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Chapter One: The Dating App Disaster
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Lena Hartwell was forty-eight years old, single, and staring at her phone with the expression of a woman who had just made a terrible mistake.

The mistake was called "Crystal Connections."

It was a dating app. Specifically, it was the only dating app that serviced Crystal Hollow and the surrounding towns. It had a modest user base of about two hundred people, most of whom Lena had known since elementary school. The app's tagline was: "Find your magical match."

Lena had downloaded it at 2 AM, after her third glass of wine and a particularly emotional conversation with Jade about how she was "never going to find love again."

"Mom, you're only forty-eight," Jade had said.

"I'm forty-eight and I've been divorced for four years. My last date was with a man who spent the entire evening telling me about his coin collection."

"So? Coins are interesting."

"Jade, he had a spreadsheet."

Now, at 10 AM, Lena was scrolling through her matches and regretting every life choice that had led her to this moment.

There was Gary the Accountant, whose profile said he enjoyed "long walks on the beach and tax reform." There was Mark the Plumber, who had posted a shirtless photo that made Lena's eyes water. There was Steve the ... well, Steve's profile was just a picture of his truck.

And then there was David.

David's profile was different. He was handsome, annoyingly handsome, the kind of handsome that made you suspicious. His photo showed him standing in a forest, wearing a flannel shirt and smiling like he had never had a bad day in his life. His bio said: "New to town. Love hiking, good conversation, and magical creatures."

Lena had swiped right.

Now they were chatting.

David: So, what brings you to Crystal Connections?

Lena: Desperation and wine.

David: Honest. I like that.

Lena: What about you?

David: I'm new in town. Looking for someone interesting.

Lena: Interesting how?

David: Someone with a spark.

Lena stared at the message. A spark. Was that a magical pun? Was he a witch? She had heard rumors of witches from other towns using the app.

Lena: What kind of spark?

David: The kind that lights up a room. Or a garden. Or a town hall.

Lena's heart stopped. He knew about the garden. About the town hall. About her.

She typed back slowly.

Lena: Who are you?

David: Meet me at the Brew & Stew tonight. 7 PM. I'll explain everything.

Lena: Explain what?

David: Why I'm here. Why I'm watching you. And why you shouldn't trust anyone with a silver coin.

Lena set down her phone. Her hands were shaking.

That evening, Lena walked into the Brew & Stew, Crystal Hollow's only restaurant that wasn't a diner or a pub. It was a small, cozy place with mismatched tables and a menu that hadn't changed since 1992.

David was already there. He was sitting in a corner booth, nursing a cup of coffee. He was even more handsome in person, sharp jaw, warm eyes, the kind of smile that made you want to trust him.

Lena did not trust him.

She sat down across from him and folded her arms. "Talk."

David smiled. "You're direct. I like that."

"I'm not here to be charmed. I'm here to find out why a stranger is messaging me about magic."

David's smile faded. He leaned forward. "I'm not a stranger, Lena. Not really. I've been watching you for a while."

"That's not creepy at all."

"It's not creepy. It's my job." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver coin, the kind with a manticore stamped on one side. "I'm a bounty hunter. For the underworld."

Lena's blood went cold. "You're what?"

"I track magical creatures. The ones that escape from the underworld. The ones that cause trouble." He slid the coin across the table. "And the one I'm tracking right now? It's marked you."

"Marked me?"

"A manticore. It's been hunting in Crystal Hollow for the last two weeks. It's killed three deer and a very unfortunate goat. And it's chosen you as its next target."

Lena stared at him. "Why me?"

"Because you're powerful. Manticores are drawn to powerful magic. They feed on it." David's voice was gentle but firm. "You need to be careful, Lena. It's going to come for you."

"How do you know all this?"

"Because I'm the one who's supposed to catch it. But it's smart. It's been avoiding me. And now it's focused on you." David reached across the table and took her hand. "I'm not your enemy. I'm trying to protect you."

Lena pulled her hand back. "And I'm supposed to trust you because...?"

"Because if I wanted to hurt you, I would have done it already. I've been watching your house for three days. I know when you're alone. I know when you're vulnerable. And I haven't done anything."

"That's supposed to make me feel better?"

David sighed. "I know this is a lot. But I'm offering to help you. For free. No strings attached."

"What's the catch?"

"No catch. Just..." He hesitated. "Just stay away from the forest. And don't use your magic at night. That's when it hunts."

Lena stood up. "I'll think about it."

She walked out of the Brew & Stew, her heart pounding.

The manticore attacked that night.

Lena was in the garden, tending to the Mandrake, when she heard it. A low growl, like rocks grinding together. She looked up.

Two glowing yellow eyes stared at her from the shadows of the willow tree.

The manticore was massive, lion's body, bat's wings, a scorpion's tail dripping with venom. Its face was human-like, but wrong. Too wide. Too sharp. Too hungry.

Lena raised her hands. Golden light blazed.

The manticore lunged.

She threw a blast of magic. It hit the creature's shoulder, knocking it back. But it didn't fall. It just shook itself and snarled.

"Go away!" Lena shouted.

The manticore laughed. It was a horrible sound.

Lena threw another blast. Then another. The manticore kept coming.

And then David appeared.

He came out of nowhere, silver sword in hand. He slashed at the manticore's flank. The creature roared and spun to face him.

"Run, Lena!" he shouted.

She didn't run. She stood her ground, golden light blazing from her hands.

The manticore looked between them, its yellow eyes calculating. Then it turned and vanished into the forest.

David lowered his sword. His chest was heaving.

"You okay?" he asked.

"I'm fine."

"You're shaking."

"I'm fine." Lena lowered her hands. "What was that?"

"That was a manticore trying to eat you. And you just survived. That's more than most people can say."

Lena looked at David. At the sword. At the silver coin in his pocket.

"I'm not going to make it easy for you," she said.

"Excuse me?"

"If you're really a bounty hunter, and you're really trying to help me, then you'll have to earn my trust. You'll have to prove that you're not the one I should be afraid of."

David looked at her for a long moment. Then he nodded.

"Fair enough," he said. "What do you need me to do?"

"First? Tell me everything. Everything you know about the manticore. Everything you know about the underworld. Everything you know about me."

David sighed. He sat down on the garden bench and gestured for her to join him.

"It's going to be a long night," he said.

"Good. I don't sleep much anyway."
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