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DIXON

The Practical Penn Spellcraft shop has been in my family for years. My folks partnered with Uncle Fonzo to start the business while I was still in diapers—and, for the record, I was very easy to potty train, unlike Tuesday. Probably because even at that tender young age I was so concerned about disappointing anyone—while Tuesday is probably the least motivated baby I’ve ever known. Though she’s so utterly adorable, no one really minds. 


I’d spent my childhood at Practical Penn playing hide-and-seek with my cousin in the various offices. My school years doing homework on a desk where enchantments were Scribed. And, more recently, the occasional weekend helping clean out the cages of the various small animals we’d inherited from Precious Greetings.


But as for actually working there as a Spellcrafter? Between my walkabout after college and the span of time I’d endured as an unquilled WheelMeal driver, the hours I’d clocked in the family business were surprisingly few. 


I plucked a curved piece of metal from the supply cabinet and held it up for inspection. While my inventory list did contain some pretty obscure items, we Scriveners do know our stationery well. Surely it was just a matter of eliminating the various tools I recognized, and whatever was left would cause recognition to dawn.


I was debating whether the object seemed more like a distance page-turner or a rubber band stretcher when I realized a shadow had fallen across the curve of the metal. I turned and found my mother filling the doorway to the supply room, hands on hips, looking very businesslike indeed. She knew this office inside and out, so surely she’d know what it was. The trick was in not letting on that I didn’t. I smiled my winningest smile and said, “So, if one were looking to loosen up his rubber bands….”


“Give me that.” Mom snatched the mystery object out of my hands and tucked it into her cardigan. Either she has extra pockets in there or she’d just developed the ability to hold onto various small items with her body mass—a handy trick to be sure. “It’s the arm that holds a globe on its stand, but the globe shattered years ago and the stand turned to rust. I’d better get rid of it while your father’s off running errands.”


I turned to the list in my hands and added the words Globe Holder…then dutifully crossed them off.


Mom blinked in that way she does when she’s counting to ten. “Dixon, is this really necessary?”


“The Annual Reckoning must be completed in an orderly manner,” I said brightly, quoting a pamphlet I found stuck to the back of a desk drawer in Shirque Mansion. It was printed in 1948, so all the men in the photos are wearing hats and smoking cigarettes—but fortunately, Spellcraft traditions themselves are pretty timeless.


“Everything’s there in black and white on the spreadsheet I printed out,” Mom said. “All you need to do is sign it.”


“If I wanted to scrape by doing the bare minimum, then sure. I could read through the spreadsheet, ink my very fetching signature at the bottom of that form, and be done with it.”


“You think that’s the bare minimum? Your uncle never even bothered to sign the darned thing himself, let alone read it. Look, I get that you take pride in being the Hand of the family. None of us can argue with that. But no Hand in their right mind would do all this manual bean-counting unless they were planning to Fold.”


Obviously, the last thing I wanted to do was liquidate the business and leave everyone in my family unemployed. Not to mention invalidating the work order that kept Yuri in the country.


However…. 


“These beans you’ve just referenced—I’m not seeing them on the spreadsheet.”


The chime of a customer coming through the door interrupted our lively debate, and Mom threw her hands in the air and bustled off to go see what they wanted. And since the tallying of staples, pencils and paperclips had indeed grown truly tedious, I followed her out to the front counter.


A red-haired woman in her mid-thirties stood in the lobby, visibly fretting. There was a nylon strap of some kind in her hands, and she twisted and re-twisted it nervously as she rocked from foot to foot, scanning all the various signage, from the jaunty “Got Problems? Spellcraft is the solution!” to the stern, “No Bad Checks…Or Else.”


“Can I help you?” Mom asked the woman, in a brusque, no-nonsense way most Handless find oddly comforting.


“Gosh, I sure hope so. I was told that—”


Outside, a car horn blared. Not just a polite toot-toot, either, but a long and weirdly loud bellow that went on and on. I hurried around the counter and pressed my face up against the glass to see what such a beepable offense might be, only to find a little old lady pawing desperately at her steering column trying to get her horn unstuck. A truck driver had stopped to help her, but despite his intervention, the honk just kept right on honking. Eventually, he gestured in the direction of the nearest mechanic, and the old woman hastily drove off, the beep fading behind her as she turned a corner and was gone.


“Wow,” I said, “that must’ve been painfully loud from inside the car. I’d hate to have all that beepage blasting right in my face. Good thing the horn on our truck stopped working ages ago.” I turned toward the customer. “Now, how can we help?”


“This is a prime example!” she said. “Every time I—”


A raucous clatter cut her off. I whirled around and saw the truck that belonged to the helpful driver had opened up, and hundreds upon hundreds of cans had fallen out the back. I was excited for a split second there, imagining such syrupy delights as fruit cocktail and cherry pie filling up for grabs, distributed throughout the neighborhood like tiny treasures waiting to be stumbled upon later. But then the vegetables painted on the side of the truck quashed my nascent fruity fantasies.


Still, the spill was entertaining. Those cans could really roll! Though why they were just loose in the back of the truck to begin with was anyone’s guess.


Eventually, the cacophony ebbed long enough for the red-haired customer to say, “I can’t take much more of this. I need someone to—”


Suddenly, we were enveloped by the rousing sound of a marching band. Through every speaker in the building, from the stereo that usually piped in Musak to the intercom no one ever used (as it was a lot quicker to just yell) some vaguely patriotic parade music blasted forth. Rufus Clahd reeled out of his office with an empty CD case in his hand—the title of which was March! March! March! He waved it around a few times, then stumbled back in. 


Mom held up a Just-a-Sec index finger and bustled off to help our Seer with his musical selection. That left me standing there in the lobby with the customer—not usually a problem, but the fact that we couldn’t talk was surprisingly awkward for me. I offered her an encouraging smile and she tried her best to smile back, though really, it came out as more of a wince.


Banging and clanging ensued, and the rousing march went skip-skip-skip, sounding oddly techno as it stuttered over the end of a cymbal crash replaying the blat of a trumpet. Several bangs later, the march fell silent, and my mother stomped out of Mr. Clahd’s office, muttering, “Why we let him have access to the sound system, I’ll never know.”


The customer was just about to try again when Mom cut her off with, “Not one more word, young lady. Not until I get a look at that piece of Spellcraft in your pocket.”


The customer sagged all over with relief, pulled out the paper, and slid it across the desk.


The Seen was adorable—something right out of a children’s book, with a poodle frolicking in a green field of grass dotted with pastel wildflowers, puffy clouds overhead, and a butterfly circling lazily in the sky. 


But the Scribing overlaid on the clouds was downright puzzling.


Nobody listens to me.


“I see the problem,” Mom said, as the customer nodded so vigorously I was worried she’d make herself dizzy enough to keel over. Not that that’s ever happened to me. Lately. “Crafting a Spell is challenging enough. It’s part discipline, part innate ability, and part luck. Most people who discovered a Crafting like this on their person would just tear it up, and it’s a good thing you didn’t. That might only make things worse. If you figure out who saddled you with this thing, you’d have a good case against them—though bringing it to the authorities would be a challenge in the state you’re currently in.” 


The customer shook her head no. 


“That’s good. I don’t recommend involving the law where something like this is concerned. Litigation and Spellcraft are an unpredictable combination. My advice would be to neutralize the Crafting—which just so happens to be my son’s specialty. But it doesn’t come cheap.”


The customer whipped out a credit card and flapped it up and down.


“Fine. Dixon?” Mom gestured at the Crafting. “It’s in your capable hands.”


Bursting with pride over my mother’s genuine praise, I gingerly picked up the Crafting and took it back to my office. It was the smallest office with the worst view—and it smelled like burnt mozzarella—but now it was so much more than a place to keep the nocturnal animals no one wanted in their house. Don’t get me wrong, the super loud toad was still there…but he was currently asleep, so he made a perfectly acceptable office mate.


Aside from the cages and tanks, there were now various Spellcrafty things a Hand might need. Copies of all the contracts and forms involved with the business. A giant box of dubious receipts. Contact info for the other local families, as well as a pile of generic gifts I might give if a social obligation cropped up…though someone had broken into the chocolates and taken a bite out of them. The fancy soaps, too.


In short, my office was a real office. And while I had once balked at the thought of joining my family business, now that I was actually rolling up my sleeves and getting down to work, I found it surprisingly empowering.


Though I had to admit, it was a lot more fun now that I was technically in charge.


I cleared my desk, drew my quill from its case, and lay the Spellcraft on the blotter. It wasn’t a curse—curses are in a horrific category all their own, and I’d be just as glad to never see one again—but it was definitely a hindrance. I would have expected the vibe it gave off to feel negative somehow. But when I turned it this way and that and tried to get a sense of the telltale tingle, it just felt…tingly. Nothing more.


If it weren’t for the actual words, I would’ve taken it for a perfectly benign Crafting. Maybe it was meant to teach someone a lesson. Or maybe it was just a poorly thought out practical joke. Whatever the reason, the only thing that mattered now was how to Uncraft the Spell.
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Uncrafting is a delicate business. It’s one thing to harness the power of Spellcraft, and quite another to disentangle it from the harness created by another Scrivener. Especially a harness that’s warped, or flawed, or simply no longer serving its intended purpose.


But I was good at Uncrafting. Truly good. Even my mother says so—and while she might be a proud mama bear, she’s never been one to dole out unwarranted praise.


I centered myself and took stock of the Crafting.

Nobody 

listens to me


The word “Nobody” was on its own line, writ big and bold, like the Scrivener really wanted to emphasize it. And since the words hung in the sky, there was ample room around them to add things. I put on my thinking cap and ran through some possibilities. 


Double negatives were great for canceling each other out. But “Nobody not listens” was clunky at best. I could phrase it like a hypothetical. If nobody listens to me…then what? I certainly didn’t want it to sound like a threat.


I puzzled over the Crafting for a good long while—and judging by the various weird loud noises vibrating through the walls, it was still affecting our customer despite its lack of direct proximity. Thankfully, she quit trying to express herself long enough for me to fit in a few more words…and come up with this.

Nobody who

listens to me

has cause to regret it


My Scribing hand had been tingling gently as I added the words—sometimes it’s easy to mistake excitement for the telltale feel of Spellcraft—but as I crossed the final “t”, a shiver ran through my body and my vision went sparkly. Just for a moment. But it was enough to reassure me that the wonky magic trapped in that Crafting had been released.


I sat for a moment, just listening. But other than the frantic digging of the gerbils in the corner, I didn’t hear a thing.


It was so quiet, in fact, that I was self-conscious about making too much noise as I headed back out front…where Mom proceeded to give me the side-eye. “Why are you sneaking? I hope there wasn’t a problem.”


“No—no problem,” I said quickly, and turned to the customer. “It should be safe to talk now. Give it a go.”


“My name is…Emily.” Her eyes darted around as she blurted out the last word of the sentence. But for the first time that day, nothing cut her off. Cautiously, she went on. “I just moved to Pinyin Bay.”


Again, she paused. And again…nothing.


Emily’s eyes filled with tears as she sighed a huge sigh of relief that was more like a sob. Pride welled in my chest—and sympathy, and concern, and hope. I was getting a little misty-eyed myself. Even my mother had to blink something away that she’d claim was a stray eyelash…though we all knew different.


“Who did this to you?” Mom asked.


“I did it to myself!”


“Let me get this straight,” I said. “You deliberately ordered a Spellcraft that read Nobody listens to me?”


“My dog’s name is Nobody!” Well, now the cute dog in the Seen made a lot more sense. “Although, when you put it like that, it does sound like a terrible idea. But how was I to know the spell would be so literal?”


“What kind of a name is Nobody?” Mom asked dubiously.


“He used to be a show dog, so he had a goofy show dog name—Nobody’s Business. I’d be just as happy to change it to Sparky, or Rover, or George. But he doesn’t respond to anything else…and that’s when he even responds at all. He doesn’t normally get into too much trouble, but making him behave at the groomer’s is a real challenge. The clippers freak him out, poor guy. But if I let him go too long between clippings, he gets all shaggy and weird. Plus, I heard it was just too humid in Pinyin Bay to let him go around all big and bushy, so right before we moved, I had a Spellcraft made to be sure Nobody didn’t go bonkers at the new groomer. You both saw how well that panned out. Nobody took off from the groomer’s and I haven’t seen him since.”


Mom gave her an appraising look. “How did you manage to get all the way to the groomer’s without noticing the Crafting was wonky?”


Emily shrugged helplessly. “I dunno! I just thought Pinyin Bay was really loud!” 


She pulled out her phone and began swiping through her photos on the counter. There were a few selfies, and an occasional shot of a lunch plate or a cappuccino with a fancy design on the foam. But the majority of them featured a big dark poodle. He might not have been a very good listener, but he seemed happy to play dress-up in various bandannas and hats and dog sweaters. There was even one of him done up as a superhero for Halloween…with Emily as his trusty sidekick.


Yuri’s always saying I let my empathy get the best of me. And considering what it’s like to feel other people’s distress as acutely as I feel my own, he’s not exactly wrong. But given how close I am to Meringue, I couldn’t help but relate to Emily and her hat-wearing dog.


And I couldn’t imagine just leaving her dogless.


Mom glanced at me, then turned to Emily and said, “You have a seat, young lady, and I’ll get you a nice cup of coffee before I type up your bill.”


“Gee, thanks!”


I was about to park myself next to Emily and regale her with a story about the time I’d bought Meringue a little straw hat—and all the fun she’d had dismembering it straw by straw—when my mother grabbed me by the elbow and said, “Come help with the coffee.”


As she bustled me back toward the break room, I said, “That’s quite a grip, Mom, have you been working out?”


“Dixon Penn, I know what you’re thinking. But Scribing to get her dog back is a bad idea. Between that unfortunate dog name and the fact that a bungled Crafting was stuck to the poor woman for so long, you’ll only make things more convoluted. I’ve seen it too many times before, a Crafting going from bad to worse. The best thing you can do is drop it and let the Handless experts find that dog themselves.”


I told myself my mother was pretty savvy about things like this. I told myself there were all kinds of measures in place for locating missing animals. I told myself I’d already helped Emily immensely by Uncrafting that badly worded Spell.


Driving back home, I told myself all this and more. And when I walked into the apartment, Yuri took one look at me and said, “Who are you worrying about now?”


He sat at our kitchen card table with the newspaper spread out in front of him, a pair of glasses perched on the end of his nose and a sleepy-looking cockatoo perched on his shoulder, tonguing the arm of his glasses as she clucked in his ear. His far-sightedness didn’t seem to bother him when he was painting a Seen, but reading in his second language was challenging enough without adding blurriness to the equation.


As usual, though, Yuri saw plenty, even though I tried to play it off like it was nothing. “Me? Worried? You must have me confused with someone else. My family is great. My love life is excellent. And I just Uncrafted a doozy of a wonky Spell. Does that sound like a worried man to you?”


Yuri folded his glasses, set them on the card table, and fixed me with the sort of smoldering, intense Russian look I’d never have any chance of resisting.


“Fine.” I plunked down (gingerly) on one of the folding chairs and flapped my hands with a gusty sigh. “There’s a dog….”


“There is always a dog.”


As Meringue hopped down to pick at the corner of the newspaper, I told Yuri all about Nobody, then added, “Maybe I am a real sucker for every lost dog story I hear. But poor Emily just moved here and now she’s all alone—”


Yuri stood abruptly and turned away.


“Okay,” I said, “okay, my mom thinks I should leave it alone, too. But, Yuri….”


When he turned back, he was holding a small, colorful square of cold-pressed cotton rag paper he’d plucked from a nearby shelf, and immediately, I was tingling all over. Not that a fit of the tingles is unusual whenever Yuri’s around—especially you-know-where. But in this particular case, it was not merely his formidable presence making me tingly—nor was it the proximity of an active Seen waiting to be completed by my words. It was the simpatico way we were always on the same page. Quite literally, where Spellcraft was concerned.


He said, “When I put brush to paper, I did not know what I was painting. Only that I felt compelled to do so.” He placed the Seen in front of me, then lured Meringue to the opposite side of the table with a peanut.


While she was busy, I took in the Seen. Growing up around Rufus Clahd, I’m accustomed to seeing some pretty off-the-wall subject matter. But unlike Rufus, Yuri usually paints things I can actually recognize. Yes, his work is typically loose and expressive, but it’s also realistic. 


Not this piece.


It was abstract, a jumble of blues and greens. Vivid. Deliberate. But easily as unfathomable as anything that might come from the paintbrush Practical Penn’s main Seer. When I was looking with my eyes, anyhow.


But when I looked with my heart, I was flooded with relief over the knowledge that Yuri got me. He had my back, no matter what—whether or not he consciously knew that’s exactly what he was doing.


As I pulled out my delicate cockatoo quill, Meringue stopped chortling and chuckling over her peanut and went stock still, her yellow crest standing on end. She can sense it too—the feeling of the volshimminysho flitting through the room, lighting briefly on each of us with a playful touch.


Looking at Yuri’s beautiful abstraction opened my mind. I realized that as much as I cared about Emily, and as much as I yearned to find Nobody, this Crafting wasn’t about either of them. It was about me. 


What’s lost is found—


I’d meant to follow it with the phrase, when I’m around. But a sudden, startling tingle jerked my arm and made the quill skitter across the Seen. Luckily, I was able to take control at the last moment and turn it into an ornate flourish. Even as I looped the final loop de loop, I could see that as much as I love a rhyme, it wouldn’t have been the right sentiment for such a sophisticated image. And the thought I had managed to put down on paper was not only fitting, but complete.


I shivered deliciously as the magic left the room, leaving Yuri, and Meringue, and me basking in the tingly afterglow of a perfect Spellcraft. It was an idyllic scene, just the three of us in our cozy attic apartment, together, with everything we could possibly want or need. 


Even the sound of my phone ringing wasn’t enough to penetrate the blissful pocket of contentment—and for some reason, I’d left my ringer volume really high. Sabina’s photo popped up on my home screen—a hilarious shot of her covered in barf, holding up a pristine Tuesday, who looked justifiably proud of herself—and I considered letting it go to voicemail.


But moments like the one we’d just shared weren’t meant to go on forever. If they were, they’d lose their luster. And so I picked up to find out what my cousin wanted.


Practically screaming, she said, “Holy schmoly, you’re not gonna believe who just showed up!”


“Is it a door-to-door vacuum cleaner salesman?”


“That never happens except in old-timey movies.”


Maybe it was a trick question. “A saleswoman?”


“No! Neither!”


“A Jehovah’s Witness.”


“They’re all terrified of Morticia.”


“Maybe they saw her obituary in the Pinyin Bay Journal.” Our local newspaper was infamous for accidentally publishing the obituaries of local celebrities who were still alive and kicking. Sometimes the retraction section was even lengthier than the obits. Morticia had taken the error in stride, claiming that at least they ran it with a flattering photo.


“Dixon, would you stop guessing and let me finish?”


“You don’t need to be such a spoilsport. I’ll bet you my best nose-hair trimmer that I can totally figure out who—”


“Then your nostrils will be wild and bushy, Dixon. Because Vano is in the parlor with his long-dead father!”
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YURI

The Pinyin Bay journal running the wrong obituary was not uncommon. But the death of Vano Shirque’s father was hardly a local event. He’d drowned on a trip to India when Vano was just a boy.


Or so everyone thought.


The ride to Shirque Mansion was uncharacteristically silent. I could not help but wonder if the Seen that had flowed through me earlier that day had been meant to represent the water of the Ganges with leaves floating on the surface. And Dixon, no doubt, was overwhelmed by exactly how large of a loss his words had reversed.


We found a shiny rental car in the spot where Morticia normally stowed her rusty gold Rolls Royce. Once the traveling carnivorous petting zoo left town, the old woman was off on yet another adventure, so she might easily be gone for days. We let ourselves in the kitchen door and followed the sound of voices to the tearoom—a parlor filled with lacy curtains and a collection of bone china in dozens of different patterns. 


Tuesday, now nearly a year old, sat on the floor with her legs straight out to either side. Her fingers were stained with some ink she’d gotten into, and her fine black hair was in a pointy ponytail on the top of her head. She studied a tarnished silver tray with serious intensity, and did not spare us so much as a glance. Sabina hovered nervously by the sideboard—and Sabina did not usually “do” nervous—while Vano, on a settee, sagged against a dusty needlepoint cushion looking baffled and dazed.


A tall Scrivener man in the center of the room turned toward us as we entered and smiled an easy smile. He was in his late fifties, like Dixon’s parents, but he wore his years more lightly. His hair was thick and full, barely threaded through with gray—and just at the temples, as if a makeup artist had daubed it with powder to make him look more stately. His skin, already the dusky beige of most Scriveners in this part of the world, was sun-kissed to a tannish umber, which made his teeth seem startlingly white in comparison.


“Well, hello there,” he said. “You two must be Dixon Penn—and his vozljublennyj, Yuri.” He pronounced the Russian flawlessly. “I’m Pax Featherstone. Pleased to meet you both.”


“Featherstone?” Dixon asked. “I’m not familiar with the surname.”


“My mother was the Shirque,” Vano explained. “Dad’s family is from a small town out past Success.” 


Wide-eyed, Dixon shook the man’s hand. “I gather that reports of your death were greatly exaggerated.”


“Only just! When Vano’s mother was trampled, I was beside myself with grief.”


Sabina said, “And so you threw yourself into the river because you couldn’t go on without her?”


“Not at all! I caught a load of an elephant wading into the Ganges, and I was overcome by rage. I flung myself at the great beast—only to discover that the river was a lot deeper in that spot than I initially thought. In my defense, no one told me elephants can swim.”


What the man had planned to do with his bare hands against an elephant was evidently beside the point.


“The churning of the water sucked me under. I lost consciousness, and a stray eddy in the current carried my limp body away. I didn’t lose my life that day, but I did lose my memory. The family who found me needed an extra set of hands, so they convinced me that we were related. They claimed I’d lost not only my memory of them, but of the language itself. And so I spent the next two decades adopting a life in India that was never my own. For the past twenty years, I’ve been laboring hard in a small fishing village off the coast of Farrukhabad. But when I discovered my quill hidden away at the bottom of an old crab trap, everything came rushing back—and I realized I wasn’t actually an Indian fisherman after all.”


“After all that time, you must have formed a real bond,” Vano said. “Wasn’t it hard to leave?”


Pax tousled Vano’s hair as if his son were eight years old, not twenty-eight. “Family is everything. Proximity, circumstance, time…none of that can ever hope to replace shared blood. Spellcrafters don’t pick up the ability to Scribe just by living near us. The ability is passed on through the genes.” 


As I considered this statement, he scooped up Tuesday, who dropped the metal tray with a clatter. 


“To put it another way—if this weren’t your baby, you might think it’s cute, but you wouldn’t feel an actual bond.”


Not true. I felt a bond with Tuesday. With Dixon. With the whole family. It wasn’t blood that made the bond, it was intention. The family in Farrukhabad who filled him with lies just wanted an extra pair of hands. But my connection with the Penn family was nothing like that.


Even if they did occasionally request a Seen.


Pax thrust the baby into Vano’s arms, then began pacing a slow and dramatic circuit of the room. “Even when my memories were compromised, I had a sense that something simply wasn’t right. I had no idea that I was missing out on so many things: Noodling around on the piano with the sticky B-flat—”


“It still sticks,” Vano said.


“Gazing up at the stars above the bay—”


“Your telescope is right where you left it.”


Pax smiled his blindingly white smile and tousled Vano’s hair again. “Most importantly…watching my son grow up.”


Vano Shirque is often on the receiving end of a compliment. He cannot make it from one side of the boardwalk to the other without someone exclaiming over his looks or his charm. He takes these things in stride. Graciously, of course. But as his due. I had never once seen him blush. Until now.


He ducked shyly from the tousle and said, “Things get pretty dusty around here. I’ll go air out your old room.”


Sabina accepted the baby he’d shoved into her arms and cocked her head, considering him. Evidently, she’d never seen Vano so flustered, either.


It was then that Fonzo showed up, heading straight for his granddaughter. Tuesday did not know him as the Head of the Pinyin Bay circuit, but as the indulgent grandfather who smelled of aftershave and cigars, who sang to her when he thought no one was listening, gave the best squealing, snorting piggyback rides, and always saved the coveted center brownie piece just for her. “I was just in the neighborhood when I got your message—not that I ever need an excuse to see my best girls…and favorite nephew…and his brilliantly creative grown man friend. And…erm….” He squinted at the newcomer. “Who’s this?”


“Don’t you remember, Fonzo?” the tall man said. “It’s your old pal, Pax. Pax Featherstone.”


Dixon’s uncle prides himself on having a good “poker face.” But when he heard the name of the long-dead Scrivener, he was so shocked he nearly dropped his granddaughter. Luckily for him, Tuesday just presumed he was playing around, and immediately demanded he do the move again.


Dazed, Fonzo handed the baby to me, then sat down with such force that a cloud of dust shot out from the cushions of the settee. “Well, I’ll be darned. You realize we all thought you were….”


“I’m just glad to hear you thought of me at all. I’ve got a lot of lost time to make up for.” He turned to Dixon. “Did your Uncle ever tell you I used to be his wingman? I’d settled down with Vano’s mother while he was still playing the field. We’d pile on the hair gel and paint the town red in our acid wash jeans, and those ladies hardly knew what hit ’em. Say, Fonzo, what ever happened with you and that bookish blonde bombshell, Pearl?”


“The old librarian?” Dixon blurted out. “By that I mean, uh, matronly. Wait, no, that’s not much better. Uh…mature?”


Fonzo waved off the subject. “Ancient history. Anyway, Pax, I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you’re alive and well. Pinyin Bay has hardly changed a bit since you were last here. Except that Mayor Dunce was finally ousted. And the Pinyin Inn closed down. And your old pals in Strangeberg never showed up to your funeral. And the boardwalk blew up….”


“And the circuit has a new Head,” the newcomer said. “Don’t worry, Fonzo, I’m all caught up on Pinyin Bay news. We’re a long way from India—and I’ve been combing the Pinyin Bay Journal archives all the way here.”


Real Spellcraft news did not generally reach the local newspaper’s pages, though if one knew how to read between the lines—and most Scriveners do—they could piece together what was going on well enough. Their app was always chiming away in Dixon’s pocket, announcing strange stories, to the point where I begged him to turn it off—but it probably did give the man a reasonable picture of what was currently going on in the city.


Pax smiled his blinding smile. “I’m pleased as punch to see everyone doing so well. Not just my family, not just my friends, but my whole circuit.” 


He hoisted up a battered travel trunk and said, “Now if you don’t mind, I’m worn out from my long journey and need to go get some shut-eye. But before I turn in….” He propped the trunk on his knee just long enough to spring the lid, pull out a small scrap of cloth, and shut the lid again. I’d presumed it was a souvenir of some kind, something for his old friend. Or his granddaughter. Or his son. So I was confused when, instead, he headed toward Dixon.


Dixon was just as confused as I was—so much so that he grabbed too late, and the proffered item fell to the carpet between his feet. He picked it up—a single white glove—and did his best to be polite. “Wow. Gee. Thanks. I’m sure this’ll come in real handy once winter rolls around. I’m always seeming to lose just one glove and not the whole pair—and white is a nice, neutral color that goes with anything.”


“Glad to hear it,” Pax said with a jaunty wave. “And if you need anything, I’ll be in my room.”


“Friendly guy,” Dixon said—just as his uncle snatched the glove from his hands. “Yes, his gift-giving could use a bit of work—”


“Dixon.” Fonzo’s voice was grave. “This is no gift. It’s a challenge. Pax Featherstone threw down the glove!”


“What sort of challenge are we talking? If it’s a poker game, I hope the buy-in isn’t too steep. I’m still working on my poker face—but it’s so exciting to get good cards, I just can’t keep it to myself.”


“It’s not poker—it’s the most important challenge you could possibly face. And the stakes have nothing to do with money.”


“I knew you’d get to the silver lining eventually.”


“Hardly.” Fonzo looked grim. “If you don’t win, Pax will be the family’s new Hand.”
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If I stayed under the same roof as Pax Featherstone for even one more moment, I would not be responsible for my actions. Even if that roof was made of shingle and copper and asphalt and slate, had two dozen rooms beneath it with plenty of places for some upstart to hide.


I strode out into an overgrown garden on a crooked cobblestone path, fuming into the night. I could not deny that blood was important. Had I not been shaped by my own family into the angry man I was today?


Not just angry…but suspicious.


Whenever someone claims they don’t remember something, I presume they simply don’t wish to speak of it. I recall every last trial and hardship, despite the fact that my life was so filled with these things they should have blended together. And I remember every small kindness as well, because they were so few and far between.


Memories make a man just as much as his place in a family ever could. In all the years Featherstone had been laboring at the docks, he never once felt the pull of the volshebstvo guiding him back to his quill? 


Was it not convenient that he threw down the glove when the families were combined with Dixon as the Hand? If he had shown up before Tuesday was born, the Shirque family would have consisted of Vano and Morticia. Not only was a crumbling mansion their only asset, but Morticia was simply too powerful to challenge.


Now, with her position divvied up, she was free to explore the world.


And now, the family was vulnerable to challenges from the likes of Featherstone.


I was gazing up at the stars, flexing my fingers as if trying to find the perfect fist, when Dixon and his uncle joined me. Fonzo’s hair stood at strange angles, as if he’d just run his hands through it, and Dixon’s eyes were wide and haunted. “Can Mr. Featherstone really challenge my position?” Dixon asked. “After all, the kee-poo picked me.”


“No idea!” Fonzo raked his hair into an even worse configuration. “Morticia would know, but she’s out gallivanting through Mount Rushmore—apparently, hiking the secret tunnel that connects all the nostrils was on her bucket list—and cell reception is nonexistent.”


That might be for the best. The Shirques and the Penns might technically be one family now…but could we really trust that Morticia would not have favored Vano’s father over the family’s more recent additions? “You are the Head of the circuit,” I said to Fonzo. “Can you split the families?”


“That would mean splitting up Sabina and Vano. Maybe they’d go along with that, just for show. Sneaking around behind everyone’s back would be fun at first. But even though Shirque Mansion is roomier than a pair of fat-pants, eventually Pax is bound to notice that his son and Sabina are still a couple. Plus, one of them would have to officially renounce Tuesday…and I can’t imagine either of them being willing to give up their daughter.”


Fretting went against Dixon’s very personality. He was sunny and optimistic by nature, always seeing the best in everyone. So watching him worry stabbed at my heart. “Vano’s dad has been gone for years—but so was I. Everyone thought he was dead—just like everyone thought I’d never Scribe. He’s just like me, only exponentially more. They say pride comes before a fall. All these months, I’ve been so pleased with myself for being the family’s Hand. What if I was nothing more than a placeholder for Pax Featherstone?”


“You are not a placeholder,” I said fiercely.


Fonzo pulled himself together and took Dixon by the shoulders. “Don’t worry, kiddo. I got your back.”


“You do?” Dixon sounded hesitant and fragile. 


“I’m not about to let anyone step in and take the helm of my family.” Fonzo gave his nephew’s shoulders a final squeeze, then stepped back and rubbed his hands together. “I’ll just need to figure out exactly how to stop that from happening.”


I restrained myself from rolling my eyes. Barely.


As Fonzo sped off in the Buick, I cast around for some kind of solution. Looking up at the mansion with its windows each decorated in a different style of shutter, I tried to pinpoint which room Pax was currently in. Maybe he had failed to drown in the Ganges. But the clawfoot tubs of the mansion would do just as well….


“Yuri, stop cracking your knuckles, you’ll hurt your painting hand.” Dixon slid his fingers through mine…which did ache. Just a bit.


Together, we walked toward the truck. We were already halfway home before Dixon spoke again. Tentatively, he wondered, “What if the timing of Pax’s reappearance wasn’t an accident?”


Dixon was always giving others the so-called benefit of the doubt. It was about time some of my common sense had finally rubbed off on him. “I was thinking the same thing.”


“It’s ironic, isn’t it?” Dixon drew a small rectangle of paper from his inner pocket. “I Crafted this Spell to find a dog…not my own replacement.”


The truck swerved as I made a grab for the Spellcraft we’d created earlier. “This has nothing to do with it.”


Unhindered by the act of driving, Dixon held the Crafting easily out of reach. “True, the timeline might be a little wonky. But we both know Spellcraft has a way of making the most of coincidences that haven’t quite happened yet.”


“Then you must Uncraft it!”


“How can I, when Emily’s dog is still missing?”


I made another swipe at the Crafting, determined to convince him to rid us of the Spell, when something darted into the road ahead. It was summer twilight, mostly dark, but with blades of lowering sunlight piercing the trees and dazzling my eyes. The creature—a dark, furry shape that could only be the dog—froze just long enough for the headlights to reflect off its eyes, lighting them with an eerie greenish glow. The truck squealed and fishtailed on its balding tires. The sound snapped the dog out of its shock. It lunged aside, bounded off into the undergrowth, and was gone.
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DIXON

“Did you see that?” I demanded—I mean, of course Yuri’d seen the dog, otherwise he just hit the brakes for no reason at all. I stomped on the passenger gas pedal, but given that it was imaginary, it didn’t do much good. “Quick, Yuri, step on it—Nobody’s getting away!”


We rounded the nearest bend and found ourselves in a residential neighborhood, with flower baskets swinging from porches and trampolines in the side yards. Nobody might’ve been in dire need of a haircut, but all that fur certainly didn’t slow him down. He dodged through a plastic play fort, ducked under a tire swing, and slalomed around a bunch of lawn chairs. “Wow, that’s one nimble canine,” I said admiringly.


Yuri agreed. “It must have been part of his show dog training.”


We followed Nobody for several blocks, slowly gaining on him. “If only we had a raw steak in the truck, we’d be able to slow him down. Though I suppose in this warm weather, the plan kind of falls apart. Even with the windows open, it would stink everything up soon enough.”


Maybe the dog was a fan of stale pizza, which was a lot cheaper than steak, seeing as how we got it for free. It shouldn’t go rancid either…though in the environment of a hot car, the cheese would probably melt into a rubbery oil slick. Either that or it would just petrify. I guess there was no way of knowing until we tried—


“It is no use,” Yuri said as the dog ducked into the bushes.


Clearly, Yuri never played ding dong dash growing up in Russia. It may be true that people can get testy if they find you combing through their property…but that’s only if they manage to catch you! “We can’t give up now!” I said. “Pull over.”


The truck jerked to a stop and I hit the ground running. The house was at the end of a cul-de-sac—one that no one evidently wanted to take responsibility for mowing or trimming—and between the tall, tall grass and the low-hanging tree branches, it formed a stout wall of vegetation….


A wall that Nobody slid right through like his paws were greased with butter.


Well, two could play at that game!


As I dashed up to the undergrowth, I did my best to invoke the sort of koan that would help me navigate the brambly tangle. Mind like water? One hand clapping? Petrified pizza? I hurtled toward the weedy mass so quickly, nothing had a chance to take hold by the time I reached the spot where I’d last seen the dog.


Nothing but the burrs, anyhow. And, boy. They took hold with a vengeance.


I’d only made it a few steps before I had to admit defeat. Burrs were stuck all over me—big, small, fuzzy, sharp. This clump contained every kind of burr imaginable, and now they covered me from my socks to my eyebrows. The only place on my body that didn’t get burred was the spot between my shoulder blades…and as I backed out, I picked up a few poky hangers-on even there.


“Stop thrashing,” Yuri said as I backpedaled onto the pavement. “There is no way through, and you are only making it worse.”


“We’ll just have to come back when it’s light out. With some pizza. And maybe a weed whacker.”


Yuri eased my jacket from my shoulders, then brushed a few burrs from my hair. “Are you not forgetting something?”


“Pizza…weed whacker…nope, that should about cover it.”


Yuri went down on one knee and began plucking burrs off my socks. “You cannot waste time searching for dog. You must focus on Featherstone’s challenge instead.”


“But the sweet puppy was so lost, poor little guy—er, medium-to-large guy—and he was so close. And Emily was so distraught without him.”


“Nobody is intelligent—he can take care of himself. You must focus on your own dilemma.”


I can tell when Yuri’s about to say something I don’t want to hear. It’s evident both in the way he squares his shoulders and the way his brows draw down. Right now, he wanted me to Uncraft the spell we’d made, in hopes that Pax Featherstone would somehow unfind himself and fade back into the woodwork.


Pax, however, was not the only one the Crafting had located. And could I really live with myself if we got rid of Pax, but never saw Nobody again? Yuri straightened up, dropping a few burrs to the ground, and I patted him on the shoulder. “Let’s not undo anything right now we can’t…un-undo.”


“But the challenge—”


I gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze. So buff. “We found a long-lost dad. And we found a dog. With the circuit’s whole library at our disposal, maybe we can find a good strategy for winning this throwdown challenge!”


Uncle Fonzo wasn’t home by the time we got back, and he was only answering his text with vague, possibly random, emojis. As I puzzled through what the chicken leg was supposed to mean, Yuri dragged a stack of dusty books onto the kitchen table so we could get to work.


I’d love to say the rich history of my people was fascinating…but, unfortunately, the Head mainly concerned itself with making sure no one’s business impinged on anyone else’s, and the resulting tables of facts and figures were mind-numbingly dry. We discovered that Spellcraft shop names were required to have at least eight different letters than any other shop within the county, and that poaching a customer was punishable with a public inking…though nowadays, most Scriveners chose to simply remit the first sale to the previous shop and leave it at that.


Still, I dreamed that Pinyin Bay was filled with ink, not water—ink from India, where it first originated, and where elephants swam the deeper courses of the Ganges…and long-lost family members were not so lost at all….


“Dixon!”


I snorted awake with a small ledger stuck to my cheek and sun peeking through Uncle Fonzo’s kitchen curtains. Yuri’s eyes were red and his scruff looked especially scruffy, and a half dozen empty coffee cups watched the proceedings from a nearby counter like a line of bored ceramic soldiers.


Surely he’d noticed I was asleep! “Why did you let me nod off?” I demanded.


Yuri shook his head wearily. “Featherstone won’t be losing any sleep over this challenge, and I found nothing of use anyhow. So I thought I should let you get some rest.”


I supposed some brief shut-eye with my face in a book was better than no sleep at all. That was how I’d muddled through college, anyway. Besides, when you’re so sick with worry your stomach won’t possibly let you relax, who needs more than a few stolen hours?


Once I showered and shaved and readied my outfits—from snappy business, to snappy casual, to snappy athletic—my uncle finally turned up.


“It’s about time,” Yuri muttered as Uncle Fonzo beckoned from the landing outside our front door.


“Don’t worry, kids, would I ever let you down?”


Yuri opened his mouth to speak, but my Uncle quickly added, “Time’s a-wastin’, I’ll fill you in on the way there.” He instructed me to put on my sneakers, “Just in case,” and the three of us piled into the Buick and set off.


“Here’s the plan,” Uncle Fonzo said. “The challenge of the glove is basically a scavenger hunt—”


“Which I will totally win,” I said, “given my extensive knowledge of Pinyin Bay.”


Uncle Fonzo blanched, “Erm, no…that’s not where I was going with this.”


I gasped. “You’re right—Pax Featherstone grew up in Pinyin Bay too—although maybe his amnesia could work to my advantage….”


“Forget about Pax. Do you think I’d let my own nephew answer some cockamamie challenge without stacking the deck in his favor? The glove will be filled with suet and thrown into a flock of birds. But not just any birds. My pal Lucky raises homing pigeons—just in case the internet, and cell phones, and the US Mail ever go out of business at the same time. And we’ve spent the night in Pinyin Square chasing off all the seagulls and filling it up with his trained pigeons. When one of those birds takes off with the prize, we’ll know exactly where to find him!”


Yuri eyed my uncle. “Is this not considered cheating?”


“If cheating entails making sure some nobody doesn’t come along out of nowhere after twenty years and steal the position I passed on to Dixon, then yes.”


That was the thing, though. Pax Featherstone wasn’t nobody. He was the next in line of the Shirque clan—and could I be really one hundred percent sure that he wasn’t just as deserving of the Hand title as me?
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Pinyin Square was in the center of a small business district where the Handless did things like buy insurance and file for divorce. There was a fountain in the middle where enterprising vagrants combed the water for the lucky pennies people were always tossing in, with a statue in the center of a perch leaping from the water’s surface. There was supposed to be a jet of water coming out of its mouth, but the spout was always plugged up by something or other, and instead, the fish was just drooling.


Most importantly, though, there was a square of concrete beside the fountain with a drop of paint in the corner, over which the phrase Our differences are settled was etched in Morticia Shirque’s precise hand. The paint had chipped and faded over the years, but when I stared too long, the Crafting still made me tingle.


I’ll hand it to my uncle, the staged pigeons looked perfectly natural clucking along the pavement, pausing occasionally to peck at an ant or a pebble or a random spot in the cement. On top of the tallest building—a four-story Art Deco block shading us from the rising summer sun—a seagull stood sentinel on the cornice, eyeing the pigeons on their turf. But seagulls are pretty clever, and instead of picking a fight, it was willing to watch and wait.


Aside from the Handless scurrying to their desk jobs, at this time of the morning, Pinyin Square was usually empty. But today there was a loose crowd forming around the fountain, several of whom beat the hobos to their morning pennies. Godfrey Blotter was soaked up to the elbow, as was Venus Monger. Ladin Silver, by contrast, was conspicuously dry…probably because if he bent over too far, his girth would carry him right into the water. Dahlia Strange looked on with cool curiosity, though whether she was there as the Head of Strangeberg or Rufus Clahd’s lady friend was anyone’s guess. All told, a good two dozen Scriveners milled around the fountain.


Including my family.


Mom looked like she could kill someone with her gaze, and Dad was uncharacteristically serious. Sabina and Vano were there, both momentarily distracted by Tuesday, who clearly wanted to be anywhere but there. Vano was doing his best to get her to stop whining by pointing out the pigeons milling around the fountain. “Look, Tuesday. Bird. Can you say bird? Bi-i-ird.” When he spotted us, he seemed relieved to have something else to point out. “Uncle Dixon and Uncle Yuri.” Having him reinforce the family ties gave me hope that maybe things truly would work out for the best. “And your Papa,” he added. “Er, Papa Fonzo.”


My uncle stiffened, muttering, “There are dozens of viable grandpa-nicknames. If that man thinks I’m willing to share the title of Papa, too—”


Tuesday paused her whimpers to acknowledge Yuri and me, but she was still snuffling by the time Pax Featherstone showed up. He strode onto the square like an actor in an obscure foreign movie, tall and tan. His shoes were shined, his slacks were pressed, his nails were manicured, and his hair was perfectly coiffed. I saw now where Vano got his effortless grace. I’ve always considered myself to be quite dapper. But Pax Featherstone’s polished good looks put me to shame.


“Namaste,” he said to the crowd at large, then clapped Vano on the shoulder and bent to kiss Tuesday on the head, while she squirmed and threatened to start crying again. “It’s a fine morning. Then again, any morning that I’m not hauling in a load of Nile tilapia on a leaky raft is a fine morning.”


Under his breath, Yuri said, “If you are feeling homesick, there are perch in the bay that could use your attention.”


Pax turned to me and smiled his blinding smile. I squared my shoulders and did my best to not look even half as intimidated as I felt—but it wasn’t easy. Pax was not only just as worldly as me, but older and wiser, too. While the kee-poo did choose me as the Hand, what if it only chose me because Pax was on another continent at the time?


“Good luck,” he said, offering me a handshake—wow, even his hands were smooth. “And may the best man win.”


“Everyone gather ’round,” Uncle Fonzo said, nervously eyeing the pigeons…a few of which were edging away from the square already. “And let’s get this Hand-Off challenge over with. Dixon, give me the glove.”


Dutifully, I pulled the white glove from my pocket and passed it over.


Uncle Fonzo fished around in the vee of his shirt and came up with a tiny, stoppered vial of ink on a long, gold chain. This ink was the mark of the Head, and had been topped off and tended since the Pinyin Bay Circuit was established. Two of his poker buddies, looking uncharacteristically serious, stepped up to either side of him. One held a blank square of hot-pressed rag, while the other held a bag of shredded white fat. Uncle Fonzo unstoppered his ink and said, “Will the challenger and the challengee step up and sign their names?”


I always feel a flutter of excitement when I get to show off my signature, but today that flutter felt more like queasy dread. Pax and I each pulled out a quill. While mine was a delicate snowy white, his was raven black. Though probably not from a raven, as their pinfeathers are even smaller than Meringue’s.


I dipped my quill in Uncle Fonzo’s ink. The last time I’d done so, the whole family pledged themselves to me. Hopefully, this wasn’t the situation’s way of coming full circle to a close.


My usually-exuberant signature came out surprisingly sober. I was so darned nervous, I just couldn’t bring myself to flourish.


Pax Featherstone signed his name beneath mine. His writing was elegant and fluid, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.


As another pigeon wandered off, Uncle Fonzo snatched back the paper and said, “The community has witnessed that the parties have signed.” 


Uncle Fonzo tipped his ink bottle pendant and a fat drop of ink hung at the lip for a fraction of a second, then dropped onto the glove. It spread like a Rorschach blot—one in which I could only read my own doom. And before it could dry, he pressed it onto the paper we’d both signed, transferring the shape. “This mark will serve as proof that the glove either of you presents is the genuine article.” 


His helper dumped the suet into the open glove, then struggled with slippery fingers to fasten it with a safety pin. Uncle Fonzo surreptitiously tried to herd a few more wandering pigeons back into the square, making a hurry-up gesture at his buddy all the while. “Can’t have it melting,” he said hastily as his helper handed it back, bulging with suet. “Wouldn’t want anyone to end up covered in grease.”


With most of the pigeons still in place, Uncle Fonzo brimmed with confidence as he held the glove aloft and said, “Two Scriveners. One Hand. He who finds the glove—”


Before he could finish the ritual words, a shriek filled the square. My first thought was that Tuesday had truly inherited Sabina’s lungs…but when I whirled around to look at the baby, I saw she was no longer crying, and was instead looking up at the sky. She pointed her stubby, sticky baby-finger into the air and said, “Burr!”


…just as a huge, dark, feathery shape hurtled down from above, swooped in on my uncle, and tore the ink-stained glove from his grasp.
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YURI

Hawks are common in Pinyin Bay. Back when I lived in a cabin on the beach, I would see them perching on nearby telephone poles, searching the snowy landscape for wayward mice. The local Scriveners even consider hawks lucky, as their feathers make a sturdy and serviceable quill.


But the predatory birds hardly felt lucky now.


At the sight of the hawk, the pigeons had scattered. Once both the pigeons and the hawk were gone, the seagulls came back and took their rightful place by the fountain as the Scrivener crowd dispersed, murmuring about the challenge…and placing bets as to the outcome. There was no time to worry about who was backing Dixon—though it was tempting. We had to find that hawk.


The crowd parted to make way for us as we hurried toward the truck. “We’ve got this, Yuri!” Dixon said. To reassure me, or because he actually believed it? 


Probably both. 


As I started the engine and scanned the sky, determining the best route to take us in the direction where the hawk had soared away, Dixon pulled a square of paper from his jacket’s inner pocket. And it thrummed with volshebstvo.


“What’s lost is found,” he said earnestly. “Focus on that thought, Yuri. If our Crafting can go back in time and find a man who’s been lost for twenty years all the way across the ocean—heck, maybe two oceans, depending on which way you fly—it can totally find a hawk we just saw a minute ago in Pinyin Bay!”


I am suspicious by nature, and normally, I would wish to search for other reasons for the appearance of Featherstone. But the gentle tug on my left arm was unmistakable, and I peeled away from the curb as quickly as I dared, heading for the bay.


The undeveloped stretches of the Pinyin Bay shoreline are not so much rugged as inconvenient, with roads that meandered in strange directions, and stretches of tree cover through which one could see nothing but bark and weeds. The volshebstvo was not a constant guiding force. Only a subtle impulse to turn one way or the other, one upon which I really had to focus to feel anything at all. 


Minutes later, we broke through the trees only to find we could not drive any farther. The road ended in a metal barricade, and beyond that were the crumbling bluffs that faced the water. I must have bought into this idea of the Crafting guiding us to the glove, I realized, as I was surprised to find the hawk was nowhere to be seen. We were alone. Just me. And Dixon. And the crumbling bluff, and the sloshing surf…


And a boy of about ten, running along a path, struggling with a kite.


The kite was aloft, though despite the fact that I’d been looking up, I had not seen it. The kite was blue. Not the exact shade of the sky, but close enough to blend. 


The only reason I saw it at all was that it had dipped in front of a cloud. And the only reason I could keep my eye on it was the painting on the blue field, the silhouette of three small birds. It gave the appearance of a tiny flock bobbing and weaving in impossible synchronization. An unsettling effect, made even more disconcerting by the inexperience of the boy holding onto the other end.


He hopped up and down, hauling at the string, causing the kite to jerk up and down, never quite catching the breeze. One moment it was overhead, the next it was skirting the trees, and the next it was dropping precipitously toward the bay.


Still, as irritating as it might be to see how truly awful this child was at flying a kite, it had nothing to do with us finding the glove….


Or so I thought.


An updraft caught the kite and pulled it straight up, making the painted flock dance upon the background of the blue sky. And as it did, a large, predatory form shot from the nearby treetops like a spitball from a drinking straw, heading directly for the kite.


But the painted birds did not move like real birds, and instead of getting caught, they flew an impossible loop around the confused raptor. The determined hawk gathered itself and circled around for another attack. 


The glove was still clutched in its talons, but not for long. If it came close enough to that kite, it would surely let go and send the glove tumbling into the bay. If the glove were lost, would that nullify the challenge? Surely, Fonzo would have mentioned it. More likely that it would hang over Dixon’s head forever.


The hawk dove as the child gave the kite string another jerk, launching the kite farther out over the surf. My heartbeat stuttered as I thought for sure the glove was lost…but an errant breeze careened off the kite, making the painted birds dance wildly in place as the confused hawk soared past.


I could hardly hope to dive off the cliff and catch the hawk—but I could certainly grab that kite. I rushed toward the child, a baffled-looking Handless boy, and said, “Give me that kite.”


Most Americans do not question me when I take a firm enough tone. But the child clearly had even less sense than most. “Nuh-uh!” he shouted over the wind and the surf. “You’re not the boss of me!”


Dixon came trotting along behind me. “But it’s important! Really important! And we’ll give it right back to you when we’re through—”


“This is just getting good. Why would I let you have all the fun?”


The kite rose and fell as the hawk twisted and dove—taking my heart right along with it. But somehow, the glove was still in its grasp. “We need kite,” I said urgently.


“Too bad, so sad!” The boy made a rude gesture and turned away, hauling at the string. 


Enough. I was not about to let this brat cost Dixon everything he had worked so hard to achieve. I made a grab, quick and decisive. But the boy was faster than he looked, not to mention smaller than my usual targets, and he ducked away with ease.


Turning on his heel, he darted up the stony path, shrieking with delight as his kite careened wildly overhead, followed by a flustered hawk. Dixon and I blundered along helplessly as the child wove just as randomly as the kite he was dragging, until it was clear that our chances of catching him were waning.


As I lost hope, it was Dixon, always so full of ideas, who realized we should try a new tack. “Look,” he cried out, pointing wildly. “A wolverine!”


“Where?” The boy skidded to a stop and I was on him in an instant. As I plucked the kite string from his unresisting grasp, he shielded his eyes and squinted into the undergrowth. “I don’t see him!”


Whether he was looking for a wild animal or a superhero was anyone’s guess—probably the superhero—but either one was just as likely to be wandering through the deserted bluffs of Pinyin Bay.


The kite caught a strong breeze, and I hastened to take control and begin guiding it toward shore. Flying a kite is not unlike Seeing. They both involve harnessing forces outside your control, and shaping them to your will. 


The kite immediately stopped swooping wildly through the sky, now sailing smoothly inland. The hawk was right behind it, though whether it was after the painted birds or the gloves, I could not say. Just a few more metres and I could steer it toward a scrubby plateau, where all we would need to do was run up and collect our prize—


“There it is!” the child called out, pointing into the undergrowth as something big came crashing through.


Startled, I turned toward the disturbance as the child ran off, only to see a dark shape looming in the bushes—and as I did, the hawk made its move, diving at the kite—and releasing the glove. My heart lurched as the glove tumbled toward the bay. So close—just a few more metres and it would have hit the bluffs instead. But not close enough.


At that moment, the wind kicked up and the kite dipped. It swooped low, and the falling glove caught on the kite frame. Unbalanced now, it spiraled out of control. The hawk tucked into a tight dive. But before its talons could shred the kite, a crosswind snatched the kite away and dragged it inland.


Now was my chance. I tugged at the string, nudging the kite toward the nearby trees. While I will use brute force when I need to, I am also capable of some finesse. It was with care and precision that I guided the kite toward a landing spot we had any chance of reaching ourselves….


“Look, Yuri—it’s Nobody!” Dixon cried happily, and I took my eyes off the kite for just a moment to see the dog turn and dash off into the trees again.


And in that fateful moment when my attention was on the dog, the wind kicked up…and the kite string snapped. 
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DIXON

Yuri took point, forcing his way through the undergrowth like an action hero. I stuck close behind—not only to admire the way his jacket strained across his flexing shoulder blades, but to shield myself from getting whapped by the smaller saplings as they sprang back from his passing.


Between the dodging and the ducking, I was having no luck at all finding our kite. Hopefully Yuri was having better luck.


He shoved his way into a clearing and I hurried out from behind him—and found the two of us weren’t alone. A small campfire crackled in a stone ring, beside a shack made of newspapers and tarps…or maybe it was a shanty. Either way, a man stood in its open flap...and he was giving us the stink eye.


“Did you see kite?” Yuri demanded.


“Maybe,” the man said. “What’s it worth to you?”


He’d clearly been living rough for a while. His clothes were patched, his hair was tangled, his skin was leathery, and his shoes were wrapped in more duct tape than the pickup truck’s muffler. Unfortunately, my bag was back in said truck, so I didn’t have anything to offer him. And when I patted down my jacket, the only thing I came up with was the Crafting we’d made, which I tucked back away for safekeeping.


Yuri takes particular umbrage at anything that seems like payola—including tips at restaurants, but we won’t get into that. Let’s just say, this particular moment was not the hobo’s best chance at a successful shakedown.


Yuri puffed up, tensing all the seams on his jacket. Taking a step closer, he pitched his voice sinister and low. “Where. Is. Kite?”


Apparently, the outdoorsman had seen some things in his time, and he wasn’t about to let Yuri scare him. “Hold on a minute…I know you. You were both at that weird pigeon shindig this morning at Pinyin Square. It was my day to fish the pennies out of the fountain, but all those lousy Spellcrafters picked the darned thing clean. At least I managed to grab one of those big, slow pigeons.”


He nodded at the empty spit propped over the campfire. I did my best to ignore the mound of plucked feathers beside it.


“But then a big, shaggy dog came crashing through the trees and stole it right off the fire!”


While I hadn’t been the one to take his fountain pennies myself, I did feel somewhat responsible for diverting the poor guy’s legitimate stream of income. After all, if it hadn’t been for me, all of those penny-pinching Scriveners wouldn’t have been there. “Yuri,” I said, “can’t we spare a couple of bucks?”


I didn’t have to ask. As the family’s Hand, I would have been well within my rights to simply tell him to pay the guy. The Hand’s duties primarily revolve around business and money, and it’s common for them to decide who foots any given bill.


I may be the Hand, but Yuri and I are equal partners. Very different partners, yes—but that’s what made us such an amazing team. I don’t command Yuri. I ask.


And while Yuri might not always agree…he’s never denied me anything.


He did glare at the man as he handed over a few crumpled bills, but the hobo took it all in stride. As the money disappeared into his rags, he said, “Lucky for you I was looking up from my pigeon when the kite fell out of the sky. There’s a clearing not far from here where a sinkhole opened up a while ago that made the trees fall over. You can’t miss it. It’s surrounded by the root balls of all the fallen trees.” He pointed in the sinkhole’s direction. “And for heaven’s sake, stop tearing up the place and take the hiking path.”


There was a path all along? 


Huh.


Yuri didn’t look as action hero-y following the small gravel trail—but we sure made better time. As we hurried along, the Crafting I’d just touched shifted in my pocket. Had it been the Spellcraft that found the campfire man? He didn’t seem particularly lost. The thing about a Crafting as general as “What’s lost is found” is that it’s hard to know for sure what the spell is acting on. Was it the glove or the kite? An argument could be made either way. Or maybe it was neither—and, in fact, we were currently on Nobody’s trail.


Though if that trail didn’t diverge from the glove’s, maybe the point was moot.


As we approached the clearing, a toppled tree let us know we were on the right track. Back when the Loveland Corporation literally undermined Pinyin Bay, sinkholes were a dime a dozen. But now they’ve all been either stabilized or filled in.


All but this one.


The forest floor made a startling dip with upended trees forming a haunting perimeter. Tree roots aren’t generally scary—not unless you’re tripping over one because you’re so busy recounting the time you found a brand new pencil on the lawn—but seeing them from the underside gave me a whole new perspective. The roots were gnarled and tangled, dripping with soil and rock. They formed a spooky, alien landscape, so strange that even Yuri paused before plunging in…though maybe he was just worried about disturbing too many bugs. Normal things like ants and bees and moths are fine. But encountering anything even remotely resembling a grub has him muttering in his sleep for days.


We paused a few yards away from the sinkhole as our eyes adjusted to the dappled light. The blue kite was tricky to see against the sky, but when a small puffball of a cloud drifted past, I spotted it. “Over there!” I pointed. “It’s stuck to that crooked pine tree!”


Yuri’s gaze followed my finger. “And the glove is still there!”


I clambered forward, hopping exposed tree roots like I was running across the rungs of a fallen ladder. I screeched to a stop just in time to avoid tumbling down into the sinkhole, which looked a lot deeper up close. And darker. And filled with the sound of digging.


I peered into the blackness. It took a moment, as my pupils were constricted from looking up into the sky. But when they eased up, I made out the shape of a big shaggy dog…who was digging for all he was worth. And given the velocity of the rotten wood flying all around…a grub sighting was a definite possibility.


“Stay back, Yuri! I got this!”


Ignoring his disapproving huff, I scrambled down into the hole. It wasn’t difficult. Not only were there handholds and footholds everywhere (and not only was I inured to anything grub-like thanks to the mealworms I fed to the menagerie at the office) but I was fueled by my own eagerness. And sometimes that’s what matters most.


“Nobody,” I crooned. “Here, boy. Don’t you wanna see your mom? She’s su-u-per worried about you.”


The dog ignored me so fastidiously, I had to wonder if maybe Emily was wrong about it knowing its own name. Not only was it oblivious to my charms, but it was digging like it was desperate to get to China—or some weird sub-basement of Shirque Mansion no one had seen since 1923.


As I closed in on the industrious pup, I realized I had no way of leading him back to the truck. Even if my belt could double as a leash, his fur was so overgrown, I couldn’t find his collar. And not only was his coat in desperate need of a groomer’s attentions, but his claws were so long, it was a wonder he could even walk across a floor without leaving a trail of scratch-marks behind.


“Forget dog,” Yuri called down. “We will search once the glove is ours.”


“The glove’s not going anywhere—but unless we do something, Nobody might.” I patted down my pockets, hoping I’d conveniently forgotten tucking away a pork chop for later, or at least a piece of leathery pizza. But nothing had materialized in the past few minutes, and all I had at my disposal was the piece of Spellcraft Yuri and I had created.


What’s lost is found.


I held it up and gave it a little wave. “Here, Nobody! Here, boy! Who wants to go for a ride?”


Maybe “ride” was the magical word…or maybe I’d finally clambered up close enough for the dog to take notice of me. Either way, it turned its shaggy head in my direction, and—yeah, good thing Yuri was out of visual range.


Dirt, debris, and yes, even a few grubs fell from the dog’s chewing mouth. With a disdainful glance at me for spoiling its mealtime solitude, Nobody gave a weird yip, then turned and clambered up the far side of the sinkhole like it was nothing. Those overgrown claws of his might be murder on a hardwood floor, but they sure came in handy climbing out of a sinkhole.


Unfortunately, Nobody was long gone by the time Yuri skirted the sinkhole and reached in to give me a hand up. As I brushed the dirt from my hands and knees, he pointed to a fallen oak and said, “We can reach kite from there. All we need is a fallen branch to knock it free—”


As he cast around for a suitable branch, a smashing, crashing rustle of undergrowth made us both whirl around. Nobody had experienced a change of heart and wanted a nice ride after all! Or so I thought. Until I realized that the noise was coming from the wrong direction….


And that Nobody was not a deer. A very large deer. With a humongous rack of antlers as wide as my arms could stretch.


Deer were gentle animals, right? Not counting the sort at the non-carnivorous petting zoo who’ll trample you for the soggy bottom of your ice cream cone, anyhow. 


“Dixon,” Yuri warned, barely a breath.


“Hey, there, buddy,” I said to the deer as it flinched away from us. “We’re not gonna hurt you….”


That flinch I’d just picked up on? Turned out it was just preparing to launch.


With a loud snort, the deer went from standing still to full-tilt gallop in no time flat. If I’d thought it was big from a distance, that was nothing compared to how it looked closing in on me at full speed. I could practically feel the hooves trampling my tender organs as I was enveloped in a tackle. Yuri’s arms wrapped around me as his leap carried us both off our feet. We tumbled back into the sinkhole, rolling a few times at the bottom before we finally came to a stop.


Talk about exhilarating! As we regained our feet, I brushed a few unfortunate, wriggly things off Yuri’s shoulder. Yuri’s breath caught, and I thought for a moment I’d missed a grub. But then I realized he was peering over the edge of the sinkhole. And pointing.


“The buck—”


I hopped up, craning my neck, and caught a glimpse just in time to see the deer had paused beside the crooked pine—directly below the kite. At the sound of my hop, he turned to look at me…leaving his massive rack of antlers at just the precise height and angle to snag the bottom of the suet-filled glove.


He tossed his head. It should have sent the glove flinging in my direction—but instead, it just wedged itself more stubbornly into the deer’s antlers. With a final, challenging snort, the deer turned tail and bounded off into the trees.
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YURI

There is a saying in Russia that a vegetarian is simply a hunter who could not catch any game. Providing for the family—being the man—is of utmost importance. Though I strongly suspected the main thing my father did on his hunting trips was drink. 


I do not know for sure, since he never brought me.


Not knowing where to begin, I did what any completely inexperienced game tracker would do and looked up the solution on my phone. There were many things for sale: camouflage, mating calls, rifle scopes, and even deer urine. But we did not need to slaughter the buck—indeed, I imagined dealing with the carcass would cause more anxiety than pride, and that any resulting venison would be tougher than Florica’s last ill-fated Sunday roast.


We only had to find it. Between the trees and the brush and the sinkhole, it would be no easy thing, even if we had a scope…which we did not.


But I came upon a photo of a hunting blind—a platform up in the trees—and knew exactly what we must do.


I had seen such things before from my secluded cabin, but never knew what their purpose might be. During the winter, in fact, these tiny decks up in the branches were quite visible. But when the tree canopies were full, they would be much harder to find. Especially in an area familiar to neither of us.


I showed Dixon the photo. “We must get up above this deer if we can ever hope to find it.”


“That’s a tall order.” Dixon took stock of the woods. “See what I did there? But, seriously, with all the branches and the leaves, I don’t know that we’ll ever spot something like that without knowing where it was to begin with. In fact, we might be looking for a blind where one doesn’t even exist.”


“Where there is deer, there must be hunters.”


Dixon pulled out his Crafting, closed his eyes, and pressed it to his forehead. “I’ve lost my way to the hunting blind and really need to find it,” he said, then held the paper in the air.


The volshebstvo is powerful, no doubt. But it hardly worked on command. “Dixon, this is important. You must stop dallying and—”


“Say, what’s that?” He pointed up into the canopy. “It looks like a blanket fort had a baby with a circus tent…then shot it up into a tree!”


Of the many hunting stands I had seen by my old cabin, not one of them looked anything like this. The structure had once been some sort of crate, but it was wedged into the tree limbs with the opening on its side. It had been painted garishly with red and blue spray paint polka dots. Sloppily, too, with the hard-to-reach parts of the crate untouched, and the spray spilling over onto the bark of the tree in others. A pillowcase banner scrawled with the words KEEP OUT was tacked to the opening. It fluttered gently in the breeze.


As did a rope ladder dangling from the branch.


“Do kids have treehouses in Russia?” Dixon wondered. “I almost talked my dad into putting one up in the yard, but Mom said I’d fall out and break my Scribing hand, so that was that.”


I most certainly did not have anything of the sort. Though if I had, I would have spent every moment I could in its solitude, dreaming of the day in which I could leave my home for good. Most people would not envy the things I had now, with my truck falling apart, and my home a converted attic. But I hardly cared what most people would think. I knew happiness where I saw it—and I understood I was fortunate, indeed.


I would not let Featherstone threaten our happiness. No matter what he had endured to get here.


When we got close to the structure, it became apparent that this treehouse had been in place a long while. The spray paint on the bark showed large gaps where the trunk had grown and widened, and the rope ladder dangled a good four feet off the ground. But the rope was nylon, impervious to the weather, and when I tugged, it held firm.


Dixon peered up into the tree. “Gimme a boost and I’ll see what’s what. Just…don’t tell my mom.”


“Your secret is safe.” I cupped my hands and helped him onto the ladder. It took a few wild swings, but eventually he got the hang of it and hauled himself up onto the crate. 


“Wow, this is amazing! You can really see a lot more from up here. There’s the Ferris wheel. And there’s the Barge of the Bay. And…oh boy, it’s Nobody.”


In that moment, I realized that while Dixon understood intellectually just how serious the threat of Featherstone’s challenge might be, the lost dog played at his emotions. And where Dixon was concerned, his emotions always came first.


Which meant that if I wanted to find that deer, I’d have to do it myself.


“Come down from there and let me look,” I called up to him.


He smiled down at me and patted the crate. “Come up and join me. There’s plenty of room for two.”


I highly doubted it, but it was easier than arguing and driving the deer farther away. I hauled on the rope ladder hard, testing for weakness, but finding none. I grasped the highest rung I could reach, and hand over hand, hauled myself up.


The treehouse was not terribly high, perhaps four or five metres off the ground, but it made a huge difference in what I could see. It was a literal shift in perspective, and just as soon as we sighted our target—


The branch gave off an alarming creak.


“Quick, Yuri, get closer to the trunk.” I scrambled up the rest of the way. “Wow, this crate seemed a lot bigger when you were on the ground.”


He pressed himself against the far wall so I could mash myself in beside him. Two children might have fit inside the cramped space—barely—but not two grown men. Not without pressing up against one another from shoulder to thigh. No hardship, certainly, with Dixon. But his question about treehouses, or Russia, or my childhood…while it had been nothing but a passing thought for him, it had left me pensive, seeing parallels and connections everywhere. Because I was a Seer, and had been trained to look beneath the surface? Or because the thought of going back to the way my life had been was utterly unbearable?


Dixon pointed. “There, see the way that bush just rustled? If you look just so, you can see a dark, furry shape through the leaves.”


I took his pointing hand, gently, and enfolded it within my own. “Dixon…I know you are worried about dog. But you must focus on the challenge. There will be many dogs in the future—figuratively speaking. I hope. And if someone else takes the Hand, you might not be in a position to help them. Your family has always given you the freedom to go where your heart led you, and to be the man you wanted to be. But a new Hand might not see things the same. Don’t forget, you possess a specialized skill in your Uncrafting. A new Hand would be well within his rights to confine you to an office morning till night, exploiting your gift for the good of the family.”


Dixon looked at me, eyes wide. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. As Hands go, Uncle Fonzo always had a light touch.”


That was putting it mildly. I would say Fonzo was practically absent, even before he ran away to distance his family from the cursed quill.


“Don’t get me wrong,” Dixon hastened to add. “I’m super proud of Practical Penn and I’d love nothing more than to help it be the best possible version of itself.” He cringed. “But not if that means being chained to a desk all day.” 


He patted my knee with his free hand. “Yuri, Pinyin Bay is hardly a bustling metropolis, and it might seem like I’ve settled down. But even though I traveled all over the world only to end up in my Uncle’s attic, I still have my freedom. Look at what we’re doing right now. Me and you, sitting in a tree….”


He pressed his lips to mine. Impulsively, yet with a tenderness that I felt as a bittersweet pang inside my own chest. Of course, we had kissed many times before. And yet, he somehow managed to make our kiss seem special and new, as though this exact moment could not have existed anytime before, nor could it be recreated anytime since.


But just as the kiss deepened, his phone broke the spell, ringing the death knell ringtone he had only semi-jokingly assigned to his mother. With an apologetic glance at me, he picked up and put her on speaker. “Hey, Mom, you’ll never guess where I am—”


“Dixon?” Not only did Florica sound frazzled, but there was a man shouting in the background. “Honey, I know you’re out looking for the glove—”


A scuffle sounded, followed by a frantic bellow. “If you know what’s good for you, Dixon Penn, you’ll come down to your shop and fulfill your duties as the Hand. I’m well within my rights, and your stalling tactics are unacceptable. Unacceptable.”


Another scuffle, followed by Florica snapping, “You stay on that side of the counter, or so help me—”


“Who is that?” I demanded, filled with the sudden urge to teach someone a lesson. Florica Penn is a formidable woman in her own right who hardly needed my protection. But at that moment, I felt like I could tear whoever threatened her in two.


“It’s Godfrey Blotter—and I’ve never seen him so worked up!”


“It’s okay, Yuri,” Dixon whispered. “Uh…you can let go now.” He eased his hand from my grasp and shook it out with a wince. Into the phone, he said, “Don’t worry, Mom, we’re on our way.”







10

DIXON

Godfrey Blotter was hardly anyone to be afraid of. Not only was he one of my uncle’s longtime poker buddies, but you could knock him over with even the smallest of nudges. People did it all the time just to see him fall down. I used to think he must have one leg shorter than the other. But no. He just never quite figured out where his center of gravity was.


Plus, he was a grown adult who still lived with his mom. Which was totally different than me living in Uncle Fonzo’s attic, mainly because I paid rent…okay that was pretty much a token payment to cover some of the utilities. But we did have our own door. Even if we did leave it unlocked and family members could come and go as they pleased.


Totally different.


At any rate, my interactions with Godfrey Blotter were minimal at best. I’d never knocked him over—not on purpose, anyhow—and I wasn’t much for poker. We found him in the lobby at Practical Penn, ranting and raving at my mother, who stood firmly behind the counter, glaring as he yelled.


“—and don’t try to tell me to come back later! Any more stalling on your part can only be construed as a blatant attempt to sabotage my livelihood—”


“You can stop yelling now,” Mom said drily. “Our Hand is right behind you.”


Godfrey whirled around to look. He nearly overbalanced, but caught himself on the edge of the counter just before he went down. “Ah, there you are! Took you long enough! So. Uh…. Which way did you come? Up Bay Shore Drive, or through that new subdivision out by the highway? Bay Shore is pretty scenic this time of year, but I hear those new roads are pretty smooth—”


“Enough chitchat,” Yuri snapped. “Why did you need to see Dixon?”


Godfrey blanched. “Section thirty-eight of the Pinyin Bay Spellcraft Circuit charter, subsection D. Go ahead and look it up. I’ll wait.”


Yuri took a menacing step forward, and Godfrey wobbled precariously on the balls of his feet. Yuri said, “Tell us why you are here.”


Godfrey’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “It’s all right there in the charter—”


“Stop wasting our time,” Yuri snapped. So. Buff. “Say what you want or get out!”


“I’m not going anywhere without your Hand’s signature.” Godfrey plunked a briefcase on the counter and started fiddling with the numeric lock on the clasp. “Let’s see, now. Was it 1-2-3?” He spun the little dials. “Or maybe 3-2-1….”


Yuri lowered his voice and said, “Open the case or I will open it for you.”


“Aaand, that’s right, it’s my mother’s birthday.” He dialed in the combination, but instead of opening the case, turned to Yuri and said, “But it’s no wonder I drew a blank, what with the way you’re looming over me. Isn’t that an odd expression? Drawing a blank? In your expert opinion as a Seer, is that even possible—?”


“Give me that!” Yuri smacked the briefcase with the flat of his hand, dragged it across the counter, and snapped it open.


I wasn’t quite sure what to expect, what with Godfrey acting so weird—weirder than usual, anyway—but instead of a Crafting or a Jack-in-the-box or a glitter bomb, there was just a normal sheaf of papers inside.


Normal…though very faded.


“My toner cartridge is a little low,” he said, not very apologetically.


Yuri held the top sheet to the light. Not sure if he was looking for the bendy telltale distortion of Spellcraft, or just struggling to read the pale gray type.


I took out a sheet and gave it enough of a scan to know it looked like a bunch of legal mumbo jumbo. “What’s this all about?” I asked.


“The Spellcraft circuit tradition was established as a way for the prominent Scrivener families of a given community to operate without infringing on one another’s businesses—”


“The short version,” my mother prompted.


“We agree not to step on one another’s toes—”


With a keep-going motion, Mom said, “Stop explaining what you’ve already said and get to the point!”


“Maybe I could…if you people would stop interrupting me….” Godfrey noticed Yuri looming even harder, and decided to finally tell us the whole reason for his visit. “Fine. It’s a petition to expand my shop.”


I very nearly blurted out, You have a shop? First I’d heard of it—but since I couldn’t risk him going off on another tangent, I kept that question to myself.


He said, “Since you’re within a two-mile radius, I need your signed approval before I can proceed.”


Mom narrowed her eyes. “And you needed that approval right this very second—when you know darn well my son is in the middle of a Hand-Off?”


Godfrey shrugged. “There’s no time like the present.”


“Where do I sign?” The mention of the Hand-Off made me antsy, and I was eager to go track down that deer.


Godfrey looked affronted. “Surely, you’ll read it first.”


“Read it?” Yuri demanded. “He can hardly see it.”


But if anyone knew their way around a daunting, faded jumble of paperwork, it was my mother. And evidently, she’d hit pay dirt. Waving the sheet in Godfrey’s face, she cried, “Do you mean to tell me you dragged Dixon all the way here with a petition to buy a new bell for your office door?”


Once he picked himself up off the floor, Godfrey said, “My current bell sounds so dated. No telling how many customers decided to take their business elsewhere because of that old-fashioned ding.”


“Pen,” I said quickly, holding out my hand, and Yuri slapped one into my palm. Scrivener politics can be just as convoluted as their Handless counterparts, and while it was most definitely ridiculous that Godfrey could demand a signature for something as silly as a doorbell…it didn’t actually surprise me.


I dashed off a ridiculously quick signature and turned to leave—despite Godfrey’s effusive compliments on my terminal flourish and his desperate plea for me to teach it to him. Obviously, he’d been sent to stall me—and I didn’t need three guesses to figure out who’d recruited him to do the stalling. But while Yuri clearly wanted to give Godfrey something to fall down about, there’d be plenty of time for that later. Right now, we had to go find that deer.


I snagged Yuri by the sleeve. “Come on, let’s head back to—” I noticed Godfrey listening in and said, “You-know-where.”


“And don’t you even think about following,” Mom added.


While Mom ran interference, we hurried out the door. The sidewalk was mostly empty, other than a few stray pizza napkins, and a familiar Handless woman sitting on the bus stop bench…crying.


I hate seeing anyone cry! Unless they’re tears of joy. Which these most clearly were not.


As Yuri backpedaled away from the extremely loud and very public display of emotion, I swooped in and threw an arm around Emily. “I miss my sweet Nobody so much!” she sobbed against my shoulder. “What if I never see him again?”


“Dixon,” Yuri said, pointing at his watch.


But this would just take a second. “Chin up, Emily, I’ve got great news! We spotted your pooch just a little while ago.”


“You did?”


“Absolutely.”


“Wow…that’s such a relief. I was just reading on Friendlike that the traveling carnivorous petting zoo lost one of their exhibits while they were here. I didn’t catch exactly what it was, but they called it Aberdeen…such a cute name. Anyway, it got me to thinking that maybe the same thing had happened to my poor boy Nobody, and now he was gone for good.”


“Your puppy’s not lost at all,” I said, “he’s just having a little adventure. Unfortunately, he slipped away before we could get him into the truck.”


“He’s super well-trained—and incredibly smart.” Emily pulled a leash from her purse and pressed it into my hands. “All you need to do is clip this onto his collar, and he’ll do whatever you say.”


Yuri was nodding urgently toward the truck—while behind him in the shop, my mother’s butt was pressed hard against the glass in the door as she expertly blocked the exit. But if a few words of reassurance cost me the position of Hand, was it really a job I even wanted?


“Don’t worry, Emily. I’ll do everything I can to bring Nobody back to you safe and sound.”
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YURI

I supposed we should count ourselves lucky that the last place we saw the challenge glove was also the last place we saw the dog. Because try as I might to keep Dixon focused on our goal—to keep Pax Featherstone from winning the Hand-Off—all it took was a crying girl to send him careening off on a different trajectory.


According to the internet, deers preferred corn. There was no obvious place to buy corn on our way back to the treehouse, but there was a stand full of free bananas. And if the videos I glimpsed were anything to go by, deer would just as happily eat bananas, too.


TABLAB—an acronym for Take a Banana, Leave a Banana—was a concept I still had trouble wrapping my head around. The taking part, I understood perfectly well. It was the leaving part that baffled me.


Especially with so many opportunistic Spellcrafters milling around.


It was late in the afternoon and TABLAB was winding down for the day, though a few people who looked very Scrivener-like were lurking nearby, waiting for their chance to swoop in and denude the stand of the day’s last bananas. The local Scriveners have their own code of ethics. Less brutal than the ones who trained me in Russia, but complicated, nonetheless. They would not steal, but cheating was fair game. They would not take more than their share, unless something might go to waste. And they would never dream of paying for something they might obtain for free.


The banana stand used to be available twenty-four hours for late-night baking and snacking, but a sharp spike in the urban opossum population put an end to that. So now, at the end of the day, a Handless do-gooder volunteer would come and remove all the bananas that would still be usable the next day, and bin the rest. Though unless there was some other Scrivener function happening in town, they never made it that far.


Dixon waved to a shifty man in the mouth of the alley across the street as he helped himself to a handful of bananas, and the man nodded back. Pax Featherstone still had friends among the community, that much was now clear. And we had no way of knowing who might report our movements back to him.


I took a circuitous route back to the bluffs. Lucky for us, deer are just as happy to eat the banana peels as they are the flesh. It had been a while since we’d last eaten.


Unfortunately, I doubted Emily’s dog would be interested in either one—though perhaps I could work that to my advantage.


We pulled off the road and headed into the undergrowth. The trees looked different in the lowering light, and I had trouble getting my bearings. “It’s so easy to get turned around,” Dixon said. He was no help in finding either the crate or the deer, since he was not scanning at eye-level. Instead, he looked toward the ground, searching for signs of Nobody…and making little kissy-sounds he thought I couldn’t hear.


“It is too bad dogs do not care for bananas,” I said conversationally. “But they would doubtlessly enjoy a warm ball of suet.”


Dixon’s mouth formed an “o” of understanding, and he pointed eagerly into the trees. “And there’s the treehouse, Yuri, right where we left it. Let’s go find our deer!”


When he wants to be, Dixon is surprisingly nimble. He hopped lightly over a fallen log and dashed through the trees, leaving me to follow behind, bending aside saplings which snapped back in my face. “Here, deery, deery!”


Before I could tell him to stop making noise, a wayward banana peel found its way under my shoe—and the sound of me crashing through branches as I fell was easily loud enough to scare away any wildlife within earshot. Like Godfrey Blotter, I found myself flat on my back, staring up at the sky. And though I was in a hurry, I needed a moment to gather myself and catch my breath.


It was when the branches stopped rustling that I noticed the heavy breathing, and turned to see the now-familiar shape of Emily’s dog weaving through the undergrowth. It was obvious the retired show dog had received training in agility. It wove through the saplings with grace, despite its bulky, shaggy coat. Indeed, the only sound its passing made was the breathy snort of it scenting its way through the obstacles.


I never had a dog. My father would have given it away just to spite me, and I refused to give him the opportunity. But had my duties at Precious Greetings allowed me enough time for a dog, I think it would have been a welcome companion in my solitary bayside cabin. I pitched my voice very low, and in Russian, said, “Come, Nobody. Your master is sick with worry—and so is my vozljublennyj. Pinyin Bay might seem strange right now, but trust me. Very soon it will begin to feel like home.”


Nobody crept closer, sniffing and snorting, intrigued by the sound of my voice. The woods had not been kind to the dog’s coat. It was covered in grass and dust. It was difficult to imagine that any groomer could shave this shaggy beast into a ridiculous collection of pompoms. What silly things people did to their show dogs. I was thinking as much even as Nobody’s snout poked through the long grass less than a metre from my face. His ears, I now saw, had been cropped. For hygiene? Or to impose some absurd standard of canine beauty?


“Come,” I told him, reaching out a hand—and the dog’s bravery evaporated. He yelped—more like a trilling series of high-pitched yips—then snatched the banana peel that had brought about my downfall, whirled around, and slipped off into the trees.


Good thing Dixon hadn’t seen, and not just because I had fallen harder than Godfrey Blotter. If he knew Nobody was interested in banana peels, there was no way I would get him to focus on the suet-filled glove.


Dixon waited for me eagerly under the rope ladder, shifting from foot to foot. He had decorated the clearing below with banana peels, draping them over the surrounding branches like he’d been trimming a Handless Christmas tree. “I heard some crashing,” he said. “D’you think it was the deer?”


“Erm…possibly.”


“I’m pretty sure it came from over there.” He pointed over my shoulder, and slightly to the left. “At least, I think it did. The proximity of the bluffs is doing crazy things to the sound. Good thing we’re not bats. We’d never find our way—”


It was unlike Dixon to stop mid-sentence (unless he had just talked himself into a corner) so I knew something must be wrong. 


I turned to follow his gaze, and there, framed by a break in the trees, stood the buck. Against the backdrop of the lowering sun, its antlers were majestic…their graceful curves marred only by the shape of a suet-filled glove dangling from one of its points.


Dixon and I both froze, though surely at such a close range, the buck could still see us, or at least smell us. Deer might be prey animals, but this huge specimen seemed just as likely to stand and fight as he was to run away.


“Yuri,” Dixon whispered urgently, and pressed something into my hand. “Use the leash.”


I lunged for the deer, snapping the dog’s leash like a whip before I could second-guess myself. Though as the nylon strap unfurled, I realized how sharp the antler’s points actually were…and how they were easily long enough to run me right through.


When I take action, I do not hesitate. Well, not normally, anyhow. But up close, the antlers were truly daunting.


Also, I did not know the animal would side-step.


Instead of snapping the glove off the point, my leash hit the deer in the rump. It jumped up, bucking wildly, then crashed off through the trees.


At least its mad dash cut a trail through the vegetation for us to follow. Soon, I was utterly turned around, and even the sound of the bay was not enough to help me orient myself, as the swishing of the water was camouflaged by the rustling of the trees and the sound of our own footsteps. The light was sinking low, but I refused to let that glove get away. Not now…not with everything Dixon had worked for at stake.


More crashing. Finally, we were closing in. Small white dots of light shone through the tree branches. It took me a moment to wonder why the stars were so very bright…and only in front of us, but not directly overhead. But when we broke through to what I thought would be a clearing, I saw it was actually somebody’s backyard, strung all around with white fairy lights.


Whether a deer knows the difference between a man-made structure and a cluster of trees, I do not know. It simply charged ahead, where it barreled through a swing set, sending one of the swings whirling around its pole like a bolo. I narrowly dodged a swing to the face…though judging by the “Oof!” I heard behind me, Dixon was not so lucky.


The buck did not stop to see what was going on, so neither could I. The yard was separated from the one next door by a short, boxy hedge, which the deer vaulted neatly. Luckily there was a thin spot where I could shove my way through…though I came out the other side covered in sticky berries.


This yard had a pond in the center, a silly, man-made thing with statues of frogs all around and a fountain chugging away in the center. The buck splashed through it, startling a handful of overfed goldfish. I dodged around, gaining on the deer. As I closed in, however, I was wondering what on earth I thought I would do if I caught it. I could hardly hope to wrestle the buck to the ground, though maybe I wouldn’t need to go that far. One good, well-placed slap should send the glove flying, and if I sprinted up alongside it—


I tripped on a garden gnome and staggered as the deer leapt over a fence into the next yard. I gained my feet and vaulted the fence, while behind me, Dixon exclaimed, “Look, a gate! Oh wait, it’s locked.”


No time to worry about him. The deer crashed through a pile of mulch waiting to be spread, then dodged around a wheelbarrow. I feinted for the glove and he wheeled around—heading straight for a clothesline. The line was hung with summer clothes, mostly shorts and T-shirts, and the deer plowed through without stopping. Somehow, it managed to miss the line itself, though the clothing was another story. The laundry scattered. And when the deer emerged from the other side, a frilly black brassiere dangled from its antlers.


But the glove was gone.


“To your right!” Dixon called out as the deer bounded off. “It’s stuck on the clothespin!”


And there, only steps away, the ink-stained, suet-filled glove dangled as if it had just been hung out to dry.


I did not need to see the volshebstvo bending the light around the glove to know it must be in play. Not only does Spellcraft seem to enjoy making us work for what we want…but it also thrives on the absurd. But now it was within my grasp to prove once and for all that the challenge was ridiculous, and Dixon was indeed the Hand.


Until a squirrel darted down the clothesline, grabbed the glove, and scurried up the side of a nearby trellis.


The buck might have had the capacity to run me through, though the squirrel most certainly did not.


I made a grab for it, but it was just out of reach. Clucking angrily, it swished its tail in our direction, then turned and darted up the side of the building. Despite the fact that it was dragging along a glove that was nearly as big as its own body, it scaled the building with no problem, arms and legs splayed wide, digging its tiny claws into the porous brick.


From there, it was a small hop to a telephone pole, and soon the rodent was trundling away on the phone line.


“Over here, Yuri!” Dixon waved at me from the far end of the garden. “It’s heading down the alley!”


The volshebstvo is not a god. I do not know if it hears me when I speak to it.


But I offered it a few choice curses in my native tongue anyway.


Now that we were on even ground, Dixon sprinted ahead, just below the squirrel. “Are you sure you want that glove?” he called up. “I’ll trade you a nice banana!”


The phone line hit another pole and split in two directions: one continuing down a quiet block, the other leading toward Main Street, where the sound of rushing traffic was plainly audible. There are not many stoplights in Pinyin Bay…and the residents have a tendency to really step on the gas to avoid being stuck behind any of them.


I must have fully expected the squirrel to run toward the traffic, judging by how surprised I was when it turned toward the quiet side street. Finally! Surely, now, the tide had turned. 


“I guarantee you this is way tastier than suet,” Dixon proclaimed as he dashed onto the sidewalk and lobbed his banana into the air. Dixon is not fond of sports, but it looked like a good throw…or it would have been, had the banana been whole. But it was half eaten, and the open end of the peel flung itself wide and windmilled through the air while the heavier end of the fruit spun in a wobbly circle. 


I don’t think Dixon had been aiming directly at the squirrel…but that was where the banana ended up.


With an angry squawk, the creature released the glove—and, stars forgive me, when I dove underneath to catch it, I aimed not for the glove, but the squirrel.


I took the brunt of the fall with my shoulder, narrowly avoiding bashing my skull on a hubcap, but the creature landed squarely in my outstretched hands…while the glove dropped directly into a nearby storm drain with a hard, solid splash.
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DIXON

“Look at it this way, Yuri,” I said as he brushed squirrel poop from the folds of his jacket. “At least it didn’t bite you.”


He gestured angrily at the grate in the curb. “Now what? I heard running water. It is dark, and we are unprepared to go underground. Even if we figured out how to open a manhole cover, the glove will be long gone.”


“Maybe so…but if we can’t get to it, neither can Pax Featherstone. Not unless he’s lurking in the sewers, anyhow.”


I can read Yuri’s looks pretty well by now—and the one he gave me plainly said that he wouldn’t put it past the guy. Come to think of it, given the way he’d sent Godfrey Blotter to sabotage our efforts, maybe I wouldn’t, either.


Yuri brushed a final poop from the crease of his sleeve. “We must be strategic. Surely there are maps of the sewers.”


“Hold on…I think my dad’s got something like that back at the office. It’s printed on an old calendar from Pinyin Bay Public Works.”


“Do not get your hopes up. Who would hold onto an obsolete…? Ah. Never mind.”


We hurried back to Practical Penn to see what that old calendar might tell us. It was getting late and we normally close well before dinnertime, so I was surprised to see the place was just as lit up as the take-and-bake pizza shop next door. My stomach clenched as I worried that maybe Godfrey was still causing a scene—or, worse, that he’d been seriously hurt by one of his falls. There were no paramedics parked out front, thankfully. But there was a rusty gold Rolls Royce.


I tugged Yuri’s sleeve—ignoring the small pellet that fell out—and pointed. “Look, Yuri, Morticia’s back! I’m sure she’ll know what to do!”


When he answered, he was significantly less excited than me. “Dixon. You do not know whose side she will take. Your side, or the side of the man who married her granddaughter and fathered her beloved Vano.”


He had a point. Darn it. I’d just have to win her over with my kee-poo chosen, Hand-like charm. Plus, since my cousin now lived under her roof, I’d gotten to know Morticia a lot better. I could get her chatting about flavored water or pro wrestling and totally win her over to my cause.


But before I could pat myself on the back for all those tedious conversations I’d politely endured over the past several months, I realized that the person standing in the lobby twirling the fancy gold keychain to the Rolls wasn’t Morticia at all….


Not unless she was disguised as Pax Featherstone.


“Ah, just in time,” he said as we walked through the door. Normally I love it when people seem happy to see me, but in this case, it just set off my alarm bells. Also, it was just weird to see him driving around in Morticia’s car like he owned the thing. Sure, Vano and Sabina both took it out for a spin whenever they wanted. But they were family. 


Though I supposed Pax was, too.


He snapped open a measuring tape and checked the height of the countertop. “I was just telling your dear mother how much I love what she’s done with the shop.”


Given that Mom’s right eye was twitching, I suspected I shouldn’t be too excited about that compliment, either. But I did know enough to play nice. “Thank you for noticing. Mom’s put a lot of blood, sweat and tears into this place.”


“And it shows. But sometimes it takes a fresh set of eyes to gain a true perspective. The price for an established Spellcraft shop is about as high as it’s going to get, especially in a puny market like this.”


My stomach turned a fretful flip. “What are you saying?”


“That now is not the time for sentimentality. A Hand’s duty is to look out for the well-being of his family, even if that means making an unpopular decision.”


Yuri glided up to my challenger. “These decisions are none of your concern.” Despite the fact that the shoulder seam of Yuri’s jacket was split and he was covered in grass and berries, he looked just as threatening as ever. “You are not the Hand of this family.”


Pax reeled in the measuring tape with a startling snap and smiled…like a barracuda. “Not yet.”


He turned and strode out the door, whistling.


Did they have barracudas in the Ganges? It was getting hard to think.


“He is planning to Fold the shop,” Yuri said, then quietly added, “I can make him go away.” Funnily enough, he looked like he was talking to my mother, and not me. 


And funnily enough, she looked like she was considering his offer—though after a bit of thought, she didn’t take him up on it. “Let’s not get hasty. I didn’t go through all the trouble of getting you a work order just so the Handless authorities could ship you back to Russia.”


“Then, what?” Yuri demanded.


“Pax Featherstone might technically be part of this family, but for now, Dixon is still the Hand.”


We told Mom about where the glove had ended up, and together we combed through Dad’s office until we found the old Public Works calendar I remembered. Saving used calendars doesn’t make my father a hoarder—he just can’t stand to throw anything useful away. Like a stopped clock that’s still right twice a day, there’s a one-in-seven chance a calendar will start on the correct weekday, and thus be serviceable for another whole year. Though if it’s leap year, all bets are off.


My mother smoothed open the calendar and lo and behold, there it was: the map of Pinyin Bay’s infrastructure…circa 1998. She said, “I never thought I’d be grateful for Mayor Dunce’s complacency, but thanks to his completely stagnant term in office, chances are the sewers are still exactly the same.”


“Nothing new has been added that can trip us up,” I agreed. “As long as we steer clear of the Loveland Corporation mining tunnels, this map should be easy enough to follow.”


Mom grabbed me by the face and kissed me fiercely on the forehead. “Now, go get yourselves a good night’s sleep, and first thing in the morning, claim that glove.”
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It was a fitful night, but we did our best. Once our black sneaking-around outfits were donned and Meringue was fed, we were summoned to my parents’ house to pick up a few odds and ends from my father’s stash.


To say I didn’t realize exactly how much helpful stuff was actually in there would be a gross understatement. Dad must have been up even later than us digging through his treasures, and by the time Yuri and I got there, the dining room table was covered in supplies.


Dozens of green rubber rain boots in a variety of sizes were lined up at the baseboard. There were a few obvious pairs among them, though on closer inspection, those pairs would only fit someone with two left feet. But if you didn’t mind having one boot slightly looser than the other, it would sure beat getting sewer gunk all over your nice leather shoes.


Late-night stash diving didn’t seem to have affected my father. He was all coffeed up and raring to go. “I see you’ve already noticed the boots. Back when you were little, there used to be a social club called the Opposite Agoraphobia society, and they held their meetings in the open air, rain or shine. Why they didn’t just embrace the claustrophobia moniker is beyond me.”


“Maybe they didn’t want to be labeled,” I suggested.


“At any rate, they didn’t last long. And when they disbanded, they tossed a huge amount of protective gear. Not only are we swimming in galoshes, but we’ve got dozens of blankets, sun hats, and emergency ponchos.”


Uncle Fonzo was already there, peering into the empty coffee carafe in hopes of spotting a few more drops of java. “I highly doubt we’ll need sun hats in the sewers.”


“You say that now,” Dad told him, “but mark my words: when something drips on your head, you’ll be glad you’re prepared.”


“You are coming?” Yuri said.


“Of course I am,” Uncle Fonzo huffed. “I couldn’t possibly just sit on my hands while the glove is still at large.”


Dad handed him a beanie with a small umbrella on top. “We both are. If Featherstone can hire that falling-down fink to do his dirty work, then we’re well within our rights to help you look for that glove.”


Mom joined us at the table. She’s normally an early riser, so she must’ve had a really long night. She was wrapped up tight in her threadbare bathrobe, and her curler was still in place. (Just one, right at the front, to counteract a cowlick no one else ever noticed.) “Fair is fair,” Mom said brusquely. “If that awful man isn’t going it alone, then neither should you.”


Technically, since I’d never dream of leaving Yuri behind, I was the one who’d started off as half of a team. But why start splitting hairs now? If Spellcrafters knew anything, it was that family came first—and I wouldn’t trade mine for the world.


The only one missing was Sabina. But in the same way she would never come between me and Yuri, I could never ask her to choose between Vano and me. 


Mom handed us each a tightly packed cube. “Here are your ponchos—they’re a lot bigger than they look—and make sure you take a…Yoska Penn, what on earth are those things doing out on the table?”


Everyone’s gaze swung to a cluster of long, tapered objects standing tall…brown and veiny…with a couple of bulging, rounded forms at the base…. Yeah. I really didn’t want to know.


“They’re palm trees from the OA club’s last luau,” my father said, as if he couldn’t imagine we’d see anything else. He picked one up and shook it—if palm tree wasn’t an obvious euphemism, I don’t know what was—then found a switch that sent a stream of brightness shooting from the tip. “Flashlights, see? I suppose they were a lot more recognizable before the leaves fell off. But the coconuts at the bottom—”


“Never mind,” Yuri said. “As long as they still work.”


“Just replaced all the batteries myself.” He handed us each a “palm tree” and we tucked them into our pockets. “We’ve got granola bars for energy—don’t worry, Fonzo, they only just expired last month—and chalk to mark the spots we’ve been so we don’t get turned around.


He handed us each a big piece of sidewalk chalk shaped like, erm…a palm tree with no leaves and two coconuts at the bottom. I asked, “Are these from the same luau?”


“The chalk?” Dad thought back. “No, pretty sure I scored it from a racy bachelorette party.”


I stowed the chalk with the flashlight, careful not to get too much white on my spiffy black sneaking-around ensemble, then trooped off with Yuri, Dad and Uncle Fonzo to find that glove.


After studying the calendar, we’d determined that the storm drains of Pinyin Bay weren’t full of sewage, per se. All the city’s garbage disposals and flushing toilets were routed toward the water treatment plant, but the storm drains were their own separate system. The grates by the curbs funneled toward a retention pond out past the highway, in a low wetland area that was too soggy to build on. Someone had tried putting up a state-of-the-art tanning salon, once…and learned about the fluctuating groundwater the hard way when they came to work and found their tanning beds floating off into the bay.


We each had a copy of the map on our phones, and Yuri held the original out in front of him, scanning the area with shrewd eyes. “The water is low. Glove should still be in sewer and not floating around the retention pond.”


Since there was currently only the thinnest trickle of water draining from the storm sewer, hopefully he was right.


The pipe in question was an impressive circular thing nearly eight feet tall and just as wide (obviously, given that it was round.) A set of metal handholds led to the opening, and though they were quite old and oxidized, they felt surprisingly sturdy.


We gathered in the mouth of the pipe, but couldn’t do much more than simply congregate, thanks to a sturdy metal grate blocking our way. Dad said, “The barrier is there to keep folks from climbing inside and getting up to no good.” Clearly, people had certainly tried. The curved walls of the pipe were covered in graffiti—Handless graffiti, judging by how sloppy it was, not to mention all the misspellings—but the scrawlings petered out an arm’s length past the barrier. “Public Works can open it up with some app on their phones, but there’s a failsafe emergency lever inside to make sure none of them get trapped in the pipe if the bluetooth malfunctions.” Dad held up his grabber stick and gave the pincer end a jaunty clack. “Good thing we came prepared.”


Honestly, I never thought those contraptions were good for anything but chasing your cousin around the dining room table and annoying your mom, but boy was I glad to be proven wrong! It took both concentration and a steady hand, but soon my father had given the emergency lever a twist, and the grate opened with a rusty pop.


The storm drain might not have been connected to the toilets of Pinyin Bay, but the water lurking at the bottom didn’t exactly smell enticing. And come to think of it, I wouldn’t put it past someone to relieve themselves on the curb if they didn’t think anyone was looking. Or even if they did.


Yuri peered into the tunnel. Currently, the water was at a slow-moving trickle just a couple of inches wide. “If it starts to rain, how fast will these fill?”


Uncle Fonzo said, “I checked and triple-checked. Not a drop in the forecast, and not a cloud in the sky.”


Something dripped from the ceiling. “Then where is the water coming from?” I wondered.


My father, who had a real knack for mechanical things, explained. “Condensation. The water table. Maybe the runoff from a garden hose. So long as we watch our steps and don’t get lost, we’ll be golden.”


The only reason I’d accepted an umbrella hat was to avoid hurting Dad’s feelings—and, frankly, I’d planned on “losing” it as soon as I had the chance. But at the first ping of a drip landing on the back of my neck, I rethought my strategy and put on the hat. Maybe it did earn me an odd look from Yuri…but the moment a mystery drop hit his shaved head, he was quick to follow suit.


“The storm system really was a miracle of modern engineering at the time,” Dad said as he admired the tunnel. “They’ll keep the streets from flooding even in a pretty stiff rain. And a backup safety system will kick in if there’s a really violent downpour that’ll divert the excess to a pair of secondary basins, one on either side of the city.”


Uncle Fonzo said, “But we’ve had no rain for days—the neighbors are at me to water the lawn again, and have you seen what the utility company is charging lately? Highway robbery.”


Yuri said, “What about the secondary tunnel?”


“We could split up….” Dad lit his “palm tree” and shone the beam down a side shaft. The rest of us followed suit. “But I really doubt the glove could’ve gone down the second pipe. The floor is bone dry.”


Uncle Fonzo agreed. “There’s hardly a current even at the deepest part. Chances are, that glove is still floating around right where you saw it drop.” He marked an arrow at an intersection with his bachelorette chalk to indicate which way we’d come. “With four sets of eyes, we can look left, right, down and ahead. We miss nothing, and nothing takes us by surprise if we just stick together and follow the plan.”


You don’t appreciate how disorienting echoes can be until you’re mucking around in an echoey tunnel filled with confusing plinks and plunks. In addition to that, sound carried from the streets above, through storm drains and manhole covers. The score to our underground adventure consisted of strains of random songs from car stereos, horns honking, a distant siren, and the occasional family squabble. Apparently, some lady’s husband had the nerve to insult her mother’s cooking. Imagine that! But before I could prod Yuri and remind him how lucky we had it, I found myself bouncing off his buff back.


Stock still, he cocked his head and listened. “Do you hear that?” he whispered. “Rushing water.”


My father was unconcerned. “Sound might carry from nearby freshwater pipes, but I’m sure it’s nothing to worry…about.”


Dad’s role in our assigned configuration was looking “ahead,” so it was his phallic flashlight that first reflected off the wall of water…that was heading straight for us.


While I didn’t think I could outrun the flow, I did hope to get close enough to the exit to hold my breath through the worst of the deluge. There had been no contingency for “wall of water” in the plan, but apparently we were all on the same page. Unfortunately, one of Uncle Fonzo’s galoshes—the one that was a smidge too big—chose that moment to trip him up, and he went down with a sodden splash. But Yuri was there, scooping him off the floor without missing a stride.


Actually, no. That’s not entirely true. They must have missed at least one stride…because they were both a couple steps behind us when the diverter wall erupted from the floor—knocking us into the opposite overflow pipes.


The last thing I saw was Yuri in his rainbow umbrella hat—with his eyes showing white all around as he realized we’d be separated.


My father hauled on my sleeve to drag me away from the diverter. “It won’t stop all the water—hurry!”


Even with two thirds of it flowing elsewhere, the current was plenty strong. The water surged up to my knees, filling my green rubber boots. It was like running through quicksand—or how I’d always imagined quicksand, judging by the cartoons of my childhood—with each step sucking at my feet and the whole sprint happening in slow motion. Our flashlight beams bounced wildly off the walls, and I lost count of how many branches we passed pretty much immediately.


“Don’t worry, son, we’ll end up somewhere eventually! Pinyin Bay’s not that big.” Dad always did have enough optimism for everyone. “Just keep your eyes peeled for that glove!”


I shone my light down at the rushing water and nearly jumped out of my boots. A hand floated by on the current, bone white and beckoning. It was followed by a pale foot. And then a whole head—though thankfully, by this time, I realized it wasn’t a corpse sharing my water, but one of Phineas Shirque’s infamous plaster statues.


“We must have tapped one of the tunnels dug by the Loveland Corporation!” I said. So that put us near Shirque Mansion? Hard to say. The explosion that blew up the boardwalk could easily have scattered the statue parts far and wide. And since it was all underground, no one would be any the wiser.


Plaster is cheap and plentiful, but it sure isn’t sturdy. Even as I recognized the shapes as various heads or limbs, the water breached the porous material and caused the parts to collapse in on themselves. A woman’s face smiling a toothy plaster grin paced me for a moment, bobbing there right beside my knee, but her expression morphed into a haunting scream as the plaster gave way, until her features sheered off entirely and melted into the rushing current.


Was statuary floating down Yuri’s tunnel, too? For his sake, I sure hoped not!


The water level ebbed just as quickly as it surged, though not all the way. A steady, ankle-deep stream kept coming, littered with leaves and cans and sundry bits of debris. I paused to empty out a boot, then shone the light back the way we’d come. “What happens to the diverter now, Dad? Once the water stops, does it go back down?”


“Nope. Manual reset—so until someone from Public Works flips the switch, there’s no way to go but onward!”


“But Yuri and Uncle Fonzo—”


“Can take care of themselves.” My dad put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “And they wouldn’t want you to be worrying about them when we need to be focusing on that glove.”


“You don’t know how Yuri is with statues.”


“Even so…I can think of something a lot worse than a few statues.” Uh oh. I didn’t like the sound of that. Dad must have read my expression, because he was quick to add, “Did you hear the one about the statue that walked into a bar? The bartender says to him, I can’t serve you—you’re already plastered!”


“Dad? What did you mean by worse than statues?”


My father pointed his flashlight beam at the water and started scanning for the glove. Growing up, I never knew him as the bearer of bad news. It was mom’s job to be the stern one, and she was pretty darned good at it. So it took him a moment to gather his thoughts and say, “If Pax liquidates the shop, Yuri’s work order is null and void.”


“But Yuri is a Seer,” I said. “I’m sure someone will hire him.”


“Yuri. Rufus Clahd. Drew Draws. Nowadays, Seers are nowhere near as hard to come by as they used to be.”


I wasn’t sure what was worse. The thought of being apart from Yuri, or the knowledge of what he’d go back to if he were ever deported. I’d never considered losing Yuri. It was unthinkable. But now it felt like a distinct possibility.


“Dixon.” My father was uncharacteristically serious. “None of that will come to pass—as long as we find the glove first and prove you’re the Hand once and for all. So, let’s get looking.”
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YURI

I am not afraid of water. Even trapped in an old tunnel which could be filled with practically anything, I was not frightened…though I did grab Fonzo by the arm and haul him away from the roaring echo as fast as I was capable of moving.


The surge hit seconds later, yanking us off our feet. I went under, but only briefly. There was a gap at the top large enough to bob up for air, and we both came up spluttering as we were carried away from the diverter. Just as quickly as the water had swelled, it drained away, holding steady right below the knee. I pulled out my novelty flashlight, surprised that it still worked, and shone it down the tunnel to watch our umbrella hats float away.


Fonzo pointed after them. “Follow the current and we follow the glove.”


I was not so sure. The umbrella hats were naturally buoyant, but the suet-filled glove was not. But the idea of Pax Featherstone waiting outside at the catch basin smiling triumphantly with the glove in his hand compelled me to go on.


We splashed along, always keeping the hats in sight, with Fonzo scrawling a chalk arrow at each intersection we passed. I focused hard on the hat. And not the growing dread that despite all our good intentions, despite the support of the family, despite the fact that the kee-poo had chosen Dixon, his position would be lost to some stranger—


“Yuri.” Fonzo pointed with his flashlight beam. The hats were approaching a Y-shaped split in the tunnel. As we watched, they twirled apart, one going to either side.


Had you asked me, up until this moment, how I felt about Fonzo Penn, I would have said I tolerated the man. He thought only of himself. He took too many risks. And he was far too enamored of his own voice. But faced with the prospect of separating, I felt a pang of what could only be described as alarm. 


“Don’t worry, kiddo,” he said gently. “We got this.” He gestured with the beam. “Lucky left for the Seer.”


Ignoring the wet, the dark and the strange smell, I plowed ahead, chasing after the hat. Aboveground, you could drive from one end of Pinyin Bay to the other in minutes—as long as you didn’t get lost in the winding streets of Scrivener Village. But on foot, underground, with no sense of which way I was going, the city seemed as large as St. Petersburg…and just as daunting.


Still, I swung my beam from side to side, scanning the waters for the telltale white of the glove. It turned out there were many white things to be found, from baseballs to chicken bones. At least, I hoped they were chicken bones. Still, no glove.


The passage curved and I lost sight of the umbrella hat. I picked up my pace and found the tunnel split yet again. Frantically, I shone my light down each one, searching. But just as I thought I had lost the hat for good, it bobbed to the surface a good thirty meters away, and I hurried to catch up to it.


I must have been making a good bit of noise—because I did not notice the splashes coming from another branch until I collided with Fonzo. “Where’d you come from?” he demanded, and bounced his flashlight beam at the umbrella shape I’d been chasing. “And what happened to the hat you were supposed to follow?”


“This is the—” I thought back to the last split in the tunnel and sighed. “Never mind, it is long gone by now.”


“Sneaky little buggers.” He pulled out his chalk to mark the wall. “We’ll just get our bearings and….”


His face froze. I turned and followed his gaze…and saw an arrow already marked the wall.


“We are going in circles?” I cried, losing my hold on my last shred of hope. “I refuse to be the reason this upstart rules the family. Do you understand what failure will mean?”


Fonzo smiled sadly. “More than you will ever appreciate.” He splashed along after the one remaining hat and I followed. “Don’t forget, not only did I lose my own quill and cost my nephew his quilling ceremony, but I lost Sabina’s mother—to Ladin Silver.”


I shuddered.


“But y’know what those two things have in common? They both turned out right in the end. Whether it’s nature or Spellcraft or some higher power at work, I truly believe that things eventually do work out.”


I thought of the failed plan with the pigeons. “And yet you continue to manipulate.”


“What can I say? Dixon…Sabina…Tuesday. My family means everything to me. Everything. And I can’t leave its future to chance.”


We caught up to the umbrella hat where the rainbow fabric had snagged against a tree root. Fonzo grabbed it, shook it out, and said, “Speaking of my quill….” He drew a fountain pen from his pocket and waggled it in the beam of light shining down from the holes in a manhole cover.


“You brought it with you?”


“That’s the thing about its, erm, unconventional modification. I’ll certainly never thank Emery Flint for mangling my quill. But he did make it a heck of a lot more portable.”


At the sight of the pen, I felt my left hand flex as though it wished to pick up a brush. “Fine for you, but I left my paints at home.”


“Maybe so, but that’s the thing about Seers. They’re not limited to a single medium. Drew Draws makes perfectly serviceable Seens with a set of cheap markers.” He held up his penis-shaped chalk (with the tip now worn to a nub from the many arrows he’d drawn.) “So, why not chalk?”


I had no experience with pastels, but I suspected that the marks I made were only a small part of the Seen’s power, regardless. I snatched the ridiculous chalk from his grasp and turned to face the wall. It was made from iron, rough and blackened with age. Concave, but not too curved to draw on. My first line was tentative, a timid hatch mark, feeling out how much I could bear down, how deeply the chalk would press into the surface. My next mark was more sure. And soon I was sketching with quick, bold strokes. Angry strokes, were I to be honest. At Pax. At the loss of the glove. At myself.


I’d been holding the image of the hawk in my mind—the moment where it swooped down from the sky and put an end to Fonzo’s pigeon plan—so that’s what I presumed I had drawn. The marks I’d made were abstract and full of motion. While the resulting drawing did look like a diving hawk, when my perception shifted, I saw it was actually a white glove. And the corrosion in the center where the chalk did not cling was the very shape of the inkblot.


Fonzo sucked in a breath, pen poised. He did not seem to worry about whether he could successfully write on the rough, crumbling surface. No, he was simply admiring the work. Before he touched the tip of his quill to the wall, he met my eyes and said, “You and I both know that Scribing someone’s proper name is utterly taboo.”


“We do.”


“Just so we’re clear.” He turned toward the aggressively chalked image of the glove and centered himself—and in flawless cursive, inked the words:


Pax Featherstone will never be Hand.


Maybe there was something to be said for the bitter taste of failure on your tongue. It makes you more determined to strive for the sweetness of success…or, at the very least, wash the taste away.


Every Scrivener has their own quirks, balancing vagaries with specifics as they try to plug all the loopholes where the magic might go awry—all the while trying to compose a Crafting that would appeal to the Handless customer. Naturally, some Scriveners were better than others. Fonzo Penn had many flaws, but even I could not deny that he knew how to wield the volshebstvo. 


His words flared to life, raising the fine hairs on the back of my neck. I could not say if Pax Featherstone had been meant to find that glove. But I could now hope, if that was the case, that the tide had turned against him. And while hope is a dangerous emotion, at least it is better than despair.


Fonzo’s chalk was mostly gone. It had been eaten up by the rough surface of the tunnel wall. But mine was still whole. I pulled the ludicrous thing from my pocket, considered the Crafting, then read it one last time. Drawing not only on my physical strength, but my force of will, I swept my chalk sideways across the inked words to set the spell, pressing as hard as I dared without breaking the stick. The chalk shoved its way into the texture as the roughness chewed away the compressed powder. The ink, which had been suspended atop the underlying film of chalk, was borne away as clumps of chalk crumbled into the ankle-deep water. And as the words were obliterated, the volshebstvo shuddered through us both, then bore itself away on a nonexistent wind.


Fonzo nodded once, satisfied, then pointed to a nearby arrow on the wall. “We know where we’ve been. Now, let’s go where we haven’t.”
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DIXON

“Yuri can’t go back to Russia,” I said as my father and I splashed down the tunnel. “Not only is it a crime to be gay, it’s even worse to be a Spellcrafter. He’s got no friends there, and even his own family won’t help him out.” And the thought of curling up beneath our cedar-scented headboard all alone in the bed we’d shared made me choke up to the point I couldn’t even speak.


Dad pulled me against him and hugged me with his free arm. “Dixon, you’ve always worn your emotions on your sleeve—and your mom and I always knew that’s what makes you so special. You’re upset right now. I get it. But don’t let your feelings trip you up. Nobody’s going back to Russia so long as you use your passion to find that glove!”


Speaking of Nobody…I sure hoped Emily’s poodle was okay. Not only did I need to find that glove for Yuri’s sake, but I had to put this whole challenge behind me so I could locate the poor dog.


I put my hand in the pocket of my black jeans. A plastic lunch bag crinkled. Inside was the Crafting I’d made with Yuri, What’s lost is found. I’ve never been entirely clear about how the Handless pray. Even within the same religion, there doesn’t seem to be any consensus. Sometimes they kneel. Sometimes they recite specific words. Sometimes they vow to never sin again…then conveniently forget that promise once the crisis has been averted.


But Spellcraft wasn’t a deity—more like a fickle force of nature. It couldn’t be bribed or cajoled or reasoned with. Still, I held the image of the glove in my mind’s eye and hoped that force might nudge me in the right direction.


As I did, something nudged me in the ankle…a tiny plastic boat.


It bopped off the side of the rubber boot, wobbled, then continued on, drifting slowly. Was it a sign? Or just a funny bit of flotsam?


Naturally, I wanted it to be the signal I so desperately hoped for—but judging by the random plastic toys that followed, I’d have to concede it was probably the latter.


But my father saw something more. “Dixon…the water was flowing the opposite way before. It’s changed directions. If the glove is caught in the current, it’s heading back where we came from. Follow that boat!”


Even though the floor was uneven and the boots were awkward, the toy boat was easy to follow. I felt my spirits lift as the boat eddied at an intersection, then took a sudden right turn as if pulled by an invisible line. Yes, it could have been a water current.


Or it could have been Spellcraft.


And either way, we must have been heading for that glove!


With our second wind, we splashed along after the boat for at least an hour, keeping pace with it easily, although it was always just a few steps ahead. I never should have doubted myself. I was the Hand—the kee-poo said so—and I’d clearly be the first one to find the—


Daylight flooded the tunnel as we turned the corner and we both sloshed to a halt. I held my hand in front of my eyes, blinking painfully. As my eyes adjusted and the haze of brightness receded, I saw the tunnel ended in a fence.


A very familiar fence.


I took in the tunnel around us and saw that the walls were made of rock, not iron, and that they were nowhere near as smooth as they’d been a few minutes ago. “We’re in the old mines,” I said. No wonder we’d been wading through statuary. Everything was connected.


The tall wooden fence had marked the end of the Boardwalk ever since I could remember. Sabina and I once used The Fence as a backdrop to shoot our own tween-tastic dance video—which somehow never went viral, despite the fact that we’d practiced a whole fifteen minutes. While it had somehow survived the explosion that rocked the Boardwalk, it was no longer in tip-top shape. The wooden slats were splintered and worn, and the whole thing flexed when I gave it a jostle. “In its current condition, this will hardly keep wolverines off the beach.” I looked down where the water was trickling out through the slats. “But maybe it was enough to trap the glove!”


Turned out, The Fence had acted like a giant colander, straining the contents of the storm sewers before they trickled out onto the shore—and it had been doing so for quite a while. A knee-high sediment of oddball stuff had been collecting for ages, from grass and leaves and scraps of wood, to trash and clothing and even a spare tire. Our little boat bobbed at the front of the mound, along with a bunch of pool toys, a deflated blowup lounger, and a chlorine dispenser.


“Someone’s swimming pool must’ve gone kaput,” my father said.


Spellcraft doesn’t operate in a void, and there’s usually some logical explanation for the things it causes to happen. I know this. Even so, I’d been pretty invested in that little boat appearing by magic to guide us to the glove, and learning the flood, the boat—all of it was a tragic pool mishap? Pretty disappointing.


We sifted through the detritus until we’d dug down to a layer that was truly old and slimy. It was gross enough that even Dad didn’t pocket more than a few choice objects. Once we cleared away a swath of junk, I was able to pull back The Fence and wedge my way through the gap—seriously, you won’t be keeping out any wolverines with such a flimsy barrier—only to find the far end of the boardwalk was totally devoid of tourists, or wolverines, or gloves.


“It’s no use,” I told my dad.


“Look at it this way, Dixon. We’ve just eliminated one of the places the glove might have ended up, but didn’t. Where else could it be?”


That’s the thing about my father. Even when the chips are down, he always finds some way to cheer me up. I pulled my phone from the protective plastic baggie and brought up the Pinyin Bay Journal site. “Okay—maybe we can figure out if any other spots in town just experienced a sudden and unexpected surge of pool water.”


For a small-town news outlet, our local paper had really done wonders with its online presence—probably because it was cheaper to disseminate news in pixels instead of newsprint. The great thing about the PBJ app was its ability to set alerts for various keywords—though, per Yuri’s request, I keep the alarms silent, even when I’m on the lookout for good deals.


When I switched my alerts back on, a flood of information dinged through, from buy-one, get-one-free sales to discounted parking. It took a while to scroll through them all…okay, maybe I wasn’t as interested in parking as I thought. Anyway, once I’d cleared out all the messages, I set some new alerts that should tell us where else the glove might have ended up. Flood. Storm. Water. And—I just couldn’t resist—wolverine.


Moments later, a matching post from my editor friend Charlotte popped up. Pinyin Elementary loses swing set to flooded playground. $5 reward.


“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked my dad.


“That they’d get ten bucks easy from the scrapyard?”


“That the school isn’t far from here at all. So if we hurry, we’re bound to catch up with the glove!”


“Atta boy!” Dad said. “Let’s go!”
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YURI

Water continued to flow down the tunnels at a steady stream, tugging at our knees as twigs and dried leaves whirled past. Fonzo and I backtracked, following the arrows in reverse. Then, at the next big junction, it was a simple matter of turning left instead of right. I had long ago lost track of exactly where we were relative to the rest of the city, but I realized this did not matter, since the glove would not care about such things, and would simply go wherever the current took it.


The tunnels were not entirely dark. Periodic beams of light angled in from the storm drains in the curbs above, or shone straight down from overhead through tiny circles when we passed beneath a manhole cover. But when we followed a curve to find the end of the tunnel was aglow, it was clear we had finally come across an outlet.


Eager to catch up with the glove, Fonzo and I splashed ahead. The tunnel grew brighter and brighter, until my eyes teared and the light pained me, but I hurried ahead, eager to take possession of the glove once and for all. But while I could see very little, I heard plenty, and the sound of the surf told me I was now near the bay. But since the whole city curves along a coastline, I did not yet know which part of town I might be in. Was I near the prison? The wastewater plant? The Boardwalk? I would know soon enough.


At least, I thought I should, until I found myself teetering on the edge of a pipe protruding from the side of a low bluff with nothing on either side but undeveloped shoreline.


“Where the heck are we, anyhow?” Fonzo craned his neck to see around me, where the water trickled directly into the bay below. “I don’t recognize a darned thing.”


Presumably, we were still on Pinyin Bay (the body of water, not the city.) But while it should have been simple enough to pick out a landmark and get our bearings, thanks to the tree canopy, I could not find anything by which to orient myself. All I could say for certain was that it was quite a drop to the water below, a couple of metres at least, and the water was rocky and shallow. Nowhere for a glove to be caught, unfortunately—but the Spellcraft we had wrought together was solid, so I looked anyhow.


Nothing but rocks and water….


And a familiar snuffle.


Through a tangle of low branches, I barely made out the shape of a shaggy, dark poodle. And, there, in its mouth—could it be?


Normally, I would not dare to hope. But the volshebstvo is notorious for letting animals do its dirty work. The dog turned its head, and an inkblot was plainly visible.


Nobody gave the glove a good shake, trying to get at the suet, but the safety pin was holding it shut tight.


Fonzo followed my gaze. “What on earth is that thing?”


“The glove!”


“I can see that—what’s the weird animal shaking it all around?”


“It is lost dog.”


“Not any kind of dog I’ve ever seen.”


Viewing Nobody through Fonzo’s eyes, I realized just how overgrown the poodle’s coat was, bristling with grass and leaves. “It has seen better days—and it is very shy. We must be careful not to spook it.”


Fonzo patted down his pockets. “Where’s a spare pepperoni when you really need one?”


No one had thought our trip through the storm sewer would last this long, otherwise someone would surely have brought more provisions than the stale granola bars we finished in the car. But unless we could interest the dog in a phallic flashlight or a broken shard of chalk, we had nothing to offer.


Or so I thought…until I discovered I still had the dog’s leash in my pocket.


Hopefully the water had not washed away its scent.


I wound the leather strap around my hand and eased myself over the edge of the pipe, landing with a splash in the water of the bay. Nobody went still for a moment, sizing me up…then resumed his attempts to get at the suet.


I eased toward the dog. It kept one cautious eye on me, but stood its ground, swinging the glove to and fro. Gently, I said, “Don’t run away, sobachka. You may have the suet. I only need the glove.”


Forward…forward…just a few more paces…crooning little nothings in Russian as I held out the leash….


One more step and I would be close enough to grab him—though finding his collar in that mess of overgrown fur would be another story. But just as I got him in reach, a bird overhead broke into song in a loud and exuberant cacophony of startling notes.


Nobody gave off a sharp whine, spun on its paws, and darted into the bushes.


I glared up at the bird—a round, smug little thing—and bolted after the dog in pursuit.


The woods had caused me to lose him once already. No doubt it could easily happen again. Not only did he possess four legs to my two, but I was forced to slog through obstacles he could easily duck and dodge. He could navigate the woods by scent alone, while I was blundering through uncharted territory. I was about to give up the chase entirely and save my breath when I stumbled upon a tree which had been struck in half by lightning.


I recognized that tree. I knew it. The height. The shape. The way new growth was sprouting from the cracked fissure. That tree stood not twelve metres from a place I knew very well: the rental cabin I had dwelled in through my first Pinyin Bay winter.


That cabin had been small and cramped, but it was isolated, which was the main thing I cared about. After my long days entertaining Emery Flint’s ludicrous paranoid rants and indulging his ridiculous whims, from fruit smoothies to small animals, it was just the refuge I needed. Here, I could escape him, if just for the night. Whenever I was not needed at Precious Greetings, I could be found at this cabin, wandering the woods, learning the land. And if it was lonely, well…it was lonely no more once Dixon slipped between the sheets…and into my life for good.


It was bittersweet to think of those first few months. Losing the cabin should not have bothered me. After all, the two of us barely fit together inside those four walls. And we lived now in a place that was both connected and private, the best of both worlds—with plenty of space for Meringue to perch on the rafters and provide her running commentary. Had the cabin still stood, I am not sure we would have even bothered to visit, even for sentimental reasons, since there was no running water and the seagulls woke us before dawn with their obnoxious calls.


But after all it had done for us, it still did not deserve to blow up.


And yet, when I finally glimpsed what was left of the cabin, I was not just struck by the wreck of it…but by the vivid purple wildflowers sprouting up between the fallen planks. This landscape, as I knew it before, had been bleak. And some changes were definitely for the better.


I had known this land in the winter, but once I spotted a familiar rock or tree, it all clicked into place. I knew where the landscape was passable…and where it was not. Hoping that the explosion had not cut off any routes—or created new passages where there were none before—I listened for the sound of Nobody’s passage through the undergrowth, and circled round to nudge him toward the shore. There was a fallen tree that marked the edge of my explorations, a massive thing too cumbersome to climb, too awkward to go around. Unless the dog wished to go for a swim, if I could get him up against that tree, I’d have him.


And the glove would be ours.


“Swear louder,” I called out to Fonzo—who was struggling with every last branch and bramble I knew to avoid—and eased around to cut Nobody off from the woods. For just a moment, I was disorientated by the lush greenery all around me. But then I parted some branches and discovered the poodle standing on the beach with his feet planted, claws dug deep into the sand, shaking the glove for all he was worth.


Fonzo appeared from the brush a few metres away, swatting at the insects attracted by his aftershave. “That is one homely dog.”


“Who cares what dog looks like? He has glove. That’s all that matters.”


I do think animals know when you are talking about them. Every time we discuss trimming Meringue’s toenails, she magically disappears. Even if we spell out the pertinent words. But Nobody seemed more interested in Fonzo’s cologne than the sound of his own name. He jerked his head up, scenting the wind. And at that moment, the pin on the glove broke open, scattering a lumpy deposit of animal fat on the shore at his feet.


With a happy bark, Nobody tucked into the suet.


Was this the chalked Crafting at play? If the volshebstvo could reach across the ocean to lure me to Pinyin Bay, certainly it could resonate through the storm sewers and bring me the glove. I had not thought to capture Nobody in the process. But the turn of luck was long overdue. 


I ran the leash through my fingers and told Fonzo, “I will get dog—you grab glove.”


“Easy, now.” He crept closer. “No sudden movements. Almost there.”


Nobody was snout-deep in suet, lapping up the fat so eagerly that he took no notice of me. Good thing. When I tried to locate his collar, I came up with nothing but a handful of matted fur. Thinking fast, I looped the end of the leash through its handle to make a lasso and slipped it around the poodle’s neck. He was snuffling through the sand now for the last bits of suet, and gave off only a distracted grunt as the loop went over his head.


“Hold on tight to that goofy dog,” Fonzo told me. “I’m gonna go for it!”


The discarded glove lay on a mound of sun-bleached driftwood piled high like discarded bones. Fonzo hopped nimbly through the tangle of wood and made a grab for the glove—and as he did, a flurry of feathers dove in with an ear-splitting shriek as a seagull snatched up our prize…then flew off toward the city. 
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DIXON

While Pinyin Bay was a great place to come home to after all my various travels, my grade school days had not exactly been stellar. Handless kids think Spellcrafters are weird enough to begin with. And my propensity for matching my socks to my pocket squares didn’t help. 


Those days of being picked second-last for gym class were well behind me now. I was a grown man. Creative. Confident. And, I liked to think, successful. I could only hope that my return to Pinyin Elementary would be one of triumph as I reigned triumphant on the Hand-Off and claimed my position in the family for good.


Since the helpful alert had done its job, regretfully, I muted my phone to spare myself the distraction of Sabina’s running commentary. Normally, I loved my cousin’s random observations. But I felt guilty about having to keep her out of the loop, and every pinging text was just another reminder of how Pax Featherstone was undermining my family.


The sound of a distant bell tolling told me we were closing in on our target. Oh, how I remembered that bell—mainly because I was eager to see what would be on the lunch menu for the day. So many favorites. Chicken nuggets, fish sticks, meatloaf—all of it drowning in ketchup. That bell had been the highlight of my day. Who knew that dulcet sound would also be the clarion call leading me toward victory?


Following the sound of the bell, we splashed through the tunnel until we came upon the light. The chainlink fence covering the mouth of the outlet might have been enough to keep out school kids, but we were two strapping grown men. It took some squirming, but eventually I was able to loosen one side and shove my way through. I’d just struggled free from the fence when the bell sounded again. The school door opened…and two dozen screaming kids poured out.


Had they seen me struggling through the chain link? Was my hair okay? And how obvious was it that my green rubber rain boots were two entirely different sizes? The culvert ran the entire length of the playground, but maybe if I veered around the monkey bars, they wouldn’t see me at all. 


Or so I thought. Until a stern little girl stepped out from the monkey bars’ shadows and fixed me with a look of utter contempt.


My right foot, I saw, had landed directly on a hopscotch square chalked into the blacktop. And everyone knows it would be terrible luck to just plow right over the top of it—at least while anyone was watching. Hop-hop-hop-jump-hop-jump-hop-hop—and where the heck had that jumprope come from? 


Cinderella


Dressed in yellow


Went downstairs to kiss a fella….


I narrowly escaped being garroted by a pair of fourth-grade girls, limiting myself to three jumps just to prove I could do it—then off I went, bounding along beside the drainage ditch in search of the inky glove.


The playground had been added onto piecemeal over the years, and the perimeter zigged and zagged. It slalomed around a corner, following the curve of the culvert—where I suddenly spied a white wad with a telltale black blotch in the middle. Yes! Victory was so close I could practically taste it—though I did hope victory didn’t really taste like the runoff of a storm sewer. Probably not. 


Anyhow, I had to pour on the speed to keep up with the current, as my dad was now tangled up in a jumprope. Water sloshed out the top of my green rubber boots with every step...until the water was gone. And then a bunch of unfortunate noises emerged that had me wishing it was only water I had to worry about.


I’d been doing a great job of keeping up with the glove until the culvert split in two, and I realized I had no idea which way the glove had veered. I turned to direct my father toward one of the branches, only to spot him tied up train-robber style to the monkey bars. If I stopped to free him, the glove would be long gone for sure, so now it was all up to me.


Even with a fifty percent chance of being right, I didn’t dare pick a direction at random. Although it would cost me precious seconds, I plucked the Spellcraft I’d made with Yuri from my pocket and held it up like I was dowsing for directions. 


What’s lost is found. I desperately hoped that not only would those words play out—but that what’s lost would be found by me.


Spellcraft isn’t exactly what you’d call loyal. Hopefully I wouldn’t end up wishing I’d added a few more words.


But just as I wondered if my luck had turned for the worst, a pigeon erupted from a nearby dumpster with a startling coo. It angled its way toward my uncle’s friend Lucky’s house, but a single, banded feather floated downward in its wake, alighting on the surface of the water, and angling down the left-hand stream.


Birds and Spellcraft go hand in wing—so I couldn’t ask for a better sign than that! Within moments, I spied the glove I’d been so desperately looking for drifting down the runoff current.


And I was gaining on it.


With a final, triumphant, “Ah-ha!” I splashed down into the ditch and swiped up my victory….


Only to find it was no glove at all, but instead a crumpled piece of loose-leaf paper with times tables written upon it in bleeding black ink.


Was I about to lose the Hand-Off because I’d been too busy chasing down some kid’s soggy homework? I held the wet paper in one hand and the Crafting in the other, shaking them both for emphasis. “What’s lost is found,” I insisted—okay, more like I was begging. “Please—it can’t end like this!”


The wind kicked up just as a sudden cramp in my hand made me lose my grip, and the Spellcraft fluttered away. Not down the stream I’d been following, and not back toward the other branch, either, but straight down the middle of them both.


Trusting Spellcraft to have your back was like trusting Meringue not to shred the important bills. By keeping her in her cage when we weren’t around and giving her plenty of alternate toys to destroy, our paperwork generally survived intact. But when we did find the odd statement gone to shreds…we weren’t exactly shocked.


Still, since my hand doesn’t normally cramp unless I’ve been Scribing well into the night, I went with my gut, abandoned the split culvert, and forged ahead—straight up the middle. I found myself behind an office building, where a handful of Handless smokers in business suits crowded under the shade of an awning and watched me sprint past with mild bemusement. 


The Crafting blew up against the bland brick of the building, almost as if it was waiting for me to catch up. But before I could reach out and grab it, the wind eddied and the slip of paper loop-de-looped its way around the building’s side.


I hurried down the alley between the office building and its neighbor, snatching at the air as the Crafting floated along without a care in the world. The alley was deep in shadow, but the sun was blindingly bright when I emerged from the other side…only to find myself in Pinyin Square, facing the fountain where this whole fiasco had begun.


And on the opposite side of the fountain, like a mirror image of me, Pax Featherstone darted out from between two buildings. His suit was more dapper than mine. His pocket square more elaborately folded. And his bright yellow galoshes were clearly both the same size. It seemed he was somehow better than me in every possible respect. Except that just like me, he was swiping at the air as a slip of paper pirouetted on the breeze just out of reach.


That’s the thing about using Spellcraft to get a leg up on a fellow Scrivener. They’re perfectly capable of Scribing, too.


Pax and I locked eyes—then simultaneously lunged forward to catch the Craftings we’d each been chasing. I’m no meteorologist, but I’m pretty sure wind shouldn’t be able to carry two scraps of paper toward each other. Though, obviously, this was no normal wind.


A final, last-ditch grab for my Crafting nearly dunked me head-first into the fountain, but I was distracted by the squeal of balding tires on blacktop.


A familiar white pickup truck liberally patched with duct tape peeled around the corner and slid to a stop beside the fountain. Yuri was at the wheel and Uncle Fonzo rode shotgun—with Nobody on his lap, hanging his head out the window, gleefully panting like it was the very best ride of his whole doggy life.


But before I could get too excited about my reinforcements showing up, a loud splash made me jump. Godfrey Blotter pushed up from the fountain, spluttering. While I had more people on my side than Pax Featherstone—and while my helpers hardly ever fell over for no good reason—his right-hand man had somehow commandeered a pool skimmer on his way to the fountain.


As the crowd around the fountain grew, the wind began to whirl. Not exactly a tornado—more like an annoying dust spout. But it was enough to send the Craftings circling around each other like a pair of horses on a carousel. Pax grabbed. I grabbed. Godfrey swiped with his long-handled pool skimmer, coming way closer to catching the Craftings than either of us.


“Forget Spellcraft,” Yuri called out over all the grabby hubbub as he pointed toward the sky. “Follow seagull!”


Seagulls are as ubiquitous in Pinyin Bay as yellowjackets at a picnic. Their pinfeathers make a serviceable quill, but they’re so common that Scriveners tend to be disappointed they didn’t get a donation from an owl or a heron instead—though as someone who failed his quilling ceremony, I can attest to the fact that any feather would be preferable to no feather at all.


This particular seagull didn’t need to quill anybody, though. He just needed to let go of that darned glove!


High above us, the gull began to circle, and though there was no chance of actually reaching the bird, Pax and I both stretched our arms up toward the sky anyway. 


I heard voices. Glimpsed my father stumbling into the square, dragging a jumprope behind him. My mother struggling from the Monte Carlo while Drew Draws and Rufus Clahd leaped out, pointing up into the sky. Even the hobo from the woods had shown up to lend a hand—or, more likely, to guard his pennies. Anyway, although there was still a chance that when the glove came down, it might very well land on Pax Featherstone—I was the one with the support of all his friends and family.


“All the backing in the world won’t help you now,” Pax said as the glove dropped from the sky, bounced off the head of the drooling perch statue in the center of the fountain, and landed directly between the two of us.


We both lunged. And we each snagged just one of the fingers.


“Give it up, son,” he said. “Maybe someday you’ll make a good Hand. But there’s no substitute for experience—and I’ve been Crafting since you were in diapers.”


“Maybe not—but the kee-poo chose me.”


What would happen if the glove tore in half? Some wishbone situation, where the one with the bigger half won? Or would an obscure Spellcraft tradition be invoked, favoring the challenged, or the challenger—or even leaving the entire Handship up for grabs?


We might never know. In order to tear something, you’ve gotta actually grab onto it first. This fabric was slippery with suet, and we both scrabbled to get a better grip. But try as we might, the glove kept sliding through our fingers. He grabbed. I grabbed. He grabbed. I grabbed. It was like we were milking a cow—but instead of milk, each of us was trying to squeeze out a victory.


“I can do this all day,” Pax claimed.


“Well, so can I!”


“Can you? You’ve led such an easy life compared to me. Do you really think you have what it takes?”


I’d never consider living in an attic packed with furniture and driving deliveries for WheelMeal easy—but it’s all relative. Compared to the hard manual labor Pax had been doing the past twenty years, backbreaking work, exposed to the elements, maybe my life really had been easy.


Though for someone who’d done so much manual labor, Pax’s well-manicured hands were weirdly pristine….


I couldn’t help but admire his perfect cuticles. But as I did, a flash of gold snagged my attention as a rusted Rolls Royce rounded the corner and pulled up behind the Monte Carlo…and then kept on going, until the bumpers met with a startling clong. It paused, reversed, and launched one tire up onto the curb. A grinding of gears…then it lurched forward and hit my parents’ car again.


“Oh for crying out loud,” my mother said.


Even as the car rocked back and forth feeling its way into the ample parking spot, the rear doors flew open and Sabina and Vano hopped out. And they had Nobody’s owner, Emily, in tow! “What the heck, Dixon,” Sabina snapped, “I’ve been trying to get hold of you all day!”


I felt so guilty about muting her that I missed my next slippery grab—which let Pax Featherstone get both well-manicured hands around the glove…and raise it over his head in victory.


“You fought the good fight,” he declared, “but here, now, in front of all these witnesses—including the Head of the Pinyin Bay circuit—I demand that you concede so I can take my rightful place as the family’s Hand.”


The Rolls backed down off the curb one final time, and the engine cut. But I only had eyes for that ink-stained glove—even as the wind plastered a piece of Spellcraft against my chest. I peeled it free, expecting the Crafting I’d made with Yuri, but it must have been Pax’s Crafting instead: Victory is mine.


Not only had my challenger proven that he could hold onto a slippery glove better than me—but he’d Scribed the more successful Spell. And maybe that was the real reason I’d had such a woefully short tenure as the Hand.


As his Crafting found me, mine found him, flatting itself onto his forehead. He peeled it off and read it with a quick glance—What’s lost is found—then made a fist around it and tossed the crumpled wad to the side. 


Did he set the Spell or negate it? I supposed it didn’t matter. The glove had been found so decisively that it would take an unprecedented case of mass amnesia to lose it again. And so, unfortunately, I’d have to do what I most feared, and keep what shreds of my dignity still remained by stepping down graciously and passing on the Handship—


“Drop that glove!” The wind suddenly stilled as Morticia Shirque’s voice rang through Pinyin Square. “This man has no claim on it whatsoever.”


I had no clue what was going on—but beneath his perfect tan, my opponent went ashen. 


“You—? How—?” He rubbed his eyes and did a double-take at Morticia. “You’re supposed to be dead!”


“If I had a dollar for every time I heard that, I could go have myself a nice steak dinner—with an unlimited salad bar and breadsticks!” Morticia strode up to Pax and snatched the greasy glove from his grasp, then turned to the crowd and said, “This is not Vano’s father at all. It’s one of his ne’er-do-well friends from Strangeberg, Oswald Muck.”
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Morticia regarded the murmuring crowd with cool composure, and said, “Pax Featherstone decided he was through with that shifty crowd when he got together with my granddaughter. But evidently, those con artists weren’t through with him.”


Pax (or should I say, Oswald?) did his best to rally. “Clearly, the old woman is senile.”


The hobo with the handful of wet change piped in, “Nope, that’s definitely Oswald. Spent a couple of months in juvie with him, back in the day.”


“You’d trust the word of this vagrant?” the man we’d known as Pax demanded. “Vano knows I’m his father—don’t you, boy?”


“I haven’t seen my dad since I was a kid.” Vano narrowed his eyes. “Maybe you do resemble his old photos. But I found it awfully suspicious that you never once wanted to cuddle your own granddaughter.”


“Of course I did! I just wanted to get this nasty succession business settled first. Say—where is the little scamp, anyhow?”


“He doesn’t even know the baby’s name!” Sabina cried.


Scrambling to save face, Pax—er, Oswald—put a dramatic and well-manicured hand to his forehead and said, “The amnesia…it waxes and wanes,” while Vano leaned toward a concerned Uncle Fonzo and whispered, “We left her with her Gam Gam Rose.”


As Morticia’s words sank in, it all began to make sense. No wonder my opponent’s palms were so smooth and his nails were so shiny. If that man spent twenty years beneath the punishing Indian sun hoisting fishing nets from the Ganges, then I was the Pinyin Pirates’ star quarterback! Which, I might add, I most definitely was not. Though I could certainly do those clingy lycra leggings justice.


“This is an outrage!” Uncle Fonzo said…then dropped his voice and asked Morticia, “Hypothetically, what would a stern, no-nonsense, Head of a circuit do in a situation like this to ensure no one dared pull anything like it ever again?”


Morticia cast her gaze over the crowd and said, “Spellcrafters are not a vindictive bunch, and we have no use for the sorts of rules and regulations by which the Handless govern themselves. However—impersonating a fellow Scrivener is a serious offense. And using this deception to try to swindle a business out from under another family is unthinkable. The aggrieved party is well within his rights to demand a suitable recompense.”


Oswald’s eyes narrowed and his unctuous delivery went cold. “Ha—fat lot of good that’ll do you. I’ve got twenty bucks to my name. Even this suit is a rental.”


Morticia gave him a level look. “But you do have your quill.”


“Hand it over,” my uncle said. “Or Yuri here will do it for you.”


Yuri cracked his knuckles—obviously, just for show—and Oswald swallowed hard, then pulled out a protective case and passed it over with a shaking hand. Yuri transferred the case immediately to me.


Holding another Scrivener’s quill is like using someone else’s toothbrush—which, obviously, I don’t make a habit of doing, unless I’m really sleepy and I accidentally grab the wrong one. Okay, bad analogy. But a bird chooses a specific Scrivener for a reason, and while there isn’t exactly a bond, per se, you do become accustomed to one another.


But right now, I had to make a point. That much was clear. I opened the case and pulled out the quill inside. 


Feathers reflect light like a prism. It’s what gives them an iridescent sheen. This quill was the dead black of a charred pizza in a forgotten toaster oven. I ran it through my fingers and dried ink flaked off, revealing a common goose feather underneath.


Morticia nodded sagely. “Pax’s black swan quill was the envy of the circuit. This is obviously not that quill. A superficial coat of ink might trick the eye from a distance, but a closer inspection reveals the truth.”


Uncle Fonzo said, “Dixon, what happens next is up to you. Oswald not only tried to undermine you with a bunch of lies, but he used Spellcraft, too. Unclaimed quills are rare as hens’ teeth. Break that quill and it will be a good long while before he can Scribe again—if ever.”


I considered everyone who’d be affected if Practical Penn were to shut its doors. Uncle Fonzo could probably survive on the gifts and gratuities that came with being the Head, and my cousin had a whole entire mansion at her disposal…but my parents would be out of work. And after all these years of having their own shop, I couldn’t see either of them Scribing for someone else, even if it was just to raise enough capital to start fresh.


And then there were the Seers. Drew Draws lived paycheck to paycheck—and as Boardwalk folk, he could really stretch a dollar. Rufus Clahd had never been doing it for the money, so his connection to the craft itself must have kept him snoozing away in that murphy bed in his office all these years. He could work with anyone. But he chose to work with my family.


Obviously, I cared about Drew and Rufus.


But nothing like I cared about Yuri.


While I doubted an immigration official was just sitting around waiting to toss out Yuri’s work visa and send him back to Russia…I wouldn’t put it past someone to call and tip them off. Especially if that someone felt threatened because he’d just conned an entire family out of everything they’d worked all their lives to achieve.


I’ve always been told I’m too nice, which sounded just as ridiculous as saying I was too handsome. Which no one ever said, oddly enough. Now, though, faced with the responsibility of protecting the livelihood of my whole family—especially Yuri—I couldn’t afford to be nice.


And yet, when I held that goose quill and imagined how it would feel to snap it in two…I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.


The wind kicked up again, and the piece of Spellcraft that had blown into my possession fluttered in my pocket. Victory is mine. Yes…it truly was.


I drew the Crafting from my pocket and tore it in half to set the spell. Maybe I thought it would look dramatic. Unfortunately, nothing much happened—and with everyone’s eyes on me, I couldn’t help but feel a bit silly.


I blushed for just a moment….


And then a surge in the water pressure dislodged something in the fountain, and a stream of water jetted from the perch’s mouth like someone had stuck a pressure washer up its rear end. The jet came straight at me—but instead of dousing me in the face, it simply knocked the flaking black quill out of my grasp.


Another unique property of feathers is that they possess a stunning amount of air resistance for their mass, so instead of falling, the quill seemed to dance away on the breeze—directly toward Oswald Muck.


I can’t say I was pleased. But if the volshebstvo deemed Oswald worthy of having a quill, who was I to stand in his way? 


I resigned myself to sounding as stern as possible and announcing that I hoped he’d learned his lesson…when a sudden blur of fur and snapping teeth leaped from the Rolls Royce window and lunged between Oswald and me, snatching the quill from the air.


I had no clue where the wild animal had come from and no desire to be its next meal! I backpedaled fast—and quite effectively in my rubber galoshes—while the fierce predator let out a primordial growl, shaking the quill from side to side.


“Heel!” Morticia called out. “Sit! Stay!” while the great beast completely ignored her commands.


If anyone among us was powerful enough to harness a force of nature, it would be Morticia. But the creature was too busy chomping on the quill with its formidable jaws to pay her any mind at all.


“Stay back,” I told my family. “Keep quiet. Don’t make any sudden moves and we should all be just fine—”


“Ohmigosh!” shrieked a woman’s voice from somewhere behind my cousin. “Nobody?”


“Is that his name?” Morticia said. “I’ve been calling him Harley, on account of finding him at that shady biker bar off the highway. No wonder he wouldn’t listen!”


I’m all for tearful reunions—but did Emily really have to pick that very moment to notice we had her beloved dog waiting for her in the pickup truck? 


Except…Emily wasn’t looking at our truck. She was running directly toward the great, slavering beast that was currently demolishing Oswald’s quill.


“Nobody—it’s Mommy!” she cried. And with a quizzical grunt, the animal raised its wooly head…and a poofy tail popped up and set to wagging.


“Hold on,” I said, as Emily threw her arms around the creature—which was now licking her face from here to kingdom come. “If that’s Nobody, then whose dog is in the truck?”


“That’s no dog,” Morticia Shirque said with great authority. But since she’s not exactly known for her good eyesight, I figured I should let the insult pass.


“Okay, maybe he could use a bath...and a nice blowout...and probably some mouthwash, come to think of it—but I’ll have you know that whoever he might be, appearance notwithstanding, he’s a very good boy.”


Morticia scoffed. “Haven’t you been listening to the news, young man? I repeat, that is not a dog. Apparently, you’ve just found the missing wolverine.”
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YURI

“Maybe we should get you out of the sun,” Dixon told Morticia. “I may not know whose dog that is, but obviously I’d know a wolverine if I ever saw one.”


Morticia’s entire face crinkled in a smile. “Oh? Then what, exactly, do they look like?”


“Well…like a wolf, I suppose, crossed with a, uh…verine.” 


Everyone turned toward the truck, where the shaggy creature we’d all mistaken for Nobody was currently shredding the passenger seat. No wonder the ears were so strange. And the coat so thick. And the claws so unbelievably long.


Dixon swallowed audibly.


“I’ve been trying to tell you,” Sabina said. “The traveling carnivorous petting zoo has been frantic about losing her, and they backtracked all the way to Pinyin Bay to try and retrace their steps.”


“Her?” Dixon demanded—as if getting the animal’s gender wrong were the most unusual thing about the whole situation. When he unmuted his phone, a cascade of alerts sounded. “Wow—look at this!” He flashed me a Pinyin Bay Journal alert: Help us find Aberdeen. “The folks from the zoo are beside themselves with worry.”


Sabina showed us a drawing of a creature that looked very much like the one now destroying the headrest—but with more fur, since Drew Draws always went overboard in that department—and We Find the Wolverine Scribed over the top. Sabina’s Crafting tends to be as plain-spoken as she is. Not very appealing to the Handless, but in this case, it served us well.


With a triumphant grin, she tore the Crafting to shreds and tossed them over her shoulder. “Look at everything you guys have been missing out on. You could’ve been freaking out about the dumb wolverine this whole time. That’ll teach you to mute me!”


While everyone was distracted by this bizarre turn of events, the man who’d been impersonating Vano’s dead father had snatched his quill from the mouth of the real Nobody. I was fully prepared to take it from him again—with significantly more force—but when he held it up to the light, instead of standing straight and tall, it hung limper than a banana peel.


Leaning toward Fonzo, I whispered, “What are the chances it still works?” He would know. All that remained of his original quill was a scant inch of the shaft, set into a modern-day fountain pen. 


“Quills are tougher than they look, and he can probably salvage something. But it’ll take him a good, long time to figure out how to Scribe with it again.”


Oswald was ready to bolt—I could see it in his stance—so I grabbed him by the shoulder and said to Dixon, “Is the true Hand of my family done with this man?”


Dixon’s face lit with pride, though he did his best not to smile too broadly, since this was such a serious occasion. “I am. Not because I think he should get away with what he tried to do—but because it’s clear that Spellcraft always protects its own.”
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DIXON

The next day, Yuri and I borrowed the Buick to head down to Practical Penn, as the passenger seat in the pickup truck now consisted of a bunch of rusted springs—and the ends on those springs were surprisingly sharp. Maybe I’d never been keen on the thought of sitting at a desk all day, and maybe I was basically a figurehead. But coming so close to losing the place had left me feeling unusually sentimental about it.


The rest of my family, however, wasn’t so big on sentimentality.


“What are you doing here?” my mother demanded. “You know the leftover pizza won’t be ready till ten.”


“We’re not here for the food. I was just hoping to see if there were any Hand duties that needed my attention.”


Mom was ensconced at her desk with a big ledger spread open and a behemoth of a 10-key adding machine at her hand. “Dixon…I love that you’re taking the Handship so seriously. But, honestly, I’ve been running this office since you could barely hold a crayon, so believe me when I say, I’ve got it covered. I know you get a big kick out of signing off on the budget and rubber-stamping the checks.”


Mom wasn’t wrong. Stationery made me all giddy inside, and I’d always been fascinated with that stamp.


She checked her adding roll and jotted down a number. “But do those things often enough and they become routine. Now, me? I like routine. I prefer it. But I know you, Dixon Penn. Subject you to a routine, and within a week you’d be bored out of your skull. Go do what you do best—scheming schemes and dreaming dreams. If you need a breather, Practical Penn will always be here. Safe and steady, but, frankly, pretty darned uneventful.”


Even before she had the whole word out, the bell up front jingled and the sound of frantic shuffling ensued. We hurried out to the lobby and found Emily there—and a dog that I supposed must be Nobody, though I had a hard time reconciling the dog before my eyes with the animal I’d imprinted on. Even if that dog, with a trip to the groomer’s, was now quite obviously a poodle.


Though if you shaved Aberdeen in just the same way and left a poof on top of her head, I think she’d probably pass for a poodle too, if you squinted just right.


Emily said, “I just wanted to thank you for all your help. Not only did you fix that Spellcraft that kept drowning me out, but you reunited me with Nobody!” 


I’d almost forgotten about the extra work we’d done for her! But when I patted the pocket where Nobody’s Crafting should be—What’s lost is found—I realized that Oswald Muck had crumpled it up and tossed it away. Handless don’t tend to put much stock in the claim that you did a fantastic Crafting for them, and it worked out great—though they couldn’t have it because it was currently destroyed. So it was doubtful I’d have much chance of making the sale. 


Though when Emily reached into her purse, I was willing to be proven wrong!


Unfortunately, instead of a wallet, she came up with a bag of dog treats instead. “To show our gratitude, Nobody and I came up with a special routine just for you.” She turned to Nobody and held up a treat, and the poodle stood on his hind legs. You don’t appreciate just how big a standard poodle is until they start hopping around like a person! While Nobody performed a weird little two-legged jig, Emily sang, “I was sad in Pinyin Bay—until a Spellcrafter saved the day—now I know I have a friend—at the shop called Practical Penn!”


Her meter could have used some work….


But, hey, who am I kidding? I absolutely loved it.


Goes to show, there are some things money simply can’t buy—like family. Friends. An adorable rhyme. And a big poodle dancing just for you.


Since my mother’s not one for effusive gratitude, she’d long since escaped to her office—though Yuri did stick around to watch the proceedings with a puzzled look on his face. When they were done, Emily rewarded Nobody with his treat, thanked us yet again, and headed for the door—then turned back around and said, “Oh, and one more thing! I’m renting out my spare bedroom on YourBNB to a traveling zoologist—and when I said I was coming here, she asked me to give you this.”


She handed me an envelope. Aberdeen is safe and sound thanks to you! said the note inside. It was stuck to a photo of a woman in zookeeper’s khakis, grinning from ear to ear—with a shaggy creature we knew all too well beside her, enjoying the heck out of a banana. 


“Lucky for you Aberdeen was so tame,” Emily said. “Otherwise someone could’ve ended up seriously hurt!”


What’s lost is found. Spellcraft really had been looking out for us, if the only casualty of Aberdeen’s teeth and claws was the truck. Maybe our latest efforts hadn’t turned much of a profit, but how many people can say they’ve rubbed shoulders with a real, live wolverine? Which The Fence did absolutely nothing to contain, I should add.


When I turned to show Yuri the photo, another slip of paper pulled free from the envelope. Was it…? It was! A reward check! And while it might not be enough to replace the truck, it would certainly buy us a new seat from the scrapyard—and plenty of duct tape to make sure that seat stayed put.


I waved through the front window to Emily and Nobody as they headed off down the block, then turned to find Yuri gazing at the wolverine photo with a wistful look on his face. Playfully, I said, “Are you thinking about taming your own wolverine?”


“Hardly. I can barely keep up with Meringue.” Tough words, but he was smiling as he said them—or what passes for a smile on Yuri, anyway, which is mostly a little twinkle in his eyes. “I was just thinking how improbable this all has been.”


“True. It’s not every day you come across a wolverine when you’re looking for a poodle and a suet-filled glove.” Back at the fountain, I may have been a teensy bit worried that looking for the lost dog had cost me the precious few seconds that allowed my opponent to claim the glove. But it was obvious now that Spellcraft had never doubted me.


Yuri crossed the floor, swift and silent, and crowded me up against the counter in a way that made me all giddy inside. His eyes were the most fascinating shade of gold-flecked hazel, and the faintest scent of cedar somehow still clung to him. “A wolverine, I can picture. But family. Friends. A whole community in which I can openly be exactly who I am—a Seer, a gay man, your beloved….” He sighed. “A life worth fighting for—this was something I never imagined I could have.”


I took the photo from his grasp and set it on the counter, then enfolded his big, strong, artistic hands in mine. “The prospect of being separated from you was inconceivable. Without you, I’m like a Crafting without a Seen. A bunch of flimsy words on paper, nothing more.”


Yuri raised our hands to his lips and grazed a kiss across my knuckles. “Once a Seen has been Scribed upon, the two things are forever one.”


This impressive hunk of man might not consider himself a romantic, yet he somehow manages to say things that send my heart all a-flutter. “Well then, Yuri, if that’s the case—I think it’s high time this Scrivener and Seer should head back home…and make a little magic for ourselves.”
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ABOUT THIS STORY




IS IT LIKELY that anyone would mistake a wolverine for a dog? They’re more like massive weasels that look more like small bears, so probably not. But as Yuri says, “There’s always a dog.” And sometimes you only see what you’re looking for.


In the first Spellcraft story, Quill Me Now, Dixon was more interested in helping himself than taking care of anyone else. But once he got his quill—and once he linked up with Yuri—everything changed. From Taco Town forward, he’s been on a mission to help out anyone who’s in need of his expertise.


Especially if there’s a dog involved.


It’s not for the glory, since he can’t really toot his horn too loudly about Spellcraft—at least not within earshot of the Handless. And it’s not for the money, since he’s easily the world’s worst negotiator. It’s because he wants to do what’s right.


Spellcrafters might not put much stake in Handless laws, but Dixon’s got a highly developed sense of fairness, and it kills him to see anyone suffer. And while Yuri has learned the hard way never to stick his neck out for someone else…slowly but surely, Dixon is wearing down his resolve.


Thanks so much for coming along on the convoluted journey Dixon and Yuri (and the whole gang) took through Pinyin Bay. I hope you’ve enjoyed reading it as much as I’ve loved bringing it to life. 
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