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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for purchasing this book, Tree Guardians and the Cave of Enchantment. This book is the second of a five-book series, and I am so proud of how the series is turning out. I hope you will enjoy as the adventure it’s meant to be. Look for a glossary of Valentine Vitals at the back of the book!

      Shea Gibson is a pen name for my children’s work. I wanted to make sure I differentiated it from the romance books I write under my given name, Tabitha Gibson.

      Feel free to look me up on social media or my web site: www.sheagibson.com for more information about me and future books in the Tree Guardian series. You also can find my other books and the genres I write under by going to www.linktree.com/gibsonbooks

      

      Thank you:

      I’d like to thank first and foremost you, the reader. Without you, there’d be no one to share my work with. I truly hope you enjoy it.

      Derik Diaz – You are such an amazing artist! Another fantastic cover! You truly can bring a character to life! Thank you so much! I can’t wait to see the next three covers as the series continues. You can find Derik’s magical art on Facebook, Instagram and Threads @ derik_diaz_art – Check him out!

      Lissa Beck – The best bestie ever! Thanks for being my “fresh eyes” as well as your support and love as we stumble through this thing we call life. I got you and I know you got me. Love you honey!

      Dee Tenorio – My Webmistress extraordinaire – You are a Jacklyn of all trades to be totally honest. Covers for my other works, web site, formatting – Thank you for making me look so good! I appreciate you so much!

      Finally – Thanks especially my husband, Arthur. Thank you for putting up with my need to hide in my office to write while you take care of our daughter as well as the household. Having the time to do what I love means more than you know. Thank you. I love you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Every fifty years, a dark mist works its way toward the village of Valentine to cause chaos and disruption in an attempt to end the magic by uprooting the source in the form of a mythical tree known as The Tree Of Reverence. In its path of destruction are the citizens who dwell there.

      Their only line of defense? Five guardians who would be chosen for their strength, cunning, determination, empathy, and heart. What they got were five of the most unique individuals who were all that, in the guise of misfits.

      Merlin help them all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            HOME SWEET HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      “Detention!”

      Elijah Aberdeen groaned inwardly. He’d promised his grandmother that he’d be home right after school to help her pull the weeds from the garden. In his defense, he had been pulling weeds, just not at home. He’d stopped to visit his gnome friends only to discover two trolls tormenting them. And these weren’t the big as a house and hung out under a bridge kind of trolls. No, these were trolls of the human and hater variety.

      Troll number one, Abigail Frost, was freezing the ground the gnomes were trying to walk on, doing whatever it was that gnome did while troll number two, Tamara Broxton, was in full cat mode and chasing them around.

      Elijah had been so angry he’d levitated both girls out of the garden to a pond near the park where he released them in the very center. The splash was epic! The little group of gnomes came racing out of the grass, climbing up to his shoulder to watch, cheering as their tormentors screamed while they trudged out of the cold and muddy waters.

      Chuckling at the gnomes, they began chattering nonstop in their gibberish language. Elijah wished Alexis was with him to translate what his little friends were saying. Sighing, he shook his head at them. “Sorry, my guys. I just don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      Stopping the gibberish, one of the gnomes held up a finger to Elijah, calling the others over. Huddling in a circle, their funny language started up again. A few moments later, they broke the circle and motioned Elijah closer.

      Kneeling, he watched as they started pulling up weeds then roots while two or three of them worked to remove a large rock. To them, it was probably a boulder but to Elijah, it was just a rock.

      Wiggling his fingers, the stubborn stone shifted back and forth before rising from the ground. When he started to toss it to the side, little gnome arms waved him to place it along one side.

      “Here?”

      Getting multiple thumbs up, he placed it with a stack of other smaller rocks that was suspiciously looking like a throne of some sort. Did gnomes have a royal family? He couldn’t wait to see that pointy hat. Would it have sparkles on it? Chuckling to himself, he went back to helping them clear the large area. He couldn’t wait to see what would grow there and…

      “Elijah Aberdeen!”

      Elijah stopped tugging at a stubborn root and sighed. Glancing at the gnomes, he saw them shake their fists toward the person he knew was standing behind him. When their pointy hats came off, Elijah shook his head no, and motioned for them to go hide in the weeds. This was one wizard who was not to be provoked.

      Once they were well hidden, he rose, took a deep breath and turned around…and promptly burst into laughter.

      Both Abigail and Tamara stood there, dripping with water. Mud and several lily pads that Elijah was sure some frog was not happy about losing covered them from head to go. When one of the lily pads dropped to the ground, a gnome raced out and snatched it before disappearing back into the grass and weeds behind him.

      “Well?”

      Elijah blinked and looked at Professor Broxton, Tamara’s mother and the schools toughest teacher. She looked furiously between him and the spot the gnome had scampered into with the lily pad. Worried that she’d take it out on one of his little friends, he shifted a little to draw her attention back to him.

      Big mistake.

      The anger in her eyes had him wondering if she, too, had the power to shape shift like her daughter and if she did, how big of a cat would she change into. Maybe something even bigger. Like a bridge troll. The visual of Professor Broxton hiding under a bridge, hissing as students walked over her sanctuary had his lips twitching. The urge for more laughter bubbled up inside was almost overwhelming.

      Deciding it was not the best time for that, he forced a serious look on his face and blinked at her again before speaking. “Well, what?”

      Her frown deepened. When she motioned to the mud covered, pond water dripping girls beside her, she spoke again. “Did you do this?”

      “Mother,” Tamara began but a stern look from her mother silenced her.

      “Did I cover them in mud and lily pads? No. I’m totally innocent.”

      Both girls gasped out loud before screeching in protest. As they motioned in angry gestures, mud, lily pads and water sprayed around. Some of the mess hit the ground, some hit Professor Broxton’s cloak.

      When she held her hand up for silence, she narrowed her gaze at Elijah. Technically he was responsible, just not in the way the professor thought. But it had been worth it seeing this scene. He couldn’t wait to tell Harley, Alexis, Rayna and Tristan about this.

      “You’re lying,” Professor Broxton said, her voice strangely calm.

      “Technically,” Elijah began with his thought from a moment before, but she cut him off.

      “Did you levitate these girls out to the pond and drop them in it?”

      Well, there went that defense. Hearing jibberish behind him, he slipped his hands behind his back and motioned for them to stay where they were before clearing his throat. No sense in trying to twist things now.

      “Yes.”

      Professor Broxton returned the two blinks he’d given her over the past couple of minutes. He’d surprised her with the truth. He surprised himself too. Surely she’d understand that he’d just been defending the gnomes from the bullying of these two haters, even if one of them was her daughter.

      “Detention!”

      “But,” he started, but she held up her hand.

      “Using magic against other students is prohibited. Considering how many times you’ve been in detention for this very reason, I think this should have been very clear.”

      “But they were bullying the gnomes,” Elijah hurriedly said, motioning to the grassy area behind him where the jibberish rang loud and clear.

      “They,” the professor replied, motioning to the ground with a look of distaste on her scrunched-up face. “Are not students.”

      “They are still a part of our community and should be treated with respect,” Elijah began but was cut off by her indigent shriek.

      “Respect? Like the respect you showed to your fellow students?” With a flourish, she turned and motioned to the two girls behind her at the exact moment a large ball of mud dropped from Tamara’s head to the ground. Elijah swore he heard the gnomes laughing which caused his own lips to twitch.

      Unfortunately for him, Professor Broxton turned before he could hide his amusement, catching him in mid-smirk.

      Worst leprechaun luck ever.

      “For a week,” she seethed.

      “What?” Surely she wasn’t giving him detention for smiling, was she?

      “Detention for a week, Mr. Aberdeen. We’ll see how funny you think it is when I have you cleaning the bathrooms Ms. Summerdale should have several weeks ago,” Professor Broxton confirmed, giving him a smile of her own.

      It was more like the smile he gave Chef Beth when she offered up a new taste sensation in the pizza food group and presented garden path pizza. It looked exactly like the garden path behind the school on the way to Gardening Herbs and Spices class. And not from the garden but literally the path going down to the garden.

      He started to protest when a voice behind the two girls caused them all to shift.

      “Good afternoon, Professor Broxton.”

      Elijah almost let out a whoop of joy that would have made the school cheerleaders proud. Of course, they weren’t too keen on him since he became besties with Alexis who’d shown them the business end of a bear’s paw but that was a whole other story. With great difficulty, Elijah kept the happy out of his expression. Instead, he went with a look of genuine sincerity. By all that’s magically sane, I hope she’s buying this.

      Professor Broxton closed her eyes briefly before her lips shifted into a thin line. She turned to greet Mrs. Crabtree, fellow teacher and the detention matron at Valentine. She was also mentor of the Tree Guardians, the group of five individuals that were chosen by the mystical tree in the center of Valentine that held the five magical talisman that gave the village it’s magic. Elijah was one of the five much to the dismay of Professor Broxton who thought for sure her daughter and another four haters she hung out with were supposed to have been chosen.

      “Mrs. Crabtree. Was there something you needed?”

      “Actually, I think it’s something you need,” Mrs. Crabtree replied, giving Professor Broxton a wide, but rare smile.

      Oh, this is going to be good.

      “And what, by Merlin’s magical grace, do you think I need?”

      “A reminder, of course.”

      Professor Broxton took a deep breath.

      Elijah swore her head was going to explode and wished he had a couple of slices of pizza to sit and watch this show unfold. Maybe he could get one of the gnomes to hustle to the kitchen and mime his request to Chef Jeff and…

      “A reminder? Of what?”

      “That I’m in charge of detentions, and should there be anyone get an unwelcome invitation, I’ll be overseeing them. Not you.”

      Elijah could hear more jibberish and laughter behind him. He turned slightly and seeing little pointy hats peeking over the long grass, gave them the sign to keep silent, adding in a wink. Turning back, he saw Professor Broxton had moved to motion up and down at her mud-covered daughter, Tamara then Abigail.

      Mrs. Crabtree sighed in what Elijah swore, was the same sigh she gave him on a regular basis. He wasn’t sure if he should be offended or chuckle that Professor Broxton was his equal in tolerance with Crabby.

      Pulling out her wand, she waved it at the two girls. Within a few seconds, they were back to their clean, dry, mean girl selves. Looking from the girls to Professor Broxton, she raised her brows. “I’m not sure why you let those girls remain filthy like that.”

      “To show this,” Professor Broxton now motioned to him. “Disrespectful student, what he did when he used his magic on them, something that, as you know, is strictly forbidden. Which is why I think that I should be the one to oversee his detention.”

      Elijah shifted as the silence from Mrs. Crabtree hung heavy. Please Merlin. Please David McCreary. Don’t let this happen.

      “If you insist,” she began causing Elijah’s heart sank. Her next words, however, sent relief flowing through him faster than a troll running from the annual bridge cleaning party. “However, I will have to insist that Miss Broxton and Miss Frost join me in my detention room while you are handling Mr. Aberdeen’s detention.”

      Professor Broxton blinked, looked at her daughter then back to Mrs. Crabtree. “Whatever for?”

      “Mr. Aberdeen had permission to be out here on the grounds during the last hour of school. These two,” Mrs. Crabtree motioned to Tamara and Abigail. “Did not.”

      “I,” Professor Broxton began, then clamped her mouth shut. She shot a glare at the two girls before shifting it to Mrs. Crabtree who was studying her fingernails.

      Elijah struggled to hide the wide grin on his face seeing the looks of outrage on the face of the two girls. Crabby didn’t miss a thing! He’d have to float her some of that fruity pizza Chef Seth made for breakfast every Friday.

      Now that Elijah thought about it, the pizza selection was getting wider and wider with every meal they once served now a pizza topping. Of course, liver snaps weren’t great, but he’d give the chefs points for making the effort to make it edible in the form of his favorite triangle delight.

      “Since Mr. Aberdeen would be cleaning the bathrooms, Miss Frost and Miss Broxton will be on cleaning duty in both the kitchen and dining hall. There are, after all, two of them.”

      All three stood with their mouths dropped open. Where were some spare liver snaps when you need them?

      “Unless of course, you’d care to rescind Mr. Aberdeen’s detention location? Because if he’s a guest in my room, I won’t have time to make sure every inch of the kitchen and dining hall is spic and span before I let these two girls leave for the day.”

      Elijah shifted his gaze back and forth between Professor Broxton and Mrs. Crabtree. The intense looks between the two powerful wizards made him want to hide in the tall grass with his guys.

      “Come to think about it, it might take a week or more to clean with daily meals being prepared and consumed and –”

      “Fine,” Professor Broxton snapped. “I’ll leave you to deal with this misfit.”

      The truth of it was, he was every bit the misfit that Professor Broxton accused him of being. At least, here at school. Outside of school was a different matter altogether.

      He lived in a nice home and was being raised by his grandmother, who was one of the most influential wizards in Valentine. He was well liked by most everyone at school and was a member of Valentine’s Tree Guardians. He was a superstar and had the best of friends in his fellow guardian members.

      So why, this time, did the term misfit, coming from this woman, make his chest ache just a little?

      “Of course,” Mrs. Crabtree agreed. “Mr. Aberdeen is no stranger to detention. I’m sure he knows the way.”

      Professor Broxton gritted her teeth before giving Mrs.Crabtree a single nod. Pulling her wand out, she drew a large circle in mid-air then stepped back to show she’d created a portal. Motioning to Abigail and Tamara, they started to argue before stepping into the portal with an incredibly angry professor right behind them. A moment later, the portal vanished. Elijah took a deep breath and turned to give Mrs. Crabtree a big smile, his hand up for the N.O.M.E. equivalent of a high five.

      Instead, he found his teacher and mentor returning his smile with a frown. Elijah slowly lowered his hand.

      “Mr. Aberdeen, how many times do I have to tell you to not use your magic on other students? Especially those particular students?”

      “But they were using their magic against my guys,” Elijah rushed to say, motioning to the group of gnomes that came out to shake their fists toward the place where the portal had been.

      Mrs. Crabtree sighed. “I understand, but once again, two magical wrongs,” she began but Elijah interrupted her.

      “Yeah I know. Don’t make a magical right.” This time, Elijah was the one to sigh.

      “Shall we?” Mrs. Crabtree asked pulling out her wand.

      “Can you give me minute?” At her nod, Elijah turned and dropped to his knees, smiling at the gnomes. When a few shook their fist at Mrs. Crabtree, he shook his head. “She’s cool, like Merlin level cool. Promise.”

      He grinned at their wide eyes, chuckling as they bowed to his teacher so low, their pointy hats fell off. Grabbing them up, they plopped them back on their heads and spoke their gibberish to him.

      “I seriously need to learn how to speak gnome. Or drag Alexis with me when I come to visit,” he commented and stuck out one finger for each one to high five as they disappeared back into the tall grasses. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Rising he beamed at Mrs. Crabtree and grabbed his school bag. “I’m ready,” he announced and motioned for her to open the portal.

      When the portal opened, they stepped through and came out in a familiar room. A room that he’d been to multiple times. A room that he’d met his new set of best friends and fellow guardians. It was almost like coming home. He wished they were here with him now.

      “Home sweet home,” he joked, and began to dig through his school bag for his favorite N.O.M.E. comic book.

      “Let’s try something different, shall we?”

      Elijah let go of the colorful book and turned to look at Mrs. Crabtree. He was about to protest as she pulled out the book from her class, Rich Traditions and True History of Magic, when the door flew open and four students hurried in.
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            A SECOND GIFT

          

        

      

    

    
      Elijah grinned to see Harley, Alexis, Rayna and Tristan. Detention had definitely just improved. Not that there was anything wrong with just him and Crabby, but seeing his friends filled his heart with joy.

      He’d never had friends like these four. Sure, he had a few classmates that hung out with during lunch and occasional at speed board events, but it never felt like this. The closeness. The trust. The absolute knowledge that if he ever needed them, they’d be there for him, just as he’d be there for them. This just proved it. He was just wishing they were here and, wait, what was it that crazy N.O.M.E. Chef was always saying? Oh yeah. BAM! Here they were.

      “What did those haters do now?” Harley crossed his arms, his brows drawing together in what Elijah called his mad face. He only had this expression when Hudson or one of the haters, as they were now known throughout the school, caused problems. Elijah grinned.

      “How’d you know?”

      “A little gnome told me,” Alexis replied with a bit of a smirk. Normally, she wasn’t as happy-go-lucky as he and Harley were, but every once in a while, she smiled and it lit up her face, completely changing the way she looked. Not that she was ugly, but he suspected she kept people at a distance by acting cold, distant and sometimes, downright unfriendly. That and the bear paw she’d flash as a warning to anyone trying to bully her. Those poor cheerleaders Elijah thought again with a grin.

      “Are all of you in detention?”

      Mrs. Crabtree had approached them without them hearing her, startling them into rambling before they all fell silent and just nodded.

      “I should give you all detention for telling tall tales,” she scolded, then to their surprise, winked. “You know, I need to see the principal. I’ll be back shortly and then, Mr. Aberdeen and only Mr. Aberdeen, shall complete the detention.”

      Elijah gave her a salute and got what he swore was a chuckle in return before she left the room.

      “We’re growing on her,” Elijah announced and gave Harley a fist bump.

      “Like moss from that wretched bog,” Rayna replied and sat down in the chair that Tristan had tugged over for her. “So, what happened?”

      Elijah told them how he’d gotten permission to go out on the school grounds during their last class. When he arrived to see how the gnomes were doing, he found Abigail frosting the ground causing the gnomes to slip and fall while Tamara chased after them in cat form.

      Alexis snorted. “I can out-cat her any day of the week.”

      “And I can freeze that ice brat to the top of the school’s flagpole faster than Henrietta’s mood when she burns a batch of sugar snaps,” Tristan bragged. This was saying something because Henrietta, who was one of the oldest witches in Valentine, could conjure a single snowflake on the hottest day of the year and it would never melt. She was truly a weather wonder.

      Alexis and Tristin grinned at each other while Harley laughed loudly.

      Rayna shook her head and motioned to Elijah to continue.

      “Well, I might have sent them on a little journey to Valentine Pond. The, uh, very center of Valentine Pond. I also might have dropped them for a dip in the muddy waters.”

      “I hear it’s good for the skin,” Rayna said with a shrug bringing laughter from the others.

      “Right? You’d think they’d have said thank you. But no. Instead, I got detention from Professor Broxton,” Elijah said and smiled widely.

      “Why are you smiling, Elijah?”

      Elijah gave Harley a wink. “Because Professor Broxton showed up with the two haters fresh from the pond, still dripping pond water, globs of mud and lily pads all over the ground.”

      The five of them held their bellies while they laughed.

      “Then Crabby showed up out of the blue and took control of the situation. Needed to say, Professor Broxton wasn’t too happy. I swear she was going to make me finish that bathroom job Rayna didn’t with my toothbrush.”

      Rayna wrinkled her nose in disgust while Tristan’s frown caused the tiniest tremble from the floor.

      “So, the gnomes were alright?” Alexis asked, her voice laced with concern.

      Elijah nodded and smiled. Of course, she’d want to know that. Being able to communicate with them, she’d forged the same bond with them he had. Though they might have a few tricks up their sleeves and a mean pointy hat, they were still small and at risk from someone with hate in their heart.

      “I thought Professor Broxton head was going to explode when a gnome came running out to grab a lily pad,” Elijah continued. “What in Merlin’s good name is that all about?”

      “Lily pads aren’t magical, but they are water resistant and strong. They probably help with stopping rain from flooding their little homes,” Alexis replied knowingly.

      “They were building some kind of chair, maybe a throne?”

      Alexis’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      Elijah shrugged. “Yeah. Why? What’s that all about?”

      “Well, it’s been nearly three quarters of a century since the last king of the gnomes died. It sounds to me like they are preparing the lure.”

      “The lure? That sounds like a trap,” Elijah frowned. “My guys wouldn’t do that. Unless it was to lure those haters into stepping into a pile of troll dung.”

      Harley chuckled while Alexis rolled her eyes. “Not that kind of lure. What I mean is, they want to encourage whoever is crowned king into making his royal residence here in Valentine,” she replied with a happy clap of her hands.

      “This isn’t the best time for something like that,” Tristan said and turned a chair around next to Rayna. Swinging his leg over to straddle it, he sat down. “With this black mist floating around trying to suck the magical life out of all of us, the gnomes are some of the most vulnerable.”

      Elijah clenched and unclenched his fists. Like the N.O.M.E. World, their magical world was full of bullies. He didn’t like bullies. Normally he could dangle a bully until they gave up their bad intentions, but this mist was something different, stronger and extremely dangerous. Tristan was right. His guys didn’t stand a chance, pointy hat or not.

      Wandering to the window, Elijah gazed out, straining to see the grassy area he’d been just a short time ago, struggling to communicate but managing anyway. He wouldn’t let anyone or anything hurt his little friends. Ever.

      “Elijah?”

      He turned to find his friends standing behind him, looks of question and concern on their faces. Looks that made him strangely uncomfortable.

      “I was just measuring the distance between here and where my guys are in case those haters need a fresh dip in the pond,” Elijah joked, turned and wiggled his fingers out at the still branches of a low tree.

      To his surprise, they began to sway first back and forth, then up and down. When he felt the telltale squeeze of his shoulder, he knew Rayna had boosted his magic just enough to assure him that yes, his magic would protect the gnomes no matter the distance. He looked at her, then the rest of his friends over his shoulder and smiled.

      “Alright, everyone except Mr. Aberdeen, time to go. I’m sure your parents are waiting for you.”

      Mrs. Crabtree had quietly returned, holding the door open with her standard stony look. She wasn’t fooling any of them, Elijah thought, but wasn’t about to point that out.

      Elijah gave them all a fist bump with promises to see them for another fun-filled day of learning in the morning.

      “Pizza for everyone,” he called out as they left the room, the door closing quietly behind them.

      Taking one last look out at where his little friends were busy building some special seat, he returned to his chair and stared ahead. Not even his comic books could draw his attention. Thoughts of the gnomes, his friends, the dark mist and the moment that he and the other guardians would be pulled into the tree for the next quest were starting to crowd his mind and overwhelm his heart.

      “Elijah?”

      Elijah blinked a couple of times before looking up to Mrs. Crabtree. Jinks and finks. He totally missed what she asked.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      To his surprise, she pulled a chair over and sat down in front of his desk. Leaning forward, she rested her arms on his desk, her chin on her hands. “I asked what was going on in that big brain of yours.”

      “Well, I was thinking that my Grammy might deny me pizza for dinner because I’m in detention, again, and…wait, what? Big brain?”

      Mrs. Crabtree sighed and sat back. “Remember earlier when I said, let’s try something different.”

      “Yeah,” Elijah answered and hoped to Merlin this wasn’t about reading a new book or joining another class. He could barely keep up with the ones he had now.

      “Talk to me.”

      Elijah blinked yet again. “Isn’t that what we’re doing right now?”

      “In a way, yes. But you’re giving me Elijah speak. I want to hear, Elijah’s thoughts.”

      Elijah shifted in his chair. He didn’t share his deep thoughts with anyone. He barely acknowledged them to himself. If he were being honest, they kind of scared him sometimes.

      At school, he was the kid everyone liked. Well, almost everyone. He got by with decent grades, made friends with the friendless and was cheered for his antics in the dining hall. Those things were safe. Having to think about real life? Not so much.

      “Elijah.”

      Glancing up at the detention matron, he sighed. “I’m worried about the gnomes.”

      Mrs. Crabtree’s eyebrows raised slightly. “And?”

      “And, that my Grammy is going to be mad at me,” he began, stopping when her head tilted while her eyebrows continued their path upward. “Upset in me for being here, instead of home, helping her with the garden like I promised.”

      “And?”

      His shoulders slumped. “The next quest.” His voice came out barely a whisper.

      “What about it?”

      “I’m the “E” in heart.”

      “Yes, you are. What’s the problem?”

      “What’s the problem? Are you sniffing pixie dust?”

      “I think we’ve already established that no, I’m not sniffing pixie dust, Mr. Aberdeen.”

      Elijah winced. “Sorry. I’m just,” he stopped, and swallowed his words. He’d never been afraid before. Well, maybe when Rayna fell down that hole in the bog. Oh and that whole bog beast growling and stomping around like someone stole his favorite boulder to throw around. When she cleared her throat he sighed again. “Afraid.”

      Mrs. Crabtree leaned in again and gave him a kind smile. “Well, it’s about time.”

      “I’m sorry, I must be the one sniffing pixie dust. What’s about time?”

      “For all the years I’ve known you, I’ve found that you are completely and totally fearless. But that, dear boy, is what you show to people on the outside. Your tough, outer shell if you will. On the inside? A very smart, savvy, squishy young man.”

      “Squishy?” He made a face.

      “Yes, squishy,” Mrs. Crabtree chuckled. “What I mean by that is, you care more than you let on and you have deep seeded feelings for those around you. Yes, your magical gift is levitation, but like Ms. Summerdale, you have a second gift. And that gift is empathy.”

      Elijah’s eyes widened. “You know Rayna has two powers? How?”

      “I’m a teacher. We know things,” she shrugged.

      Elijah was quiet for a moment before asking. “What’s empathy?”

      “Do you want the dictionary definition or my interpretation?”

      Elijah motioned to her with a flourish. “Yours of course, Crab… Mrs. Crabtree.” Elijah gave her a nervous smile.

      “Whereas your ability to levitate, everything, is magical, empathy is not. It might, however, be your strongest power of the two. You see, it’s easy to float a pizza, a beverage or even, a person,” she paused, her lips twitching. “It’s not so easy to understand other beings feelings, share in them and act accordingly. From younger students to adults to magical creatures such as the gnomes, you show them kindness in the form of humor or hugs, pizza or protection, whatever is needed at a specific time, you just know and go with it.”

      Elijah let her words sink in. He supposed a lot of that was true, but what did that have to do with him being afraid?

      “But what about,” he swallowed. “What about me being afraid of the next quest.”

      “You’re afraid of letting them down, not being able to help the others and because of that, they’ll suffer. I’m here to tell you that is simply not going to happen.”

      “How do you know that?” He paused and sighed deeply before continuing. “Harley is a natural leader. I’m a natural jokester.”

      “You are a natural leader too. You just haven’t had the opportunity to show it. Not until now.”

      “Now?” Elijah sat up straighter and looked around. Was that dark mist
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