulogy."

      "You are not what I expected Maggie Parker. Why did you yell peaches at me?"

      Maggie started to answer but was interrupted by the elf's voice, carrying over the battlefield. "Old friend," he said, looking up at the Dirt Elemental, "what are you doing? Have you forgotten your oath?"

      "The one, true Elemental has betrayed us!"

      The Air Elemental held up his hand, letting the wind push out from where they stood, still pinning Kashgars and Huldus to the ground. "Is that even possible? Do you not trust the organic ship that created you? The Earth chose her from the moment she was born. She cannot betray us; you have been fooled... by them." He pointed at Iliad who was still standing behind the remaining Kashgar, far from the battle. "Take a look around, my friend. Everyone is united against the darkness up there." He pointed at Simon. "Everyone except for your new allies. What does that tell you? You were about to betray your oath and the location of the door to impostors and liars."

      Iliad pressed his way along the stone wall, pushing Kashgars out of the way, desperate to get to the cover of the trees. But he wasn't fast enough. With one swipe he was in the Dirt Elemental's grip.

      "Is this true?" roared the large creature, uninterested in the answer that he already knew would be a lie. He raised Iliad over his head and smashed him into the ground as the soil around the Kashgar rose up to meet him, swallowing him, even as his surprised face cried out and his hands clawed at the dirt. In moments he was gone and the remaining Kashgars clawed their way along the ground, into the wind, retreating toward the woods.

      "Tell the Earth about the Peabrain up there. Let her deal with him." He pointed at Simon, still determined to find a way to break through Wilmark's magic that was gradually weakening. He raised his arms, seeing an opening and cried out in triumph, all of the Elementals standing below him.

      He didn't notice the trees swaying in his direction and the Dirt Elemental muttering to himself, sending a message down through root tendrils that grew from his feet, searching out the trees, relaying a message.

      "Terminus eius..." was all he got out. A sink hole opened up beneath him, swallowing him before the last words left his mouth.

      "The Earth finally got one of us," whispered Maggie, her eyes wide. She leaned forward, getting up on one knee and pushing against the tree until she was standing. The messages passed through her hand and up her arm. All the trees were chattering.

      The Earth is satisfied.

      All the Elementals are together.

      Maggie Parker can stay. Simon Wesley took her place.

      "The past does not predict the future," she whispered, looking out over the battlefield at the array of bodies. She looked around till she spotted the one furry warrior, laying against a stone, relieved to see his chest rising and falling. "Bernie made it."

      "We're not done yet. You are all gathered together. We can't take a chance and part ways again. You are all known now, and we have to complete the quest."

      "Find the machine and put it back together," said Maggie, looking at the different Elementals.

      "And help save the ship and the trees."
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      Maggie checked Wilmark's leg and loosened the tourniquet for a moment to let the blood flow through his leg, tightening it again. "Are you sure you're okay if I leave you for a little while? Don't touch that belt, magic elf or not. I'll come back for you."

      "Go, complete the circle. It has to be done and the sooner the better. There are more enemies out there who have different designs on this ship. Fulfill your destiny, Maggie Parker."

      Maggie stumbled to her feet, making her way to the field, stepping carefully till she was by Bernie's side. She tried lifting him to his feet. "You have got to cut down on the carbs, dude."

      Bernie groaned and held his shoulder as Maggie took a look. "Pretty nasty wound but it didn't hit a gusher. Wait here."

      "Did Wilmark make it?"

      Maggie looked back at Bernie, giving him a crooked smile. "You do like him. Yeah, he made it too. Look, there's Jack and Larry."

      "Yeah, but I lost Moe. We were friends since we were toddlers."

      Maggie went back and crouched down in front of Bernie. "I'm sorry, Bernie."

      "Go, I’ll be fine. Complete the circle."

      "That's what Wilmark said."

      "He's right, it's more important right now. Nothing is going to bring Moe back. Finish what was started." He waved at Maggie with his paw and sighed heavily, leaning back against a dead Kashgar. "Tall bastard is pretty comfortable."

      Maggie made her way over to Fire who was busy helping up Water. "It's time," said Maggie. "Let's fulfill a promise made thousands of years ago and see what happens." She held out her hand to Fire, who took it, reaching out to Water and connecting, making a straight line. Maggie felt the buzz along the back of her neck and the rush of energy in her chest. The Air Elemental came and stood next to her holding out his hand. "I take it, Peabrain, you are the Elemental who guides us all. I am Christopher, we should talk later." She took his hand as the last Elemental, the Dirt Elemental, stomped into place and put out his two large hands to either side, leaning down to Water who stepped around to form a circle. "Sorry," he bellowed. The mermaid didn't answer but put her hand in his as the circle completed itself.

      "Wait!" Maggie let go of Fire's hand for a moment and pulled out the compass, holding it out till it took flight, finding the center of the circle where it hung, facing Maggie. She took Fire's hand and held tight, wondering what was coming.

      The magic rolled gently through her, passing from one side to the next in a continuous flow, rising up through her feet and filling her with a calm she had never known before. The trees nearby stirred, bending toward Maggie Parker, the Elemental and she felt her connection to them, swimming in the middle of the energy as it passed through her. The world in front of her fell away and she squeezed the hands next to her even harder, trying to keep her balance. She found herself standing in different places all over the organic ship. On beaches at the edge of an ocean, the warm water lapping at her shoes, and on an icy glacier that sent shivers through her body. She passed through each place, not lingering there long, as the ship showed her all that it contained. Everything is connected. Tears filled her eyes as the images faded and she found herself back in the field, the sound of the water falls in the distance.

      Maggie looked up at the compass just as the face started to turn, taking the five arms with it. In its place was just one needle hovering over a small map. She let go of the hands next to her and reached out to grab the compass, holding it in her hands as she watched the map change and take form again.

      "It's happening!" bellowed the Dirt Elemental as he got down on his knees facing the nearest stand of trees above the rock face where Iliad had once stood. The rock wall shuddered, grinding and pulling as a door appeared. "The trees are opening the door." The Water Elemental stared in amazement.

      Maggie looked at the compass and saw the arrow was pointing at the door as it began to open wide.

      A pulsing wave of magic poured out of the entrance covering all of them. As it passed over Bernie, he let out a choking sound, crying out for help. "Peaches!" he gasped. He rolled over, screaming in pain as the fur dropped off his body and his bones stretched, tearing apart his short-shorts and ripping his t-shirt. Maggie closed one eye, trying to look away at the naked Huldu that was left lying on the ground. "That's gonna be hard to forget."

      "Harder than killing off a Kashgar," said Jack, pulling out his cloak to give to his friend.

      Bernie wrapped it around his waist, standing up to his full size as a gnome and blurted. "I'm back!" as a stream of bubbles with fireflies blinking on and off poured out of his mouth.

      "Just in time," said Wilmark, who had struggled down the hillside. "The adventure isn't over yet. We still have to get to the machine."

      They all turned and looked into the entrance, peering into the darkness. "We'll get there together," said Maggie, "but we're going to need a plan. Can we leave the door open like that?"

      The Air Elemental raised his hand. "If the stories are true, you now command the door, Elemental, as long as the compass is in your possession. The connection is complete."

      Maggie held out the compass and set an intention and watched as the door slowly closed, once again nothing more than a solid rock wall. "Then we take care of the dead and wounded and make a plan."

      "I love a good quest," said Bernie, holding on to the cloak, as it slipped for a moment, exposing his rear end before pulling it back up again.

      "There's not much time, once the process has started," said the Fire fae. "We only have days, not weeks."

      "Then we'd better get started," said Maggie. "We need to save the world."
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        * * *

      

      The quest to put the great machine back together is finally here. All the Elementals have gathered and the compass is showing them the way. But, the door in the stone leads down a path that has been guarded for thousands of years. The danger isn't over for Maggie Parker and the magic still has a few things left to teach her - if she's going to survive and take the compass home. Join Maggie, Bernie and the Elementals in Quest for Magic out this August.
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      What’s in a name? Apparently quite a bit. I have a team who help me out these days. At some point, it’s a necessity. Plus, I wanted to change my old belief of ‘if I can do it, I should be doing it’ to something saner.

      

      Well, my team did a lot of testing with the covers, the titles, the blurbs and found out two useful bits of information. Fans love the word Peabrain, but after they’ve read the first book. That makes it tough to get readers unfamiliar with it to give it a try.

      

      So, I took my own advice about everything I learn being just data – and I changed the titles and the covers. (To his credit, Michael Anderle laughed but didn’t say, I told you so, because he did – many times)

      

      Frankly, it pays to be flexible in every area of my life, and to not take things personally. Learning just that has helped me listen more, talk less and make decisions faster. It cut out the time that I used to spend wondering if it was me and then asking others if it was me. I wasn’t looking for a solution, I was looking for personal validation.

      

      It’s not me, it’s just that data – and I can use it to change and adapt.

      

      I have tried out the need to be right – mostly because I was worried, I wasn’t enough – and it’s never really served me the way that I hoped. Looking back, I see I was offering ideas where they weren’t needed, or I wasn’t the expert and it was harder to hear new ideas that were too different from mine.

      

      But, over time as my trust in the universe, in people, in a Higher Power, whatever you want to call it, grew, so did my willingness to be quiet, listen, and just try something new without knowing where exactly it would lead. Like listening to Anderle and starting the Oriceran Universe.

      

      Not everything has worked out, and sometimes it was expensive, but I learned from those too and more often than not, it’s been an entirely different life. I don’t fear failure. I’m not trying to find the one perfect answer. I’m not surveying the multitudes before I’ll act. I ask for help, I sort through the information, and I go. This time, it was to change the titles and the covers – and keep the Peabrain Society… because we all know that Peabrains are magical and can do just about anything. More adventures to follow.
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