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Chapter One: The Stolen Grimoire
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Lena Hartwell was forty-seven years old, drinking her third cup of coffee, and staring at an empty shelf that should not have been empty.

The shelf was in her grandmother’s study. It was made of dark oak. It had held the same object for over a hundred years. And now that object was gone.

The grimoire.

The Hartwell family grimoire was not just any book. It was the book. Five generations of spells, curses, cures, and family secrets bound in cracked leather with pages that whispered when you turned them. It had been written by Lena’s great-great-great-grandmother. It had been touched by every Hartwell witch since. And it was supposed to be sitting right there, between the candle stub and the dried crow feather.

“Mom?” Jade appeared in the doorway. “You’ve been staring at that shelf for ten minutes.”

“The grimoire is gone.”

Jade blinked. “Gone where?”

“If I knew that, it wouldn’t be gone.”

Lena set down her coffee. Her hands were shaking, not from magic this time, but from something worse. Fear. The grimoire wasn’t just a book. It contained spells that could bind souls. Spells that could raise the dead. Spells that could do terrible things in the wrong hands.

“When did you last see it?” Jade asked.

“Yesterday. I used it to look up a salve for the Mandrake’s rash.”

“The Mandrake has a rash?”

“It ate something it shouldn’t have. That’s not the point.” Lena paced the study. “Someone broke into this house. Someone took the grimoire. And I didn’t feel a thing.”

That was the part that scared her most. The house was protected. Her grandmother had layered wards on every door and window. Lena had added her own. Nothing should have been able to get in without setting off alarms.

But the alarms hadn’t gone off.

Because the thief hadn't broken in.

The thief had been invited.

Lena stopped pacing. She looked at Jade. “Who has been in this house in the last week?”

Jade thought about it. “Sophie. Rosa. Charlie. The book club. The coven. That guy who came to fix the sink. The delivery person with the new toaster. Morgan.”

“Morgan?”

“She came by to borrow fertilizer for the garden.”

Lena’s stomach tightened. Morgan had been helping in the garden for months now. She had been quiet. Helpful. Almost friendly. But Morgan was also the woman who had tried to wake the golems. The granddaughter of Eleanor Vance. The woman who had every reason to hate the Hartwell family.

“Where is Morgan now?” Lena asked.

“I don’t know. She didn’t come by today.”

Lena grabbed her coat. “Call the coven. Tell them to meet at the bookshop. And call Celeste. Tell her the grimoire is gone.”

“Where are you going?”

“To find Morgan.”

Morgan lived in a small cottage on the edge of town. It had been her grandmother Eleanor’s house, the same house where Lena had confronted Eleanor’s ghost. The same basement where Eleanor had hidden the silver key.

Lena knocked. No answer. She knocked again. The door swung open.

The cottage was empty.

Not empty of furniture, empty of life. A half-eaten sandwich sat on the kitchen counter. A kettle was still warm. But Morgan was gone. And on the kitchen table, held down by a salt shaker, was a note.

Lena picked it up.

Lena, 

I didn't take your book. But I know who did. Meet me at the Renaissance Faire. Come alone. Come before sundown. The thief wants to bind the tourists.

, M

Lena read the note three times. The Renaissance Faire. Crystal Hollow’s annual tourist trap. A week of jousting, turkey legs, and people in bad costumes. Thousands of visitors from all over the state. Thousands of souls.

If someone bound those souls, trapped them in a spell, used them for power, it would be a disaster. The kind of disaster that could destroy the town. The kind of disaster that could destroy the world.

Lena folded the note and put it in her pocket.

She was not going alone.

The coven gathered at The Spiral Staircase bookshop that afternoon. Twenty-three witches packed into the back room. Celeste stood at the head of the table, her face pale. Sophie was checking her phone. Rosa was knitting, a nervous habit. Jade stood by the door, ready to run.

“The grimoire is gone,” Lena said. “Someone took it. And that someone is at the Renaissance Faire.”

“How do you know?” Marcus asked.

“Morgan left a note.”

“Morgan?” Sophie’s eyes widened. “The Morgan who tried to kill us?”

“The same. But she says she didn’t take the book. She says she knows who did.”

“And you believe her?”

Lena hesitated. “I believe someone is about to bind the souls of every tourist at the faire. And I believe Morgan is the only lead we have.”

Celeste stood up. “Then we go to the faire. But we don’t go alone. We go in teams. We watch each other’s backs. And we find that grimoire before sundown.”

“Why before sundown?” Jade asked.

Celeste’s voice was grim. “Because blood oaths are strongest at twilight. If the thief binds the tourists at sundown, there’s no breaking it. Those souls will be trapped forever.”

The room went silent.

Lena looked at her coven. At her daughter. At her friends.

“Let’s go to the faire,” she said.
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Chapter Two: The Renaissance Faire
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The Crystal Hollow Renaissance Faire was chaos.

Every year, the town transformed the old fairgrounds into a fake medieval village. Tents and stalls lined the dirt paths. Men in fake armor pretended to joust. Women in corsets sold turkey legs and mead. Children ran around with wooden swords, screaming with joy.

And everywhere, everywhere, were tourists.

Thousands of them. Families. Couples. Groups of friends in matching “I Love Crystal Hollow” t-shirts. They laughed and ate and took photos. They had no idea that someone was about to steal their souls.

Lena walked through the crowd, her eyes scanning every face. Jade was to her left. Sophie to her right. The rest of the coven had spread out, blending in with the tourists.

“Any sign of Morgan?” Lena asked.

“Not yet,” Jade said.

“Or the grimoire?”

“It’s a book. In a place with a thousand tents. It could be anywhere.”

Lena stopped at a map of the faire. The grounds were divided into sections: the jousting arena, the artisan market, the food court, the storytelling circle, and the main stage. At the center of it all was the maypole, a tall wooden pole with ribbons streaming from the top.

“If I wanted to bind thousands of souls,” Lena said, “I’d do it somewhere central. Somewhere everyone passes.”

“The maypole,” Sophie said.

“The maypole.”

They walked toward the center of the faire. The crowd thickened. A man in a jester costume juggled flaming torches. A woman on stilts handed out
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