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Book Description

Survival of the village depends on someone catching magic. The elders deem Iris too old, flawed because the magic refuses to select her.

She faces banishment. But now the magic dwindles.

One last desperate journey to find the magic. What she discovers changes her life forever.

A page-turning fantasy short story.
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Catching Magic

We made the journey every year when the shadows became shorter and the sun warmer. The magic came out then, playing among the oaks and hickories and dancing with the white-tailed rabbits.

The rain patted at the maple leaves over our heads, letting a few friendly drops fall on us as we followed the deeply gouged dirt road. I stepped carefully, my worn-out boots slipping in mud-caked puddles. I stayed at the end of the line of the Hopefuls, as our village called us, because we all hoped that the magic would pick us.

We were all quiet this year. None of the usual banter and boasts about getting the best magic. No one had been selected in the last five years.

Jareth slipped in at my side, his limp making his steps sloppy. A horse had done that a long time again, a kick to his calf. His hand eased into mine, cold, trembling.

“They’re afraid, Iris,” he murmured.

“The crops will fail if no one is selected,” I said, keeping my voice low.

They were words everyone thought, words that hung over us like a black cloud from a forest fire. Thick and suffocating. The last of those with enough of the magic had passed away from a coughing illness during winter. The rest had magic that was fleeting, like what happened with deer when the food ran out and they started eating the bark off the trees. No one left who could sing to the crops and make them thrive or send a quest out to find game.

“What will happen to us if we don’t—” Jareth’s voice broke, words catching his throat.

He ran his hand through his shaggy curls, flustered. The bright sunlight couldn’t chase out the shadows left in his eyes. He’d been the most promising in the village, the most likely to attract the magic. Until his injury and the elders deemed him no longer suitable. They only wanted the most perfect.

Me? I was too old. The elders decided that after ten years of journeying and not catching any magic, I must be flawed.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

I rubbed my sweating hands off on my checkered print dress. The cloth was faded and threadbare, but I’d already turned it inside out to make it last a little longer.

“I’ve thought about heading south,” he said. “Finding another village.”

His words hung between us, waiting for an answer.

I couldn’t. I’d thought the same things. But without magic, no other village would take us. We would take up food and not be able to contribute with magic to growing or hunting.

I jammed my fists into my dress’s pockets. If the magic draught continued, the elders were likely to place blame on the “less perfect” of us. I still remembered the iciness that had filled my belly and the bitter tang in my mouth when I’d overhead two elders discussing it.

It was why I’d insisted on Jareth and I coming on the journey.

A raindrop plopped on my cheek. It rolled down my skin like a tear.

The line of men and women slowed. There were only ten of us this time. Everyone was like me, dresses faded, trousers and homespun shirts threadbare, boots ground down. They hung their heads, making the journey out of duty, and not expecting anything to be better.

“There!” one of the men cried, excitement rising in his voice. “I saw something move.” He was perhaps, sixteens summers.

Anticipation rolled through the line like a river current. We all scrambled to the edge of the road to get a first look at the magic. I was having a hard time not letting my expectations spill out of control.

Jareth gripped my hand tightly, his Adam’s apple bobbing with his nervousness.

Movement could be one of the gray squirrels that lived in the trees. Or perhaps a white-tailed bunny. But the magic that came out could be as small as a chipmunk. Tiny indeed.

Leaves and twigs snapped.

To a man, we followed the sound with our eyes. Hope welled up in my heart.

Then fled as an orange-breasted wren hopped out of the shrub-covered ground.

“There’s nothing here,” moaned one of the women. “It’s been picked clean.”

“Might be that nothing is left,” Jareth murmured. “We’re not the only village coming out here.”

“Last few years
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