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Dedication
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For every child who keeps trying, even when their magic doesn’t work the first time.
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Chapter One
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Looking for Mandy

Mandy walked through the forest, her brown hair resting neatly down her back as sunlight slipped through the branches above. The air was calm, and the quiet sounds of the woods moved gently around her as she hummed to herself, comfortable in a place that now felt familiar.

It had been several months since Mandy first began understanding her magic. Each day, she practiced with more intention, learning when to use her voice and when to hold back. She was not perfect, but she was no longer unsure.

As she moved deeper along the path, a rustling sound nearby caught her attention.

Mandy stopped and turned.

Standing a short distance away was a boy. His dark hair was messy, and his clothes were wrinkled and marked with grass, as if he had been walking for quite some time. He looked at Mandy with wide, hopeful eyes.

“I’m looking for Mandy,” he said.

“I’m Mandy,” she replied. “What’s your name?”

“My name is Max, and I want to learn magic and martial arts,” he said quickly, his words tumbling over each other. “I heard you’re the best. Will you teach me?”

Mandy smiled slightly. “How old are you?”

“I’ve been eleven for 314 days,” Max said. “My mom says I’m an old soul, so I’m not really eleven. I’m more like twenty.”

Mandy let out a small laugh as she looked at him. “That’s quite a difference.”

Max shrugged. “I’ve had a lot of time to think.”

“Of course I can teach you,” Mandy said, her tone kind but steady. “But first we need to ask your mom if that’s okay. Where do you live?”

“In Hackelsford Village.”

Mandy paused. “Hackelsford Village? That’s about thirty minutes from here. Did you walk all the way by yourself?”

“I did,” Max said proudly. “But I wore my old shoes in case I stepped in mud. I didn’t want to mess up my new ones. My mom says I go through shoes like cats go through milk.”

Mandy stepped a little closer, her expression shifting to concern. “I’d like to teach you, but you’re a long way from home. We should walk you back. It’ll be getting dark soon.”

“That’s okay,” Max said, reaching into his backpack. He pulled out a flashlight and switched it on. “I brought this. Actually, I brought two, just in case one stops working.”

“Does your mom know you came here?” Mandy asked.

Max hesitated. “Well...”

“Max?”

He lowered his head for a moment, then looked back up. “No. But I was going to tell her.”

Mandy nodded. “Let’s get you home first.”

“But can you teach me martial arts on the way?” Max asked, swinging his arm through the air.

“Not on the way,” Mandy said, smiling slightly. “If your mom says yes, we’ll start in a few days.”

“Oh, boy, cool,” Max said as he stepped forward, immediately tripping over a rock.

Mandy reached out and steadied him before he hit the ground. “Be careful,” she said.

“I’m always stumbling,” Max replied. “My dad says all the rocks have my name on them. I just haven’t found it yet.”
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


At Max’s House

Mandy and Max made it back to his village just before dusk, the last of the light settling gently over the rooftops as they reached his home, and before Mandy could say a word, Max rushed ahead, pushing the door open and nearly stumbling as he hurried inside.

“Mom, Mom, guess what? Mandy said she’ll teach me martial arts. Can I, Mom? Can I, please?” he said, his words tumbling over each other.

“Hold on a second, Max,” his mother replied, turning toward him. “Who is Mandy?”

Max turned quickly, realizing he had left her outside, and hurried back to the door. “Oops, sorry, Mandy. My mom wants to meet you,” he said as he opened it wide.

Mandy stepped inside and found herself in a small, cozy room where the walls were lined with shelves filled with worn books and scattered trinkets, each one seeming to carry a story of its own.

She smiled as she looked toward Max’s mother, who stood nearby. She was a young woman dressed in a flowing yellow skirt and a soft white blouse, her chestnut hair falling in loose, untamed waves around her face. Her eyes held a quiet curiosity, and a gentle smile rested easily on her lips.

“Mom, this is Mandy. Mandy, this is my mom,” Max said.

Mandy extended her hand, and Max’s mother did the same.

“I’m Claire. It’s nice to meet you,” she said.

“Likewise,” Mandy replied.

“Please, have a seat,” Claire said, gesturing toward the sofa.

“Thank you,” Mandy said as she sat, taking in the room more closely. Her attention paused for a moment on a gold vase in the corner, something faintly familiar about it, though she could not yet place why.

Claire took a seat nearby and looked at her with interest. “So, what is this about teaching my son magic? I understand the martial arts, but magic?”

Mandy sat a little straighter. “I’ve been helping others learn how to focus and connect with something within themselves. For some, that includes magic.”

Claire gave a small, polite laugh. “Magic? Surely you don’t really believe in that.”

“I do,” Mandy said calmly. “Sometimes it just looks different than people expect.”

Claire studied her for a moment, then stood. “Would you like something to drink or a snack? I have chocolate chip cookies fresh out of the oven.”

Mandy smiled. “Yes, thank you.”

Claire returned a moment later with a small plate of cookies, placing it on the table, and then asked, “Water, milk, lemonade, or tea?”

“Milk,” Mandy said.

Claire nodded and moved back toward the kitchen, humming softly to herself as she went. Mandy listened, recognizing the tune, though she could not quite remember where she had heard it before.

When Claire returned, she handed Mandy the glass of milk and took a seat beside her, reaching for a cookie.

“These are delicious,” Mandy said after a bite.

“My mother’s recipe,” Claire
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