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Chapter One: The Senior Center Surprise
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Lena Hartwell was forty-eight years old, holding a bingo dabber, and wondering how her life had come to this.

The Crystal Hollow Senior Center was not where she had planned to spend her Tuesday evening. She had planned to stay home, drink tea, and ignore the dating app that had been pinging all day. But her friend Miriam, the ghost of Miriam, technically, had asked her to fill in as a volunteer caller.

"The regular caller has a cold," Miriam had said. "And I can't do it myself. The living can't hear me."

"Can you haunt someone else?"

"Lena, I haunt you because I love you. Now go call bingo."

So here Lena was, standing at a small podium in a room full of elderly citizens, holding a microphone and a list of numbers. The room smelled like coffee and lavender. The walls were decorated with crocheted doilies. The bingo cards were bright colors.

"B-12," Lena called out.

A woman in the front row marked her card with fierce concentration. Behind her, a man in a plaid shirt was asleep. A group of women in the corner were gossiping loudly about someone named Ethel.

It was peaceful. It was normal. It was exactly what Lena needed.

And then the portal opened.

It happened between the "G" and the "O" of the next call. The air in the middle of the room shimmered. The lights flickered. And a tear in reality appeared, a swirling vortex of purple and green, about six feet across.

Lena dropped her microphone.

"What the, " she started.

The portal widened. A creature stepped through.

It was tall, thin, and wearing a suit made of moss. Its skin was pale green. Its ears were pointed. Its eyes were silver and ancient.

"Greetings, mortals," it said. "I am Thorne, emissary of the Fae realm. We are here to play bingo."

The seniors stared. Lena stared. Even the sleeping man woke up.

"I'm sorry," Lena said. "Fae bingo?"

"Yes." Thorne smiled. It was not a nice smile. "The rules are simple. You play bingo against us. If you win, we leave. If we win, we take a soul."

"A soul?"

"One of your dear, sweet elders." Thorne gestured at the room. "We are very particular about which souls we collect. We want lively ones. Sparky ones. Ones with a little... fire."

Lena's blood ran cold. These were her neighbors. Her friends. People who had watched her grow up. People who had brought her casseroles when her grandmother died.

"Lena!" Miriam's ghost appeared beside her, translucent and panicked. "You have to stop them. The Fae are relentless. Once they start a game, they don't stop until someone loses."

"How do I beat them?"

"You play. And you win."

Lena looked at the bingo cards in her hands. At the room full of elderly people. At the Fae creature smiling its terrible smile.

"I'll play," Lena said.

Thorne clapped. "Wonderful! We'll start at once."

More Fae poured through the portal. Dozens of them, all in moss suits, all with silver eyes. They took seats among the seniors, their pale faces glowing in the fluorescent light.

Thorne produced a bingo cage. But instead of plastic balls, it contained small white objects. Bone. They were bones.

"The balls are bones," Lena said.

"Of course they are. What else would Fae bingo use?"

Thorne spun the cage. The bones rattled. One fell out.

"B-7," Thorne called. "The Ball of Lost Love."

The Fae marked their cards. A few of the seniors marked theirs. Lena grabbed a card and found her seat.

This was insane. This was impossible. This was... happening.

"Be careful," Miriam whispered. "The Fae don't cheat. But they bend the rules. They'll twist the game until it favors them."

"I know. I've read about the Fae."

"Then you know what they want."

Lena looked at the room. At the seniors. At the Fae. At the bone balls rattling in the cage.

"They want chaos," Lena said. "They want to watch us squirm."

"More than that. They want to prove that mortals are inferior. That we can't beat them at their own game."

"Then I'll beat them."

Miriam smiled. "That's my girl."

The game lasted an hour.

Lena called the numbers alongside Thorne. They took turns, a mortal number, then a Fae number. The Fae numbers were always strange: "G-3, the Tooth of the Forgotten King." "O-9, the Sigh of the Drowned Maiden." "N-4, the Whisper of the First Lie."

The seniors were confused but determined. They had played bingo for decades. They weren't about to let some pointy-eared creatures in moss suits beat them.

"B-12!" a woman shouted. "I have B-12!"

"Show me," Thorne said.

The woman held up her card. It was a Fae card, not a mortal one. She had accidentally grabbed it.

"Ah," Thorne said. "You are playing with our cards. That means you are playing for us. Congratulations, you've just won a soul."

The woman's face went pale. "I didn't mean to, "

"No matter. You've chosen."

Lena stood up. "She didn't choose. She grabbed the wrong card."

"Doesn't matter. The game is the game."

Lena walked over to the woman and took the card. "I'll take her place. I'll play for the Fae."

Thorne's eyes narrowed. "You cannot switch players mid-game."

"I'm not switching. I'm joining. Two players can share one card, right?"

Thorne was silent. Then he nodded. "Very well. But if you lose, we take you instead."

Lena's heart pounded. "Fine."

She sat down with the woman and placed the Fae card in front of them. The game continued.

The numbers got weirder. The bones got rattier. The Fae got more smug.

But Lena kept playing.

She used her magic, subtly, discreetly. Just a little boost to her luck. Just a little nudge to the numbers that fell out of the cage.

Thorne noticed. "You're cheating."

"I'm bending the rules. Like you do."

Thorne glared. But he didn't stop the game.

And then Lena won.

"B-5!" she
















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
sLHE CRYSTAL HOLLOW SERIES

BINGO &
BLOOD MAGIC

By PIPER MOON





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.png
[ Bingo Night —
.

Bog ok Dt






d2d_images/scene_break.png





