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      Dearest Reader,

      Thank you for purchasing this book, Tree Guardians and the Forest of Dreams. This book is the third of a five-book series, and I am so proud of how it is turning out. I hope you will enjoy as the adventure it’s meant to be. Look for a who’s who glossary of Valentine Vitals at the back of the book!

      

      FYI

      The character, Alexis Vaughn, is a shape shifter, meaning she can shift into various animals. Her magic extends deeper by being able to talk to animals and understand when they speak to her. To make it clear, during those moments, I’ve made sure when she’s speaking to her familiar/cat, Bowie, her words are italicized. When her familiar/cat Bowie is ‘talking’ to her, his words will be italicized and bold. When she’s hearing other animals or magical creatures, their words will have “quotation marks around them, as well as being italicized and bold.”

      

      Notes

      
        
          	
        This book has several bullying scenes. Use caution if such scenes could be upsetting/triggering to individuals. In our world, however, bullies will never win.
      

      	
        Shea Gibson is a pen name for my children’s work. I wanted to make sure I differentiated it from the romance books I write under my given name, Tabitha Gibson.
      

      	
        Feel free to look me up on social media or my web site: www.sheagibson.com for more information about me and future books in the Tree Guardian series. You also can find my other books and the genres I write under by going to www.linktree.com/gibsonbooks
      

      

      

      

      Thank You

      
        
        I’d like to thank first and foremost you, the reader. Without you, there’d be no one to share my work with. I truly hope you enjoy it.

      

        

      
        Derik Diaz – You are a fantastic artist! Another fabulous cover! You truly bring each character to life! Thanks so much! I can’t wait to see the next two covers as the series continues.

      

        

      
        Everyone can find Derik’s magical art on Facebook, Instagram and Threads @ derik_diaz_art – Check him out!

      

        

      
        Lissa Beck – The best bestie ever! Thanks for being my “fresh eyes” as well as your support and love as we stumble through this thing we call life. I got you and I know you got me. Love you honey!

      

        

      
        Dee Tenorio – My Webmistress Extraordinaire – You are a Jacklyn of all trades to be totally honest. Covers for my other works, web site, formatting – Thank you for making me look so good! I appreciate you so much!

      

        

      
        Finally – Thanks especially my husband, Arthur. Thank you for putting up with my need to hide in my office to write while you take care of our daughter and the rest of the household. Having the time to do what I love means more than you know. Thank you. I love you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Every fifty years, a dark mist works its way toward the village of Valentine to cause chaos and disruption in an attempt to end the magic by uprooting the source in the form of a mythical tree known as The Tree Of Reverence. In its path of destruction are the citizens who dwell there. 

      Their only line of defense? Five guardians who would be chosen for their strength, cunning, determination, empathy, and heart. What they got were five of the most unique individuals who were all that, in the guise of misfits.

      Merlin help them all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            A VERY BAD JOKE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Valentine High Presents

        The Heart of Hearts Annual Dance!

      

        

      
        Nominations:

      

        

      
        For Queen - Alexis Vaughn

      

      

      

      Alexis Vaughn stared in horror at the notice on the information board just outside the dining hall. No. This could not be happening. She quickly stared around the enormous foyer seeing the front doors of the school, the door to the office, a darkened hallway that led to storage rooms and the entrance to the dining hall, looking to see anyone lurking around. This had to be wrong. No. This had to be a joke. Yes, that was it. Someone was playing a joke on her. A very bad joke.

      And she knew exactly who the jokester was.

      Clenching her fists, she tried to cling to her anger, wanting it to wrap around her like the protective blanket she’d always come to count on. Instead, fear invaded her mind, creeping into her heart. Fear. Embarrassment. No way could she let anyone else see this. Reaching up, her fingertips had just grabbed the edge of the notice when a voice behind her froze her in place.

      “What in Merlin’s magical world is this?”

      Alexis froze. She knew immediately who it was. Of all the bad timings of bad timing, this had to be the worst. Lowering her hand, she turned to face one of the haters of Valentine High, Tamara Broxton. Alexis crossed her arms and narrowed her gaze, trying very hard to keep her bear claws from coming out.

      “As if you don’t know? This is,” Alexis retorted and motioned to the notice behind her. “Your handiwork. Why are you acting surprised?”

      “I didn’t do this,” Tamara said, shaking her head as she studied the poster.

      Alexis studied Tamara in return and thought that for once in her life, this hater might just be telling the truth. Then a slow smile caused Tamara’s lips to curve upward showing exactly why she was labeled as she was.

      The glint in her eyes was more than obvious. She had done this. But why Alexis? Why not one of the other girls who were older and more popular than her? For that matter, why not Rayna?

      It hit her then, why not Rayna. Everyone in Valentine loved Rayna. Everyone but the haters. She was kind, helpful and easily liked by everyone in school and was the one person who could beat Tamara to win queen. So the hater had struck first by nominating Alexis, knowing Rayna would never accept a nomination that pitted her against her friend.

      Alexis’s stomach clenched again. She wasn’t like Tamara and Rayna. She was a loner who preferred the quiet of the library or being alone with her hairless Sphynx cat, Bowie.

      But that wasn’t true anymore, was it? Things had changed over the past few months. She wasn’t a loner anymore. She was a tree guardian, chosen by the mystical tree in the center of their village that held all magic safely within its large trunk.

      Friends. Another change over the past few months. She’d gone from the occasional hello to a student here or there to having four people in her life on the regular and whom she now called best friends. She was also stopped in the hall when going from class to class by other students. From calls of hellos to “great job on having one of the highest scores on a test” to passing a treat to her for Bowie, Alexis had become weirdly popular in the school.

      She was sure that her status as a tree guardian had something to do with it, but not once did anyone ask her about their quests. They just want to be…friends. When a fellow student or two asked for her help with homework, she’d been surprised. Taking a chance, she stepped out of her comfort zone to help and met with them at lunchtime. The feeling was really nice.

      Even Bowie had changed. He used to hate everyone, hissing if anyone  got too close. The only exception had been her fellow guardians.

      From that first day in detention, he’d told her through their mind link, something only a witch with a connection to animals and their familiars could do, that he liked Harley, Elijah, Rayna and Tristan.

      It could be overwhelming some days, but she wouldn’t change a thing.

      “Abigail! Come quick! You won’t believe this!”

      Tamara’s voice brought Alexis out of a happy past back to a not-so-happy present. Closing her eyes, she counted to ten as the two haters laughed loudly, pointing at the notice.

      She was nearing twenty when a voice in her mind interrupted her counting.

      
        
        Time to leave. I’m hungry and I smell bacon. Bonus, you’ll avoid turning into something that could bring the whole school crumbling down around us.

      

      

      Cutting off the two haters’ glee party would be nice, but there were other students to consider who didn’t deserve to be buried under the rubble of her fury. She turned, ready to do just that, when a hand landed on her shoulder.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Bowie hissed from inside her bag but stayed down. It was better that he wasn’t visible and encouraged a fight because if they made fun of her hairless Sphynx feline or tried to take Bowie again, they’d bring out the mama bear in her, literally. Maybe even a dragon. Maybe something larger. Wait. What was larger than a dragon?

      “She’s going to the dining hall with us.”

      Alexis instantly relaxed as a voice answered Abigail’s question, and the hand was removed after one quick tremor from the floor. Turning, relief and happiness filled her heart as her fellow guardians—Harley, Elijah, Rayna and Tristan—stood behind her in support. Even Bowie, who had stayed down in her bag, popped up to meow a greeting.

      “Hey Bowie,” Elijah said, sticking out his fist to her cat who bumped it with his paw. “I got you my dude,” he continued and wiggled his fingers in the air. Using his magical power of levitation, two pieces of bacon came zooming out of the dining hall, leaving gasps and giggles echoing behind. Bowie glared at Tamara and Abigail, hissed, then disappeared with his prizes.

      “If you’ll excuse us,” Rayna said, linking her arm through Alexis’s, and started for the dining hall.

      “You know you have no chance at beating me, right?”

      Alexis stopped in her tracks. The tingling sensation in her limbs warned her of an impending shift from human to Merlin knew what. Maybe David McCreary knew. She sure didn’t. It all depended on the threat in the moment.

      But she’d been trying to keep her temper and shifting in check. Thinking about accidentally hurting someone else just to get revenge on those haters didn’t sit well.

      “Of course she does. She can beat you at anything she sets her mind to. That is, if you are nominated.”

      Rayna’s voice brought her back to the present with that statement. Alexis turned to her friend, appreciating how supportive she was, but honestly, she wished Rayna would let it go. Normally she’d never agree with one of those haters on anything, but in this case, Tamara was probably right. Still, she had to question it herself.

      Was she really queen material?

      Alexis accepted she wasn’t the albino beauty Rayna was or the gorgeous brunette Tamara was. Even Abigail had a unique blonde pixie look that was cute, despite being a hater. Alexis, however, was just, Alexis. Brown hair. Green eyes. And though she didn’t feel overly special, she appreciated she’d inherited her mother’s pretty face. Still, her life had become too busy in the last couple of months to, as some girls would call it, glam up for a school day.

      “You know what, glow girl? You’re right!” Tamara said, clapping once in glee. “She could beat me at something.”  Turning, Tamara glanced at her friend and smiled.

      Alexis didn’t like the look on Tamara’s face, the hissing coming from Bowie in her bag, or that familiar tingling sensation. No, not now. Stay strong, Alexis.

      “Biggest loser at Valentine High!”

      Both haters laughed loudly before mock bowing to Alexis, calling her the queen of losers.

      Here we go.

      “I can’t believe it!”

      Alexis, who’d just been ready to either run away or reintroduce these haters to her bear, stopped at Elijah’s comment.

      “Unreal!”

      Turning, she looked at Elijah, who to her amusement, was staring at Tamara and Abigail, exaggerated horror on his face. What was he talking about?

      “What are you talking about?” Tamara’s question mimicked her own thought. The hater glared at Elijah when he pointed toward the two girls and shook his head sending his short black braids swinging.

      “This has to be pure Merlin magic!”

      Abigail frowned and turned to look around before turning back to Elijah, her fists clenched. “What?” she shrieked at Elijah, annoyed by his over excitement.

      “Tristan, you’re the smartest student in Valentine High. Tell me, is there some sort of eclipse going on?”

      Everyone turned to look out the windows by the front entrance near the dining hall door. The bright sun had everyone squinting before turning back to Elijah.

      “No on the eclipse, Elijah,” Tristan, Rayna’s twin said with a cough that Alexis suspected was a laugh. “Why do you ask?”

      
        
        This is going to be good.

      

      

      
        
        Hush.

      

      

      
        
        ** Cat laughter **

      

      

      Elijah motioned between Tamara and Abigail. “Well then, how do you explain this?”

      “Uh,” Tristan began, his eyebrows raising before, quite possibly for the first time ever, admitting defeat. “Explain what?”

      Elijah winked at Alexis then motioned to the two girls again.

      “Gargoyles! Alive and talking in the light of day! And might I point out, wearing the ugliest dresses I’ve ever seen!”

      Gasps from the two girls were soon drowned out by laughter all around them.

      Alexis turned, surprised to see students from the dining hall having spilled out to watch the show that was Elijah Aberdeen. More laughter sounded when bottles of bubble water danced over the two girls before the lids were magically twisted off and the contents poured over the heads of Tamara and Abigail.

      Both girls screamed out in anger. Mopping wet hair from their faces, they raced off down the hallway.

      
        
        Told you it was going to be good.

      

      

      Turning back to her friends, she found Elijah and Harley—whose long, dark hair had fallen over his face in laughter—doing a very involved and very weird handshake that ended in their typical fist bump. Both had grins on their faces as Harley smoothed his hair back. He laughed again as Elijah pleaded with him to get his hair braided like his was. Rayna beamed while her twin, Tristan, had half a smile on his lips.

      Crisis averted. And by crisis she meant a visit by a not-so-friendly neighborhood bear.

      “What’s this all about?”

      Squaring her shoulders, she turned to see Harley and Elijah studying the notice on the board.

      Oh no. Distracted by the haters, she’d completely forgotten to tear it down. Stepping up to the notice, she reached up and ripped it down. Folding it haphazardly, she stuffed it into her bag, ignoring the hiss from Bowie.

      “A bad joke,” Alexis muttered and turned for the dining hall.

      Stepping inside, she took a deep breath. Finally, something normal. Sunlight streamed through the high windows, though she could see the iridescent layer of magical protection covering the glass, a necessity due to the dark mist managing to get inside and nearly kidnapping their favorite teacher.

      “Alexis.”

      Rayna called out to her, but she kept moving, weaving through the other tables while giving a smile or nod to other students who called out to her.

      Arriving at their regular table, she dropped into a chair, setting the bag with Bowie on a chair next to her. He popped up, put his paws on the table and when Elijah made it to their table, stared at him. Alexis rolled her eyes.

      
        
        Stop begging.

      

      

      
        
        I’m not begging. I’m asking nicely.

      

      

      Alexis watched as plates of food and bottles of bubble water floated from the dozens of tables to the cheers of its occupants. When a piece of bacon from each of her friends was offered to Bowie, she shook her head.

      “Stop spoiling him,” she scolded.

      
        
        I’m hungry!

      

      

      “He’s hungry,” Elijah argued, winking at Bowie.

      “You’re the hungry one,” Rayna joked, to which Tristan grunted with a nod.

      “Well, it has been forever since I’ve had pizza,” Elijah complained, which made Harley laugh out loud.

      “And how long is forever?”

      “Tuesday,” Elijah said and with a wiggle of his fingers, slid another piece of bacon to her cat.

      “Tuesday? You mean the day before yesterday?” Tristan questioned.

      “Yes!” Elijah exclaimed. “Forever ago,” he sighed.

      Harley laughed and devoured one ham jam in two bites.

      Alexis wrinkled her nose at Harley. You’d think he and Elijah were starved trolls living under an abandoned bridge in the middle of nowhere. She knew better though. Rumor had it Cornelius was in a fierce battle with Chef Jeff on who made the best pizza in Valentine. From whole pies to the tiny bites, nothing was off the chef’s table. The winner would be determined by the Pizza King himself, also known as Elijah Aberdeen. The funniest part of all of this? Elijah declared himself the winner for being able to judge their pizza creations by eating them.

      “You realize you could win, right?”

      Alexis sighed. “Biggest loser? Yes. I am a shoo-in for that title.” She attempted to distract with humor. “Where’s my crown?” She patted the top of her head and grinned.

      Rayna frowned. Alexis hunched her shoulders a little.

      “Don’t say that,” Elijah said, adding his frown to Rayna’s while Harley nodded enthusiastically, causing his shiny black hair to fall into his face. Pushing it back, he nodded once again, his mouth too full of his second ham jam to speak. He’d told her once he had to eat a lot to keep up his magical strength. Tristan remained silent, but she could tell he was in agreement with his sister, Elijah, and Harley.

      Alexis sighed again. “I appreciate your support, but I’m trying to be real here.”

      “Your nomination looked pretty real to me,” Tristan said.

      “It’s not. I don’t need extra credit in the form of school spirit, and I certainly didn’t put my name in the magician’s hat to be pulled out so I can be made fun of by the entire school,” Alexis said, mad that her voice squeaked. She cleared her throat. “Who did that anyway? Who put my name in for this ridiculous event?”

      “Does it matter?”

      Alexis turned to Rayna, surprise on her face. “It does to me,” she began, then shook her head. “I bet it was Tamara. She’s…”

      “Jealous of how popular you are?”

      “Me? Popular? Are you sniffing pixie dust?”

      Elijah snorted, covering his mouth so his food wouldn’t fall out.

      “I’d really like to talk to someone who has sniffed pixie dust. I bet that would be an interesting interview,” Tristan commented. All eyes turned to him in surprise. He shrugged. “Well, it would.”

      “Do you have any idea how popular you really are?”

      Rayna’s question surprised her. Her? Popular? Alexis’s mind wandered back to the past month, when she’d become one of the Tree Guardians. Yes, it was an honor to have been chosen, but popular? Alexis didn’t want to be popular just because she was a tree guardian. She was fine spending time with Harley, Elijah, Rayna and Tristan. They were her friends. Beyond that, she was fine with keeping to herself.

      Except tutoring the young boy in her Gardening Herbs and Spices class.

      Oh and helping another shape-shifter on how to fully shift all the way and not have half her human body showing.

      Then there was the shy girl in Spells and Charms.

      Wait. When had she become so popular?

      “You’ve got my vote.”

      Alexis blinked, looking up at Tristan in surprise. He gave her a small smile.

      “Mine, too,” Rayna added while Elijah and Harley bumped fists and nodded at her.

      
        
        You have my vote, too.

      

      

      Alexis clenched her jaw against the trembling of emotion threatening to overcome her.

      
        
        Thank you, Bowie.

      

      

      She cleared her throat. “Great. Four votes. That crown is mine,” she said quietly.

      “Five.”

      Alexis turned her attention to Elijah. “Five?”

      “Well, yeah. You get a vote, too.” Bowie took that moment to meow at Elijah who nodded as if he understood the feline. “Six if we can count Bowie. I mean, I’m pretty sure that is what he’s trying to say, right Bowie?” Elijah asked, then stuck his fist out to Bowie who gave it a pat with his paw.

      Alexis shook her head. “Alright. Six votes. Considering how many students are in the school and how outgoing and confident Tamara is, I’m good for…” Alexis stopped and wiggled her fingers then held up six. “Six votes.” She shrugged. “Sorry, my fellow guardians, but six votes isn’t going to win anyone a crown.”

      It was then the young boy she was helping tutor during the Gardening Herbs and Spices class stopped by the table. He looked at each of them before speaking four words, then raced out of the dining hall. And those four words? Well, they meant more than she’d ever realized four words could mean.

      “You have my vote.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            POPULAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Alexis put Bowie down before dropping into her chair in Rich Traditions and the True History of Magic class. She closed her eyes. Since arriving at school, her day had gone from shocking to shockingly bad. Maybe she should get back in the portal and try again?

      
        
        By my count, you’re up to 10 votes.

      

      

      
        
        Don’t remind me.

      

      

      “There you are.”

      Rayna sat down in Elijah’s chair, silent until Alexis opened her eyes and glanced at her friend. Alexis appreciated the support she saw on her friend’s face. Still, Alexis wasn’t sure how she, Alexis, got nominated.

      “Who cares? You can win this!”

      For Merlin’s sake. Had she asked that out loud? She really had to be more careful or she’d end up in detention daily despite it being canceled until Mr. Misty was defeated.

      
        
        She’s not wrong.

      

      

      
        
        Shh.

      

      

      “Rayna,” Alexis sighed, but was interrupted by the arrival of Harley, Elijah and Tristan.

      Rayna gave her a smile, moving to her own chair.

      Elijah talked about the latest food creations by their quest guide and cauldron chef, Cornelius, and the school’s head chef, Jeff. Apparently, the battle was fierce, and Elijah was in magical snack heaven.

      Turning to look at Rayna, she found her friend whispering with her brother. It looked strangely like an argument. What in Merlin’s magical world was going on? They never argued.

      Silence from her other side clued her in that both Harley and Elijah had picked up on the disagreement between the twins. Another minute later, Tristan and Rayna realized they were being watched and shifted their ice-blue gazes to stare back. Though she was used to their albino features, the soft glow they gave off in general could still be startling. However, the total silence of the room took first place in eerie.

      “Am I interrupting something important?”

      They all jumped in their seats as Mrs. Crabtree appeared at her desk before them. Books being brought out from bags and papers shuffling filled the silence. Thankful for the distraction, Alexis opened her book to a random page and waited for their teacher to begin.

      “Well,” Elijah began, and Alexis cringed. Where was that cauldron pot to shove food into his mouth when she really needed him?

      “Alexis was nominated for Valentine High’s queen of the dance,” Rayna announced.

      Alexis frowned at Rayna’s too big smile.

      “I see,” Mrs. Crabtree said quietly. “And how do you feel about that, Miss Vaughn?”

      Alexis hunched down in her chair, folding her arms. “Tamara’s just trying to embarrass me when she wins.”

      “Are you sure Miss Broxton entered your name?”

      Alexis shrugged her shoulders. “Who else?”

      “Who else indeed,” Mrs. Crabtree said as she sat back and steepled her fingertips. “But if I might point out, you do seem to be growing a fan club.”

      Alexis blinked several times and sat up straighter. “Fan club? No, that’s Elijah.”

      
        
        Told you so.

      

      

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but weren’t you late to this very class yesterday due to some extra time you spent with one of the younger students struggling in potions?”

      “Well, yes, but…”

      “And I overheard Madame Burke raving about your tea leaves reading skills. So much so that you have a waiting list of students and their parents asking for you to read their leaves, yes?” Mrs. Crabtree arched her brow.

      Alexis’s felt her cheeks grow warm. She nodded and hunched down once again.

      “And if I’m not mistaken, you were stopped no less than six times on your way out to catch a portal home last week. Not for tutoring help but by fellow students wishing you a good night?” Her brow stayed arched in question.

      Alexis was sure her face was completely red now. She wished Mrs. Crabtree would just get on with their classwork.

      “Crabby’s right,” Elijah began then slammed his mouth shut. Turning, he gave Mrs. Crabtree a grimacing smile. “Sorry.”

      Their teacher’s mouth stayed in a flat line before she shuffled books around on her desk. “Carry on,” she said with a wave between Elijah and Alexis.

      “Right,” Elijah coughed then cleared his throat. “The point is, our fellow students are slowly learning that you have been nominated along with Tamara and,” he said, lifting a finger high in the air. “I’ve heard more than a couple of them say you have their vote.”

      Alexis blinked. Votes from people other than her friends was an unexpected surprise.

      
        
        Beauty is only fur deep.

      

      

      
        
        That’s skin deep.

      

      

      
        
        Point is still the same.

      

      

      “Ultimately, it’s up to Miss Vaughn if she wants to participate in the contest,” Mrs. Crabtree said, opening her copy of History and Traditions of Magic.

      Alexis sighed inwardly but was grateful for the out Mrs. Crabtree offered. She’d contact the dance committee to have her name withdrawn later today and put this insane idea that she was queen material behind her. She had more important things to think about: Her classes for one. Fellow students who she offered to help tutor. Most importantly, being a tree guardian.

      Still…

      “Of course, more than one dark horse has surprised the masses from time to time.”

      Merciful Merlin.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Was that the longest class ever or what?”

      “Or what.”

      Tristan’s reply to Elijah had the other four stopping in their tracks as Tristan continued down the hall. It took him only a few seconds to realize the others weren’t behind him. He stopped and turned, eyebrows raised.

      “What?”

      Elijah barked out a laugh and stepped up to Tristan. Holding out his fist, Tristan immediately bumped it with his, bringing another laugh from Elijah.

      “My dude, you’re becoming more and more like me every day.”

      “Merlin help us all,” Rayna said with a shake of her head.

      Tristan gave his sister a mock glare. Turning, he wandered with Elijah toward the dining hall, Harley right behind them, a grin on his face. Fellow students, girls in particular, called out to Harley and waved. He blushed and returned several waves before rushing ahead of Tristan and Elijah who laughed.

      Besides being the school’s champion speedboarder, girls found Harley cute, or at least that’s what Alexis heard in the bathroom. When asked if they were dating, she coughed. Despite his Asian heritage, Harley was like a brother to her. Also, they weren’t even teenagers yet, so dating was out of the question. Promising them she wasn’t dating Harley, they smiled while she hurried away.

      Alexis and Rayna started to follow but seeing a new poster about the upcoming dance, they stopped. This time, all of the court positions were to be voted on, but no names were listed. Yet.

      “You would have made a great queen,” Rayna said quietly.

      Alexis continued to stare at the poster, thankfully without her name listed under queen. It was beautiful. Red hearts in various sizes lined the edges while elegant script announced information more in depth and listed each member of the court:

      

      
        
        Valentine High

        Presents

        The Heart of Hearts Annual Dance!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            COME ONE! COME ALL!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Time To Nominate Your Valentine High Court!

        Voting Begins In One Week!

      

        
      
        King

        Queen

        Prince

        Princess

        Sergeant At Arms

        Court Jester

      

      

      
      “Elijah will be an excellent court jester,” Rayna laughed but her smile faded as a voice behind them interrupted their musings.

      “Of course he’d make an excellent jester. It is the lowest member of the court, and he is the school’s biggest joke.”

      Alexis gritted her teeth. Turning, she found the haters that had once tried to become guardians of the tree: Hudson, their brown-haired, brown-eyed leader, was standing off to one side, looking down and strangely silent; Abigail and her stupid color-changing hair glared with ice blue eyes and today, matching ice blue hair; Tamara, who had long brown hair and red fingertipped nails like her mother, Professor Broxton, was the future queen of Valentine’s Heart of Hearts Annual Dance if you asked her; Ethan who was once a nice, shy kid with red hair and bright, green eyes was now a thorn in Harley’s speedboard side; and Ryder, who was mistaken to be albino like Rayna and Tristan due to his white-blonde hair was just as creepy as the fog he could conjure out of thin air.

      “And what does that make you?” Alexis couldn’t help herself. She was tired of the hateful comments toward her friends.

      “Future prince or even, the king,” Ethan said.

      “Yes, of course you’ll be the king,” Rayna said brightly.

      Ethan blinked and straightened his shoulders before smiling back at her.

      Alexis rolled her eyes.

      “I mean, even bridge trolls have a hierarchy. I’m sure they’d be happy to let you, their brethren, wear a crown of mud and goo. You’ll fit right in,” Rayna finished, returning Ethan’s smile.

      Alexis coughed to cover a laugh, bringing a sneer from Abigail, while Tamara gasped in outrage.

      
        
        This isn’t going to be good.

      

      

      Alexis felt Bowie squirm around in his bag. A moment later, the top popped open and the cat jumped down. When Ryder kicked out but missed her feline friend, she gave her own gasp of outrage. Thankfully, Bowie zigged then zagged before streaking into the dining hall.

      Alexis whirled on Ryder and growled.

      Behind her, a bright light erupted. Alexis knew it was Rayna’s protective glow for herself and Alexis. Keeping her focus on Ryder, she growled again.

      “You still haven’t learned your lesson,” Alexis said as she bared her long teeth.

      “Who do you think you are? A professor of Valentine High? More like a professor of goblins,” Ryder hissed and shoved her backward.

      Alexis fell into Rayna who fell into Hudson. All three ended up sprawled on the floor, extinguishing Rayna’s light.

      “I swear to Merlin, Ryder Prescott, you’re going to wish I shifted into a bear versus what I’m about to shift into and make you scream like a hungry banshee and it’s past dinnertime!”

      In the blink of an eye, fog filled the hallway. Laughter echoed throughout the thick fog, bouncing off the walls making it hard to determine where exactly Ryder was. Alexis coughed, pushed thoughts of chasing Ryder around the village square, snapping at his heels while attempting to stand up.

      “Ow! Stop it!”

      Wait, was that Hudson? Alexis could tell she wasn’t on anyone, so who in Merlin’s magical world was he talking to? And where was Rayna?

      When a light wind came down the hall, it cleared some of the fog. But how? It occurred to her then how. Merciful Merlin. Tristan was coming.

      “Meow.”

      “Bowie!”

      Alexis leaned down to scoop up her beloved feline and hugged him tightly.

      
        
        Air. I need some air here.

      

      

      “Sorry,” Alexis murmured and loosed her grip. Reaching over her shoulder, she widened the top of her bag and helped Bowie over her shoulder into the bag.

      
        
        What’s so funny?

      

      

      
        
        You’ll see.

      

      

      When the fog fully cleared, Alexis turned at the footsteps running down the hall. The trembling floor began as did her fear the whole building was about to come down.

      “Ow! Let go of me or…”

      “Or what?”

      Alexis swung around, finally finding them. Hudson, who was nearly twice Rayna’s size, was on his stomach while she had a knee in his back. She was wrenching his arm at an odd angle with one hand while the other had a fist full of one of his ears.

      Harley, Elijah and Tristan came to a complete stop at the odd sight of a very large Hudson at the mercy of Rayna.

      The trembling ceased, but Tristan still looked angry. Harley and Elijah, however, had slapped their hands over their mouths to muffle the sound of their own laughter.

      “Wait. Wait,” Elijah said between snorts of laughter. Brushing back his short, black braids, he stepped up to Tristan’s side and nudged him. “All this time I thought you were protecting Rayna from others. The truth has come out! He’s protecting others from Rayna!”

      Both Elijah and Harley fell against each other, no longer trying to hide the sounds of their laughter. Instead, they were pointing at a squirming Hudson and clutching their own stomachs from full-on belly laughs. Even Alexis couldn’t stop her wide smile.

      “Miss Summerdale!”

      Alexis turned to see Professor Broxton glaring at them as she strode down the hallway with the other haters were right behind her. Of course. This had all been a trap to get them into trouble.

      “Jinks and finks,” Elijah muttered under his breath.

      As Tristan moved over to help Rayna up, Alexis returned her attention to Professor Broxton who had reached Hudson. Shaking her head, she glared at Rayna.

      “You know better than to use your magic against another student. I’ll be speaking with the principal about bringing the stun shackles back during school hours.”

      Alexis’s mouth dropped open in shock as did Harley’s and Elijah’s, but it was Tristan that

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Preface
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        1. A Very Bad Joke
      


      		
        2. Popular
      


      		
        3. Come One! Come All!
      


      		
        4. What Was I Thinking?
      


      		
        5. A Stroll Down Magical Memory Lane
      


      		
        6. Phrase Of The Day
      


      		
        7. Suspicious Suspects
      


      		
        8. Confessions In The Girls’ Bathroom
      


      		
        9. A Dress Fit For A Queen
      


      		
        10. Class With A Legend
      


      		
        11. Digestion Issues
      


      		
        12. Confessions Not So Good For The Soul
      


      		
        13. Hug-A-Hater
      


      		
        14. Counter Snacking
      


      		
        15. Magical War
      


      		
        16. Fan Clubs
      


      		
        17. The Second Prince
      


      		
        18. Debate With Cake
      


      		
        19. The Heart of Hearts Annual Dance
      


      		
        20. The Party Is Over
      


      		
        21. A Frosty Welcome
      


      		
        22. The Forest of Dreams
      


      		
        23. The Shortcut Home
      


      		
        Afterword
      


      		
        Valentine Vitals
      


      		
        Tree Guardians and the Desert Trek to Nowhere
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/tg3-300.jpg
Y

4 e Gty
erik iy







OEBPS/images/brooms.jpg
N —





