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      “Mom?” Nicholas asked the air.

      Don’t be a baby, he told himself.

      Nicholas Gaffon looked over his backyard fence onto an overgrown acre of alder, maple, and fir. The ground beyond was thick with brown and yellow leaves.

      A cool day for autumn, though not so cold that thirteen-year-old Nicholas needed a jacket.

      He looked for the source of the strange sound, his breath coming short and shallow, arm raised, clutching a rock, ready to throw.

      Something like a call. Or a moan. What was it?

      The fence at which he stood tilted outward. Once, it had been painted gray or maybe brown. Now it was little more than rotting wood and rusted nails.

      The breeze shifted. For a moment, Nicholas caught a whiff of a burn pile from the rural farms outside town, woodsmoke and something else, not quite as nice. Tires, maybe.

      Then the sound was back. It hissed across the ground as if dragging an invisible tail, raising leaves in a line.

      It stopped ten feet from where Nicholas stood. He gripped the rock tightly.

      Whatever it was turned to look at him, with a face that wasn’t really a face. It spoke to him, maybe shouted, but without words. There was a feeling, too. Something like fury.

      Terrified, Nicholas closed his eyes.

      This isn’t happening.

      His eyes sprang open again.

      It was gone. No moving leaves. No hissing. No eyes that weren’t really eyes.

      Nicholas curled in on himself, crumpling down to his hands and knees in the muddy grass, the rock dropped and forgotten. He heaved once, dry.

      Am I crazy?

      He gazed down at the overgrown grass, then got to his feet, wiping muddy hands across jeans, brushing sandy grit from his fingertips on his dark green flannel shirt.

      His eyes flickered over the fence. Nothing.

      What was that?

      For sure not his mother. He put a hand on the outside of his pants pocket, feeling the metal of his ring through the fabric. Her ring.

      Into his mind flashed his mother’s face and smile, nothing like the angry glare of that weird thing out there.

      Then the image that always wanted to take over the screen of his mind, that moment when the paramedics carried her out of the house, her body covered with a gray blanket.

      He remembered thinking: I can’t see her face. So it can’t be her.

      Then, absurdly, he remembered how she used to fry him eggs in butter. He hadn’t eaten eggs since then. He would give up eggs for the rest of his life to have her back.

      The worst part was how he kept expecting her to walk into the house after work. Then he would know who he was again, what he was supposed to do with his life.

      “Nick?” his father called from the back door.

      Nicholas didn’t move.

      “Nick.”

      He exhaled, turned around. His father stood at the single-step stoop of the back door, arms crossed over an open navy-blue windbreaker, showing a stained white t-shirt beneath.

      Mom would never have let him wear that.

      “What are you doing out here?” his father asked in a flat tone.

      Used to be, he could tell his father anything.

      “Nothing.”

      For a moment, neither spoke.

      “Dinner in forty.”

      Nicholas nodded, slowly walking through the muddy grass to the house. He could feel his father’s stare. When he was halfway there, his father turned and went inside, letting the screen door slam shut behind him, as if he’d forgotten Nicholas entirely.

      Nicholas paused at the stoop and gave a look over his shoulder at the fence.

      Branches of maple, alder, and Douglas fir. Nothing more.
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      “It sure is quiet,” Rufus said in a hushed voice.

      “That’s the idea,” Keyton said, looking up at the top of the utility pole.

      Rufus squinted up and down Main Street. Marigold was a small enough town that it wasn’t particularly unusual for the street to be empty, as it was now.

      But the three teenagers knew they had to be certain, so they had come out at five am.

      Rufus yawned. Only for friends, he thought, staring at Angie.

      Angie shook her head, which meant the beaded tips of her braids made a soft tapping sound together. They were the magenta ones, Rufus was pretty sure, though it was hard to tell in this dim light. Sometimes he got close enough to her to get a scent. She smelled warm, like cardamom with a hint of allspice. Was it weird that he liked how she smelled?

      “That one’s better,” Angie said, pointing down the street.

      “Why?” Rufus asked quietly.

      There was something about the silent morning that made Rufus speak softly, even if it was just them.

      “Hardware store doesn’t block the prevailing winds,” Angie said.

      “Ang is right. Line of sight.” Keyton said.

      “Oh, a rhyme!” Rufus said, brightening, and smiling at Angie.

      Keyton laughed. “Come on.”

      The trio headed south, passing the darkened windows of the hardware store, then the Four Forks diner with its three stripes of red, orange, and yellow blanched of color in the dark.

      “We should reward ourselves later,” said Keyton, eyeing the Snowball’s Chance Creamery right next to Four Forks.

      Rufus sneered. “Kid stuff. You want really good ice cream, you have to go to Poly’s in Cottonwood Creek.”

      “Yeah? You driving yet?” Keyton asked. “And I remember you going on about the squid-ink ice cream. Gross.”

      “It wasn’t that bad,” Rufus replied. “Or that good.”

      They stopped at the next pole.

      “We sure this is a sensible plan?” Angie asked.

      “Yep,” Keyton replied, setting down a bundle of climbing equipment at the base. “I watched a bunch of videos.”

      “How many is a bunch?” Angie asked.

      “At least three,” Keyton replied.

      “Maybe I should do it,” said Rufus, taking from his pack the weather station rig they’d pooled their money to buy at a local swap meet.

      “I’m smarter,” said Keyton.

      “I’m bigger,” Rufus said, feeling slightly annoyed.

      Keyton turned to face Rufus. “How many videos did you watch?”

      Rufus pushed out his lower jaw. “None. But I know how to climb.”

      “This? With this equipment?” asked Keyton, pointing at the harness and leg climbers that ze had brought.

      While Rufus considered his answer, Keyton stepped into the butt-harness, snugging it up, and snapping the belt around zir waist and then around the pole. “Anyway, we already agreed. Next time you watch the vids and you can.”

      “If anything bad happens to you,” Angie said, “Sanne is going to kill us for being idiots.”

      “Then let’s make sure nothing bad happens,” Keyton said.

      Keyton’s expression went serious. “You know what? Say a spell for me, okay?”

      Rufus felt it, how things shifted between them and so suddenly. Their gazes flickered to each other.

      “You bet,” said Angie, taking Rufus’s hand.

      Which felt really good.

      The three of them linked hands in a circle. Angie spoke softly, a spell of uniting and collaboration.

      Rufus was somewhat certain she was making it up, but she sounded so good that he wouldn’t have been surprised if she had found it in one of Sanne’s books and memorized it. Angie was good at so many things.

      Angie inhaled, then added under her breath that the three of them were aiming to do good for the town by helping track the weather, so maybe the spirits, if any were around, could lend them some luck?

      Rufus and Angie stepped back to give Keyton room. Keyton fastened the spiked cuffs to zir ankles and buckled the brace to just below zir knees.

      Keyton took a breath, leaned back to take the slack out of the belt, sunk a spiked foot into the pole, and began to climb.
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        * * *

      

      Sanne’s mobile rang.

      No, it didn’t. It emitted the caw of a spotted towhee, which then became the bird’s lovely staccato trill. Sanne had recorded the audio one morning at dawn in the forest, and it was perfect.

      Sanne cocked her head, letting the feel and flow of the caller enter into her awareness.

      Few people actually called her. Her sister Marla, and sometimes Della.

      Della who was off in Canada with her newlywed husband Terry, at a real estate conference, followed by a lengthy honeymoon.

      Sanne missed Della. It surprised her to miss the other woman, given how unlikely the friendship had been to begin with. They had started as adversaries, and were forced to work together to keep immensely powerful and dangerous demon eggs from hatching and destroying the town of Marigold.

      Once they knew each other that well, they started to like each other.

      Then, months ago, under the not-quite-full moon of early summer, the demon egg enchantment was finalized. Della and Sanne and the three teenagers stood in a circle on the recently cured concrete, atop the two demon eggs, weaving a spell to make sure they would never hatch, and if they did, they would never emerge.

      The eggs were solidly ensorcelled now, contained in the magical equivalent of deep freeze, sealed into holes like vaults beneath physical stone and magical concrete.

      A fine night’s work that had been.

      A work of art, really. A beautiful spell that drew from the area’s deep ancient magma and the root system of trees. Rufus had brought the carpet of fungus that was everywhere, from mushroom to lichen. Angie drew spores and microscopic flora that lived on the breeze. And Keyton invoked the moisture in the air, the aquifer, and the cement itself. Keyton had announced that for the duration of the spell, ze was moving into zir masculine energy so as to balance the female-leaning group, and to stand alongside Rufus.

      Sanne was lucky beyond reason for the kids. For the forest.

      Even for Della. But the call didn’t have Della’s scent. Nor Marla’s.

      She swiped up.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “Susanne Pascral?” asked a male voice.

      Someone who didn’t know her well enough to know her friend-name.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      A moment’s silence.

      “I don’t know how to say this, so I’ll just spit it out. I’m your brother. My name is Allen.”

      Sanne blinked, and blinked again.

      “I have a brother?”
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      “We getting weather reports from the rig yet?” Rufus asked. He laced his fingers through the chain link surrounding the Marigold Middle School play yard.

      Sapling trees lined the street just outside the fence, but the play yard was otherwise flat concrete, with faded paint that would have been perfect for some elementary school games like four-square, mini-softball, hopscotch.

      Late morning recess. Rufus caught a brief whiff of burnt food from a cafeteria vent. The lasagna, from the scent of it.

      “Should be,” Keyton muttered unhappily. “But something’s wrong with the transmitter.”

      Angie was staring. Rufus followed her gaze across the yard. Four girls on two benches bent toward each other, whispering and pointing at them.

      Rufus looked back. The girls giggled. It wasn’t the nice kind of laughter.

      “We’re the weird ones now,” Angie said softly.

      “And I used to be so popular,” Rufus said dryly.

      Keyton snorted in amusement. Rufus grinned wide. So many of his jokes fell flat that to get one airborne felt good.

      Of course, making Angie laugh would be even better, though it wasn’t something she did easily.

      Rufus noted that the magenta beads on her dreadlocks alternated with yellow, which was really nice.

      “I wonder why it’s mostly girls,” Angie said. “Boys gossip, too, don’t they?” This was directed at Rufus.

      Keyton raised zir eyebrows and gave Rufus a sour look.

      “Sure we do,” Rufus said. “My dad gossips all the time about other people in Marigold and what’s wrong with them.”

      “People like me and my parents?” asked Angie, in that call-it-out-but-gently tone she was so good at.

      Angie’s dark skin attracted attention in the very white town of Marigold, along with comments that were just soft enough that you couldn’t quite make them out.

      And yet, somehow, Angie didn’t get angry. Sometimes Rufus wished she would.

      Rufus nodded a little, reluctantly. “Used to. Not any more.” Not since Rufus started pushing back.

      “How’d you talk your dad into enrolling you here?” Keyton asked him.

      “I pointed out to him,” Rufus answered, “that I should get some experience talking with other kids, kids I didn’t already know, so I could be better at networking, which would matter once I got my degree in business.”

      “Really?” Angie asked, looking impressed.

      Inwardly Rufus preened. This day was getting better and better.

      “Yeah, just like that,” Rufus said.

      “Sanne help you prep for it?” Keyton asked with a smirk.

      While Rufus was chewing on what would be a clever reply to that all-too-on-the-nose guess, the end-of-recess bell rang.

      The three kids walked toward the school door, where they would go their separate ways for classes before meeting again after school, and going together over to Sanne’s house for an hour or two of tutoring. Maybe some knitting, even.

      Rufus’s next class was math. He wasn’t sure he liked it, but he knew that—kind of like oatmeal—it would someday be good for him.

      Especially if you want to go into game design, Sanne had told him the other night.

      He liked how Sanne could be so practical and direct, willing to tell him what aspects of school he’d need to know and which he could kind of sleep through.

      They were ambling back in a crowd of teenagers toward the building, Keyton chatting about some movie ze wanted to watch. Some kids streamed around them to get in front, some trailed behind.

      The three were just passing through the open, black metal double doors, when a boy even taller than Rufus, his back to them, stepped backward from just inside the school at the moment that Keyton, looking at Rufus and Angie, stepped forward.

      They bounced off each other.

      Keyton said, “Watch where you’re going, Sasquatch.”

      The boy turned around. He scowled.

      Rufus was big for his age. This kid was bigger. He had brown hair, a blue shirt under a yellow blazer. He held his hands chest-high and balled them into fists.

      Rufus had only been at Marigold Middle School for a couple months, but he had noticed Nicholas Gaffon right away, the way you did when you were larger than average and knew that made you a target. Especially with other big kids.

      Rufus had been spared most of that weirdness, having been home-schooled. Sure, he’d witnessed boys getting in each other’s faces at the park, and once in a while in the back yard at the church. Rufus’s father had grown up boxing, had tried to get Rufus to train, and finally gave up. Rufus wasn’t into it.

      So while Rufus had never been in a fight that went beyond words, he knew what the start looked like. The challenging posture. The threatening tone.

      Nicholas lowered his head to glare down at the much shorter Keyton. “What did you say?”

      “Maybe you could not block the damned door, tool,” Keyton muttered softly, but not so softly that Rufus didn’t hear.

      And Nicholas, too, judging by his tightening expression.

      “Oh, look,” said Nicholas loudly enough to be heard by the gathering crowd. “It’s the kid who can’t tell she’s a girl.” He gave a small, mock-bow to Keyton and swept a hand toward the school hallway beyond. “After you, little miss weirdo.”

      When Rufus thought about it later—and he would have lots of time to think about it later, sitting in the principal’s office—that had been the inflection point, the moment at which everything could have gone just fine instead.

      Really, all Keyton would have needed to do was shrug it off and walk past Nicholas. Then the four of them could have gone to their classes, finished the school day, and joined Sanne for lessons. Maybe even some knitting.

      But that’s not what Keyton did.
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      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” said Marla on the phone, with precise punctuation, the way she did when she was upset. “Don’t give him anything. What the hell did he want?”

      This was not quite the response Sanne was expecting from her sister.

      “I think,” Sanne said slowly, “he could tell that I was surprised, and that I might need to digest what he was saying. He said he’d call back later, after I’d had some time.”

      “What a bunch of bullshit,” Marla replied. “This is exactly how it starts.”

      “How what starts? I’m lost.”

      “Oh, my dear, innocent sister. You do remember how you recently came into money, don’t you?”

      Which was how Sanne could afford to rent this rather fancy and certainly too-large house across from the land where the development was taking place. Compared to the one-room cabin Sanne had lived in before, tucked between two large brick buildings, her house was palatial.

      It had been Della’s idea. They had been at the old Mackenzie place, all ninety-seven acres of it. By then the land was graded, sewer and septic installed. Underfoot was a sidewalk, overhead a brand-new lamppost.

      “I travel,” Della had said. “You don’t. One of us needs to be close by to make sure none of the contractors get confused and touch a single one of our trees.”

      Our trees.

      Sanne smiled at the memory. Sanne’s forest. Now Della’s, too.

      So now Sanne lived across Juniper Avenue from the village-to-be, and her beloved old growth forest.

      This too-large house had kitchen counters you could camp on, if you liked marble. Against the wall was an entire section devoted to coffee—boxes, tins, and various complicated devices, most of which were housewarming gifts from Della, whose love language seemed to be presents.

      Sanne’s simple jar-and-chopstick brewing system was dwarfed by an elaborate espresso machine Della had given her. It gleamed silver on the black marble, glinting in light from the vaulted ceiling’s high skylights.

      Marla had also inherited money from Jerry, though not nearly as much. Sanne had objected, but Marla was fast to reassure: “Not only do you need it more,” Marla had said matter-of-factly, “But Jerry owed you. I’m fine, sis. Chicago law firm partner—I make good bank. What Jerry left you is yours.”

      Sanne didn’t like to think about it. It was a crazy amount.

      “Your inheritance from Uncle Jerry,” Marla prompted on the phone, her tone pedantic. “You remember, yes?”

      Sanne clutched the phone tightly. “I remember.”

      “Listen to me,” Marla said. “People are going to come out of the woodwork. Tell you all kinds of stories. Try to get under your skin, play on your kindness and care to see if you can be conned out of cash. Don’t. Just don’t.”

      “Don’t what, exactly?”

      “Anything with anyone who pulls on your heartstrings.”

      “So you think he’s not our brother?”

      Marla took an audible breath. “I’m not sure I care. Mom and Dad married when she was twenty-two. They never hinted at another sibling. Frankly, I don’t believe it. But even if it were true, it’s incredibly suspicious timing. I call bullshit.”

      “All right. I’ll be careful.”

      “Sure you will. You’ve got the heart and sense of a baby fawn. Don’t answer his calls. Text him to talk to your lawyer. Give him my name and number.”

      Sanne reminded herself that this was Marla’s way of showing love.

      “Yes ma’am,” Sanne said.

      “That’s better,” Marla said, with a soft chuckle. “I love you, big sister.”

      Sanne was older by about a year. When they had been children, Sanne had often tried to protect Marla from—well, everything. Especially after their parents died.

      But Marla hadn’t needed the protection. As they matured, the age difference meant nothing, but it was still a tender joke between them that of the two, Marla fit more easily into the external world.

      “Love you back,” Sanne said. She looked around. “Hey. When are you coming to visit my strange, too-big house?”

      “You’ve lived in hovels for as long as I can remember. This I have to see. Let me check my calendar and get back to you.”

      And then they were done.

      Sanne brewed afternoon coffee, and considered tonight’s lesson plan for the kids.

      As she poured the hot water, her phone trilled.

      Sanne took a moment, tuning into the caller, or at least the consequences of the call.

      She could tell little, except that, whoever it was, whatever it was about, she was not going to have time for the coffee in front of her.

      Sanne sighed, set down the kettle, and answered.
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        * * *

      

      Rufus was new to public school, and there was a lot that he didn’t know, but he had the strong impression that he was in trouble.

      The principal’s waiting room was very quiet, except for the ticking of the analog clock up on the wall, that seemed to Rufus to become louder and louder as the minutes passed, then an hour.

      The four of them sat in chairs separated from each other, nearly at the four corners of the room, and had been sitting there for some time.

      His ribs hurt where he’d been hit. Or elbowed. Or kicked. He wasn’t sure. The four of them had been on the ground, and things got confusing. He wondered how bad his cheek looked where Nicholas had nailed him when Rufus had tried to get between him and Keyton, and Keyton had somehow swept Nicholas to the ground.

      Across Nicholas’s forehead was an oversized bandage. He looked back at Rufus with an expression that promised retribution.

      Great. Only two months here, and Rufus already had an enemy.

      Or maybe that wasn’t what this was at all. Rufus knew that he could be a little dense about people sometimes, not always reading the non-verbals. That was a big part of why he liked hanging out with Angie and Keyton—he rarely needed to guess. They just told him.

      But right now, looking around the room, he almost thought he could smell the stink of regret, that every one of them was thinking what they might have done differently if they had it to do over again.

      For himself, Rufus thought it might have been better not to step in at all. If he’d known how hard Keyton could hit, he sure wouldn’t have tried to protect zir.

      Rufus touched his face, which was tender. An unused ice pack sat at the table to the side of his chair. But if Nicholas wasn’t using his, Rufus sure wasn’t going to.

      At the far end of the room was a small desk at which sat a woman. Her little name thing said she was Admin Maria Dyer. She wore a gray skirt and an ironed white buttoned-down blouse, a lot like how folks dressed at church.

      They’d been here two hours already. Each of them had been privately interviewed, then returned to this room to sit, phones confiscated, forbidden by Ms. Dyer to talk to each other.

      Or themselves, as Rufus found out, when he started to think about how he was going to explain this to his mother and realized he was saying the words out loud.

      At first, Rufus had been thinking the three of them would still be able to make their evening session with Sanne. But as the wait dragged on, then Admin Maria Dyer walked over with a clipboard to each of them, quietly asking which of their parents they would prefer be called, Rufus realized with despair that the evening probably wouldn’t include anything fun at all.

      His father wasn’t going to be at all happy about having to deal with this during his new job.

      Dyer. Like “dire,” Rufus thought glumly, wondering if she realized the message she was sending.

      But then, when Ms. Dyer was talking with Angie, Rufus had his wacky and inspired idea.

      Maybe he’d gotten used to wacky and wild things from this last year with Sanne and these two friends. Like saving the town of Marigold from demons. And knitting.

      “Rufus?” Ms. Dyer asked, leaning close to show him her paper, which included the names and mobile numbers of his mother and father.

      How to phrase it in a way that wasn’t exactly a lie?

      “You should call my governess,” Rufus said, attempting to convey both confidence and boredom at the same time.

      “Excuse me?” Ms. Dyer asked.

      Rufus’s English lit class had been reading Jane Eyre, and the word had stuck in his head. “Yes, she was going to mind me after school.” Mind me. Not how kids talked, but if she asked, maybe he could sell it as how he was taught in homeschooling. “She’s the
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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.
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