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      Deandra Hendricks works her fingers to the bone at two jobs to keep her Los Angeles apartment. With a rapidly dwindling savings account, the prospects for her future are bleak. So when her cousin invites her to visit Axia—the hidden magical hub their grandparents retired to—she agrees. Deandra doesn’t possess a stitch of magic herself, but a long weekend vacation in a strange new town might be just what she needs.

      

      Her first day in Axia is so bizarre, though, she wonders if her bleak life in Los Angeles hasn’t been so bad after all. And just when she thinks her day can’t get any stranger, she finds a baby dragon trapped in a dumpster. At a loss, she takes a trip to the vet, hoping they can help find the little guy’s owner.

      

      The dragon, it turns out, only appears in its true form to her, while everyone else sees a dire wolf puppy. She and the vet discover that, as long as the dragon wears his bespelled collar, his true identity is hidden. Someone went to great lengths to keep this supposed-to-be-extinct animal a secret.

      

      Then the “dog” is accused of arson and is seized by authorities. Determined to help him, Deandra searches for the real arsonist. She catches wind of a thriving black market that’s populated by those who would stop at nothing to claim an animal this rare. She must work quickly to clear her dragon’s name, because if he falls into the wrong hands, she could lose him forever.
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      A bright blue light pulsed off the circular pendant on the counter in a slow, rhythmic pattern. Deandra cocked her head as she watched it. It wasn’t doing anything else—no humming, buzzing, or shooting flesh-melting laser beams, so her initial alarm over the strange object had lessened considerably over the last five minutes.

      Lips pursed, she picked up the accompanying card to re-read the note.

      
        
        Hey, Dee!

        

      

      
        Our gossipy mothers got to talking, and I may have overheard that your life is in “upheaval.” I figure it’s not as bad as all that, but Grandma and Grandpa (heavily) suggested I send you a travel talisman anyway. Visiting a magical town is a terrifying idea, I know, but Axia is a great place to start. It’s basically a retirement community for people like them.

        

        I’m going to keep bugging you to come see this place until you cave. And now, thanks to the aforementioned gossipy mothers, I have new information to use against you. Being newly(ish) single is as good an excuse as any! Get your butt over here already. I bet you won’t be able to leave once you see it.

        

        If you decide to come, let me know, and we’ll inform the Welcome Center.

      

      
        - Wendy

      

      

      

      Deandra sighed, placing the card back on the counter. The travel talisman still pulsed blue. She knew Axia wasn’t some creepy cult commune straight out of a dystopian sci-fi movie, but it sure sounded like it. The capital letters of “Welcome Center” screamed “once you’re here, you’ll be microchipped and stripped of your ability to make your own decisions.”

      But as impulsive as her cousin Wendy could be, Deandra knew exactly what Axia truly was: a hidden magical “hub” in a rural part of Northern California. Deandra and Wendy were both fully human—much to Wendy’s chagrin—but their grandparents were “magic-touched.” They were wind elementals who had retired to Axia several years ago. As elementals aged, so did their magic. An errant sneeze could cause a miniature gale-force gust. In Axia, they could live out their golden years in a community where life was slower—and magical mishaps were treated as a natural part of aging.

      Deandra cautiously touched a finger to the circular disc on the counter. The center was hollow, making the talisman resemble a flat metallic donut. The metal was a soft gray and cool to the touch. No magical zaps singed her fingertip. While the disc was thin, when Deandra picked it up—the attached chain sliding along the counter—there was a definite heft to the metal. The blinking blue light had been emanating from the center of the disc, but now that the talisman was in Deandra’s hand, the light went from flashing to swirling. Her eyes widened as a whirling vortex whipped into a frenzy.

      She gasped, dropping the disc with a clatter. What if the magic sucked her in like a portal?

      Yet, when the talisman hit the counter, the vortex immediately returned to a calm, pulsing blue light.

      Shuddering, Deandra scooped up the disc long enough to shove it and the note from Wendy back into the small cardboard box they’d come in. Tucking the box under her arm, she hustled across her small dining-slash-living room to her desk wedged into a corner. In a drawer, she found tape to seal the offending box back up. She might have used the entire roll. Simply writing “return to sender” on the box and shipping it off from whence it came wouldn’t work, since the mail system in Axia was some complicated closed system. Stuff could get out just fine, but getting it in required several hoops to jump through. For now, Deandra would keep it stowed in the very back of her closet until she could figure out what to do with it.

      Once the talisman was securely tucked away, and the closet door was shut tight, she glanced at the clock on her bedside table—and cursed. She had only ten minutes to get dressed for work if she had any hope of getting there on time.

      She was out the door in eight.
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        * * *

      

      After four grueling hours, Deandra flung herself into the back seat of her car. She slammed the door shut and flopped onto her back, an arm thrown over her eyes. She worked an absurd number of hours each week as a barista in a wildly popular coffee shop in downtown Los Angeles. Since living in Los Angeles was ludicrously expensive, she also worked as a ride-share driver when she needed to help make ends meet. Which was … often.

      Deandra was reliable, had the mental fortitude to deal with the clientele, and had no life whatsoever, so her boss gave her all the hours she wanted. The turnover rate with students was astronomical, but ninety percent of the time they were the only ones applying for the job. So, while new employees dropped like flies, Deandra picked up their shifts left and right. Her entire existence had become working her fingers to the bone just to keep her apartment—an apartment she’d shared with her boyfriend, with his well-paying job in the medical field, until five months ago.

      She tossed and turned on her back seat, trying to get comfortable. She’d only needed to supplement her income with ride-share gigs once this week, which was good because the pay at the shop was better, but it also meant she was exhausted, her back ached, and her feet throbbed. This was technically her lunch break, but she was so tired, she wasn’t sure she’d have the energy to eat anyway. A nap was more vital.

      She’d been screamed at no less than three times today, all for things decidedly inconsequential. She’d listened to a diatribe about the cost of a cup of coffee being both “exorbitant” and “highway robbery” by a woman wearing Louboutin heels and an honest-to-God pearl necklace. A new coworker had been reduced to a puddle of tears after a man had berated her for putting vanilla creamer in his drink that wasn’t sugar-free as he’d “explicitly requested.” Her coworker had remade the drink for him, which the man had promptly taken to the condiment table—and then proceeded to dump in four packets of sweetener.

      The tips were decent—sometimes great—but Deandra wondered if any amount of money would make this level of exhaustion worth it.

      After ten minutes, when a power nap still eluded her, she gave up and rolled onto her side to rummage around in the purse she’d tossed haphazardly on the floorboard. Her unearthed cell phone told her it was just after five in the evening. She dialed her mom, then flopped onto her back again, staring at a black speck on the dark fabric ceiling, unsure if it was a stain or not. She longed for it to be a venomous spider. A ballooning bug bite would get her out of the rest of her shift—and possibly into a hospital, which was less ideal. But they’d let her sleep and would bring her Jell-O, so already this option sounded better than going back into Urbean Edge.

      “Hello …” her mother answered cautiously. “How’s it going?”

      “I have lost the will to live.”

      The black speck on her dark ceiling scuttled forward a few inches.

      Deandra added, “I’m currently awaiting the sweet release of death via arachnid.”

      “Ah,” her mother said, unfazed. “This is a lunch-break call.”

      Deandra knew her mother wasn’t unsympathetic to her weekly plight—after all, Deandra’s parents were restaurant owners and dealt with just as much daily nonsense as she did. Since it was after five p.m.—after six for her mother—she was probably bone-weary, too. Their restaurant served breakfast and brunch at an establishment that had grown into an institution in Denver, Colorado. Her mother’s day started at four a.m.—so six p.m. was practically midnight for her.

      But her mother, as usual, took on her “I’m listening” tone, even if she was drained. “Did that woman pretend to find broken glass in her veggie wrap again?”

      Deandra grimaced at the week-old memory. “I actually don’t want to talk about work.”

      “Oh?”

      “I … uh … got an interesting gift from Wendy today. Grandma and Grandpa told her to send it. The middle swirls around. The whole thing glows blue. I wasn’t sure what to do with it, so now the terrifying thing is buried deep in my closet.”

      “I don’t need to know the details of your sex life, Dee.”

      “Mom!”

      “Sorry.” She cracked up. “What is it? A travel talisman?”

      “Yeah. That’s what she called it.”

      There was a long beat of silence, and when her mother spoke again, her tone had lost all traces of humor. “Are you thinking of using it?”

      “I don’t know,” Deandra said, sighing. “I’ve never been to a hub. And Grandma and Grandpa travel less now that they live in Axia. It sounds like they’re doing great there, but they aren’t getting any younger. I don’t want to regret not seeing them.”

      “Sounds like you’ve made up your mind,” she said. “Axia sounds much more relaxed than the hub I grew up in. I’m sure you’d be fine.”

      “You could come with me,” Deandra said, wincing slightly in preparation for the response she knew was coming. “I’m sure they’d send some for you and Dad, too.”

      “Did they put you up to this?” her mother asked, sounding more resigned than angry. “Guilt me into going by using my favorite daughter as bait?”

      “I’m your only daughter.”

      Her mother didn’t even laugh at the bad, oft-used joke. “It’s not a good time. Business at the restaurant is hectic. We couldn’t leave the place unattended.”

      They had a full staff more than capable of holding down the fort for a few days, but Deandra knew there was no point in arguing. Her mother—and all her siblings—had grown up in a hub. It hadn’t been easy for her mother to live in a city teeming with magic when she didn’t have any herself, despite both of her parents being elementals. Of her mother’s three siblings, only one had been born with magic. He was practically a prodigy, as if, instead of their parents’ magic being equally distributed to the four children, Uncle John had gotten all of it.

      John was the eldest, too. He would have lorded it over his siblings anyway, as that was the way of older siblings, but for him to also be blessed with magic? It hadn’t been pretty. As soon as the younger siblings were old enough, they’d fled the hub system and vowed never to return.

      Deandra didn’t blame her mother for wanting no part of that life. Nevertheless, she’d always been curious what a hub city would be like. She imagined it like a movie, but instead of the fantastical things she saw being the product of green screens and robotics, they’d be powered by real magic.

      Deandra had been living in the city of Hollywood magic for three years now. The city of glitz and glamour. Heck, she’d served coffee to Zac Efron just last month. She’d almost suffered heart failure at the sheer excitement of it. Fifteen minutes later, however, a man who was upset about his scalding coffee not being hot enough had called her an “incompetent nincompoop,” which had killed the Efron high.

      Maybe what Deandra needed was a little dose of actual magic. It was possible she’d find Axia just as overwhelming as her mother thought all hubs were, and after a weekend, Deandra would come running back, arms wide, to embrace her too-expensive, pollution-laden, traffic-clogged city.

      “I think I’m going to take them up on the offer,” Deandra said. “If the place is as chill as Wendy says, maybe you and Dad can join me.”

      “Maybe,” her mother said unconvincingly, stifling a yawn. “When do you think you’d go?”

      “I have Thursday off this week. Is that … oh, that’s tomorrow. Joe could cover Friday, and Marcy could probably cover Saturday and Sunday. I’ll make a long weekend of it.”

      “I’m sure everyone would love to see you. You’ll be in good hands there,” she said. “Probably.”

      Deandra sighed softly to herself. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I know. This is my issue, not yours.” There was a slight smile evident in her voice when she added, “I wonder how long it’ll take them to set you up on a blind date.”

      “Did you really have to tell them Mark and I broke up?”

      Deandra hadn’t even told Wendy about the break-up yet. Her feelings about her failed relationship were still a tangled mess that Deandra hadn’t had the energy to unravel just yet.

      “Sorry, baby girl. I absolutely threw you under the bus,” her mother admitted. “Gayle was getting on my case about going to one of those wellness retreats with her, and I needed to deflect.”

      “Well if I end up going on several disastrous dates with a bunch of weirdo wizards, I’ll report back so you have more things to gossip about with Aunt Gayle.”

      Her mother laughed. “Pro tip? Wizards aren’t a thing. There are witches or sorcerers—two very different things—and both terms are gender neutral.”

      Deandra’s brows smashed together. “Then what are Grandma and Grandpa?”

      “Wind witches.”

      “Is there a handbook I need to pick up first?” Deandra asked.

      “There should be several pamphlets in the Welcome Center when you get there,” her mother said without a hint of mirth. “Oh, and it’s common for Centers to employ avian shifters, since birds are so gregarious. They often have an odd look to them, as the shift from avian to human isn’t seamless. The uneven shift only afflicts avians for some reason—the other animal shifters don’t have that problem. Try not to stare. It’s offensive.”

      Deandra wondered if she should take notes.

      “I would like to be a fly on the wall to see your reaction to experiencing the world inside a hub for the first time,” her mother added wistfully. “Culture shock isn’t a strong enough term.”

      Oh boy.

      This would no doubt be a very, very weird weekend.
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      Deandra left at five a.m. the next morning, the sky still dark and the air chilly. She’d already been awake for two hours, too amped up to sleep. Stocking up on caffeine when she finally set out had become imperative.

      The drive from Los Angeles took the better part of eight hours, partly because of several bathroom and snack breaks. During those long eight hours, Deandra had wished, not for the first time, that it wasn’t an overnight bag lying on the back seat, but a dog. A dog would have made for a great road trip companion. Someone who wouldn’t complain about her music or the stretch of time she’d listened to a historical romance audiobook that had gotten so unexpectedly racy, she’d missed several minutes over the sound of her own embarrassed laughter. Mark had been allergic to animals in general and had refused to even consider hypoallergenic breeds.

      Maybe when she got back to LA, she’d look into getting a dog. She probably also needed to relocate. The ability to keep her apartment on a single salary and a rapidly depleting savings account wouldn’t last much longer. She wouldn’t be able to keep a roof over her head and keep a new pup fed.

      The directions Wendy had provided eventually led Deandra to what could only be described as “the middle of nowhere.”

      “You have reached your destination,” her GPS informed her.

      Deandra slowed to a stop. A cloud of dust rose around the car, gravel crunching under the tires. There was nothing here but empty fields, a highway off in the distance, and the dirt road she idled on.

      “The heck I have,” she muttered.

      She tapped at her phone propped up on her dashboard and called Wendy.

      “Hi!” her cousin replied so quickly, the phone had barely rung once. The din of voices sounded in the background. “Are you here yet?” She was a little out of breath.

      Deandra squinted through the wafting dust cloud. “I’m … somewhere. This can’t be right. I must have taken a wrong turn.”

      “Do you see a barn anywhere? I think that entrance has a barn. Or was it a shed …”

      Deandra questioned her decision to do this. A slight breeze kicked up another thick cloud of dust, reminding her that, despite how often people thought of California as the land of perfect weather, it was a desert state.

      As the dirt settled, she saw it: way out in the distance, in the middle of a field of yet more dirt, stood a dilapidated structure. It was still up for debate whether it was a shed or a barn. “I think I see it.”

      “There should be a road that leads directly to its doorstep,” Wendy said.

      Deandra took her foot off the brake and eased forward. A short chicken-wire fence, no more than two feet high, hugged either side of the road for as far as she could see. Uneven metal spikes poked into the air from the top of the crudely cut fence. She supposed she could try to gun it and drive over the fence, but the tires might not make it—the car’s paint job surely wouldn’t. No road, paved or otherwise, led to the falling-apart structure in the distance.

      “You’re wearing the talisman, right?” Wendy asked when Deandra hadn’t given her an update in over a minute.

      Deandra most certainly wasn’t.

      She glanced toward the passenger seat, where the small cardboard box sat among a scattered array of snack bags. The talisman was still inside the box. In fact, the box was still sealed tight.

      It wasn’t that Deandra feared the talisman … okay, that was a lie.

      “Ugh. Give me a second,” Deandra said, putting the car in park. “In my defense, you never said I had to put it on.”

      “It’s a necklace, Dee. What else would you do with a necklace, other than wear it?”

      “Don’t sass me. I’m starting to freak out here.”

      Wendy chuckled. “Starting to?”

      Be best friends with your cousin, they said. It’s even better than having a sister, they said …

      Deandra gave her mirrors a cursory check to make sure the deserted dirt road remained deserted. A literal tumbleweed rolled by behind her, but she saw no other signs of life other than the lone songbird warbling from its perch on the wire fence.

      After getting the box unsealed with the aid of much finagling and even more cursing—why had she used so much tape?—Deandra stared down at the box in her lap for a long moment. The memory of the swirling vortex was fresh in her mind. If she got sucked into some alternate universe, she’d never forgive Wendy. She said as much out loud.

      Wendy snorted. “I know it’s been a minute since we’ve hung out, but you’re way more dramatic than I remember.”

      Deandra opened the box. The talisman still lay innocently at the bottom, giving off the ever-present blue glow. Steeling herself, she reached inside and pulled out the metal disc. She marveled again at the heft of it in her palm, despite the material appearing no thicker than a few pieces of tin foil squeezed together.

      She held the disc up by the attached chain. It was gaudy when considered as a piece of jewelry, rather than a quirky bit of art.

      “Here goes nothing,” she muttered, clasping the chain behind her neck.

      The disc rested against her chest, the coolness of the metal seeping through the fabric of her shirt. Despite the “necklace” not being her style at all, it didn’t look half bad lying against the peach hue of her blouse.

      The vortex housed in the hollow of the disc had kicked up speed as soon as Deandra pulled the talisman from the box. It was disconcerting to have the contained tornado of magic so close to her body, but so far it hadn’t sucked her organs out through her chest, so she hazarded a glance away from it and out the window.

      She gasped.

      A few feet ahead, the road she was on curved slightly to the left. The wire fence had parted, seemingly to allow her passage. From what she could tell, the newly formed road did lead straight to the lone structure waiting in the field beyond.

      “Told you,” Wendy said, but she didn’t sound smug. She sounded … hopeful. A fondness for her cousin softened the edges of Deandra’s anxiety. Wendy loved Axia, and she wanted Deandra to love it too.

      As apprehensive as Deandra felt, it wasn’t only nervous butterflies winging erratically in her belly. She was excited. She was practically thrumming from head to toe. Wasn’t this what every child wished for—to find a secret key that granted access to a hidden magical world?

      Well, who had decided magic was just for kids?

      She put the car in drive, took her foot off the brake, and inched forward, slowly turning left onto the newly revealed road. The tires met no resistance as she drove past the wire fence. She lightly pressed her foot on the gas and accelerated past barren fields. This wasn’t a hallucination. This was actually happening.

      “I’m on my way,” she said, noting the giddy trill in her own voice.

      “Awesome!” Wendy said. “I’ll meet you at the Welcome Center. See you soon!”

      The call disconnected.

      As she got closer, Deandra noted that the dilapidated shed sat directly in the middle of the road. Even from a distance, she could tell there was no parking lot. Was she supposed to stop outside the shed and wait for assistance? Would an unseen trap door open beneath her car, where she’d plummet onto an Axian road? The idea of an entire town existing under this field was doing a number on her brain, but she kept going.

      The shed was more like a small cabin, the walls weatherworn and leaning dangerously to one side. Shingles were missing from the sagging roof, leaving a few gaping holes open to the elements. The door hung precariously from its hinges, revealing a few snatches of black from inside the dark, small house. Deandra half expected a goblin or some other small magical creature to scurry out onto the rotting porch to greet her.

      But even when she was close enough to be sure the few windows on the front of the house held no glass, no one emerged from inside the cabin. No one rounded a corner from behind it. Nothing came scuttling out of the broken roof.

      Suddenly, the entire cabin shimmered. Deandra slammed on the brakes, and the car skidded to a stop, the back tires fishtailing. A fresh dust cloud kicked up, wafting about the car. Her heartbeat pulsed in her throat.

      The cabin’s edges went soft, like water dripping onto still-wet paint, the colors running and bleeding. The house slowly melted into the air like mist. A blink later, the scene snapped into sharp focus again, revealing a series of obelisk-shaped posts that stretched out in either direction. They reminded her of fence posts, only there was nothing connecting them to one another, as if someone had given up on the project right after installing them. Each one was covered in unfamiliar markings.

      Directly in front of her were two larger obelisks, each at least eight feet tall, while the others stood closer to five feet. Between the pointed tips of the larger posts stretched a metal sign. Metal leaves and flowers wove around each other from either end of the arching sign, where they met in the middle to form the letters of “Axia.” While it was easy to read the word, it also seamlessly blended into the metal plant life; something beautiful hidden in plain sight—perhaps like the town of Axia itself.

      All that lay beyond the obelisks were more barren fields, though.

      Telling herself that the cabin hadn’t been real, and these obelisks were, she slowly lifted her foot off the brake. The car rolled forward, the occasional rock crunching under a tire. As she passed under the arch, she squinted one eye closed, bracing for the impact of the car crashing—albeit slowly—into the old cabin.

      She fully passed under the arch without incident, then stopped several hundred feet beyond it, eyeing the back side in her rearview mirror. Nothing but the unfinished fence and dirt in all directions.

      Then, all at once, an entire street lined with businesses popped into existence around her.

      She froze, her eyes stuck open.

      She screamed bloody murder.

      Holding on to the steering wheel of her idling car for dear life, she gazed left and then right, screaming her head off all the while. Human brains were not equipped to process such a thing, Deandra decided, as she switched to creative strings of obscenities that would have made her foul-mouthed boss blush.

      The road below her was a normal-enough looking road. From where she sat screaming, she noted the normal-looking sidewalks. There were a handful of buildings that looked normal, too. They had brick façades, shiny glass windows, and there was even a very normal-looking woman walking her normal-looking dog. It honestly looked no more magical than any of the handful of towns she’d stopped in on her drive here.

      What strolled around the corner of an ice cream shop, though, was so baffling to Deandra’s malfunctioning human brain that her screams and curses dried up in an instant. Because now, clomping down the sidewalk ahead of her, was a centaur.

      A freaking centaur!

      She lurched forward, hugging the steering wheel to her chest like a life raft. The body of the centaur was a sleek chestnut-brown horse, and where the neck and head should have been was a man’s torso. The man-half was shirtless, his skin a golden brown a few shades lighter than her own. He had the face of someone who belonged on the cover of GQ. He slowly clopped forward, covering the distance between his original location and Deandra’s car in a matter of seconds—what with the horse legs.

      Craning his neck to peer through the windshield, he flashed her a grin. Her stomach swooped. He was far too good-looking for his own good—for anyone’s good. Men that easy on the eyes were capital-T Trouble. She involuntarily bit her lip as he offered her a flirtatious wink.

      His tail swiped left and right in her peripheral vision, likely instinctively swatting away flies.

      Get it together, Dee!

      This place had broken her in a matter of seconds. She was ogling a man with a freaking tail.

      A very gorgeous man who needed both a brush and a currycomb. She gave her head a very hard shake. This was what insanity felt like, she was sure of it.

      The centaur laughed—the sound muted—then he continued on his way. She watched him in the passenger-side mirror. He waved at someone across the street, and given the way he started swishing his equine hips, Deandra figured he was flirting with that individual too.

      Knock, knock.

      She flinched so hard, the car rocked, punctuated by another wave of wildly ribald curses. Whipping her head to the side, she peered out her driver’s side window toward the source of the sound—and shrieked.

      Her arms flailed, knocking her rearview mirror askew. The strangest-looking woman Deandra had ever seen squatted there. When all Deandra did was stare at her wide-eyed, the woman angled her pointer finger toward the ground a few times.

      Swallowing hard, Deandra hit the button to lower her window, even though her instincts told her to throw the car in reverse, slam her foot on the gas, and accelerate right the heck out of this whacky place.

      “Hello!” the woman said, her voice melodic. The pleasantness of her tone was a sharp contrast to her abnormal appearance.

      “H-hi,” Deandra said, swallowing. She was going to need a defibrillator soon.

      “I’m Allegra,” the woman said, sticking her hand through Deandra’s open window.

      Deandra shook it, finding the woman’s delicate hand cool to the touch. Her fingers were long, pale, and thin, which matched her tall, willowy frame. Even her neck was long—perhaps too long.

      “I’m the curator of the Welcome Center.”

      Deandra blinked dumbly at her, taking her hand back. Much like her reaction to an entire town snapping into existence, Deandra’s mind couldn’t reconcile the oddity of Allegra’s features.

      Her nose was a bit too big for her face, her eyes spaced too far apart, and her head moved in quick, jerky movements as she observed Deandra. A slight breeze swept past Allegra, and Deandra realized that the woman’s stylish blond pixie-cut hair wasn’t hair at all but feathers. The tips of the feathers were black. It was the kind of cool, edgy hairstyle Deandra admired on others but could never pull off herself. If it weren’t for the incongruous way Allegra’s features resided on her face, Deandra could picture her working the runway as an androgynous model—someone who could make any fashion style work.

      Her mother’s warning suddenly careened into place, pushing out Deandra’s plethora of jumbled, half-formed questions. “It’s common for Centers to employ avian shifters … they often have an odd look to them … it only afflicts avian shifters for some reason—the other animal shifters don’t have that problem. Try not to stare. It’s offensive.”

      Deandra quickly diverted her attention. “I’m so sorry.”

      Which likely earned her even fewer favors, but she was floundering here. She really should have asked more questions before she embarked on this impromptu adventure.

      Allegra’s laugh was even more melodic than her speaking voice—a cheerful, warbling sound that eased the knot of anxiety squeezing Deandra’s chest like a vise.

      “Between you and me,” Allegra said with a conspiratorial edge that made Deandra glance over at her, “I took this job specifically for the look on humans’ faces when they visit a hub for the first time. As shocking as it might be to see a centaur or faun, I find it’s often the avian shifters whom humans find the most unsettling. Humans search for human-like faces in everything—it’s an instinctual reaction when presented with something alien, for lack of a better word. Humans try to find order in chaos. I am well aware that an avian shifter’s face, to a human, looks like chaos. I figure it’s good to give newcomers a shock to the system when they get here. They’ll know fairly quickly if it’s too much to handle.”

      Deandra wasn’t sure what to say.

      “I went to an all-avian high school,” Allegra added. “I was voted ‘most beautiful’ four years in a row. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, no?”

      Deandra nodded, hoping she one day possessed the confidence of an avian shifter living among humans.

      “The Welcome Center is a few buildings ahead—between the telepost office and the sandwich shop. Looks like you’re going to need all the welcome pamphlets.”

      “I might need a welcome encyclopedia,” Deandra muttered.

      Allegra’s melodious laugh made another delightful appearance. “There’s a parking lot around the back.” She stood to full height. “See you inside.”

      With no warning, Allegra gave her arms a quick flap and turned into a swan twice the size of an ostrich. Deandra nearly swallowed her own tongue.

      Allegra squawked with the force of a bullhorn, then waddled down the middle of the street. She waved a massive white wing—tipped with black—at a couple walking down the sidewalk. The couple smiled and waved back.

      The couple in question just happened to be a pair of four-foot-tall, green-skinned beings with pointy ears. Goblins, maybe?

      Good grief.

      Deandra allowed her heart a full five minutes to stop trying to pound its way out of her chest before she forced herself to decide whether to move forward or hightail it back to Los Angeles.

      Curiosity, as always, won out.

      Blowing out a long, slow breath, she eased the car into drive and followed her feathered welcome committee.

      She really hoped Axia had a well-stocked liquor store.
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      The Welcome Center was a wide-open space decorated like a cozy living room. Several plush sofas in forest green and navy blue were scattered around the room, accented by low tables. Shiny pamphlets were fanned out on the tables’ surfaces as well as stacked into neat rows in the large shelving unit pressed against the wall beside the front door. Deandra didn’t see Allegra anywhere.

      A counter stretched along the back of the room where more pamphlets and flyers lay carefully arranged on the worn wood. A second avian shifter—this one male—stood behind the counter with a phone pressed to his ear. At least she knew now that avian shifters were easily identifiable on sight.

      While Allegra was long and thin, this man was stout—wide in the shoulders and not an inch over five-foot-five. His hair, while much longer than Allegra’s, was composed of feathers as well. Most were deep chocolate brown, but a few were stark white.

      His voice was just as pleasant as Allegra’s, and he was patiently relaying directions to the location of the town hall to the person on the other line. When his laser-sharp, beady eyes swiveled in Deandra’s direction, she froze. Her gut told her he had to be an eagle in avian form. The idea of a five-foot-tall bird of prey nearly made her pass out right there on the shiny hardwood floor.

      A door just beyond the counter opened and out stepped Allegra—thankfully back in her human body. Smiling brightly, Allegra elegantly swept forward, skirting the end of the counter, weaving around a few of the love seats, and stopping before Deandra, blocking her view of the eagle man.

      “You have that glazed-eyed look newcomers get,” Allegra said, her chipper tone suggesting she found this deeply amusing. As far as bird personalities went, Deandra thought Allegra should have been a corvid—smart, cunning, and mischievous. Swans had an aggressive streak that Allegra appeared to lack, at least, so Deandra supposed she could have done worse, as far as guides went.

      At a young age, Deandra had been chased by a rather ornery goose through a park. When she’d tripped over her own untied shoelaces with the murder bird approaching fast, her short life had flashed before her eyes. Her dad had snatched her off the ground before she’d become goose chow, and her mother had chased the bird off, a battle cry on her lips and a purse swung in her grip like a military flail.

      Smiling softly at the memory, Deandra suddenly wished they were here. Her mother would get a kick out of watching Deandra and her father have a total meltdown. He’d never been to a hub, either.

      “How are you holding up so far?”

      Deandra snapped out of the memory and offered Allegra a weak smile. “Umm … fine?”

      A laugh bubbled up behind her. “Liar.”

      Grinning, Deandra spun to find her cousin Wendy standing in the doorway. She was such a welcome, familiar sight, Deandra almost burst into tears. Though they talked often, it had been nearly a year since she’d last seen her cousin in person, so the joy she felt wasn’t wholly over the top. But it was close. She flung her arms around Wendy. Deandra had to stoop a little to do it, as Wendy was a good six inches shorter, but Deandra held on tight, her chin on her cousin’s shoulder.

      At first glance, most people wouldn’t think Deandra Hendricks and Wendy Choo were related. Deandra was tall and dark, while Wendy was petite and fair skinned. Their grandparents and mothers were African American, but Wendy’s mother, Gayle, had married a Chinese American man. Like Deandra’s own father, Wendy’s dad was fully human, sealing the deal that Wendy had no chance of ever wielding magic.

      Wendy wrapped her arms around Deandra. The travel talisman was wedged between their chests. Though Deandra was sure the magic in it had winked out once she’d crossed into the town, a faint chill from the metal still seeped through Deandra’s shirt.

      Deandra’s mid-back length waves hung around her shoulders, and Wendy petted her hair as if Deandra were an animal who needed soothing. That wasn’t far off.

      Wendy addressed Allegra over Deandra’s shoulder. “What did you do to her? Did you shift in front of her? You know that freaks newbies out!”

      “And you know

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/mythical-pet-sitting-chapter-scene-break.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Summary
      


      		
        Reading Order
      


      		
        Map of Axia (Part A)
      


      		
        Map of Axia (Part B)
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Also by Melissa Erin Jackson
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Melissa Erin Jackson


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/axia-map-side-a.jpg
Corly Land Haunted

3 ~ Noodle
Management
WP
S
Large
&sWide
I U (st
/)(.% g wﬁl

e

Heather’s
Elixi

Telepost
Welcome? Place
Sy






OEBPS/images/mythical-pet-sitting-chapter-header-1.jpg








OEBPS/images/a-mythical-case-of-arson-title-page.jpg
MELISSA ERIN JACKSON

Ringitis?
—ii





OEBPS/images/axia-map-side-b.jpg
Mythic Pet
Kitchen

Dr. Caddel’s 'l("z,,. <
Office ; Drug

D
LS

Burned

Dumpling

Hogarth's
Hoagies

;

Grandparents’
House





OEBPS/images/mythical-pet-sitting-chapter-scene-break-2.jpg







OEBPS/images/a-mythical-case-of-arson-ebook-cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/mythical-pet-sitting-chapter-scene-break-3.jpg







