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  Chapter One
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NUNK SAT BEHIND HIS reinforced steel desk in the small office tucked away in the back of the End of the Rainbow Savings & Trust, mesmerized by his latest find. He had already gone through several wooden desks, each one sturdier than the last until the bank manager tired of spending money on desks and ordered the ugliest metal desk he could find. Nunk felt bad, but he couldn’t help how some objects couldn’t handle the way he moved. Of course, he probably shouldn’t have tried sitting on it, either. He wasn’t exactly…. small. 
He cocked his head as he held his latest addition to his collection, a bright red Hot Wheels convertible. The tiny thing looked even smaller than it was in his massive gray hands, his thick fingers holding it with almost reverence as he placed it beside a lineup of other miniature cars—a treasure trove of glossy metal and vibrant colors stretching across his desk like a racetrack of memories.
Quinn O’Connor, second-in-charge at the bank, often teased him about his fascination with the toy cars, but Nunk didn’t mind. It wasn’t their business why he loved them. The truth was the cars reminded him of a world much smaller than himself, a world he could control in his own way. In a place like Black Hollow, where magic and mystery hummed in every corner, from every resident, having something simple, something tangible, was comforting. They were also a reminder to keep moving forward.
Still, comfort didn’t chase away the loneliness that followed him around.
With a sigh, he pulled his attention away from his collection and focused on the bank’s security monitors. His team was scattered throughout the building, stationed at key points, watching for trouble—though trouble was rare, the last bit of it occurring a couple of years ago when someone tried to steal the gold and kidnapped an investigator to do it. Most folk in Black Hollow knew better than to rob a bank run by leprechauns and guarded by ogres. The leprechauns’ curses were the stuff of legend, after all.
His office door opened, drawing his attention away from the monitors as Gerst walked in, glancing up at the clock. “Almost quittin’ time, Boss. You ready for the nightlife?”
Nunk leaned back in his chair, spinning slowly as he turned to face the other ogre. Gerst was about a head shorter than him, his broad shoulders taking up most of the doorway. Like him, his gray skin had a rocky texture, though his was a shade lighter. He wore the same uniform as Nunk and the others—brown trousers and a single strap holding his security badge over his chest. Arden, manager of the bank, had tried to get them to wear shirts when on duty, but when he saw the bill for the material to make them, he said they were fine as they were.
“The nightlife?” His voice rumbled like a rockslide, deep and gravelly, carrying the weight of a mountain but the hesitance of a man unsure of his place in the world. He gave a slow swing of his head. “I think I’ll just head home and relax. Not much of a nightlife person and you know it.” The others enjoyed karaoke, but he preferred singing in his shower, if at all.
“But what’s the fun of that?” Gerst crossed his thick arms over his even thicker chest as he leaned against the doorframe. “Besides, I think the others have already made plans for us.”
A sigh slipped out of him before he could stop it, knowing Ruck and Bob always made the same plans.
Gerst laughed, seeing his face. “Yeah, back at Thirst. I think they’re wanting to sing Y.M.C.A. again. People keep asking them when they’re going to do it again.”
It was the one time they had coaxed him onto the stage, and he had hated every second. “We looked like a landslide.” He shook his head. “I don’t want that much attention aimed at me again.” Being in front of people made him nervous. Always had. He wasn’t exactly pretty to look at, and he knew it.
“Well, the two of them are already arguing over who’s buying the first round tonight. I think they’ve picked you, so now you have to go.”
Nunk scoffed. “They would.”
“Come on. It’ll be fun. And it’s ladies’ night. You might catch the eye of some pretty thing with that crooner voice of yours.”
He sighed again, running a hand over his face. Karaoke night. He loved it, but it wasn’t easy standing in front of a crowd, especially when that crowd wasn’t full of lumbering, clumsy ogres. Black Hollow’s residents were used to the strange, the supernatural, and the monstrous, but that didn’t mean they saw him as anything more than a boulder with legs. Singing in front of them? That took something special.
And he wasn’t sure he had that something with the way he had been feeling lately. He simply wasn’t in the mood to be social.
Gerst smirked, seeing his hesitation. “Come on, Boss. You sound like a landslide when you sing and people love it. Gotta give the people what they want.”
“They want it, huh?” He cocked his head, one brow raised. “Or is it they just love watchin’ me make a fool out of myself?”
Gerst shrugged. “It’s a win either way.”
“Not in my book. People have laughed at me enough in my life.”
Gerst simply stared at him, saying nothing, which was answer enough. Nunk exhaled through his nose, a deep, gravelly sound. He wasn’t oblivious. It wasn’t just his voice that made people stare when he got up on stage; it was the novelty of it. The sheer absurdity of an ogre, built like a mountain, pouring his heart into a melody.
Still… he liked it. Singing had always been a passion for him, something he wanted to do since he was a kid, but which he knew his… uniqueness would never allow.
“I’ll think about it,” he muttered, earning a chuckle from Gerst. “But no promises.”
“I’ll take that as a positive maybe,” he said as he bumped himself off the doorframe, the wood groaning under his bulk.
Nunk watched the other ogre leave, thankful to be left alone with his thoughts as he leaned back in his reinforced chair, listening to the hum of the security monitors and the occasional clatter of gold coins and shuffling of paper bills being counted in the main vault. He leaned back, staring at the screens as people entered and left the bank, some making withdrawals, others deposits. He had kept a more vigilant eye on the place since the kidnapping of Brandie Underwood a few years back. Never again would the shame of that event color his grayish skin. He made sure he knew everyone who entered the bank by their first name, no matter what their business was. Arden said it made people like him more, made him seem more approachable, but that wasn’t why Nunk did it. No, he did it because he had failed once and refused to fail again.
A knock came at his door seconds before it opened, and the redheaded Quinn poked his head in. “Arden’s heading out, and I’m about to lock the door. Might as well make your rounds and let’s get out of here for the night. There are better things to do on a hump day.”
Nunk scoffed. “Says the man with someone to go home to. I think my night is about to entail being embarrassed at Thirst.”
Quinn laughed, nodding. “Well, at least have fun doing it. And I’ve heard you sing. You’re great. Especially when you do that whole Y.M.C.A. routine with the others. Although, isn’t Jackson’s bar more country than disco?”
Nunk shrugged his thick shoulders. “When he lets others pick the music, it’s whatever they want.”
Quinn laughed. “Well, let yourself have some fun. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Nunk waved at the man as he left, but he still wasn’t feeling the night ahead of him. He’d be better off sticking to singing in the shower. Then no one would stare at him.
After shutting his computer down, he gathered his things and headed for the door, locking it for the moment, knowing Bolga, the only female on his team, would be in soon for the night shift. As he turned, he spotted Ruck and Bob heading his way, and he tried not to groan as their deep voices carried through the halls, their bickering a normal routine.
“I bought last time, you colossal idiot.”
“You did not! That was Gerst. I distinctly remember his picking up the tab. He even grumbled about how much you drank.”
“You distinctly remember wrong! And I drink as much as the rest of you.”
Nunk shook his head, a slow smirk pulling at his lips. His team—his friends—were good people, even if they got under each other’s skin now and then. They made the job bearable, made the loneliness a little easier to ignore. But at the end of the day, they all had something to go home to. Families. Lovers. Even Gerst had a goblin girlfriend he talked about nonstop.
What did he have?
His Hot Wheels.
A crackling noise interrupted his thoughts, the security radio clipped to his strap hissing to life. “Boss, we got a lookie-loo hanging around the front.”
He pressed the transmitter. “What kind of lookie-loo?”
“That gremlin that keeps popping up. Logan, I think. At least, it’s usually him. Trying to peek through the windows. He’s creeping out the customers, and remember what happened the last time he came in. All the monitors went on the blink.”
Nunk exhaled sharply. “I’ll be right there.”
Making a course correction, he adjusted his strap, ensuring his security badge sat right against his chest, and stomped toward the front of the bank. His heavy footfalls echoed against the polished stone walls, a sound everyone in the bank had come to recognize. The sound of a mountain moving.
By the time he reached the entrance, Bob had already stepped outside, arms crossed over his chest as he glared down at the gremlin in question. The wiry creature barely came up to Nunk’s waist, his knotted bark-like skin making him look like a half-formed tree. He grinned when he saw Nunk approach, revealing a set of sharp, yellowed teeth.
“Ah, the Head Ogre himself,” the gremlin sneered. “I was just admiring the fine craftsmanship of this great establishment. Exquisite artistry in the architecture. I bet you spent a pretty penny of other people’s money to build something like this.”
Nunk ignored him, used to his mocking comments. This wasn’t the first time they had caught the little man casing the inside of the bank. “You were peeking inside. Again. Which means you’re planning something. Again. We can’t have that.”
The gremlin held up his knotted hands. “No crime in lookin’, is there?”
“There is when it’s a bank, and when you’re the one doing the lookin’.”
For a moment, the gremlin seemed to weigh his options, shifting on his gnarled feet. Then, deciding not to push his luck, he took a step back and gave a mock bow. “Fine, fine. No need to get all rumbly on me, big guy. I’ll take my curiosity elsewhere. Such a snob you are, you granite party-pooper.”
Nunk watched him retreat until he was well out of sight before turning to Bob, knowing that even though the gremlin left that he would be back. “Keep an eye out. If he comes back, we toss him.”
Bob nodded, but his grin was mischievous. “So, Boss… you comin’ tonight? I think Ruck is buying the first round.”
Nunk groaned as he ran a hand over his bald head. “Not you, too.”
“Come on, it’s karaoke! You know you wanna.”
Nunk grumbled, rubbing a hand over the back of his thick neck. He did want to go. Wanted to sing. He just didn’t want to be stared at, to be on display again. He was on display enough, being the size and color he was. A walking boulder. A mountain with legs.
But as he walked back into the bank, past his office filled with tiny cars, past his friends making plans for a night out, more comfortable in their skin than he was, he wondered if maybe—just maybe—singing on that stage wasn’t about proving anything to anyone.
Maybe it was just about feeling something more than lonely for a little while.
And maybe, just maybe, that was enough.






  
  Chapter Two

[image: image-placeholder]

THE MIDDAY RUSH AT Windy Wood Café  was in full bloom, and Melody Brightmoor was in her element—or at least trying to be. 
Stepping through the arched threshold of the café  each morning still felt like stepping into a dream. Though the exterior matched the historic, cobbled charm of Black Hollow, the inside was pure woodland magic. A dappled canopy of enchanted branches stretched above, filtering warm sunlight into golden patterns that danced across the tables. Leaves gently floated down in slow spirals, kissed by the breeze that meandered lazily through the open space. Birds sang softly from unseen nests above, their notes mingling with the inaudible murmur of conversation and the clink of silverware.
The forest floor underfoot was soft and springy, like fresh moss and fallen leaves, and the tables—smooth slabs of polished wood shaped from wind-fallen trees—sat naturally amid the roots of the elder oaks. It was the closest thing Melody had found to home since she’d left Heartwood Grove. And yet, despite the comforting ambiance, she still felt like she was pretending to belong.
“Melody, your order’s up,” called Kaegal, his curly horns glinting as he ducked back behind the food counter. His hooves sank into the forest floor as he walked, the soft ground giving a bounce to his steps. “Two elderflower spritzes and a tray of acorn tarts for Reina and Destiny.” 
“Got it!” Melody chirped, shifting instinctively into her dryad form as she reached for the tray. Her skin shimmered with the faint hue of fresh leaves, her hair cascading in rich dark gray over her thin shoulders, the color of an old oak, dotted with tiny green buds. The shift brought her closer to her true self, and the energy in the room always responded to her in kind.
She fluttered across the room with the light grace of wind through branches, weaving effortlessly between tables. Guests smiled up at her, nodding hellos and quick jokes as she flittered by. She knew most of their names by now. Black Hollow wasn’t a big place, after all. But it brimmed with magic in all the best, and occasionally worst, ways.
“Afternoon, ladies! You two look like a moonbeam and a thunderstorm today,” Melody teased, setting the drinks and tarts in front of them. Reina, radiant with the new joy of her mating bond, offered a soft, ethereal laugh, her eyes still carrying the soft sheen of the spectral world.
“You always say the prettiest things, Melody,” Reina said, her voice as melodic as her name.
“Well, when you look like an enchanted mist, it’s hard not to,” she replied with a grin. “I don’t know how you do it. I saw little Emilee at the park with Roman, and that girl is all over the place. She’s what? Two years old?”
Reina laughed. “Not yet, but soon. She’s about seventeen months. And I wish I could bottle that energy.”
“Well, if you do, I’m sure Perrylus would add it to the menu,” Melody said with a chuckle.
Destiny smirked, brushing a curl from her face. “So, when are you going to come out with us, huh? Karaoke night at Thirst tonight. You coming?”
Melody blinked. “Karaoke night? Here in Black Hollow? Really? How have I missed that?”
Reina giggled as she leaned back in her seat. “What? You thought this town didn’t know how to party?”
“I just didn’t think there was… singing. Not the kind you do for fun, anyway. I’m used to lullabies and invocation chants. Not karaoke.” She paused, cheeks flushed with a warm blush of coral. “But that actually sounds… fun. Really fun.”
Kaegal scurried behind her with a knowing snort. “Don’t let her fool you, ladies. Melody’s got the pipes. I heard her humming to the wind spirits when she thought no one was listening. I can only imagine how great she’d sound using actual words.”
Melody whirled around, mock-glowering at the faun. “Kaegal!”
He only winked and disappeared back behind the food counter, humming a jaunty tune.
Destiny raised an eyebrow. “Now you have to come. I need to hear you sing.” She reached for her glass. “We’ll save you a spot.”
Melody gave a small, shy nod, her fingers brushing over the bark-textured hem of her apron. She felt warm inside—not just from the compliment, but from the invitation. Even after months of living in Black Hollow, it still felt new, like a chapter just beginning. And moments like this helped her believe maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t a misplaced page in her overall story.
She flitted away toward another table, the breeze catching the edges of her hair. As she moved, flowers bloomed briefly in her wake, small signs of joy she no longer hid.
It hadn’t always been that way. Growing up, she struggled with belonging because the other dryads saw her as unrooted, a wanderer who lacked the deep connection to nature that defined their kind. And she couldn’t blame them, since that was basically what she was—a wanderer. Whereas most dryads are tethered to a particular tree or even a bush, Melody was born from a fallen tree, an old oak struck by lightning but refused to rot. Because of that, she had always felt untethered, more restless and free-spirited than others of her kind.
But she never mourned what she lacked, embracing it instead. She learned that magic wasn’t just in the deep roots of the earth; it was in the air, the stars, the tiny trinkets people carried for luck, the wishes whispered into the wind.
However, she grew tired of the prejudices of her small grove, the way the others didn’t particularly care for her free-spirit and wandering nature. She was different, and they didn’t like different. So she stuck to herself for the most part, only having two friends, but they left before the great fire, and after the destruction of her grove, she struck out on her own, determined to forge her own path, which led her to Black Hollow and the Windy Wood Café. She hadn’t been there long, arriving shortly after Christmas, but so far, she loved everything about the small paranormal town. The people were great, friendly and caring, and the place allowed paranormal beings to be themselves without hiding their true nature. She could be a dryad, but more importantly, she could set her free spirit loose to explore.
And she had no intention of holding back, never fearing being untethered. It allowed her freedom that others never felt.
The next customers were a pair of centaurs finishing their second round of roasted chestnut stew. She dropped off their bill with a smile and a gentle joke about their never-ending appetite, then turned toward the café’s main entrance. The sunlight shifted slightly, casting a glowing beam over the grassy floor, and she paused.
As she hovered in the air, her thoughts went back to Heartwood Grove. It was beautiful, yes, but bound by rules, rules that had strangled her. She had always believed dryads weren’t meant to drift. They were meant to root in one place, to settle, to guard. But she had never been good at standing still, probably because of how she was born. Lightning had destroyed her tree when she was just entering the world, and no other tree would have her, so she’d gone wandering.
She brushed her fingers along a sapling growing near the hostess stand, thinking of how she had always been different. And that was all right. At least, as far as she was concerned.
The door opened again, breaking the spell of her thoughts, bringing her back to the present, back to Black Hollow. With a smile toying at the corners of her mouth, she glanced around at the customers in the café, smiling as she thought of how far she had come since she left her grove. 
She turned, moving over to a drink station, and grabbed a pitcher of enchanted elderberry tea. With her smile firmly in place, she worked her way around the diner, refilling glasses and checking on customers. Her presence sent birds flitting between the canopy branches above as she moved with the wind, laughed with customers, teased Kaegal when he sneaked a cinnamon roll, and even helped a shy gnome child find the coloring sticks he had dropped.
It all brought a smile to her face, and the joy she found in small moments grounded her. It also made the time fly by, and she never understood why people allowed their moods to sour, because it not only made their days miserable but also made them feel longer.
When the rush started to wane, the lunch crowd thinning, giving a lull before the dinner crowd filled the place, she returned to the work station where Kaegal polished glasses. 
“You ever been to Thirst Bar?” she asked casually, as she grabbed a bar towel to help dry the glasses.
The faun nodded. “Once or twice. It’s got personality, and Jackson keeps the music low so you can hear people talk. It’s the kind of place where people can relax with friends, which I like in a bar.”
She smiled, imagining it: lights dim, music playing, paranormals filling booths and stools, lost in conversation and enjoying the company. “I hear they have karaoke there tonight?”
He nodded. “Every Wednesday night.” He looked up and grimaced. “It’s not always a good time, though. Some of these people have more enthusiasm than talent.”
She laughed, nodding. “But that’s what makes it fun. People breaking out of their shells and just having fun.”
She hadn’t sung in front of anyone in years, not since the grove. Her voice had always been a private thing, something for the wind and the woods. But something about the idea of singing with friends thrilled her.
Maybe tonight was the night she stopped hiding and stepped out of her own box.
As the afternoon sun slanted lower through the enchanted canopy, Melody closed out her section. She cleared dishes, handed off tips to Kaegal, and removed her apron, folding it with care.
“So, you going to do it?” the faun asked her as he counted the money.
She cocked a brow. “Karaoke?” Pressing her lips into a thin line, she nodded. “I think so. I haven’t really been out since I moved here, and it might be nice to test out the nightlife. Reina and Destiny seem like they’d be fun to hang out with.”
“Aye, they are,” Kaegal said. “And as I said, Jackson runs a neat place. I’d still take my earplugs if I were you, though. Just sayin’.”
She laughed. “I’ll be fine.”
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
She looked around the café, watching as the golden leaves continued their lazy descent. Birds chirped from the treetops, as a squirrel darted across a branch overhead and the gentle breeze tousled her hair again. Only in Black Hollow could such a place exist.
She closed her eyes and let the wind wrap around her. Not a command, not an invocation. Just an invitation. She stepped softly toward the heart of the Windy Wood Café—the ancient tree that rose through the center of the space, its trunk wide, and gnarled, branches stretching far above into the illusion of sky.
She slipped into her dryad form, flitting to the top of the tree, where she placed her hand gently on its bark, fingers splaying against the rough texture that pulsed faintly with life and old magic. The air grew still around her, the birds quieting, the breeze holding its breath. 
Those below her didn’t see her, didn’t know what she was doing. But she did it every time she worked before leaving.
“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice barely louder than a leaf’s sigh. “For another good day… for holding this space… for holding me.”
The tree didn’t speak, but Melody felt its acknowledgment in the faint warmth beneath her palm, like sunlight remembered. A few leaves drifted down in lazy spirals, one brushing her cheek like a kiss.
She smiled. “Sleep well tonight, old friend.”
And with that, she turned toward the door, returning to her larger form before she reached it. Her hair rustled like leaves behind her, carrying the peace of the forest with her into the night.
As she stepped outside, she took a deep breath, hands on her hips. “Okay, Black Hollow,” she whispered with a grin. “Let’s see what kind of song you’ve got tonight.”
With eagerness pulsing in her chest, she stepped into the fading sunlight, her heart blooming like spring.






  
  Chapter Three
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THE NIGHT AIR IN Black Hollow had a cool bite to it as Nunk stood outside Thirst Bar, staring at the weathered oak door as if it might suddenly sprout teeth and bite him. A knot twisted in his gut, his massive hands trembling slightly as he debated his decision. 
He had told Gerst he wasn’t going. Had mumbled something about being tired, about his shift running long, about how the bank needed reorganizing, as well as his sock drawer. All lies, of course. Well, not the sock drawer. It definitely needed work. But then, something in him shifted while he was staring at his Hot Wheels lined along his desk, each one a token of a life where movement meant progress. Maybe tonight was the night he stopped watching and started moving again.
So there he stood, staring at the door and arguing with himself.
With a deep breath, he reached for the door handle, hesitating only a second before he pulled the door open, his hand dwarfing the old iron latch. “Just get in there,” he muttered to himself. “You’re already out. What’s the worst that could happen?”
There were two bars in Black Hollow: Thirst and Stoney’s. Out of the two, Nunk preferred Thirst for its low lighting, which cast amber shadows over the wooden floor, the country music that played softly from the jukebox in the corner, and the laid back atmosphere. A massive wooden bar stretched across the center of the room like a trunk of a mighty tree, wrapped in a circular rack filled with bottles that shimmered with all kinds of popular alcohol, while the scent of old oak and polished leather filled his nose.
Booths lined the walls, filled with paranormals of all shapes and sizes—shifters, trolls, fauns and naiads, even the occasional vampire sipping crimson wine from dark-stained glasses. The bar stools came in all sizes, from pixie-high to ogre-sturdy, and the staff knew just where everyone fit.
The two bars had a feud going for the longest time, simply because Stoney’s only wanted to cater to a certain paranormal element, but eventually, everyone got along and Stoney’s opened themselves up to whoever. Black Hollow was all about getting along and diversity. How could it not with so many legends living there?
He stood just inside the doorway for a moment, allowing his eyes to adjust to the lighting as he glanced around for his friends. Finally, he spotted them at their usual booth near the far wall, a giant round table set in the wall with wooden seats that accommodated their massive size. Gerst noticed him first and nearly dropped his mug.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” he called out, elbowing Bob so hard he almost spilled his ale. “The mountain moves!” He laughed as he shook his head and waved Nunk over to join them.
Ruck let out a deep, guttural laugh. “We thought you were gonna flake again, Boss.”
Nunk managed a small grin as he trudged toward them, each step drawing a few glances. He never got used to being the biggest person in a room, even in a place like Black Hollow. “Didn’t want to waste my night reorganizing my socks,” he rumbled. “Thought I’d come listen to you all perform for a bit.”
Bob clapped him on the back with a loud thunk. “You’re in for it now. It’s Gerst’s turn next, and he’s doing that goblin love ballad again.”
“Tragic,” Ruck said, a mocking grin twisting his lips. “He’s a right menace with those high notes. Has to pull his pants up higher to hit them. You know, tighten things around his—”
“I get the picture,” Nunk said, cutting the other ogre off. “You can leave it there.”
Gerst stuck out his tongue as he lifted his ale. “Jealousy isn’t a good look on you, Ruck.”
Nunk chuckled low in his throat, sinking into the booth. The leather seat creaked under his weight, but it held. It always did.
Across the bar, someone finished singing—a troll with a surprisingly tender falsetto—and a smattering of applause rippled through the room. The stage, small and tucked into a nook by the jukebox, bathed in soft amber light, now stood empty.
Webster, one of the bartenders, scanned the list of names in front of him and then spoke into the mic. “Next up, Gerst, singing ‘Rotten Roses and Bogwater Kisses.’”
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