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One: Casper – Pixie Trouble
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I spotted the damage immediately. Sunrise painted the garden in strokes of gold and pink, but all I could focus on were the nibbled Moon Lilies and the cabbage-roses with their giant heads tilted at unnatural angles.

The pixie had been beyond mischievous. The bite patterns formed a rough circle, like it had been spinning frantically around something invisible that scared it into fleeing. 

Great. Another problem to solve before breakfast. The familiar weight of responsibility settled on my shoulders as I knelt and scanned the damp earth.

Faint, shimmering trails crisscrossed the flowerbeds. These were trails only I could see. Pixie mischief, but wrong somehow. 

A Puckweed Pixie, judging from the sheer random chaos of the path, but pixies were troublemakers. Not... panicked.

My protective charm, a smooth gray stone Evelina had given me, felt warm against my chest. It always warned me of magical disturbances, but today the pulse seemed urgent. Almost frantic.

"Whatcha lookin' at?" Luke's voice crashed into my concentration as he bounced into the garden, nearly tripping over a watering can.

I resisted the urge to sigh. "Pixie." I pointed to the damaged lilies. "Messed with the flowers."

Luke crouched beside me, his blond hair sticking up in every direction. "Where? I don't see anything!"

"That's because you're not looking properly." I traced the shimmering trail with my finger, noting how it veered sharply away from the eastern boundary. "See how the dew droplets are disturbed here?"

The eastern section felt different this morning. Colder somehow, even in the warming sunlight. The Guardian Roses there had grown new thorns overnight. Sharp, defensive spikes I'd never seen before.

Lily hurried in next, her red curls escaping their braid. She immediately knelt beside us, her fingers hovering over the damaged petals.

"Oh no! Are they okay?" Her voice was soft with concern.

"It's still here," I said, spotting a flicker of emerald-green near the violet-leafed sage.

I quickly took stock of who else was arriving. Oakley was inspecting a bent trellis, his movements more careful than usual. Ivy was listening intently, her small bird charm silent for now. Piper and Wren were still blinking sleep from their eyes. 

Seven kids, one leader. Me.

"Okay, listen up," I said, making my voice sound steadier than I felt. What would Evelina do? "Luke, we need a distraction. Something shiny but try to keep it controlled this time."

Luke grinned, already rubbing his hands together. "Shiny distraction? Coming right up!" Sparks danced around his fingertips immediately. Too many, too bright.

"Not that bright," I warned. "Remember last time?"

Luke winced. "Right. Sorry." He dimmed the sparks to a gentle glow.

"Lily, see if you can guide some vines near the sage patch without it noticing. Piper, Wren, stay back." I raised my hand with my palm facing out, and concentrated.

A shimmering blue energy sprang into existence, forming a shield between the younger girls and the potential path of the zooming pixie. It hummed softly, but holding it steady while thinking about everything else taxed my concentration. 

I felt it flicker at the edges.

Luke launched a cascade of shimmering, crackling lights. They came way too close to the golden chamomile. I winced. The pixie zipped away from the sparks, its laugh sounding like tiny bells. It dodged Lily's slowly creeping vines easily. 

Straight towards Piper and Wren.

I braced, pouring more energy into the shield. It solidified, humming louder. "Stay behind me!" I ordered, my voice tight.

The pixie zipped left and then right, completely unpredictable. My first plan wasn't working. Frustration tightened my jaw. I wasn't Evelina. I wasn't good enough.

"Casper!" Ivy pointed. "Percy says it loves the sound of the wind chimes near the gate!"

"Okay, change of plan!" I adjusted my shield's angle slightly. "Ivy, can Percy and his friends mimic the chimes over by the far wall? Luke, dial it back. Just one steady light near Lily's vines. Lily, get ready!"

It worked. The birds' mimicry drew the pixie's attention. It darted towards the sound and right into the path of Lily's now-ready vines. They snaked out, wrapping gently around the tiny figure.

Luke's single, controlled light held its gaze. The pixie squeaked, tangled but unharmed.

I let the shield dissolve, the energy drain leaving me suddenly tired. Relief and pride washed over me. 

We'd done it. Together.

"Should we put it in a jar?" Wren piped up, her copper curls bouncing as she hopped from foot to foot.

I looked at the tiny, struggling pixie, its dragonfly wings fluttering desperately. I remembered Evelina's words about respecting all creatures, even mischievous ones.

"Maybe," I pulled a shiny button from my pocket I'd found yesterday, "we can make a trade."

Just then, the clear, bright sound of the cottage bell rang through the morning air.

"Aw, but I want to watch the trade!" Wren pouted.

"You'll see plenty of pixies another time," I promised her, handing my button to Lily. "Breakfast first."

I nodded to Lily, who released the pixie in exchange for the button and a whispered promise.

I checked that Oakley had a plan for the trellis and quickly counted heads. Seven kids, one leader. I began shaping my report for Evelina on the way back to the cottage.

I wish I could sound as calm and wise as she always did.

********************
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The scent of baking bread and simmering berry compote wrapped around me like a warm hug as I stepped inside the cottage kitchen.

I paused at the doorway, making sure Piper and Wren dipped their hands in the self-filling basin by the door before letting them skitter past toward the long wooden table.

Little details matter when you're responsible for everyone.

"Did you catch the pixie?" Felix asked, already seated at the table. His dark eyes were wide with interest.

"Traded with it," I replied, sliding into my seat. "It won't bother the Moon Lilies again."

"Casper made a brilliant plan," Wren announced, bouncing in her seat. "We all helped!"

The kitchen hummed with the low thrum of Evelina's ambient magic. It was a constant, reassuring presence woven into the very stones and timbers. 

It felt thicker near the hearth, where enchanted pans sizzled and stirred breakfast on their own.

I took my usual seat at the head of the table, the one closest to Evelina's right hand. The heavy wooden chair felt solid beneath me. My small anchor in the morning's gentle chaos.

Evelina was already there, her silver hair catching the light from the window, which currently showed a view of sun-dappled treetops despite the early hour.

She smiled as we scrambled into our places, but I caught it. 

There was a faint tightness around her green eyes, a flicker of something distant before her focus settled fully on us. Her gaze drifted toward the windows more often than usual.

Something was bothering her. I filed that away to think about later.

Plates drifted from the counter, landing softly before each of us. Each was laden with steaming Sunbeam Scrambled Eggs that glowed faintly, berry muffins, and slices of thick-cut bread.

Evelina looked expectantly at me.

I cleared my throat, sitting up straighter. "Report, Evelina. Puckweed Pixie in the garden. Disrupted the Moon Lilies and damaged a rose trellis. Pattern suggests it was fleeing something rather than just causing mischief. No permanent harm done."

I kept my tone even, factual. Don't show uncertainty. "Lily contained it with vine growth, aided by Ivy's information from Percy and Luke providing a controlled light distraction. We negotiated its release."

Evelina's attention sharpened. "Fleeing? From which direction?"

"Eastern boundary. The pixie avoided that entire section completely."

"Negotiated?" Evelina raised an eyebrow, but her smile seemed forced. "I see."

"It was HUGE!" Luke burst out, mouth full of muffin. He swallowed quickly at Evelina's gentle look.

"And super-fast! Zipping everywhere! Casper put up this awesome shield, like BAM! And my lights were like, WHOOSH! And the birds singing, and the vines grabbing it—"

"Don't talk with your mouth full," I reminded him automatically.

Luke rolled his eyes but closed his mouth.

I felt my ears get hot. Luke always made everything sound like a fireworks show.

I kept my face neutral, focusing on the pleasant warmth radiating from the eggs as I took a bite. They tasted faintly of citrus, and I felt a slight tingling spread through my fingertips.

Evelina chuckled softly at Luke's enthusiasm but turned her gaze back to me. "Well handled, Casper. And Lily, Ivy, Luke. Good teamwork. Quick thinking is essential."

She paused, her gaze drifting towards the window again for just a second. There it was again, that flicker of worry. 

What was it?

"However," Evelina's focus sharpened again. "Containing is one thing, understanding the why is another. Why was the pixie drawn to the Moon Lilies specifically this morning? And more importantly, what might have frightened it away from the eastern boundary?"

"Maybe the dew was extra sweet?" Lily tapped her chin in thought.

"Or it wanted to make a crown!" Wren added, her eyes shining. "Pixies wear little crowns made of flower petals, you know."

"Do you think it was looking for something?" I asked, trying to think deeper. 

Evelina's smile grew warmer, but I noticed how her fingers drummed against her teacup. "Good questions, all of them. What else did you notice about the garden this morning?"

I thought about the Guardian Roses' new thorns, the way the Sunbeam Daisies had turned inward instead of following the light. The strange chill near the eastern boundary.

"The plants seemed... defensive," I said slowly. "Like they were expecting trouble."

"Very observant." Evelina's voice carried an urgency I'd never heard before. "Casper, I want you to check the boundary wards today. All of them."

"We checked them three days ago—"

"Check them again." The subject was closed. "Pay special attention to the eastern perimeter."

I filed that away. Always look beyond the surface problem. I watched Evelina, noting how she guided the conversation, letting us figure things out.

I wanted to ask about strengthening the garden wards. Or maybe layering alert-runes onto the boundary stones, but I held back. Show, don't tell. That was Evelina's way.

I saw Oakley quietly sketching something onto his napkin. Probably a reinforced trellis design.

Ivy was leaning close to Piper, whispering. Likely sharing what Percy had seen before the pixie entered the garden.

"Remember," Evelina said, her voice calm and resonant, "even small disruptions can be signals. The forest speaks in many ways."

She looked directly at me. "Protection spells reflect what's in your heart, Casper. Don't let worry create cracks in your shields."

My stomach tightened. Had she seen how my shield wavered? I nodded, pushing down the flicker of embarrassment.

"Yes, Evelina." I took another bite of egg, focusing on its strengthening warmth.

A small bowl of shimmering Moonpetal Pudding appeared beside my plate. It was my absolute favorite: creamy white with iridescent swirls and tasting like starlight and vanilla. A rare treat.

A ghost of a grin touched my lips before I quickly smoothed my expression back into responsible lines. I couldn't afford to look like a little kid, not even for pudding.

"Thank you," I said quietly.

Evelina nodded, her eyes warm but distant. "You earned it."

She mentioned needing helpers for the afternoon's forest walk to gather spell components.

Before anyone else could speak, I volunteered. "I can lead the check on the perimeter trail markers, Evelina. Make sure they're secure."

"I want to come too!" Wren bounced in her seat.

"Me too," Luke added. "I need to check on my alarm system by the east boundary."

I caught warmth in Evelina's eyes. Maybe it was pride, or maybe concern. She nodded, and that was that.

For a moment, I thought I saw a silver flicker reflecting in there, too. But when I looked again it was gone.

As the others finished their breakfast and began to disperse, I lingered, gathering my dishes. That's when I overheard Evelina speaking quietly with Lily near the kitchen window.

They hadn't noticed me yet.

"Another letter arrived from the village yesterday," Evelina murmured, her voice barely audible as she handed Lily a folded parchment sealed with a simple wax stamp. "From the council."

Lily's fingers trembled slightly as she accepted it. "Good news or bad?"

"Neither. Just questions. Always questions." Evelina sighed, her gaze drifting toward the window where, beyond the forest's edge, the distant spire of the village church was just visible on clear days.

Today the church was hidden by morning mist that clung longer than usual. "They worry about the boundary's strength with the seasonal change. As if we haven't maintained it perfectly for years."

"Should we tell the others?" Lily asked, tucking the letter away.

"Not yet. No need to burden them with village politics. Casper already carries enough responsibility."

I slipped away before they noticed me, pretending I hadn't heard.

Questions tumbled through my mind as I headed to prepare for the perimeter trail check. Why was the village concerned about our boundaries? Had they noticed the same things we had?

Why did Evelina think knowledge of the village would be a burden?

I thought about the little I knew of the village. Some of us had come from there, like Lily and Felix. Others, like me, had been found in the forest.

Evelina rarely spoke of it, except to mention trading for supplies occasionally. I wondered if the village even knew what we were doing here, or how important our Haven was.

With a sigh, I shook off the questions and focused on preparing for the afternoon's patrol.

Whatever the village wanted, Evelina would handle it. She always did.

My job was to focus on what I could control: keeping everyone safe within our boundaries.

**************************
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I kept to the back of the group as we patrolled Avallon Forest that afternoon, my eyes constantly scanning for anything out of place.

Up ahead, Evelina led the way, her silver hair shining from the filtered sunlight through the canopy. Lily and Ivy walked beside her. They peppered her with questions about the whispering Flutterferns we passed.

Luke and Wren chased shimmering sunbeams, laughing, while Oakley pointed out different types of bark to Piper.

Seven kids. Evelina. Me. Everyone accounted for.

"Look, Casper!" Wren pointed to a spiral pattern in the moss. "It's like a tiny map!"

"Stay where I can see you," I called back.

I felt the familiar thrum of the forest's magic, a living energy that shifted subtly as we moved deeper. But something felt different today. The harmony seemed strained, like a song played slightly off-key.

Beneath the ancient Whisperwood trees, the magic felt dense. It hummed like a low bass note. Evelina paused beside a patch of Star-Silver Moss growing on a fallen log.

"Now, remember," her voice rang clear but soft, "only take what you need, and always leave an offering."

She demonstrated by carefully pinching off a tiny, shimmering frond and leaving behind a smooth river stone from her pocket.

"Is that stone from the creek?" Luke leaned in to peer at it closely.

Evelina nodded. "The moss appreciates water-smoothed gifts."

I watched Lily mimic the action perfectly, whispering a thank you to the moss. I took my turn, my fingers tingling slightly as I harvested a small piece. The magic within it felt cool and clean.

Even as I focused on the lesson, part of my mind remained alert. A flash of movement above turned out to be a flickerwing squirrel. 

But the eastern woods felt different, quieter somehow. As if the usual forest creatures were avoiding certain areas.

I noted the faint, shimmering outline of one of Evelina's boundary wards woven between two towering sentinel oaks. They felt strong and calm here, but I remembered the strained feeling from this morning's check.

"How do the boundary trees communicate with each other, Evelina?" I asked, tucking the moss carefully into my collection pouch. "Is it like... roots talking?"

Evelina smiled. "In a way, Casper. They share a connection through the earth, a network of living energy. The wards amplify that connection, allowing them to sense disturbances much further away."

"Like an early warning system!" Luke exclaimed.

"Exactly," Evelina agreed.

Disturbances. The word snagged in my mind. Luke pointed toward a field ablaze with fiery Sunpetal blossoms.

"Can we get closer? Maybe they explode if you touch them!"

"Maybe we should look at those flowers from a safer distance, Luke," I glanced at Evelina for backup. "Some beautiful things are best admired from afar."

"Casper's right," Evelina said. "Sunpetals store intense heat. Best not to disturb them."

We continued walking closer to the edge of the denser woods, to a clearing bordering the northern perimeter.

I loved this part of the forest. The way the ancient trees stood like silent guardians, and their power was a comforting weight. But as the trees thinned, a prickling sensation crawled up the back of my neck.

I scanned the edge of the clearing. Something felt... off.

A shadow lingered near the base of the largest northern oak. A patch of darkness that didn't quite match the dappled sunlight. The air there felt disturbed, like walking through invisible cobwebs.

The very air there felt... wrong. Scrambled. Like static disrupting the forest's usual hum.

I kept watching it out of the corner of my eye, careful not to stare. The others were focused on a family of fuzzy Brambletuff Kits tumbling near a patch of berry bushes.

Should I say something? Or should I wait? Evelina warned earlier about worry creating cracks, so I took a breath and tried to analyze the feeling.

It wasn't aggressive yet, but it felt intrusive. Alien.

Through the shadows, I thought I caught a flicker of something. A glint of silver like moonlight on water. It vanished instantly, but my charm pulsed warm against my chest.

I blinked. Did I imagine it?

I moved closer to Evelina, timing my steps to fall beside hers as the younger kids oohed and ahhed over the kits.

"That shadow by the northern oak," I said quietly, keeping my voice casual. "The energy feels... disturbed."

I saw it again. That flicker, faster than before, deep in her green eyes.

Her gaze towards the tree became focused before her expression smoothed back into calm reassurance.

"You have sharp eyes, Casper," she lowered her voice so only I could hear. "The edges of the Haven sometimes experience echoes from the wilder magic beyond. Usually, it dissipates quickly."

Her tone was light. It didn't quite erase the prickling sensation on my neck.

"Should we strengthen the wards there?" I asked.

"Perhaps." Her gaze lingered on the oak. "We'll discuss it later."

Piper drifted closer to me, her brow furrowed. "Are you worried, Casper?" Her sea blue eyes searched my face.

I forced a small smile. "Just thinking about how the forest protects itself, Piper. That's all."

But my vigilance sharpened.

Every rustle of leaves and every snap of a twig seemed louder now. The weight of responsibility pressed down heavier than before.

As Evelina gathered us to head back toward the cottage, I automatically positioned myself between the younger children and the direction of that unsettling shadow near the northern oak.

I looked back again before the trees swallowed the clearing from view.

Just for a moment I thought the shadows shifted, forming the distinct outline of multiple tails before melting back into ordinary darkness.

My charm warmed against my chest. A warning? A reassurance? I couldn't tell.

But I knew one thing: something was changing in our Haven. I needed to be ready.

****************
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I ran my hand along the eastern boundary post as the sun touched the horizon. Luke stood beside me, his latest crystal sensor flickering uncertainly in his palm.

"Everything looks normal," he said, but his device pulsed with erratic light.

I pressed harder against the weathered wood, feeling for the familiar thrum of protective magic. There. A flutter, like a heartbeat skipping. The magic felt thinner somehow, stretched like fabric pulled too tight.

"The boundary's holding," I said slowly, "but it feels... strained."

"Strained how?"

I struggled to find the words. "Like a rope pulled just a little too tight. Still strong, but closer to breaking than it should be."

Luke's sensor chimed softly, and he frowned at the readings. "That's weird. I'm getting changes in the magical field strength. Nothing dangerous, but..."

"But not normal, either."

We stood in the gathering dusk, both staring at the invisible barrier that protected our home. Everything looked peaceful. 

Birds settled into their roosts, the last bees visited evening flowers. Fireflies began their nightly dance.

But something felt wrong. The air held a tension that hadn't been there this morning.

"We should tell Evelina," I decided.

When we returned to the cottage, her study door was closed. Through the gap beneath, I could see the urgent flicker of candlelight on scattered maps. The soft scratch of
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