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One

A Tale of Two Vans

The day the film crew arrived, Finley Barnes was trying to teach a raven to play fetch.

Late-afternoon sunlight slanted through the redwood trees, casting long shadows through the forest. Fin stood at the edge of the woods in her aunt’s backyard, holding a ramekin of sliced hard-boiled egg. The raven perched on the garage roof and peered down at Fin with keen dark eyes.

“Coin,” Fin said. The quarter flashed between her thumb and forefinger. Ravens liked shiny things, so surely this was a decent lure. She tossed the quarter into the grass. The lawn was overgrown, studded with dandelions and gopher holes. Aunt Myrtle had been making noises about cutting it, but no one was eager to brave the cobwebs surrounding the old push mower.

Fin pointed at the coin, which gleamed silver in the grass. “Fetch.”

Six months ago, Fin had helped Morrigan the raven after an injury, and ever since, the raven had regarded her as a friend. Morri would visit, and Fin would offer a small snack or neck scratches. In thanks, Morri left small trinkets on Fin’s windowsill. Fin’s growing collection consisted of a piece of blue sea glass, two paper clips, a silver unicorn charm, four metal beads, and someone’s spare house key.

“Fetch,” said Fin, a little pleadingly. Morri had done this a few times, but never on command.

Morri cocked her head, gaze darting between the hard-boiled egg and the spot where the coin had landed. She spread her wings, and Fin’s breath caught in anticipation. Morri leaped into the air . . . and then she made a dive for the bowl of egg in Fin’s hand.

Fin let out a yelp and ducked, the ramekin tumbling from her fingers. She wasn’t afraid of Morri, but a raven’s sudden descent would startle anyone. Tiny speckles of yolk and chunks of white scattered amid the grass.

The raven fell upon the food as if she hadn’t eaten for weeks.

Fin rose from her crouch, scowling at the bird. “You’re supposed to work for that.”

Eddie Elloway burst into laughter. He was perched atop the hood of Aunt Myrtle’s old Ford Fiesta, his legs crisscrossed beneath him. He’d been half-heartedly prodding at his math homework.

“She did fetch,” Eddie said, in between gasps of laughter. “She fetched all the egg.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Fin. But she smiled. It was impossible to feel mad on the Friday before spring break. The trees overhead rustled with a breeze, and the spicy smell of redwood needles was pleasant on the air. The afternoon was warm enough that Fin had rolled up her sleeves, enjoying the sunlight on her forearms. “Why don’t you try? You’re better with animals than anyone I know.”

“I only use my powers for good,” said Eddie, flashing her a grin. “And sorry, but teaching your raven to find you spare change isn’t on the list.”

Fin knew it was supposed to be a joke, but sometimes she wasn’t all that sure her cousin didn’t have some power over animals. He’d always been good with them, rescuing snails from sidewalks and catching lizards for their science fair project. He always knew what they were feeling or where to put them so they could go home. It could have been Eddie’s innate instinct.

Or it could have been something more. Because in the town of Aldermere, that was a possibility.

Morri finished gobbling up the egg. Then she spread her wings and took to the air, flying over Aunt Myrtle’s house, referred to as the big house. The raven alighted on the roof, peering toward the middle of town.

“Come on,” Fin called after the bird. “We only tried the fetch trick once. I’ve got another egg.”

Morri ignored her. She tilted her head back and forth, fluffed up her feathers indignantly, and then flew toward town.

“Where are you going?” said Fin.

The raven didn’t answer, of course.

Eddie shut his textbook and slid off the car. He stared after Morri, a line between his brows. “What is it?” said Fin.

Eddie’s frown deepened. “She turned down food. That’s weird.”

Leaving his homework on the car, Eddie walked around the big house. Fin gave the forgotten textbook and multiplication problems a worried glance. If the wind didn’t blow them away, the other ravens might decide to steal them. The birds had a habit of getting into mischief. Hurriedly, Fin picked up the papers, shoved them into Eddie’s math book, and crammed it under her arm.

Eddie stood in the front yard. “She flew toward Main Street. What could be more interesting than food?”

Aunt Myrtle’s home was on the northwest side of town, where the redwood forest brushed up against the houses and yards. Aldermere was small enough that it only took a few minutes to get to Main Street. Eddie took a shortcut up a gravel alleyway and came out on a sidewalk cracked by tree roots.

“Slow down,” called Fin. She still had Eddie’s homework under her arm, and sweat trickled down her side. Then she caught sight of the strange car.

A van rolled up Main Street. It was white and orange, with a bright logo printed across the door.

“Is that a—” Eddie began to say.

“Moving van.” Fin squinted at it. “I used to see them a lot when I lived down south. We couldn’t afford one, and we didn’t have enough stuff, anyways. But you’d see them everywhere.”

“Moving van,” repeated Eddie, mulling over the words. “New neighbors?”

“Or they’re trying to find the gas station and got lost,” said Fin. Aldermere didn’t get a lot of new residents. It was mostly retirees, a few families, and several vacation homes. Not a lot of people wanted to live in the isolation of the Northern California redwoods.

“Let’s see.” Eddie turned and trotted after the van. It was going slow, as if the occupants weren’t used to the rough pavement or the faded street signs. Eddie and Fin passed Mrs. Brackenbury’s home. Mrs. Brackenbury herself was dozing on her porch swing, head drooping forward and an audible snore rattling through her nose. Her old bulldog, Mr. Bull, napped between her feet.

The van stopped in the middle of the street, then began to reverse. A man poked his head out of the driver’s side window and slowly backed into the driveway of the house beside Mrs. Brackenbury’s.

“That’s Ben’s old place,” said Fin. It had been empty for the last six months, after its last occupant was banished from town.

“They must be the new renters,” said Eddie.

The passenger door opened with a loud creak. A woman stepped out and smiled at the house. She had brown and gray hair, worn straight down her back in a braid. She was pretty, in a loose blouse and high-waisted jeans. A man got out of the driver’s side, squinting through the late afternoon sunlight. He looked a little older—his hair was all gray, with a severe widow’s peak. He heaved open the van’s sliding door.

A boy leaped down. He had sandy blond hair and black-rimmed glasses, and he wore a blazer unbuttoned over his T-shirt. Unlike the woman, he surveyed the neighborhood the way most people glanced at roadkill.

“Oh no,” whispered Eddie. He seized Fin by the elbow, dragging her down behind the wooden fence. Fin wobbled and nearly fell onto her knees.

“What are you doing?” asked Fin. She clutched Eddie’s textbook so it wouldn’t fall into Mrs. Brackenbury’s daffodils. Luckily, Mrs. Brackenbury was still asleep.

“It can’t be,” said Eddie, peering through the slats of the fence. “River.” He said the name in the same tone she’d once heard him use for “I found moldy dishes beneath my bed.”

River was a . . . Fin thought the right word was “rival” but Eddie would’ve said “archnemesis” or something equally dramatic. As long as Fin had known him, Eddie had only ever held a grudge against one person. River and Eddie were opposites in every way: Eddie loved animals and nature; River loved technology and the indoors. When Eddie brought lizards to the science fair, River brought a functioning Popsicle-stick windmill that actually made electricity.

“He is not moving here,” said Eddie. “This is my town. He does not get to—no!”

Because at that moment, the woman had gone around to the back of the van and opened it, pulling out a box labeled KITCHEN. She handed the box to River, who began lugging it toward the front door.

“No, no, no,” murmured Eddie. His fingers tightened on the wooden slats of the fence. He watched as River struggled to maneuver the heavy box through the front door. “Go ask if they’re the new renters.”

“What?” said Fin, startled. “Why me?”

Fin was anxious. And not in the “sometimes I’m worried about things” way. In the “I have a diagnosis, a counselor, and a lot of coping techniques” way. And while she had been working on her anxiety, she didn’t relish the idea of walking up to River and his family to demand if they were moving in.

“Come on, please,” said Eddie. “I can’t do it—River hates me.”

Fin pressed a hand to her eyes. “Fine. But I’m going to the coffee shop and getting some muffins or something as a welcoming gift. And you’re taking this.” She held out his math textbook.

“You just want Cedar to come with you,” said Eddie.

“Of course I do,” said Fin, unashamed.

“All right,” said Eddie. “I’ll meet you at the inn afterward. Mom wanted me to check and see if she needed to deliver more postcards to the front desk.” With a furtive look over his shoulder, Eddie hurried off in the direction of the inn.

Aldermere’s coffee shop, Brewed Awakening, was across the street from Mrs. Brackenbury’s home. There were a few tables out front, all of them occupied by people chatting over drinks. The inside always smelled like old wood, ground coffee, and fresh pastries.

Fin pushed open the door and scooted past a few tourists. There were three indoor tables, and Cedar sat at the farthest one. She had straight dark hair, cut into a short bob that made her look like an old-time movie star. This week her nails were painted a delicate shade of turquoise. “Hey,” she said, smiling when she saw Fin.

“I need a partner in crime,” said Fin apologetically. Fin and Cedar had known each other since Fin moved to Aldermere three and a half years before, but they hadn’t become friends until last fall. Fin had accidentally created a doppelgänger out of forgotten memories and tea. Cedar had helped Fin with that situation. It made them fast friends.

Cedar shut her book. “Okay.” She stepped behind the counter. “Hey, Dad—Fin and I are going for a walk.”

Mr. Carver was behind the counter, using a pair of tongs to slide a bagel into a paper bag. He’d rolled up his sleeves, revealing intricate tattoos on both forearms. He had the same light brown skin and straight dark hair as Cedar—the same easy smile too. Fin liked him.

“You two have a good time,” he said, then turned back to the customer.

“Wait.” Fin rummaged around in her pocket. “I need to buy cookies or something.”

“Crime requires cookies?” asked Cedar, a laugh in her voice.

“Unfortunately,” said Fin.

Cedar ducked behind the counter again, emerging with a bag of pretty pink pastries. “We’ve got some conchas.”

“Those’ll be perfect.” Fin found a five-dollar bill. It had been a cash tip from one of her deliveries. Cedar caught sight of the money and shook her head.

“It’s fine,” she said. “You can buy us ice cream later.”

This was one of the things Fin liked about Cedar—she understood the delicate balance of favors. Fin was keenly aware of owing people, and it always made her feel itchy and uncomfortable when the scales weren’t balanced. Eddie would have wondered why Fin felt the need to pay Cedar back, but Cedar understood.

Together they walked out of the coffee shop. Fin explained on the way, and Cedar’s face sharpened with understanding. “Scott River is moving here?”

“Wait, River’s his last name?” said Fin.

“Yeah,” said Cedar. “You didn’t know?”

“He’s a grade ahead of me,” said Fin, shrugging. “And I’ve only ever heard Eddie refer to him as River.”

“I think it’s because River started calling Eddie Edward,” said Cedar. “And we all know how he feels about that.”

The moving van came into view. All its doors were open, and a man was hefting another box out of the back. Fin hesitated on the sidewalk; then she took a breath and walked up the driveway. The man—who must have been Mr. River, Fin thought—saw them and nodded a greeting before putting the box on the small porch.

“Hello there,” he said.

“Hi,” said Cedar brightly. “I’m Cedar, and this is Fin.”

Fin said, “We saw you moving in and wanted to say welcome to Aldermere!” She held out the bag of conchas. “You eat gluten, hopefully?”

Mr. River laughed and took the proffered bag. “Yes, all of us. And thank you—you’re both very sweet. Fin and . . . what was your name again?”

“Cedar,” said Cedar. “We both go to school with Scott.”

Mr. River’s smile broadened. “Ah, that makes sense. Let me get him for you, then.” Before either of them could protest, Mr. River picked up the box and strode inside the house. Fin could hear the low murmur of voices, then River himself slunk through the open door.

He was a little taller than Fin—almost Cedar’s height. His dark-rimmed glasses had slipped down his nose, and there was a cobweb snagged on his sleeve. He caught sight of them and scowled. “You’re Edward’s sister, aren’t you?”

“His cousin,” said Fin. “Fin. And you know Cedar, right?”

River’s eyes darted to Cedar before returning to Fin. “Did he send you here?”

Not long ago, Fin would have shrunk beneath such a glare. But now she held her shoulders straight. She’d been meeting with a counselor twice a month since September, and some of the lessons came back to her. “Just because a person is angry doesn’t mean it’s your fault.”

“We were bringing your family a gift,” said Fin, mentally crossing her fingers behind her back.

If anything, this irritated River more. “We’re not staying here, you know,” he said. “This . . . this is a temporary thing. You can tell Edward that.”

“Oh,” said Cedar. “Well, if you need anything—”

“I’ll ask someone else,” said River, turning on his heel. He walked, stiff legged, inside the house and shut the door.

“That was rude,” said Cedar.

“I think that’s his default setting,” said Fin. “His dad seemed nice. Wonder why River’s such a jerk.”

Cedar shrugged. “Sometimes kids go through things without their parents noticing,” she said evenly.

Like accidentally creating a tea doppelgänger, Fin thought to herself.

“Well, we can tell Eddie the news, at least,” Fin said aloud. “He’ll be glad to hear they aren’t staying forever.”

“And Brewed Awakening’s logo is on the bag we gave them,” said Cedar, brightening. “So if his parents drink coffee, we may drum up two new customers.”

Fin took a step back, turning away from River’s house. “I’m going to meet Eddie at the inn. You want to come?”

“Sure.” Cedar fell into step beside her. “I don’t have much homework. And I’ve got a week to do it. You got any plans for spring break?”

Fin had plans—but she wasn’t sure anyone else would consider them Plans with a capital P. She was looking forward to a week’s worth of quiet: of reading a few old mystery books, watching Eddie play video games, and trying to teach Morri to play fetch.

“Not really,” she replied. “You?”

Cedar shrugged. “There’ll be a lot of tourists in town, so my parents might need help at the Foragers’ Market. But nothing else. I was thinking maybe a hike, if you were interested?”

“Sounds good.”

They walked up Main Street toward the inn. Aldermere had done its best to look welcoming for its spring-break visitors: people had trimmed their lawns and made sure that front-facing windows were clean, and some had even set out little lawn decorations that looked like the traditional Bigfoot or a flying saucer.

The inn was by far the biggest building in town—and the biggest employer. Fin’s mother was the assistant manager, and Fin spent a lot of time at the inn. Sometimes she helped her mom, folding napkins or moving chairs, or sometimes she just hung out in her mom’s office.

As was usual this time of year, most of the parking spaces were filled. Tourists tended to flock to the Redwood Highway during spring and summer, eager for hikes and camping and a beautiful—if slightly nauseating, thanks to all the curvy roads—road trip.

Eddie was lurking beside an oversized truck. He crouched, peering around the large tire. Fin let out a sigh. “What poor person are you spying on now?”

“Not a person,” said Eddie. “That.” He pointed over the truck’s bed, and Fin caught sight of a new van near the edge of the parking lot.

It was large—but that was where all similarities to River’s moving van ended. This van was built for adventure. It had a squat, sturdy look, and there was a metal rack atop it, heavy with camera equipment. The van had been painted in a camouflage swirl of muted greens and grays. SOCIETY OF NORTH AMERICAN CRYPTID CHASERS was printed in bright orange letters. Each of the words had a bolded first letter that made the entire thing look like SNACC.

Three strangers were unloading equipment. Their shoes were untouched by dirt and their T-shirts all bore the same orange-and-green logo. A young man with dark skin and curly hair wore what looked like a shoulder holster with two cameras dangling beneath each arm. A second man had blond hair and carried a laptop bag. And the last person was a pale woman with green hair shaved close on one side and longer on the other. She appeared to be directing the others as they gathered their belongings. Fin wasn’t great with guessing adults’ ages, but she put them somewhere in their twenties.

“What’s SNACC?” said Fin.

“Something you eat between lunch and dinner,” said Eddie, grinning.

Cedar frowned at the strangers. “I know them.”

“You’ve met them before?” asked Fin.

Cedar made a vague gesture in the direction of the coffee shop. “No, but I know of them. You know how my parents were into bigfoot hunting?”

“But they gave it up,” said Fin.

Cedar nodded. “Yeah. But they still know others in the business. The Society of North American Cryptid Chasers got in touch a year ago to ask for an interview. The woman—that’s Ana Bell. She’s debunked a lot of stuff. I think she was doing some spotlights on older cryptid hunters. She found one of Mom’s old books. But Mom turned them down, said they’d retired.”

“Ah, so SNACC’s into cryptography,” said Eddie knowledgeably.

“Cryptozoology,” said Cedar. “Cryptography’s something else.”

“What is it then?” asked Eddie, his forehead wrinkling in thought.

“Codes, I think,” said Cedar. “Or maybe mapmaking.”

“Hey,” said Fin, resisting the urge to wave her hands at them. “Did you say they debunk stuff?”

“Yeah.” Cedar ran a hand through her dark hair. “They’ve visited places where gravity is supposedly upended and water runs uphill. In Los Angeles, they tested some animal fur that was supposed to belong to a squirroose. It turned out to be opossum hair.”

Fin snorted. “What’s a squirroose?”

“Half squirrel, half moose,” said Eddie.

For a moment, Fin brought to mind a giant squirrel with antlers, then a tiny moose climbing trees and stealing snacks from tourists. Both were equally horrifying.

“Squirrooses don’t exist,” said Cedar. “At least, I don’t think so.”

Fin gazed at the van, and her stomach sank. The strangers were headed inside the inn, carrying luggage and glancing around Aldermere with intent. “You know what this means, right?” said Fin.

“That I’m never going to meet a squirroose?” said Eddie.

“They’re here,” said Fin, “for Aldermere.”
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Two

An Unexpected Meeting

Aldermere was a small town in Northern California surrounded by an old-growth redwood forest. It was a stop along Highway 101 where long-haul road trippers could get a room at the inn, stop for coffee, or wander one of the many hiking trails.

It was also a hot spot for weirdness. Those seeking Bigfoot or aliens often came to town—and when they left, they carried redwood needles wrapped with twine (“magic tree needles,” read the hand-written label), plush toy mice with too many legs (they squeaked if their stomach was squeezed), and postcards of watercolor redwood forests (painted by Fin’s aunt Myrtle). Aldermere had seized upon its reputation for strange happenings, using it to merchandise and draw in tourists that might have driven by. Most of the visitors came for a selfie and a laugh.

But here was a truth hidden in plain sight: magic was real. And it existed only in and around Aldermere. It wasn’t the kind of magic that Fin had read about when she was younger. There were no spells, no waving of wands or chants. The rules were whispered from local to local, never written down.

Doors must be labeled or they can lead anywhere.

Pay the ravens or keep your garbage bins inside. 

Never keep a knife that’s tasted your blood.

Always drop a bread crust into Bower’s Creek before going into the water. 

Don’t use the old toll bridge north of town—there is a price, but no one knows what it is.

Burn nothing within the town borders.

There were other unspoken oddities: the deer of Aldermere cast unsettling shadows, the tea shop had a tendency to vanish (and thanks to Fin, it hadn’t been found in six months), and strange creatures lived both in and around Aldermere.

Aldermere was unsettling and eerie . . . and wonderful. Despite all its quirks—or perhaps because of them—Fin loved the small town. It was the first place she’d ever thought of as home. Magic wasn’t good or bad. It was a force of nature. You couldn’t change it or control it—you learned how to live with it.

That night Aldermere held an emergency town meeting.

Normally town meetings were on Mondays, but this one wasn’t official—for one thing, it was held in Mrs. Brackenbury’s living room. It would’ve been awkward to hold it at the inn, where the film crew might wander by.

Fin had been to Mrs. Brackenbury’s home several times. The elderly lady was friendly and talkative, often sitting on her porch with her lumpy bulldog, Mr. Bull. She had lived alone until Talia moved in six months ago. Which, Fin reflected with a twinge of guilt, was her fault. Talia had owned and lived in the tea shop. When someone had tried to steal the magic inside, Fin had defended it the only way she could: by making it vanish. Talia was confident that she would find her tea shop one day, but it had yet to reappear.

Mrs. Brackenbury was waving people into her home. “Finley! So nice to see you. And Angelina, you’re looking well. Eddie, Myrtle,” she said, squeezing Aunt Myrtle’s hand. “I’m so glad you came.”

“Of course,” said Aunt Myrtle. “Someone has to keep the mayor from being . . . well, herself.”

“I heard it was mandatory for all business managers,” said Fin’s mom.

Mom and her older sister, Myrtle, were a study in contrasts: Aunt Myrtle had long brown hair, streaked with gray at the temples. Her clothes were breezy and comfortable, and an assortment of necklaces fell into her blouse. She made her living by selling her artwork and doing tarot readings for tourists at the Foragers’ Market. Mom had the same brown hair, but hers was shoulder length and dyed to cover any gray. She wore makeup, black slacks, and a crisp white shirt—which meant she’d come straight from the inn.

“Not so much mandatory,” hedged Mrs. Brackenbury, “as highly encouraged by our esteemed mayor. I think she’s worried that people will close up shop, so she wants to remind us not to be unwelcoming.”

Aunt Myrtle snorted. “I don’t see what all the fuss is about. So some amateur film people are at the inn. It’s not the first time.”

“I think it’s cool,” said Eddie.

“So they are here to study Aldermere?” said Fin. Normally, she wouldn’t have spoken up amid so many people—but it was something she’d been working on. Her words came out a little rushed, but they were understandable.

Mrs. Brackenbury shrugged. “That’s what we’re going to find out, I suppose.” Another group of townspeople walked up the porch steps and she waved at them, gesturing Fin and her family inside. “Go on, go on. There’re fresh snickerdoodle cookies in the kitchen.”

The house was comfortably cluttered with old knickknacks and pictures. The living room was already crowded; the loveseat was claimed by a few of the town elders, and the recliner was guarded—or rather, napped in—by Mr. Bull himself. He was so old that Mrs. Brackenbury had to put him in a stroller for long walks.

“Come on, I want a cookie,” said Eddie, tugging on Fin’s jacket. She followed him, grateful for a reason not to talk to anyone.

Mom and Aunt Myrtle found a place to stand beside Frank, a lumberjack/handyman/wildlife tracker with a thick dark beard and quiet demeanor. A white ferret nestled in his hooded sweatshirt, eyes closed as it slept. Beside him, narrowly eyeing the ferret, was Cassandra Catmore, the editor of the Aldermere Oracle. She had a pencil tucked behind one ear and another between her fingers. Petra Petrichor had claimed a space near the front door, her hawkish gaze sweeping over the crowd. She was the head of the volunteer firefighters, unofficial arson investigator, and the closest thing Aldermere had to a sheriff. Also in attendance were Mr. Madeira, the Reyes family, Mr. Hardin from the grocery store, and several other familiar faces.

Talia stood in a far corner, watching people bustle through the room. She had gray hair, keen eyes, and perfectly neat orange-red lipstick. When she saw Fin, she held up a hand in greeting. Fin nodded back.

Finally Mrs. Brackenbury stepped inside and locked the door behind her. It seemed a rather ominous way to begin a meeting. Fin and Eddie lingered in the doorway between the living room and kitchen, each holding a cookie.

“Order! Order, please!”

The mayor of Aldermere climbed atop a wooden chair. Mayor Downer was a solidly built woman with a square jaw and a stare that could pierce a rulebreaker at twenty feet.

“Order,” she repeated, and Fin had the distinct impression that Mayor Downer wished she had a gavel to rap. “Quiet down, everyone.”

The hum of conversation died down to a few scattered whispers. Mrs. Brackenbury reclaimed her recliner, situating Mr. Bull on her lap. Mayor Downer waited another five seconds, then drew in a breath. “Some of you know why this meeting was called.”

“Mrs. Brackenbury’s baking?” murmured someone on the other side of the room.

“Oh, hush,” said Mrs. Brackenbury, but she was beaming.

“First things first,” said Mayor Downer. She looked around the room, meeting several people’s gazes. “There’s a prescribed burn happening about twenty miles northeast, so if you see smoke on the horizon, do not call the fire department. Cal Fire is trying to clear out some of the brush before fire season starts. Also, there have been a few reports of hikers leaving food out on trails. If you see abandoned picnics, please help clean them up before we have a bear problem again.

“And on to our most important piece of business,” continued Mayor Downer. “If you don’t know, a group calling themselves the Society for . . .” She checked a notecard—an actual paper notecard—and said, “Northern American Cryptid Chasers is in town. They’re filming a new episode for their”—another glance at the notecard—“internet web series.”

“Why can’t we just chase them out of town like we did with the ghost hunters five years ago?” said Mr. Madeira.

Eddie nudged Fin with his elbow. “I remember that,” he said in an undertone. “They heard a rumor someone drowned in one of the water towers, so they thought it might be haunted.”

“Was it?” murmured Fin.

Eddie took a bite of his cookie and grinned. “Sure. By a family of raccoons.”

Mayor Downer pinched the bridge of her nose, as if gathering her patience. “We didn’t chase anyone out of town. They left when they didn’t find anything.”

“They did buy several of my paintings, though,” said Aunt Myrtle brightly.

“The point is,” said Mayor Downer, “we cannot let this opportunity pass.”

“What do you mean, opportunity?” asked Mrs. Petrichor.

Mayor Downer squared her shoulders. “This . . . ah, documentary would provide the town with some good publicity.”

There was a moment of surprised quiet—as if people were trying to figure out who should speak up. Then Mr. Madeira said, “You think the publicity would bring in more tourists?”

“Precisely,” said Mayor Downer.

“Who needs more?” said Mr. Hardin, owner of Aldermere Grocery & Tackle. “The inn is at capacity, right?” He glanced at Fin’s mom.

“We are currently full,” Mom said, with a certain amount of pride. “We had to turn away a few hikers this afternoon.”

Mayor Downer made a tsking sound with her tongue. “It’s spring break,” she said. “Of course it’s crowded. And come summer, we’ll be busy again. But we have to think about the off-season. And the last few years, we’ve begun to get fewer tourists during the late summer months due to smoke. We don’t get nearly enough visitors—”

“You want more people to visit during fire season?” said Mrs. Petrichor sharply. “Do you realize how dangerous that could be for any evacuation plans?”

Mayor Downer shook her head. “All right, perhaps not then—”

“Mayor Downer wants tourists to burn,” muttered Aunt Myrtle in a none-too-quiet tone. She nudged Ms. Catmore. “Make sure that’s a headline.”

Ms. Catmore’s pencil flashed across her notepad.

Mayor Downer’s patience began to unravel. “Order, please!”

“What about the magic?” asked Frank. He had a rasp of a voice, low and rough. “We can’t have them filming it.”

“Sure we can,” said Mr. Hardin. “What are they going to film? It’s not like they know what to look for. I’ll make sure the store cat chases any whintossers away and as long as the ravens get their weekly tribute, they’ll keep to themselves.” He shrugged. “These people make a living disproving the supernatural, right? Then we make this place look as cheap and corny as they’d expect. Sell them snow globes with redwoods in them. Put out the signs that say Bigfoot Crossing. Do a tarot reading—”

“Hey,” said Aunt Myrtle, a bit miffed. “My readings are not cheap.”

“—and then they can walk away feeling superior,” finished Mr. Hardin. “They’ll post some episode about how Aldermere is an undiscovered vacation spot. No sign of weird stuff anywhere. There’s no need for panicking or hiding.”

Mayor Downer tipped her head in acknowledgment. “That’s a fair plan.” She glanced around the room. “Everyone, just remember to make sure to feed the ravens. And double-check your door labels. We’ll get some good publicity, and the town will be safe.”

“Perhaps,” said a quiet, firm voice, “but those filmmakers might not be.”

All eyes in the room turned toward the front door. Someone had come in without anyone noticing—and how he’d managed with the locked door, Fin had no idea. He had dark hair, a nose that looked as if it had been broken a few times, and deep-set eyes. He looked a little like an old guard dog, battle scarred and tired, but still formidable.

Nicodemus Elphinstone—or Nick, as everyone called him—never came to town meetings. As a rule, he didn’t even come into town. In three and a half years, Fin had only seen him cross the boundary into Aldermere once. No one knew why. Some people said it was because Nick had done something to anger the magic; others claimed it was because he couldn’t stand some of the town’s inhabitants; others thought the ravens had a vendetta against him—but considering Nick’s affinity for the birds, Fin doubted that last one.

A hush fell across the room, punctuated by a few sharp inhalations.

Mayor Downer’s expression changed. It was like watching a computer lose power—all the light and life drained from her face, leaving her emptier and scarier than Fin had ever seen.

“You,” said Mayor Downer, her voice quietly seething, “are not welcome here.”

The tension of the room drew taut, ready to snap. At once, Fin wanted to shrink into the kitchen, where no one could see her. It didn’t matter if the argument had nothing to do with her—Fin’s old instincts screamed at her to retreat and hide. She forced herself to stay still, to take a deep breath and watch.

“This is not an opportunity,” said Nick quietly. “It is a risk. Tell me, what will happen when these filmmakers find something that can’t be explained? Not all that dwell within the forest can be as easily chased away as a few whintossers or ravens.” He turned, meeting the eyes of several people nearby. “What happens if they stumble into Bower’s Creek? Or if one of them goes missing in the woods?”

An uneasy murmur rippled through the crowd. “And what would your solution be?” said Mayor Downer, making no effort to hide her scorn. “Tell them the truth?”

Nick shook his head. “Make them leave,” he said simply. “Tell them their rooms at the inn are double-booked.”

“I’m not risking the inn’s reputation like that,” said Fin’s mom firmly. Her voice startled Fin; Mom almost never spoke during meetings. She preferred to watch and listen while sipping a cup of coffee. “They’re paying customers. And we can’t afford bad reviews, especially not from anyone influential.”

Fin glanced from her mom to Nick, torn between them. The truth was, she didn’t know which side she was on. Mom was right that the inn needed guests—tourism was Aldermere’s beating heart, the way most businesses stayed afloat. The only reason Fin could even stay in Aldermere was because Mom worked at the inn. If all that went away, she would have to leave. And that thought scared her more than anything else.

But Fin also knew what happened when people tried to profit from magic.

It drove the magic away.

“If you’re not willing to offend a few customers, we risk something worse than bad reviews,” said Nick.

“What risk are you talking about?” said Mayor Downer sharply.

“People cannot defend themselves from something they don’t believe exists,” said Nick. “Hikers keep to the trails and know how to conduct themselves in the wilderness. But do you think these people will confine themselves to trails?” He tucked his hands behind his back, shoulders straight. “We know of the town’s dangers. We have learned to navigate them. But these people are here to dig, to unearth secrets, to go into the forest looking for myths to unravel. In all likelihood, they won’t find anything. But what if something finds them?”

And with those heavy words, he turned on his heel and walked out Mrs. Brackenbury’s front door.
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