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Praise for the

	Hercynian Forest Series

	 

	Search for the Summer Stone (Book Five)

	 

	“Merryville might look like an ordinary town at first glance—with ordinary people living their lives and the usual cast of characters and various factions of leadership and issues. Then we discover that there's a parallel universe of magical creatures, fairies, and elves interwoven with the lives of Mitzi, Panda, Val, and Juniper! Welcome to the world of the Hercynian Forest. Reba weaves all of this together in a most elegant frame of relationships—mystery—imagination—with a bit or romance and intrigue to boot. You are sure to recognize yourself in at least one of the characters as they grapple with the issues of good and evil that arise. How do we connect with each other? How do we discern the forces of power in our lives? What can we learn from those who came before us, our ancestors? These questions are embedded in the story-telling of this marvelous series.” ~Kay Lindahl, author of The Sacred Art of Listening

	 

	Circle of Stones (Book Four)

	 

	“Ms. Birmingham made us wait for a while (ok, ok, there was a pandemic) for Book Four, but it's well worth the wait. All her delightful characters, including humans, elves, fairies, and other mystical creatures, are well drawn and entertaining. I'm looking forward to the next volume.” ~Tina B. Tessina

	 

	“Loved the unexpected twist and turns and always keeping me on my toes. A great fun read! Highly recommend to all!” ~Melinda Elmer

	 

	The Wolf You Feed (Book Three)

	 

	“Quirky and engaging characters, plot twists, adventure and fantasy, humor and thrills, all put together flawlessly “ ~Carolyn Weathers, author of Crazy and Leaving Texas

	 

	“The settings are vivid and real and the characters loveable. The plot’s interesting and contemporary. Highly recommended for those who want a true “beach read”—especially a Long Beach one!” ~Marie Cartier, author of Baby, You Are my Religion: Women, Gay Bars and Theology Before Stonewall

	 

	“I dare to add Reba Birmingham’s name to the distinguished list of fantasy writers who use magic, myth, and mystery to discover new meaning in old truths. It was truly inspiring to see lesbians, a Native American, and fantastical forest creatures join together to defeat an evil that is as ancient as the Bible and as modern as today’s headlines.” ~Mel White, author of Stranger at the Gate: To be Gay and Christian in America  and  Holy Terror: Lies the Christian Right Tells Us to Deny Gay Equality

	 

	Words on a Plate (Book Two)

	 

	“Tired of fantasy that features the same old wizards and dragons and knights on a quest? Reba Birmingham has just the antidote for you. Words on a Plate introduces us to an enchanting mix of magical powers, elves, mysterious happenings in a Peruvian jungle, ravens delivering messages via thumb drives, a horticultural society and its politics—and a main character who is a tax preparer. Not your usual Tolkien clone! Funny and suspenseful by turn, this delightful fantasy brings new life to an old genre. I enjoyed it. You will too.” ~Sheila Finch, author of A Villa Far From Rome

	 

	“An exciting adventure with unique characters navigating their way through fantasy and reality…[Words on a Plate is an] easy read, writing is crisp, and the mystical characters are interesting with creative powers.” ~Katie Cotter, former news editor, The Advocate

	 

	Floodlight (Book One)

	 

	“As an avid reader and writer of YA Fantasy, Floodlight hit so many of those elements that I love about fantasy—the mysterious heritage, the unseen world that parallels the one we know, the amazing characters and creatures that we encounter, the adventure, the impending doom, and the fun. But I loved getting to enjoy all those elements with a fully established relationship. I love Panda, the hard facts-and-figures person, and her free-spirited. kind wife, Mitzi. These two balance each other completely. Panda is joined by their friends, Juniper and Val, as they whisk away to another country to save Mitzi…oh, and maybe the world while they're at it! ~Debbie McQueen, author of The Dragon King Series

	 

	“In this first novel in a projected fantasy series, debut novelist Birmingham’s LGBTQ representation among the cast is refreshing. She parallels the fictional cult with the patriarchy, and she compares inter-species relationships in the fantasy world with LGBTQ relationships in ours.” ~Kirkus Reviews

	 

	“I love me some wacky plots and characters, and between the thrills and chills in Floodlight, this book has a lot of humorous stuff in it. Besides, there are elves and griffins and dwarves—oh my!—who could ask for anything more? If you like the funny urban fantasies of Charlaine Harris or Jim Butcher’s Dresden Files, you’ll likely enjoy Birmingham’s new series.” ~Jessie Chandler, award-winning author of The Shay O’Hanlon Caper Series

	 

	“Likable main characters…(and) sweet elf characters. Having two lesbian married couples was refreshing to read. The balance between supportive and not supportive of lesbian relationships (was) realistic.” ~Bookloverblogs.com



	




	 

	 

	The Hercynian Forest series

	Floodlight

	Word on a Plate

	The Wolf You Feed

	Circle of Stones

	 


 

	Author Notes

	Thank you for reading this series. Why do I write these stories? First and always, I hope you are entertained and find Merryville and the magical world a good escape. Perhaps you are lying in bed reading, near a fireplace, on a train, or have one of my books in your bag waiting for you. If you are new, welcome! My Hercynian Garden and Merryville characters are kind, pretty down to earth, and have adventures in their regular and magical worlds. They have been drawn into the fight with Lupus Imperium, a great stand-in for every oppressive regime in our current world. As you are reading, know that books like this are being banned! Reading the series is becoming part of the resistance. Thank you.

	As you follow Panda and Mitzi, notice how they grow with each new book release and get stronger. As for LGBTQ content, I love representing a lesbian married couple with healthy female friendships. It’s not a romance story, as they are already committed to one another. These free creatures simply live their lives and have adventures with their friends while part of the diverse landscape we call the United States. Representation is important. I want us all to see ourselves fighting evil and overcoming our inner stumbling blocks. For those who have been with me since the beginning, I hope you enjoy that in book five, some characters from earlier in the series circle back to take part in Search for the Summer Stone. Enjoy.



	




	 

	 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	To Layla Jo

	a dragon warrior.

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Characters

	 

	Alaric—Youngest member of Ehren’s council in the Hercynian Garden.

	Alexandra Stephanovsky—Formerly of Merryville, living in the Hercynian Garden as an attorney on Ehren’s council; married to retired detective Charlie Potts.

	Ali Badawi—Hercynian Garden agent from Egypt, running Taggart’s Emporium with Panda’s sister Puddle while the Browns are away.

	Aurora Brown—Co-owner of Taggart’s Emporium in Merryville, CA; married to Ralph Brown.

	Brother Bruno—Lupus Imperium, lives in Schwarzwald Castle, Germany.

	Charlie Potts (aka “Dr. Charles Copley” when undercover)—Retired detective; married to Alexandra Stephanovsky; lives in the Hercynian Garden.

	Dominique—Tour guide for Azari Safari Company in Namibia.

	Dr. Edith Roswell—Expert on Namibia from the UK on tour with Azari Safari.

	Dr. Mot—Chief Medical Officer in the Hercynian Garden.

	Dr. Rick Bush—Professor from Texas on tour with Azari Safari.

	Ehrenhardt “Ehren” Winter—Leader of the Hercynian Garden; father of Mitzi Fowler.

	Ekkhard “Ekk” Schmidt—Married to Elsa and Elvin guardian of the Fowlers.

	Elsa Schmidt—Married to Ekk and Elvin guardian of the Fowlers.

	Enid—Welsh, a Shade from the past who oversees the Hercynian Garden Library.

	Fetu—Brave Samoan on the cargo ship.

	Frederick Winter—Mitzi Fowler’s deceased father.

	Gary Smithers—Former city councilman for Merryville; agent of Lupus Imperium.

	Geoff & Simon—Brothers from Australia on tour with Azari Safari.

	Heloisa—Chief Guardian of the Hercynian Forest.

	Hortense Miller—Former president of the Merryville Horticultural Society.

	Jack Johnson—Owner of Johnson Global Shipping and other companies.

	Jay Winter—Human barista from Merryville; married to Ehrenhardt Winter.

	Johannas—Driver for Azari Safari tour bus.

	Juniper Gooden—Curator of Merryville Museum; married to Valerie Gooden.

	Karla—Historian; member of Ehren’s council in the Hercynian Garden.

	Lorelei Pinck—U.K. academic accompanying Dr. Edith Roswell on tour with Azari Safari.

	Lulu—Police officer working with LAX; an old acquaintance of the Fowlers.

	Mitzi Fowler (aka “Miranda” when undercover)—Married to Panda; daughter of Ehrenhardt Winter; half-griffin; tour guide.

	Nathan—Namibian gas station worker.

	Panda Fowler (aka “Dr. Hannah Panover” when undercover) —Our narrator; married to Mitzi; “Caller of Ravens;” tax preparer.

	Puddle Fowler—Sister of Panda Fowler.

	Ralph Brown—Co-owner of Taggart’s Emporium; married to Aurora Brown.

	Rena Bush—On tour with Azari Safari; married to Rick Bush.

	Sally Johnson—Member of the Merryville Horticultural Society; married to Jack.

	Sam—The Colonel’s soldier.

	Sergei—Viktor Volkov’s right-hand man.

	Shrumm (first name Popkin)—Ehrenhardt’s “First Person” in the Hercynian Garden.

	The Colonel—A Lupus Imperium agent.

	Twyla—Juniper and Valerie’s guardian fairy.

	Valerie Gooden—Native American healer; best friend of the Fowlers; married to Juniper.

	Viktor Volkov—New leader of Lupus Imperium.

	Virginia Merry—Long deceased matriarch of one of Merryville’s founding families.

	Wit Storieman—Meaning “white story-man,” a local who can be hired for a few bucks to entertain with stories in Luderisk.

	Woda—Chief Magical Officer in the Hercynian Forest.

	 

	Terminology

	 

	Free Creature—Those who believe in the dignity of all living beings and freedom for each individual to choose their path forward, as long as they do no harm.

	Hercynian Garden—A magical headquarters hidden in the Black Forest of Germany.

	Lupus Imperium —The current manifestation of an ancient religion dating back to the myth of Romulus and Remus and seeking control of all free creatures.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Magic is believing in yourself. If you can do that, you can make anything happen.” Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

	 


Prologue

	The sun above the Namib Desert of Africa beat down unmercifully. All around me, as far as I could see, was hot sand. The soles of my feet burned, even through my new REI boots. My legs felt as heavy as lead while I slogged through golden sand toward a ghost town barely visible on the horizon. A glance at our tour bus was all I needed to spur me on. It was the only shade for miles but was permanently out of commission. The tan bus lay pitched to one side—bullets riddled the Azari Safari Tours sign, windows shattered, and heavy tires flattened. I knew at least one unfortunate soul was still belted into his seat, beyond human aid. Eventually, sand would claim the site and be his grave. My head hurt. I wanted to sink to my knees and weep, but there was no time for self-pity. Mitzi was somewhere ahead with the others in the clutches of some nasty men and creatures. I prayed she was alive as I wiped the blood from my cheek, which mixed with tears, and pushed forward. Someone else’s sweat ringed my floppy hat, and my long sleeves burned against my arms under the merciless sun in a cloudless African sky. I trudged on, swatting tsetse flies from my face, certainly not laughing now.

	 


Chapter One

	Merryville, California

	Thistle Drive was full of houses like ours. Most were two stories, built post-WWII, with an asphalt driveway and a decent-sized yard. My wife and I lived a few blocks from Merryville’s downtown, arranged around Main Street. When you walked south down Main Street, on your left was Merryville Park, a green space with trees, benches, and a statue of Virginia Merry, for whom the town was named. On the right, you could grab a coffee at “Not Your Mother’s Coffee House,” a gay hang-out, or pick up some tools at Taggart’s Emporium. Our good friends Ralph and Aurora Brown owned Taggart’s, and my crazy sister Puddle worked there. My wife and I bought our home in Merryville years ago with the insurance proceeds after my parents died.

	Mitzi and I happily married, and until a year ago, we were blissfully unaware of all that went on just out of sight of our idyllic town. Our lives were turned upside down when I was working late at my tax office one night and found an elf hiding in the bushes. Against all odds, Ekkhard Schmidt and his wife, Elsa, now lived in a treehouse in our backyard. Go figure. We called him Ekk. They introduced us to the Hercynian Garden, ground zero for magical creatures and the ongoing fight for the freedom of beings of all kinds from an evil organization called Lupus Imperium. 

	Since that day, our lives were busy, scary, and, truthfully, kind of fun, but I always thought it would be over at some point. Now, Mitzi’s father, the leader of the Hercynian Forest, wanted to send us on another mission. His order made me resentful because he expected us to drop everything and obey. He didn’t seem to care that, along with being dragged into fighting Lupus Imperium, I still had to work, doing taxes. He also didn’t seem to care that our absences decimated Mitzi’s travel business last year. Because of this war, she had to cancel several tours as we traveled to Germany and Peru. I felt we’d done our bit and was glad we survived. I was ready to return to “normal.”

	I lay on the couch in our living room this Saturday, drinking coffee and watching the news. Our local anchor appeared in our downtown park as “Breaking News” rolled across the bottom of the screen.

	“Mitzi!” She was in the kitchen and didn’t hear me. I was riveted as a group of young men and women gathered near the statue of Virginia Merry. They were in a yelling match with two men, both surrounded by uniformed officers in our downtown park. People carried signs with various slogans such as, “This is California, not Mexico!” and “Merryville, not Merida!” Waving US flags filled the screen. The two men the group yelled at looked vaguely familiar, and I thought one might work at “Not Your Mother’s Coffee House.” I almost spit out my coffee when Hortense Miller walked by the camera holding a sign that proclaimed Preserve Our History!

	“Honey, Hortense Miller’s on TV!” Hortense was well-known to us and a member of our local horticultural society. There was no response from the kitchen.

	“Oh my god, Mitz, something’s happening at the park!”

	“Be there in a sec. I’m on the phone.”

	I watched the melee unfold as Mona Morgan, the Channel Five talking head, spoke breathlessly into the mic. “Since Mayor Francisco Gonzalez came into office, some citizens have revived the old controversy about renaming Merida into Merryville, with some saying the city should tear down the statue of Virginia Merry. This protest by the group,” she glanced down at a piece of paper, “Native California Patriots, was peaceful until some folks from the coffeehouse crossed the street and confronted them. While the protest was allowed, controversy erupted when coffeehouse patrons got physical. Police were called, and the protest turned into the confrontation you see right now.” 

	In the background, I saw police break up the crowd. Mona put a manicured nail over her earpiece. “Police are ending the protest and sending everyone home. There will be quite a traffic jam. We’ll come back to this after the sports news. The Merryville Dolphins are—”

	I tuned it out. Merryville used to be boring, but people seem riled up about everything now. I missed boring.

	I wished Ekk was with us and that Mitzi would get off the damn phone. The news cycle started to repeat a business segment, so I shut it off. Even with things boiling over at home, I needed to stay focused. We had a part in the fight for good and had a mission before us. Mitzi’s father decided we were perfect to go undercover on a safari to Africa, Mitzi would be our tour guide. Our mission was to determine if a magical “Summer Stone” might be hidden somewhere in Africa.

	I started to scroll social media while I waited for Mitzi, and I made the mistake of reading comments under a post about Virginia Merry’s statue removal. They weren’t pleasant. Our local college, Merida University, had never changed its name, and much of the push to remove the statue came from there. The youth were unfiltered in their opinions, and the war of words was on. According to them, if you didn’t want to change the name of the town back to Merida, you were a racist, period. In times like these, the magical world seemed better than the one here. I would have loved to be able to add comments about some magical meditation, but I would be thought crazy. Obviously, we’re not supposed to talk about magic, or these missions, with ordinary civilians. 

	My siblings, Brooke and Puddle Fowler, knew about the Hercynian Garden, as did our best friends, Juniper and Valerie Gooden. All four had played a part in various magical shenanigans over the last year. So did Ali Badawi, a magic creature who now managed Taggart’s Emporium for the Browns. Aurora Brown was magical, too, and was currently in the Hercynian Garden in Germany, helping Garden scientists and magic workers find remnants of the ancient stone. None of them were here right now to talk to.

	My magical circle at home was getting bigger. We had Ekk and Elsa Schmidt, who we considered family now, and Twyla, a fairy who was tasked with protecting Juniper and Valerie Gooden.

	I sat up and stared out the front window at our overgrown yard. The sun shone, cars trundled down the street, and a skateboarder rolled by on our cracked sidewalk. Violence was rare in Merryville, and I wondered what the world was coming to. It seemed to me we didn’t need to fly across the world to fight evil. It was already here. Any thought about our upcoming mission halfway across the world caused me stress.

	Five weeks ago, a piece of an ancient magical stone, long forgotten in the storeroom of Taggart’s Emporium, got “switched on.” The effect on my hometown was enormous and frightening. This was how we got to know Ralph and Aurora Brown better. A Lupus Imperium agent, Gary Smithers, activated the stone, and it would have killed everyone if Aurora and the elves hadn’t been able to stop it. Merryville's temperature dropped to freezing, and ice and snow covered our whole town. I shook my head; it seemed like a dream.

	The “Winter Stone,” as we call it, was safely tucked away in a vault at the Hercynian Garden. We needed to get the Summer Stone in there, too, and away from the bad guys. Gary Smithers was also tucked away, in a jail cell somewhere, and good riddance. Now, Mitzi’s dad, Ehrenhardt, had prioritized rounding up other remnants of the circle of stones. Intelligence placed the stone in Tanzania.

	Our cat, Brutus, jumped on the couch, and I petted him. There was no hurry to get the Summer Stone, right? If all these stones had been hidden all these years, what was the big rush? 

	My personal need to delay was due to a trivial matter of me first learning to control my apparent ability to call “the ravens,” who were a fickle bunch of birds. They used to be allied with Lupus Imperium in the past but now have come to our side. They switched sides because Ehren’s Hercynian Garden ideals held the best chance for their continued freedom, which was self-serving. Astonishingly, they chose me to be their point of contact and were valuable to our cause because of all their eyes in the sky.

	This was my struggle: how to work with these ravens. I wondered why me. My magic seemed like the least of those around me. It would have made more sense for any unique magical role to be bestowed upon my wife, who, as a half-griffin, could fly. However, her flight ability wasn’t entirely in control, just like my alleged ability to call the ravens. In an attempt to be some type of raven master, I had spent weeks in the Hercynian Garden in a failed training. So far, this TV remote in my hand was about the only thing I could control at will.

	Mitzi walked in. “I was on the phone with Val. What happened?” Val was the wife of Juniper Gooden and our best friends. Mitzi stood at the end of the couch and looked at me.

	“There are Nazis in the park.”

	“Our park? Merryville Park?” She looked incredulous.

	“Well, perhaps not actual Nazis but a group that calls themselves ‘Native California Patriots.’”

	“They have the nerve to call themselves Native? What does that even mean?” She flipped her beads over her shoulder.

	Her eyes were wide, nostrils flared. Even so, she was always beautiful to me. Her offense at right-wingers calling themselves native was not because my wife was Native American. The beads were just her thing. We went on a cruise years ago to Roatan (one of the perks of being married to a travel agent), and the locals beaded two thin braids of hair on either side of her face. She liked it and has kept up those beads all the years since, decorating them with color and unique beads for specific occasions. She was offended on behalf of Val, who was born on the Ute Reservation in Colorado and was Native American. Mitzi’s most beautiful quality was her compassionate heart. She sat next to me on the couch. “We gonna talk about it?”

	“What?” Uh oh. “How’s Val?” I tried to deflect what I knew she was going to bring up.

	“She’s fine. I just wonder if we’ll get to the Ute exhibit before it closes.” Mitzi looked at my nest on the couch. “You look like you’re here for the day.”

	“I was about to get up and shower.” We both knew I was lying. I’d avoided anything that moved us closer to our mission.

	“Bullshit.” Mitzi, lithe, wearing shorts and a polo shirt, breathed heavily through her nose and ran her fingers through her short, sticky-uppy hair. “Panda, it’s been weeks since you returned from training in the Garden.” Her expression was severe. “I just downloaded our tickets to Tanzania. We leave two weeks from today.”

	The stress I’d been trying to avoid landed on me like a weighted blanket. “Oh.” I hadn’t done much to prepare. Calling the ravens was something I had no idea how to do, but it was critical to the success of our new mission in Africa, or wherever we were, as long as the threat from Lupus Imperium existed.

	“Panda, no matter how much you want to, you can’t forget what we now know.” The sun still shone into the living room, but everything changed.

	“Hortense was marching with those guys in the park,” I said. “There was a fistfight, and some coffeehouse people were involved.”

	“I’m not surprised. Haven’t you noticed? The whole world is roiling with hatred.” She would not be deterred. “And you and I have been offered an opportunity to do something about it.”

	I hadn’t put these our world things in the context of the larger fight we were engaged in. A light bulb came on. “You think this has something to do with Lupus Imperium?”

	“I talked a lot with Alexandra Stephanovsky while you were training. Lupus Imperium is worldwide, and of course I do.” She made a biting motion with her hand. “They feed on everyone fighting each other. There’s a new guy on the council named Alaric in charge of technology. He says Lupus Imperium is all over social media.” She warmed to her subject. “Deep fakes, misinformation—”

	“Alexandra should never have retired. She was the best defense attorney.” I had personal history with her since I’d been framed and arrested for arson. Alexandra and her friend Donna Dunkin cleared my name.

	“Think about it. That was a local thing, too, but Lupus Imperium was behind it. Alex’s now using her talents to do great work for my father in the Garden.” Mitzi pointed at the TV remote. “Just like we have a chance to do if we get off our butts.”

	“You should run for office. Or preach,” I said and started to get up. “I’m motivated.”

	“Okay. So?”

	“I, ah. I hate your father telling me what to do.” I sometimes wished Mitzi was an orphan; her mother was a pill too.

	“So we let the world fall to shit because you’re pissed at my dad?” That pierced my excuse for trying to delay.

	“Of course not.” The blanket fell to the floor. “But summer’s over,” I said weakly. “How can we find the Summer Stone?” my last argument for delay, “If it’s not summer?” It sounded stupid even to me.

	“Panda, we’re going to Tanzania, on the African continent. It must be before their summer, which starts this December. It’s too dangerous to go after the hottest season starts. No one knows what it would be like if the Summer Stone switched on.” We stared at each other as her words sunk in. “We need to go in two weeks, which means—”

	“Which means I need to get off the stick and figure out how to do something I have no clue how to do.” Instant grumpiness. Even Brutus jumped to the floor with annoyance. She was right. I shook my head. “Honestly, I don’t even know how or where to start. Mitz, my Garden training was a disaster. I’ve lit candles, prayed about it, and talked to Ekk and Elsa, but the ravens don’t respond. I’m a failure at this.”

	Mitzi, used to my mood swings, sat down and put her arm around me. “I’ve been talking to Valerie, and we’ve come up with an idea about how to help. I told her we might come to the museum and talk to her and Juniper, and see that Ute Native American exhibit, okay?”

	I looked at her, grateful for the kindness, and knew my time of procrastination was over. I stood and stretched as I nodded. “I guess it’s time to take off my pajamas.” My pj’s with a goofy print suddenly felt juvenile. I had to rise to the occasion, for Mitzi if nothing else.

	***

	Merryville Museum

	I put on my “Light it up!” t-shirt, a museum promotional item from an old installation called Floodlight. With a nod to presentability, I brushed my short hair and looked in the mirror. For better or worse, the authentic me stared back, a forty-something ChapStick lesbian. Since we were going to the museum, I knew our friend Juniper would get a kick out of the t-shirt. The Floodlight exhibit from last March created a crazy amount of controversy about feral cats and people without homes in Merryville, spurring action from our city council. Juniper loved her job as a curator at the museum and never missed a chance to use her position to raise consciousness. My choice of outfit made Mitzi smile when I came downstairs.

	“Perfect.”

	I relaxed. Sometimes, I got a lecture on wearing jeans, t-shirts, and flip-flops all the time. What could I say? I was a California native. “Outside is gorgeous. Let’s take your convertible.”

	She opened her hand and dangled the Miata keys. “Great minds.”

	Even in late November, it was flip-flop weather. We both loved that. Mitzi was from northern California and always said she moved south for the warmer weather. If the truth be known, it was also because it put her four hundred miles away from her mother, whom neither of us trusted. As for me, I was born at Merryville General Hospital and just never left the town. Why leave when I’ve already found the perfect place? People’s attitudes about gay couples in Southern California were mainly chill, and we had the beach a few miles away.

	Mitzi drove us to the museum, the little car’s engine rumbling like a race car. On the way down Main Street, trucks with American flags were everywhere, and we heard much honking. “Wow. This is crazy.” Mitzi was taking in what I had seen on TV.

	Soon, we arrived at the Merryville Museum. Banners across the museum parking lot entrance announced “This Land is Not Your Land” with a border of stylized feathers around it in green. We both laughed. Did I mention Juniper liked stirring things up? Nice.

	The parking lot wasn’t exactly packed, probably due to the exhibit nearing the end of its run.

	“I feel a tad guilty because we haven’t seen the exhibit yet,” I said, finger-combing my hair. I had
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