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December in Thistle Hollow felt like inhaling crushed glass.

The wind carved down through the valley, stripping the last dead leaves from the oak trees and turning the ground into absolute iron. It trapped the town in a bitter, unyielding freeze that made the floorboards groan and the truck engines turn over with a heavy, grinding protest.

Ivy stood on the bank of the north creek at three-forty-five on a Tuesday afternoon. She wore thermal leggings under her denim jeans, two wool sweaters, a heavy peacoat, and a beanie pulled down over her ears. She still felt the cold settling into the marrow of her bones.

Dex knelt on the solid ice in the center of the creek bed.

He wore a fluorescent orange parka. He held a carbon-fiber boom pole, extending a massive, fuzzy microphone down until the tip hovered exactly half an inch above the frozen surface of the water. He wore heavy studio headphones over his winter hat, his eyes closed in an expression of deep, intense concentration.

Priya stood next to Ivy on the muddy bank. She had a clipboard wrapped in a clear plastic weather-shield. She wore thick mittens, which severely compromised her ability to color-code her spreadsheet, a fact that caused her visible distress.

“Timestamp,” Priya demanded, her breath pluming white in the air.

“Three-forty-seven,” Dex whispered into a lapel mic attached to his collar. “Ambient temperature is nineteen degrees. The amphibian subjects have achieved full winter dormancy. They are buried in the mud beneath the freeze line. But the anomaly persists.”

Remy shifted her weight from her left foot to her right. She shoved her hands deeper into the pockets of her jacket. “The anomaly is that we are standing on a frozen river instead of drinking hot chocolate in a building with a thermostat.”

“Listen,” Dex commanded, holding up a gloved hand.

They stood in silence. The wind howled through the bare branches.

Deep beneath the ice, a thick, resonant groan echoed through the frozen creek. It sounded like shifting tectonic plates, a deep crack-thud that vibrated up through the soles of Ivy’s boots.

A second pause. Then another groan. Crack-thud. Crack-thud.

A longer pause.

Crack-thud. Crack-thud. Crack-thud.

“Three,” Priya announced, managing to scrape a pen across her plastic-shielded clipboard.

“One. Two. Three,” Dex recited. “Yesterday, it fractured in sequences of five and seven. The ice is expanding and contracting in prime numbers. The frogs were just the biological receivers. The acoustic resonance of the freeze confirms the subterranean pulse.”

Ivy stared at the ice.

She knew exactly what caused the subterranean pulse. She had spent a terrifying night in late November standing a mile upstream, dragging a massive, overloaded current of magical runoff out of a cursed garden and shoving it down into the bedrock using four iron railroad spikes.

The garden slept. But the energy had bled into the local water table. Now, the creek bed ticked like a giant, frozen metronome, spitting the residual static back up into the world in mathematical patterns.

Ivy managed the new normal. She woke up at six every morning, walked into the frozen backyard of the Birch Street house, and knelt in the frost. She pressed her bare hands into the frozen clay. She practiced bleeding her own ambient static into the earth without waking the dormant roots below. She practiced control.

But managing the Oddities Club required an entirely different kind of stamina. She spent her afternoons orchestrating elaborate, logical deflections to keep Priya’s forensic mind away from the truth.

“Ice shifts, Dex,” Ivy offered, keeping her voice flat and reasonable. “The temperature dropped ten degrees since noon. Thermal contraction creates acoustic tension.”

“Thermal contraction does not respect the Fibonacci sequence, Calloway,” Priya countered, glaring at her spreadsheet. “And it doesn’t default to prime numbers. We are tracking a localized, rhythmic electromagnetic wave.”

“I read an article about agricultural runoff,” Ivy lied, deploying the cover story Wren had constructed. “The Miller farm uses a heavy nitrogen fertilizer. It leaks into the water table. Nitrogen changes the freezing point of the water in isolated pockets. It fractures unevenly.”

Priya stopped writing. She looked at Ivy. Her sharp, intelligent eyes narrowed, evaluating the variable. “Nitrogen displacement.”

“High-density pockets,” Ivy pushed. “It disrupts the crystalline structure of the ice.”

Dex lowered the boom mic. He pushed his headphones back. “Are you telling me my prime number acoustic anomaly is just cow manure?”

“I am suggesting you expand your data set to include local farming practices,” Ivy said.

Priya tapped her pen against her chin. The scientific logic appealed to her rigid mind. She hated the supernatural, even while she hunted it. She craved structure.

“Dex, pack the hydro-mic,” Priya ordered. “We need to pull the soil composition reports for the Miller property from the county database. If Calloway is right, the nitrogen levels will correlate with the acoustic fracture points.”

Dex groaned, but he began collapsing the carbon-fiber pole.

Remy caught Ivy’s eye behind Priya’s back. Remy mouthed the word Genius.

Ivy offered a microscopic nod.

They hiked back up the embankment, leaving the frozen creek behind. They navigated the dead weeds of the drainage ditch and stepped onto the paved shoulder of County Road 9. The walk back to the town square took twenty minutes, the bitter wind pushing them forward.

Thistle Hollow prepared for the Winter Solstice Market.

Ben Callahan’s contracting crew had erected two dozen wooden stalls around the perimeter of the town square. Thick, green garlands of fake pine draped over the streetlamps. In the absolute center of the square, a massive, twenty-foot blue spruce sat in a concrete municipal planter, waiting for Dot Humphrey to authorize the stringing of the fairy lights.

Ivy parted ways with the club at the corner of Main and Elm.

“I require a hot shower,” Remy announced, her teeth chattering. “I can no longer feel my toes. If I lose a digit to frostbite, I am billing the Oddities Club.”

“Read the nitrogen report,” Ivy told Priya. “It tracks.”

She left them on the corner and walked three blocks down Main Street.

She reached the apothecary. The windows dripped with heavy condensation, obscuring the interior. The faded cardboard OPEN sign hung against the glass.

Ivy pushed the heavy brass thumb-latch. The door swung inward, the bell chiming a sharp, clear note.

The heat hit her like a physical wall.

The apothecary smelled like a medieval apothecary preparing for a siege. A thick, humid cloud of clove, cinnamon, and sharp, dark berry flooded the room. The scent obliterated the smell of the winter wind clinging to Ivy’s coat.

Wren stood behind the long oak counter.

She wore a heavy canvas apron over a dark sweater. She stood over a massive, stainless steel stockpot perched on a commercial double-burner hotplate. Deep, purple steam rolled off the surface of the rolling liquid. Wren held a long wooden spoon, stirring the viscous mixture with steady, rhythmic precision.

Ivy dropped her canvas backpack on the floorboards. It landed with a heavy thud.

“You turned the shop into a sauna,” Ivy said, unwinding her wool scarf.

“I am formulating elderberry syrup,” Wren corrected, not looking up from the vortex of purple liquid. “The elementary school reported twelve cases of the flu this morning. Dot Humphrey bought six bottles of my reserve stock before nine AM. I have to replenish the supply chain before the Solstice Market opens.”

Ivy walked to the counter. She pulled off her beanie. Her hair stood on end, full of static electricity. “You look like you’re brewing something that requires eye of newt.”

“Just Sambucus nigra, raw honey, and ginger root,” Wren said. She tapped the wooden spoon against the rim of the pot. She reached over, turned the dial on the hotplate down a fraction of an inch, and finally looked at her daughter. “You smell like frozen mud.”

“Dex insisted the ice on the north creek was complaining in prime numbers.”

Wren raised an eyebrow. “Is it?”

“Yes. It groans every seven, eleven, and thirteen seconds. The runoff from the winter garden is still trapped in the bedrock. It’s pushing the acoustic resonance.” Ivy hopped backward, hoisting herself up onto the edge of the oak counter, letting her boots dangle. “I deployed the nitrogen displacement theory. Priya bought it. She is currently marching to the library to pull agricultural records.”

“Excellent tactical misdirection,” Wren praised. She picked up a heavy glass measuring cup and began transferring the dark syrup from the pot into a row of amber glass bottles lined up on the wood. “We keep them focused on the mundane. The mundane is safe.”

“The mundane is exhausting. My toes are numb.”

“Stand near the radiator,” Wren instructed. “And take your boots off the cabinets. You will scuff the original varnish.”

Ivy did not remove her boots from the cabinets. She watched her mother work.

Wren moved with an anchored, undeniable authority. She poured the boiling syrup without spilling a single drop. She capped the amber bottles, slapped handwritten labels on the glass, and lined them up like soldiers. Two months ago, in the city, Wren lived in a constant state of hyper-vigilant panic. Now, managing a secret magical perimeter and a booming herbal commerce business, she looked entirely in her element.

The brass bell above the door chimed.

The sudden noise shattered the comfortable, domestic rhythm of the apothecary.

A young man stepped into the shop. He wore a heavy blue parka adorned with the logo of a regional floral delivery service. He did not look at the jars of dried roots. He did not look at the bundles of sage hanging from the tin ceiling. He looked entirely overwhelmed by the dense, humid smell of elderberry.

He carried a massive, absurdly large glass vase.

The arrangement contained three dozen Stargazer lilies, packed tight with sprigs of chemically treated baby’s breath and rigid, dyed-green ferns. The flowers had a shocking, neon-pink vibrancy that screamed of artificial hot-house cultivation.

They looked like an alien lifeform inside the organic, muted tones of the apothecary.

“Delivery for Wren Calloway,” the young man announced, his voice muffled behind the massive bouquet.

Wren stopped pouring the syrup. She set the glass measuring cup down on the counter. “I didn’t order flowers.”

“I just deliver them, ma’am.”

He marched across the floorboards. He deposited the heavy glass vase directly onto the oak counter, right next to the row of amber bottles. He pulled a digital tablet from his pocket, tapped the screen, and retreated toward the door without asking for a signature.

The bell chimed. The door shut.

Wren and Ivy stared at the arrangement.

The smell of the lilies hit the air. It was a thick, cloying, synthetic perfume that immediately clashed with the rich, earthy scent of the brewing elderberry. The flowers had the stiff, flawless architecture of things kept alive by chemical preservatives and artificial light.

They brought a sterile, manufactured energy into a room built entirely on organic, living magic.

The apothecary rejected them.

It didn’t happen slowly. It happened with violent, botanical prejudice.

The ambient magic of the room—the deep, thrumming current Wren and Ivy both fed into the floorboards every day—recoiled from the synthetic intrusion.

The thick green stems of the Stargazer lilies shuddered.

A sharp, dry sound echoed in the quiet shop, like a piece of paper tearing.

The neon-pink petals curled inward. The edges turned brown, then black, crisping as if exposed to a sudden, intense heat. The rigid, dyed-green ferns lost their structural integrity, sagging against the edge of the glass vase. The water in the vase clouded, turning murky and stagnant in a matter of seconds.

Ivy pulled her boots up, resting her heels on the edge of the counter, pulling away from the dying arrangement.

“Well,” Ivy noted, breaking the silence. “That was aggressive.”

Wren didn’t smile. She stared at the withered, black husks of the lilies.

She reached out. Her fingers brushed past the dead petals. She plucked a small, thick cream-colored envelope nestled in the center of the ruined baby’s breath.

Wren opened the envelope. She pulled out a card featuring a generic, embossed winter wreath.

She read the heavy, slanted handwriting.

The quiet, grounded authority vanished from Wren’s posture. Her shoulders tightened. The lines around her mouth went rigid. She placed the card face-up on the oak counter and took a step back, putting distance between herself and the paper.

Ivy leaned over. She read the card.

Wren and Ivy. Flights booked. Meetings cleared. Arriving Friday for the festival thing. Can’t wait to see the new setup. — Marcus.

Ivy stared at the black ink. The heat of the apothecary suddenly felt oppressive, closing in on her throat.

Her father did not use the Calloway magic. He didn’t know about the winter garden or the Fibonacci frogs. He operated entirely in the mundane world.

But as Ivy looked at the dead, blackened flowers rotting on the counter, she understood the reality of the situation. Marcus Calloway was a chaotic variable. He brought disruption. He demanded attention. He asked questions that required lies.

He was walking directly into their carefully constructed perimeter.

Wren picked up the glass measuring cup. She poured the dark purple syrup into the next amber bottle. Her hand shook. A single drop of elderberry splashed onto the oak wood, staining the grain like a drop of blood.

“I will throw the flowers in the dumpster,” Wren said. Her voice lacked all of its previous warmth. It sounded hollow.

Ivy didn’t answer. She looked out the condensation-covered window, watching the dark December sky press down on Thistle Hollow, waiting for the storm to hit.
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The tines of the stainless-steel fork severed the cherry lattice crust with a sharp, definitive crunch.

Wren Calloway sat in booth three of Mae’s Diner at eight-fourteen on a Wednesday morning. She bypassed the breakfast menu entirely. A massive slice of cherry pie sat on a thick ceramic plate in front of her, a pool of red filling bleeding into the white glaze. A mug of black coffee rested near her left elbow, sending a thin ribbon of steam into the humid air.

Frost climbed the bottom edges of the plate glass windows, actively fighting the dry, aggressive blast of the overhead heating vents. The diner buzzed with the chaotic, layered noise of the morning rush. Bacon popped on the flat top grill. Plates clattered against the stainless-steel service counter.

Wren stabbed a cherry. She ate it. She did not taste it.

She stared at the condensation forming on the glass, running tactical models in her head. She evaluated threat levels, categorized vulnerabilities, and built conversational firewalls.

The heavy glass door of the diner swung open, rattling the bells hanging from the handle. A wave of bitter, twenty-degree air rolled across the linoleum floor.

Joel Navarro stepped inside.

He wore a dark canvas work coat over a charcoal sweater. He stomped the snow from his heavy leather boots on the rubber entry mat. He did not get in line for the register. He scanned the crowded room, his dark slate eyes locking onto booth three immediately.

He crossed the floor. He didn’t ask permission. He simply slid into the red vinyl bench opposite Wren, unbuttoning his coat and dropping his hands flat onto the laminated table.

Joel looked at the pie. He looked at the coffee. He looked at the tight, rigid line of Wren’s jaw.

“Who died?” Joel asked.

“My remaining shreds of municipal sanity,” Wren said.

She took a sip of the black coffee. It burned the roof of her mouth. She welcomed the physical sensation; it anchored her, pulling her out of the spiraling anxiety in her head.

“You are eating a fruit pastry before the sun has fully cleared the eastern ridge,” Joel noted. His voice carried that familiar, steady baritone, completely stripped of judgment. “You hate sugar in the morning. You claim it disrupts your metabolic baseline.”

“I require a temporary suspension of my own rules.”

Mae appeared at the edge of the booth. She carried an aluminum pot of regular drip coffee. She didn’t offer a greeting. She flipped a heavy white mug onto the table in front of Joel, filled it to the brim without spilling a drop, topped off Wren’s cup, and marched away toward a booth full of rowdy high school seniors.

Joel wrapped his long, articulate fingers around the mug. He didn’t drink. He watched Wren.

Wren had spent the last two months working alongside Joel. They shared a secret. Joel carried the ambient echo of his own grandmother’s magic, and he knew the exact shape of the power Wren and Ivy harbored in their blood. He had stood next to her during the crisis of the winter garden. He offered a safe harbor in a town that constantly threatened to pull the Calloway magic into the open.

Wren set her fork down. She pushed the half-eaten pie away.

“Marcus is coming,” Wren announced.

Joel didn’t flinch. He processed the name. “Ivy’s father.”

“Ivy’s father,” Wren confirmed. “My ex-husband. The man who schedules phone calls with his daughter via a corporate calendar app and routinely cancels them forty-five minutes after they were supposed to begin.”

“He sent the synthetic lilies to the apothecary yesterday.”

“He sent them. The shop violently rejected them, which was deeply satisfying, but the card attached contained a terrifying payload of information.” Wren rubbed the bridge of her nose. “He booked a flight. He cleared his meetings. He is arriving on Friday for the Solstice Market.”

Joel finally picked up his coffee. He took a slow drink. “You’ve survived visits from him before.”

“In the city,” Wren corrected sharply. “In an apartment where I controlled the environment. In a place where people actively ignored their neighbors. I spent fourteen years building a flawless, mundane performance for Marcus. I smiled. I kept the houseplants strictly decorative. I blamed blown fuses when Ivy lost her temper and shattered the lighting fixtures.”

She leaned forward, resting her forearms on the table, closing the physical distance between them.

“Marcus demands a very specific version of reality,” Wren explained, dropping her voice to a harsh whisper. “He loves logic. He loves structure. If a variable doesn’t fit his spreadsheet, he attacks it until it makes sense. He asks questions, Joel. He pokes at the weak spots.”

“He’s a corporate auditor,” Joel recalled from an earlier conversation.

“He audits everything. He audits conversations. He audits relationships.” Wren tapped her index finger against the laminate. “I brought my daughter to Thistle Hollow to escape the performance. I brought her here so she could learn to handle the static in her blood without hiding in a closet. We just stabilized the perimeter. We just put a cursed garden to sleep. Ivy is finally breathing.”

“And Marcus is going to walk into the perimeter and suck all the oxygen out of the room.”

“Exactly.” Wren sat back against the vinyl. “He doesn’t know about the grimoire. He doesn’t know about the magic. He doesn’t know the frogs in the north creek are currently croaking in prime numbers because the bedrock is leaking runoff. If he sees Ivy spike—if he sees a plant grow three inches in front of his face—he won’t look away. He will demand an autopsy of the event.”

Joel absorbed the tactical assessment. He didn’t offer empty platitudes. He didn’t tell her it would be fine. He evaluated the structural integrity of the problem.

“Then we manage the environment,” Joel said.

Wren frowned. “We?”

“I live here too, Wren,” Joel said easily. “You anchor the town. That makes your problems local infrastructure issues. If Marcus requires a performance of normalcy, we give him one. We run interference. If Ivy gets overwhelmed, send her to The Press. I’ll put her to work grinding beans in the back room until the static drops. If he starts asking questions about the apothecary inventory, call me. I will come over and talk to him about supply chain logistics until his eyes glaze over.”

The offer hit Wren right in the center of her chest.

She had spent over a decade carrying the secret of her bloodline entirely alone. She had acted as the sole shock absorber for Ivy’s power and the sole architect of the lies they told Marcus. Having another capable, grounded adult volunteer to stand on the wall with her felt like dropping a hundred-pound weight off her shoulders.

“You don’t even know him,” Wren warned.

“I know corporate guys who wear expensive coats and think they own the room,” Joel countered. “I deal with the weekend tourists every autumn. I know the dialect. Let him audit me.”

Wren looked at Joel. She saw the absolute, unyielding calm in his dark slate eyes. She felt the tight knot of anxiety in her stomach loosen, just a fraction of an inch.

Before Wren could formulate a response, the diner bells rattled violently.

The heavy glass door swung wide, hitting the rubber stopper on the exterior wall. Ivy marched inside.

She wore her heavy denim jacket layered over three sweaters, a thick wool beanie pulled down over her ears, and her heavy boots. Her cheeks burned bright red from the bitter December wind. She carried her canvas backpack slung over one shoulder, gripping the strap with white-knuckled intensity.

She spotted them in booth three. She navigated the crowded aisles, dodging a waitress carrying a tray of scrambled eggs, and stopped at the edge of their table.

“Morning,” Ivy announced.

She dropped the heavy canvas bag onto the floor. It hit the linoleum with the dense, metallic clank of a dropped anvil. She slid into the booth next to Wren, crowding her mother toward the window.

“Morning, Ivy,” Joel said.

Ivy eyed Joel’s coffee. “Are you abandoning your own commercial enterprise to drink Mae’s drip coffee?”

“I am conducting market research,” Joel replied smoothly.

Mae materialized at the edge of the booth again. She carried a small ceramic plate holding two pieces of thick, buttered sourdough toast. She dropped the plate in front of Ivy without a word, topped off Wren’s coffee a second time, and vanished back into the kitchen.

Ivy picked up a piece of toast. She took a bite, tearing the crust with a savage pull of her teeth.

She chewed. She swallowed. She stared out the frosted window.

She projected an aura of absolute, impenetrable teenage indifference. Her posture communicated total boredom. But Wren knew the
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