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DIXON
DO ANIMALS FEEL sentimental about their homes?
I imagine they must. So many of them are built with their own little paws or claws or…whatever is on the ends of those eight horrible little tarantula legs. But what actually constitutes a home? Take, for instance, the terrarium in my lap with the wonky little stick insect inside. He was part of the menagerie collected by Emery Flint, the previous owner of Precious Greetings—the menagerie that now needed to be re-homed.
I don’t know if Sticky Stickerton was born in captivity or captured in the wild. Heck, I don’t even know where these little critters would roam free. But I do know that ever since he was bought and paid for by Mr. Flint, this little plastic box was all the home he’d known. So, did he care if we moved him from Precious Greetings to my parents’ rec room? Hard to say.
Also, I wasn’t sure it was “he.” But, you know. Stick insect. They must all be “he”s.
I rode in the passenger seat of Yuri’s pickup truck while he followed my cousin Sabina in the Buick, and she followed my parents in their Monte Carlo. The convoy snaked through the streets of Pinyin Bay, on a mission to make sure that none of the creatures had to suffer for Mr. Flint’s mistakes. The Bay County Zoological Society only had space for some of the animals—and I thank my lucky stars the tarantula was one of them—but we were still working on finding a forever home for a dozen toads and salamanders, a sugar glider, several hermit crabs, three lovebirds (who am I to judge?), and the cockatoo. There were some Madagascar hissing cockroaches too…but I think they “accidentally” met up with the bottom of my mother’s shoe.
We pulled up in front of my folks’ house. Sabina ran up the front stairs to open the door, while Dad, Yuri and I formed a chain to hand off the habitats and cages. Mom supervised—she’s good at that. And together, the five of us got all the animals inside before anything caught their death in the chilly March air.
“What happened to the monkey?” Dad said.
My mother didn’t bother to hide her relief. “The zoo took it, and good thing. Those animals are constantly throwing poop.”
“But they’re very smart. We could have trained it to only throw poop at people we don’t like.”
“Says the man who couldn’t train his philodendron.”
Mom had a point. That plant had formed a weird blob in the living room corner that no one dared look at too closely for fear of being sucked into another dimension, never to return.
My parents have been together for over thirty years. They have an understanding. Dad pushes the limits, and Mom pushes back, and the two of them always meet somewhere in the middle. Hopefully Yuri would eventually get the dynamic. So far, I pushed and he grumbled—but eventually caved in.
Then again, maybe I shouldn’t look a gift dynamic in the mouth.
My parents’ home is pretty cozy. Even though they’d shifted around a lot of stuff in anticipation of fostering the menagerie, we still found ourselves with floor-to-ceiling cages in teetering stacks. The frogs all went quiet, and the lizards went ballistic.
“We don’t have room for this,” my mother said. “You kids have to take something.”
Erm…they’d seen the attic Sabina and I called home. Heck, they were the ones who’d helped us convert it. And Yuri was living on borrowed time in an off-season vacation rental.
Yuri said, “This could all be solved by putting the cages outside and leaving them unlocked.”
Such a kidder. I said, “I’m sure if we just categorized everything by its sleep cycle and stacked the cages better, they’d fit, no problem.” I glanced down at a two-gallon tank where black ribbons swirled through the fronds of fake neon plants. “So, are leeches diurnal?”
My parents exchanged a glance with “down the toilet” written all over it as Sabina struggled through the front door with a blanket wrapped cage half as tall as she was. I hurried over to help her set it somewhere, though we ended up crab-walking around the living room at least four times before we finally admitted defeat and put it on the couch. A hiss sounded from inside, and I wondered if one of the cockroaches had made it out of Mr. Flint’s office after all. But no. It was just the big, white cockatoo, Meringue.
“Whatever you do,” I said, “make sure this bird gets a really good home. She deserves it.”
My parents squeezed into the living room to have a look at the creature who’d single-handedly changed the course of my life. The bird took one look at them, ruffled her crest, and said, “Dirty Scribblers.”
Awkward silence.
“I didn’t realize she could talk,” I eventually said.
Yuri shrugged. “She usually doesn’t.”
Talk about getting off on the wrong foot. The last customer who uttered the word Scribbler in my mother’s presence found himself confessing all his indiscretions in his sleep, “Since he’s so fond of the sound of his own voice,” Mom had said. He was in divorce court within a month. 
I tugged the blanket back over Meringue’s cage and said, “Y’know what? I think I’ve got just the spot for her. C’mon, Yuri, let’s go.” 
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YURI
NO ONE WAS more shocked than me to hear that bird speak. I’ve always been partial to her, but only because she was so good at annoying Emery Flint. There was no doubt where she’d picked up the phrase “dirty Scribblers.” Flint muttered it all the time. But she’d never repeated it for him—at least, not in front of me.
The Handless can be funny about Spellcrafters. We are the first ones they turn to when they have a problem too strange (or embarrassing) to solve with conventional means. But they’re quick to forget who helped them, to make us the butt of their jokes. Scriveners and Seers become “Scribblers and Hacks.” It made them feel better to mock what they didn’t understand.
I say, let them laugh. It’s so much easier to pick off your enemy when they underestimate you.
Before Dixon’s mother could pluck the cockatoo and add it to a casserole, I hefted the cage and turned toward the door. “Wait,” she said grudgingly, and for a moment I thought she’d had a change of heart. “It’s cold out there. Throw another blanket on it first.”
Even an inconvenience was an opportunity for Dixon to find something to be delighted about. “I can’t believe it,” he called from the back of the linen closet. “You still have my favorite quilt!”
Oh, I believed it. The Penns clearly never threw anything away.
Dixon strode into the living room wearing the duvet like a cloak, and gave it a whirl. Sparks of static crackled in the polyester. I caught a salamander tank that very nearly ended up on the floor. A massive houseplant in the corner rustled. The blanket was printed in bright primary colors with a superhero character: Wonder Woman. Dixon struck a tacky pose, which I found disturbingly alluring. “I haven’t seen this thing in years. Just think, if it weren’t for Meringue, who knows how long it would’ve stayed in the closet.”
The bird groomed her wing, unimpressed.
We said our goodbyes, wrapped the cage in Wonder Woman, and headed off for the apartment. The blanketed cage sat between us in the truck like a bulky third person, and I couldn’t see Dixon’s expression when he spoke. “Meringue’s cage is gonna be a tight squeeze—and I’ve priced the storage units around here, they’re ridiculous. How mad do you think Uncle Fonzo will be if I get rid of a few pieces of his furniture? I can totally replace them when he gets back.”
Yet another example of how different Dixon is from me. I would never presume the man was coming home. Frankly, I wouldn’t even put money on him turning up alive. “Do what you have to. Fonzo will understand.”
I didn’t know the man, but he might understand. Or he might not. One thing was for sure—I should’ve understood him. The two of us had each found ourselves trapped by a man looking to exploit our talents. But I was alone in the world with nothing to lose. Not Fonzo. When I saw the damage he could’ve done to his family, a family he should have cherished and protected at all costs, I was none too eager to make his acquaintance.
“Maybe I can get rid of his grandfather clock,” Dixon said. “I’ll bet someone would buy it—it only runs a little slow. Maybe Uncle Fonzo wouldn’t even miss it. He’s got this uncanny ability where he always knows what time it is, within half an hour, give or take. It’s like a superpower.”
“Impressive.”
“And he probably wouldn’t miss the tube TV. The remote hasn’t worked in years. Although he might be sentimental about it, since it was a prize for guessing the number of jellybeans in a jar at the rent-to-own furniture store. Maybe guessing numbers is a superpower, too.”
Or maybe he used a bit of Spellcraft to come by his guess.
“Ooh. I know. The end table he set fire to when he fell asleep with a lit cigarette almost looks like an antique—”
“I’m sure you will make the right decision,” I said abruptly. Because plugging my ears wasn’t an option while I was driving. According to Dixon, Fonzo had been gone since the failed Quilling Ceremony. Well over a year. At some point, Dixon would think of him less often as new memories began to overtake the old ones, and eventually he’d stop glancing out the window to see if his uncle had finally come home.
And I could keep him busy until then.
We pulled up in front of the hulking two-story home that Fonzo had left behind—along with an old Buick, a distraught daughter, and a crushing debt. The birdcage was not terribly heavy, but thanks to the Wonder Woman blanket, I couldn’t see around it. Dixon acted as my eyes, backing along in front of me with a series of enthused directions. “Okay, there’s a step. And another step. And that one feels a little soft, but don’t worry, it should totally hold you—”
“Just tell me when I’m at the top.”
I took a jarring step, and he said, “You’re at the top!”
Beneath the Wonder Woman blanket, Meringue grumbled, “Dumb Hack.”
Dixon struggled to wrangle open the inner door while he held open a screen door that was determined to snap shut. “This would be a lot easier if Sabina helped.”
“We will manage.” I squeezed in sideways with the cage. The stairway leading up to the illegal attic apartment was lined with paintings and photographs on both sides, and I had to back up the stairs to avoid knocking anything off with the birdcage. Dixon was coaching me with a running stream of encouragements, which I tuned out since he couldn’t see which stair I was on any better than I could. I made it to the top without dropping anyone or tumbling back down, but then had to balance the birdcage on my knee while I opened yet another door.
“Hello-o!” Dixon called past me. “We saw the Buick, Sabina—we know you’re here. Would it kill you to lend a hand?”
There isn’t exactly an entryway in the attic Dixon shares with his cousin, just heaps of displaced furniture. I turned in a circle, looking for somewhere to set the tall birdcage, but every surface was already occupied by vases and lamps and boxes and bins.
Beyond the wall of clutter, Sabina sat, very still, at a card table in the area designated as the “kitchen.”
“Seriously,” Dixon called over. “Don’t break a sweat or anything.”
I might not have known Dixon’s younger cousin long…but I knew it was unusual for her not to give back as good as she got. While Dixon crashed through the attic, hastily righting some things as he knocked others down, I nudged aside a crate of books, set Meringue’s cage on the floor, and approached the table. “Sabina?”
She looked up, glassy-eyed, as if she’d only just noticed the two of us were there. In her hand was a postcard she held by a single corner. She flapped it up and down a few times and said, “Funny…I usually have some reason or other to think about my dad. But today, in all the excitement, he didn’t come to mind…not even once.”
I held out my hand, and she surrendered the postcard. It read: Sabina—miss you, darlin’! Be good and don’t stay out too late. And never run from a fat cop, he’s more likely to shoot than give chase.
-Dad
I handed it back to Sabina. She chafed away a tear with the side of her hand. “Not even once. Is it crappy of me that I forgot about him?”
Dixon squeezed past a set of filing cabinets stacked three-high and plucked the postcard from my hand. “Look at the postmark—this was just mailed yesterday. I don’t have a day job anymore, and neither does Yuri. There’s nothing stopping us from hitting the road right now and tracking him down!”
If Fonzo Penn wanted to be found, he’d make contact with a phone call, not a tacky postcard with no return address. But before I could say as much, Dixon turned his earnest, dark-eyed gaze to me while his cousin held her breath...and I couldn’t bring myself to crush their dreams.
The postcard was traditional Americana, a painting of a road winding gently through a tall pine forest…with something that looked like five-meter-high taco poking out from behind the trees. I was sure I must be seeing it wrong. But with the title Taco Town, Minnesota curving beneath the shell…apparently not. 
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DIXON
“…AND SO THAT’S when I told her, I don’t care if that dress is made of curtains, this is only Pinyin Hill, it’s not like you’re traipsing through the Alps—say, Yuri, d’you hear that sound?”
He sighed. “I’ve been trying to tell myself it’s nothing…but it’s been happening since Dubuque.”
I paused my story and the two of us gave an extra hard listen. It wasn’t precisely a grind. Maybe more of a rattle? Or kind of a clinkety-clink. Whatever it might be, it was coming from beneath the truck.
That couldn’t be good.
Yuri pulled to the side of the road. Gravel crunched under the tires. There was no one for miles around, unless you counted the pasture dotted with cows. And even they were pretty far away.
We both got behind the truck and crouched to peer beneath it. I didn’t particularly know what I was looking at, but it seemed like the thing to do, plus it was always fun to watch Yuri being all butch. He didn’t really need to do much more than stand there to be the manliest guy in the room, but to see him looking knowledgeably at a motor vehicle made me all giddy inside.
“It’s the muffler,” he said.
“I take it we need that part?”
“Technically, no. But it will be an unpleasant few hours to get where we’re going without it. Hand me the duct tape.”
I dug the big silver roll out of the toolbox in back. “You realized you haven’t said it yet, don’t you?”
“Said what?”
“The name of our destination.”
He took the duct tape and began tearing off long strips, cutting them with his teeth.
“C’mon, Yuri,” I teased. “I’ll bet it would sound exotic in your accent. And maybe even a little dangerous.”
“Taco Town?”
I hugged myself with glee. Only Yuri could deliver that phrase with such sardonic disbelief.
He narrowed his eyes at me briefly, then set about strapping up the dangling muffler with yards and yards of tape. “Hopefully that will hold it until we can find a more permanent solution.”
I glanced at the bulge in his pants. Not that one, but the square bulge in his pocket where he kept his tiny paintbox. “Maybe we should just make sure.”
He straightened up and brushed gravelly snow off his knees. “You know better than that.” He gestured toward the cab with his head. “It’s getting late. Let’s go.”
He pulled out onto the road, and it seemed like the duct tape was doing its job. The engine was a bit louder now, but nothing was pattering against the undercarriage like a giant castanet. In another mile or two, he said, “Your quill is so new it’s still warm from the bird. You still see Spellcraft as the answer to everything.”
“Not everything.” Just most things. “Plus, I grew up in the Craft. It’s not as if I’m a total rookie.”
“But the shine has not worn off.” His voice went soft. “Try to keep it that way.”
“What is it about machines, anyhow? My folks usually turn away customers looking for that sort of thing, but they’ve never given me a straight answer as to why.”
“Too many moving parts. Too much that can go wrong. Spellcraft was born in a time before machines. It hasn’t adapted well.”
Born? Whoa. Mind blown. “Spellcraft deserves an honorary birthday! With sheet cake! And male strippers dressed like cowboys! How old do you think it is? I guess it couldn’t be any older than the first writing, could it? Even so….”
Unfortunately, the origins of Spellcraft were lost to the ages. Although Scriveners made their living by writing words and phrases for the Handless, they were adamant about passing on their traditions orally—or not at all.
It took us three tries, but we finally found the road to Taco Town just after moonrise. It was a little touristy place like Pinyin Bay, except the trees were taller and the lakes were smaller…and at the end of the main drag, instead of a boardwalk with a few carnival rides and a fishing lodge, there was a hill topped by a moderately large taco.
Yuri put the truck in park, squinted through the windshield, and said, “Huh.”
We’d expected there to be a giant taco. We hadn’t expected it to be swarming with birds.
Unfortunately, there was a gate across Salsa Lane and it was locked up tight, so we couldn’t drive any closer. But that was probably for the best. Nighttime was really dark in Minnesota.
We circled back around to the only motel in town, a 50s roadside two-story affair with a central courtyard and a flickering neon sign that read Masa Motel. The parking lot was full of cars, and we ended up wedging into a spot by the dumpsters back behind the pool. 
I slung my messenger bag around my shoulders, climbed out of the truck, and got my bearings. When we cut across the courtyard, I realized what I’d initially taken for a kidney-shaped pool was actually no kidney at all, but a taco. How delightfully kitschy. Too bad it was too cold for swimming. And the pool was drained, except for some traces of snow at the bottom.
As we strolled across the courtyard, I looped my arm through Yuri’s. The way his outrageous biceps squish my fingers never gets old. And the way he tenses up—like the KGB’s gonna leap out from behind the nearest stationary object and read him the riot act for being gay—is less and less pronounced these days. 
The last few weeks, we’d spent most nights together at Yuri’s cabin. Don’t get me wrong, it’s the most charming little hideaway you could ever hope for, and it leaves us both smelling like the cedar wood chips in the gerbil cage we’d inherited from Mr. Flint…which is a lot more pleasant than I just made it sound. Anyway, the cabin is ah-MAZE-ing. Even so, the bunk leaves something to be desired, and I was eager to see Yuri sprawled out on a nice big bed. Wrapped in a fluffy white robe. Watching me with smoldering bedroom eyes. Easing open the terrycloth tie….
“Dixon.”
“Um…yes?”
“What now?”
Oh, right, we’d need to check in before anyone could tempt me with an open robe. Yuri paused at the office door, where a hastily scrawled No Vacancy sign was taped to the glass.
I said, “If we’re really nice, maybe they’ll make room for us.”
Yuri gave the jam-packed parking lot a sidelong glance.
I forged ahead. “Mom always told me, you never know till you try.”
“Your mother said that?”
Actually, now that I thought about it, my mother’s actual advice was, If you don’t get what you want, force it out of the weakest link. But I’m sure someone’s mom said that first thing at some point.
The motel lobby was done up in a decor that was part southwest Aztec, part northern pine. It was all a little worn and faded, but the triangular shapes complemented each other really well. But it was hard to really get a feel for it with all the boxes.
It looked like a delivery person just dumped a shipment in the middle of the floor and took off. The boxes were stacked all around the concierge desk—brown corrugated cardboard printed all over with beans, and happy smiling cartoon faces. Pinto beans, I presumed…until I stole a look at one of the labels.
“Yuri? Do they have tofu in Russia?”
“Russia and China share a four-thousand kilometer border.”
I had no idea how long a kilometer might be—but it sounded pretty impressive anyway.
There was a call bell on the lobby desk, and I gave it a few dings…and then a few more, just to make sure whoever was on-duty heard me. I was pondering what tofu borscht might taste like and whether I should try dinging louder when a woman in a square-shouldered pantsuit came out and said, “Are you here with the gluten-free tortillas? It’s about time!”
She seemed pretty ticked, so I plastered on my winningest smile. “Sorry, no. Just passing through town and hoping to find a room.”
“Can’t you read? We’re booked solid!”
“But we’ve come such a long way.”
“What difference does that make?”
“Look, if it’s a matter of waiting for the maids to finish changing the sheets, we can just hang out in the lobby.”
She planted her hands on her hips and glared. She had an impressive glare, with good eye contact and expressive eyebrows. “Look how late it is. The sheets were all changed hours ago. And the rooms are full. Every last one.”
I skootched a bit closer, leaned in conspiratorially, and said, “Listen, I know how these things work. There’s an extra ten-spot in it for you if you can hook us up. Promise, I won’t mention it to the owner.”
“I am the owner!” She pointed at the name tag on her lapel. Olive - Owner.
Guess I couldn’t argue with that.
“I’ve been up since dawn,” she said, “and I’ve still got a million things to do. Unless you’ve got a gross of gluten-free tortillas for me—in which case, I’d give you my own bed—then go get a room in Grimford and let me get back to work.”
I looked at Yuri hopefully. Who’s to say what he kept in his truck? But he gave his head a subtle shake.
As Olive turned to leave, I pulled out my phone and said, “Wait—before you go—can you just tell us if you recognize this man?”
As a visual aid, Sabina had sent me the best pictures of her father she could dredge up. Although my uncle Fonzo is a handsome guy, the most recent shots weren’t flattering. He looked kind of sweaty and dyspeptic in the one we’d finally decided on—he might have been recovering from the flu. But it was, unfortunately, the most current likeness.
Annoyed, Olive gave the phone a cursory glance, then paused and looked closer. Her mouth opened. Closed. Then compressed into a tight line as she turned on her heel, and stomped off.
“Well, that was weird.” Maybe Olive remembered a vacant room that had somehow slipped her mind. 
While I wandered through the boxes, Yuri pulled out his phone and did a little recon. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. Grimford is over an hour away, and the nearest gluten-free tortillas are in a health food store in Minneapolis. And it doesn’t open until morning.”
“Honestly, I don’t know what they expect all the third-shift celiac folks to do when they’re in urgent need of a late-night burrito. There’s a business opportunity if ever there was one. Say, maybe I should see if Olive would like a hot tip for a nifty side-hustle.” 
Yuri slid the call bell out of reach. “If there’s no room, no amount of sweet-talking will make one appear. If Grimford has a vacancy, we should book it now and hit the road before it gets any later.”
As we headed out, another customer was just climbing out of a bright orange, double parked VW Beetle with the vanity plate BUGGIN. I paused to hold open the door. She was probably my mom’s age, a full-figured Black woman with her hair in a smart twist. She wore khaki head to toe, with lots of cargo pockets, an impressive utility belt, and sturdy brown boots. She looked like she was dressed for safari, or at least a segment on the local news where she’d hold up moderately exotic animals from the zoo and hope they didn’t pee on her.
Maybe she’d be interested in taking some salamanders off our hands….
“If you need a room,” Yuri told her, “don’t bother. The place is full.”
Safari Lady planted her hands on her hips and glared at the back of the No Vacancy sign. “But I’ve come such a long way.”
I shook my head sadly. “That’s exactly what I said.”
“The nearest motel is in Grimford,” Yuri said.
“Unbelievable! I passed through Grimford an hour ago.” She whipped out her phone. “I’ll bet there’s a YourBNB that’s closer.”
Ooh, good idea. I did the same, and found a cute little coach house just a few minutes away. Not only did it have a really good star rating, but there were jacuzzi jets in the bathtub…and I could think of a few interesting diversions that involved me, Yuri and several simulating jets of water. But when I tapped to create a booking, the status changed to unavailable.
Safari Lady pocketed her phone and said, “Well, that worked out for the best. Not only was the place I found cheaper than this motel, but there’s a jacuzzi tub. I’m off to treat myself to a good, long soak.”
As I watched her pull out of the lot in her bright orange Bug, it occurred to me I should’ve asked if she’d be willing to share. Maybe she was in the market for something other than gluten-free tortillas—something that Yuri and I would’ve been able to barter. Oh well, maybe next time. I told Yuri, “We made it to Taco Town, anyhow. And there’s a flashlight in the glovebox. Might as well jump the gate on Salsa Lane and get a look at the Big Taco.”
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AT THE FOOT of Salsa Lane was a low, flat-roofed chain of souvenir shops done up trading-post style, with a taco stand on one end, a T-shirt pagoda on the other, and a tanning salon in the center. Despite the fact that it was now getting on toward most peoples’ bedtimes, the T-shirt pagoda still had a light on. Not only that, but there was someone there scraping bird poop off the plate glass window: a middle-aged guy with a thick red mustache. He was all in hunter’s plaid, right down to the wool cap with ear flaps. He paused in his scraping as we got out of the truck and called out, “Store’s closed. Come back tomorrow.”
His scraping had revealed an array of Taco Town postcards in the window. I took a look, and there it was: sun-faded, but definitely the same one Uncle Fonzo had sent. And better still, inside the store, beside a mannequin in a Taco Town visor, was a Post Office service window. Talk about luck! “Actually,” I said, “I’m looking for someone. Maybe you can help? I’m sure it’s unlikely you’d remember every single customer….” Crickets chirped. “But we think he may have sent a postcard within the last few days.” 
I pulled out my phone and flashed the picture, and the guy said, “Oh, I remember that character, all right.” He offered his hand and said, “Reginald.” We shook and introduced ourselves, then he said, “I’m not surprised trouble’s following him. We should have known his claims were too good to be true. But when your town’s livelihood is on the line, you’ll believe anyone who gives you hope.”
He invited us into the shop, which was brimming with brightly colored Taco Town tchotchkes and smelled like wet corn chips. There was a staff break room in back, an afterthought of a room with a kitchenette, table and couch. Yuri and I settled at the table while Reginald set out three taco-shaped mugs and put on a kettle. 
While our tea steeped, he launched into a story. “It all started with a lousy review on Yelp. Someone said our Big Taco looked more like a hunk of roadkill, and the town took a referendum to refinish the finish—a finish that’s done the Taco proud for a good many years, I might add. But when we had restorationists come in from St. Cloud and take a look, the price they quoted us would’ve wiped out the town’s treasury.”
Reginald pulled off his earflap hat and swabbed his brow with it. He was bald except for a ring of red hair around the edges and a little tuft on top.
“Well, then this Fonzo character came rolling into town—if that’s even his real name.”
I opened my mouth to say, Of course it is…. But Yuri nudged me with his knee, and I kept quiet.
“Yep, there he was, in a powder blue convertible, with a sharkskin suit and his hair slicked back all fancy. He saw the crowd around the Big Taco, and he took a look himself. And once the restorationists were on their way back to St. Cloud, he took me aside and said to me, ‘What if you don’t need to fix that Taco?’
“‘Of course I do,’ I told him. ‘Up close, you can see it’s got some major problems.’
“We looked at the Taco together for a good long minute, then he said, ‘Is that adobe?’
“I was excited, because most people think it’s just concrete or maybe stucco. ‘Yep,’ I told him. ‘That is adobe. Not to be confused with adobo.’”
No doubt it was the same line he gave all the tourists—he paused as if he was expecting a laugh. I managed a weak titter. Yuri narrowed his eyes—Russian humor is different, no doubt.
Reginald went on. “He took a good look at the adobe, then said to me, ‘The natural world is full of wonder. What if I told you I can help the Taco fix itself?’
“I know I’m coming off as the world’s biggest patsy now, but you’d have to know this Fonzo character. He had a certain way about him.”
I did know him. And I would have to agree.
“Maybe if he didn’t come to us on the tail of those restorationists, the price he quoted would have been crazy. But after hearing what those crooks from St. Cloud wanted, this guy’s price seemed like a bargain. So once I paid him, he went up there with a bucket of water, threw in some pine cones he’d gathered from the woods, and painted it all around the base.”
Spellcraft was so much easier when you could just come right out and tell your client your actual process consisted of writing words on a slip of paper.
Yuri steepled his fingers. “When did you first notice something was wrong?”
“I had my eye on the Big Taco—even though the guy told me I probably shouldn’t watch, I couldn’t help myself. I love the Big Taco. And I was excited to see the moment where our fortunes turned.”
In the distance, birds called.
Reginald sighed. “It’s not as if birds never perch on the Taco. They do. Even with all the trees in the world at their disposal. There’s even a stubborn robin that builds a nest inside the lettuce topping every spring. We’ve got all kinds of birds around here, but I remember the one that showed up after the pine cone treatment ’cause I’d never seen one like it before. I was excited—can you believe that? When it was just the one, I was actually excited….”
He shook his head and set out the tea. I took a sip. It was good—what made it into my mouth, anyhow. The taco-shaped mugs were adorable, but they weren’t exactly conducive to drinking.
“Within the hour,” he said, “there were two. Then ten.” He gestured in the Big Taco’s general direction. “And now look what we’ve got on our hands. You know what the funny thing is? Those damn birds shouldn’t be here. We looked it up. The crested carrion titmouse is only found in New Mexico…and once in a while around Wichita, depending on the migration patterns and the jet stream. And just our luck—those birds are rare. Someone posted a picture of them on Facebook and it went viral, and before we knew it, Taco Town was crawling with birders.”
I said, “I’ll bet that was good for business.”
“Ha! That’s exactly what we thought! Those people rolled into town just like the birds. One or two, then little clusters, then a whole flock. There was a steady stream at the motel, checking in all day long, one after the other, until every room was full. And the next morning, Olive served her famous huevos rancheros at the breakfast buffet…and all hell broke loose. The birders went nuts. Yelling, crying, carrying on. One of them tied herself to the chafing station in protest, and another one scrawled Bird Murderer in yellow paint all over the parking lot.”
I’ll bet that was a sight to see. “We were just over at the motel. How did we miss the graffiti?”
“Well, it rained a few hours later and washed the paint away, but that’s not the point. It was some fine print on the motel’s paperwork—more of a slogan than an actual binding legal statement, but one of those nasty birders was a retired lawyer, and he threatened to sue….”
Yuri scowled. “What was this ‘fine print’?” 
“Satisfaction guaranteed or your next night’s free.” Sloppy wording—not unlike a lot of the wonky Spellcraft I run across. “Some long gone ad man probably liked the way it rhymed. Anyhow, when the birders spotted the guarantee, they all extended their bookings by a week, then complained about the food so they could weasel out of paying for the second night. And once Olive caved in to that, they started complaining about everything from the towels to the toilet paper just to see how far they could take it.”
Yuri stood and strode to the window and edged aside the blinds to check out the Big Taco, looking dashing and dangerous, like a secret agent in a blockbuster action thriller. The Taco’s silhouette was visible against the starlit sky. Above, titmouses—titmice?—glided in lazy circles. “All it would take is someone with good aim and a shotgun to give those people a reason to leave.”
“My thoughts exactly!” Reginald cried. “But the darn birds are endangered—and if we shot ’em out of the sky, those egg-sympathizers would turn us in faster than you can say ‘over easy.’”
I wasn’t entirely sure Yuri meant killing the birds, not the birders, but I gave him the benefit of the doubt.
Reginald said, “Obviously, those creeps in Udderville sent that Fonzo character to sabotage the Taco.”
I really wished he’d stop calling my uncle that. “And they would do that because…?”
“Because they’re jealous—always have been. Their Mother of all Udders attraction isn’t half as popular as the Big Taco. But now that it’s being picked apart by the crested carrion titmouse—which we can’t even shoot because they’re endangered….” He shook his head sadly. “All because of one lousy review. And that Fonzo character.”
Before I could let Reginald know I’d had quite enough of his “character” rigmarole, Yuri cut in with, “We want to get to the bottom of this as much as you do. When was the last time you saw him?”
“Running off with Taco Town’s hard earned cash!” Reginald was obviously very invested in being angry, but the steam went out of him quickly and his shoulders slumped. “I haven’t seen the guy in a few days, but I can ask around in the morning.” He took a final slug of his tea. Half of it dribbled down his neck. “I should’ve known there was no such thing as a self-fixing Taco.”
Since the couch pulled out and the motel really was full, Reginald offered to let us stay in the break room. I wanted to be upset about the whole “character” remark, but decided anyone nice enough to give a couple of strangers somewhere to stay couldn’t be all that bad. 
And besides, I did have to admit…my Uncle Fonzo had always been quite the character.
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YURI
DIXON SLEPT LIKE a baby while I struggled to ignore the metal bar beneath my back. Had his uncle merely swindled the town out of its money with grandiose claims and then abandoned it to let nature take its course? Or was there Spellcraft involved?
I would presume he was Scribing again, if not for the fact that Dixon now had his quill. You couldn’t just pick up another magical quill at MallMart. And even if he did manage to lead a flock of crested carrion titmouses to a rare and tasty meal, I doubt one of them had bestowed him with their plumage. Not only was it unheard of for anyone to have a second Quilling Ceremony, but the birds were far too small to produce a sizable enough feather.
I rolled to face Dixon. Even in his sleep, a faint smile curled the corner of his lips. Who knew what Dixon Penn might dream about? It was difficult enough to comprehend how his conscious mind worked.
His uncle was clearly no good, but Dixon idolized the man. How many rambling stories had I heard about Fonzo’s exploits? Too many to count. I’m not one to make a moral judgement about right and wrong. I have never been what you’d call a law-abiding citizen myself. It was the way in which Fonzo worked his game that got under my skin.
Fonzo Penn was a con man. A swindler. All charm and no substance.
And, again, I’ve never been one to balk about bending the truth to suit my own needs. It made no difference to me if Fonzo took advantage of the Handless.
But I couldn’t get past the fact that he’d done it to his own flesh and blood by falling in with Emery Flint.
What he’d done to his nephew.
Dixon’s thick, dark eyelashes fluttered open and the faint almost-smile broadened into a full-fledged grin. “Yuri Volnikov…. Are you watching me sleep?”
I aimed for a playful tone so as not to broadcast how concerned I felt. “I would be a foolish man to not keep an eye on you.”
“Adorable.” He launched himself out of bed, calling over his shoulder, “I was tempted to do the very same thing last night once you nodded off, but I’ll admit, the allure of the after-hours souvenir shop was too much. While you were out like a light, I had a look around.” His voice had been growing fainter, but was now getting loud again as he circled back toward the break room. “And you’ll never guess what I found.”
I waited for him to announce his discovery.
He poked his head through the doorway and flashed an eager grin. “C’mon. Guess.”
“I have no idea.”
“Yuuuuuri….”
“Fine.” I guessed the first thing that came to mind. “You found a gun.”
“A taco gun? That would be totally cool—would it shoot little tacos, or shoot various toppings onto tacos?—but, no, that’s not it. Drum roll, please!”
I did no such thing.
Dixon made his own drum roll sound with his mouth, then swung through the door with a flourish and said, “Puppets!”
I would have thought it unlikely that American puppets would be as creepy as the misshapen, moth-eaten monstrosities used by my childhood teachers to “encourage” the class to learn multiplication (but instead only encouraged horrible dreams of those tiny felted hands touching my feet where they stuck out from the blankets). But I was wrong.
He thrust a nightmarish creation into the room with a wedge of cheese for a head.
“I’m Mr. Big Cheese,” he declared in a falsetto voice as he flapped the mouth-slit open and closed. “And I can’t wait for you to meet all my friends—”
I grabbed the thing off his hand, yanked open the freezer, threw it inside and slammed the door shut.
Dixon blinked. “Wow. You could’ve just mentioned you were sensitive about puppets.”
Before I could insist I was not “sensitive,” a frantic pounding on the outside door startled us both, followed by indistinct yelling.
Dixon made a startled, eager “oh” face, then dashed out of the room to see what was going on.
I followed him out to the front of the shop, where a small, stout man was pressed against the glass door. He was backlit by the parking lot security lights, so he couldn’t see past his own reflection…though not for lack of trying. His nose has flattened into the glass, leaving an oily smear behind. “I know you’re in there, Reginald. Open up—it’s Wendall.” Knock-knock-knock. “Come on, it’s important!”
“This is none of our business,” I said, but Dixon was already clicking open the locks.
“You heard him, Yuri. It’s important.”
He swung open the door, eager to help. Wendall blinked at Dixon. “You’re not Reginald.”
“Nope.”
He turned and looked at my truck in confusion. “And I suppose that’s your truck.”
“Yep.”
“Don’t you know how much healthier it is to walk?”
He was one to speak about health. He was winded just from sprinting through the door.
But before Dixon could regale him with the tale of our journey, he sighed and said, “Never mind. Sorry to bother you. I’ll go try to catch him at home.”
“Maybe we can help.”
Dixon was always saying such things. I had no idea why.
“Are you postal employees?”
As surely as if he’d already blurted it out, I knew immediately that Dixon would agree. Like most Spellcrafters, he had a malleable concept of the truth, and if his curiosity was piqued, he’d say whatever it took to hear the man’s story. Before he could make the ludicrous claim we were off-duty mail carriers, I said, “No. We’re not.”
Wendall looked around the empty souvenir shop with its shuttered postal window. “Are you sure?”
And now it was Dixon’s turn to stop me from speaking my mind. He said, “What’s so important that you need a mailman at this hour, anyway?”
Wendall wrung his hands. “I run the taco factory on the other side of the hill, and I realized this morning that a shipment got out that shouldn’t have made it past quality control.”
Dixon’s eyes went wide. “You ship tacos through the mail?”
Wendall laughed nervously. “Oh no, we don’t make actual tacos at the taco factory. We make snow globes.” Of course they did. “With tacos inside. It’s a state-of-the-art process, totally automated. I run the machine myself. But I guess that’s not always a good thing. I didn’t realize the machinery was on the fritz until a box broke open and I noticed something went wrong with the taco mold.”
Shaking his head, Wendall sat on the edge of a tomato-shaped ottoman and said, “I’m sure it’s my own fault. A big order came in, so I hired that guy to tune up the machine. It worked great for about a week—”
“What guy?” I asked.
“A traveling mechanic—he happened to be sitting at the counter in the coffee shop when the order came through and I was wondering aloud how I’d ever managed to fill it given the amount of raw materials I had.” Wendall’s brow furrowed. “Huh. Maybe it wasn’t a coincidence.”
As a rule, I try not to roll my eyes. It undermines my natural authority. But some days it was a real struggle.
Wendall said, “At first, I couldn’t believe my luck. The tune-up wasn’t cheap, but it eliminated a lot of waste, and I got that big order out, no problem. The machine even ran a little faster. Plastic needs a certain amount of time to cure, though, and now the tacos don’t look right anymore. I have my reputation to think of. I can’t let this get out. But a bad batch went out last night, and I need it back.”
He looked forlornly at the postal window, which was clearly closed. Dixon said, “Well, if it’s locked in there, it’s not going anywhere, right?”
That observation seemed to be some comfort. “True. I’ll just sit here and make sure I talk to Reginald first thing.”
While I went in back and folded up the couch, Dixon chatted with his new friend. But there was little to learn…other than the fact that this so-called “traveling mechanic” had dark eyes, dark hair, and a way with parting people from their money.
I found some instant coffee in the break room and made us each a cup. I’m not sure if Dixon was questioning Wendall on purpose, or if the meandering conversation was just more of his stream of consciousness. I sipped my coffee and listened, and found out that Taco Town was off the beaten path, but occasionally some intrepid connoisseur of Americana would mention it in a magazine article or blog post, and they’d get enough visitors to see them through another season. The permanent population was less than two hundred people, and growing smaller every year as people died off and teenagers left for college. For every one that came back with a future spouse, three more fled for good.
I knew more about Taco Town than I ever wanted to by the time Reginald finally showed up. “A souvenir seller and a postmaster,” Dixon said with reverence. “Talk about having it all.”
“I need that box back I dropped off yesterday,” Wendall said.
Reginald stroked his chin. “You’ve already mailed it—it’s not yours anymore. Tampering with the US Mail is a federal offense.” Both men looked very grave…for all of two seconds. Then they both laughed, and Reginald clapped his friend on the shoulder, and said, “C’mon, let’s take a look.”
Wendall was practically tap-dancing with anxiety as Reginald unlocked the mailroom. Behind the door, a small basket of postcards waited to go out, a pile of bills, and a single small box marked perishable. No snow globes.
“Oh, great,” Wendall said, “you pick now to become efficient?”
Reginald took the insult in stride. “You might want to check over by Vanessa’s farm. Sometimes when she picks up late, she doesn’t drive out to the main hub in Fairmont till the next morning.”
“Give her a call and tell her I’m coming by,” Wendall called over his shoulder as he sprinted out the door, moving fast on his stumpy legs. He darted out to the parking lot, did a little hop, then turned around and stuck his head back inside and said, “Say, this would go a lot faster if you guys could give me a lift.”
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DIXON
TACO TOWN WAS not exactly a thriving metropolis, and we pulled up at the farm in just a few minutes. I was struck by how neat and orderly the greenhouses were—not that I consider myself a horticultural expert. But there was a tidiness to the farm that made it seem more like a storybook scene than an actual agricultural operation, despite it being the dying end of winter with traces of snow underfoot and bare trees all around.
Even the cars were parked neatly. A pickup truck, a little hatchback, and a mail truck with its steering wheel on the wrong side, all of them lined up precisely beside the main greenhouse building.
The structure’s walls were clear flexible plastic, with condensation beaded thick on the inside. But we could see through it well enough to spot a person moving among the plants. Wendall burst through the door without even knocking. Yuri and I exchanged a glance and a shrug, and followed. Inside, the greenhouse was still cool, but the way the early morning sun was beaming through the panels, I could tell it would warm up fast. It smelled like spring—soil and moisture and green growing things. As far as I was aware, I didn’t have a green thumb myself, but you never know. I’d never really tried my hand at gardening. But the enticing springtime scent of the greenhouse had me thinking it might not be a bad hobby….
A middle aged woman with strawberry blonde hair stood in the center of the greenhouse. She wore a postal uniform with a spotless white lab coat over it. She was as neat and tidy as the rest of the farm, right down to her shoes—which were so shiny I could practically see myself in them from a half dozen yards away. “Wendall,” she called over, “look at my tomatoes!”
Yuri and I shifted our attention to the veggies in question…and, wow, those really were some tomatoes. Not only were they red and ripe, and not only were there positively scads of them, but they were huge. Seriously huge. The size of my head.
“Yeah, they look great,” Wendall said distractedly. “But what can you tell me about my package?”
Vanessa crossed her arms and drawled, “Excuse me?”
“The taco globe package that went out last night. Have you delivered it to Fairmont or is it still in the truck?”
“Off the top of my head? I have no idea. Late last night, I picked up a second delivery, and maybe it’s in there, maybe not.”
Wendall took a lurching step toward the door like a dog trying to get someone to throw a tennis ball, hoping Vanessa would follow. But Vanessa didn’t budge. “I’m not looking for your package until I’m done harvesting.”
Wendall finally did the first thing Vanessa asked of him when he walked through the door, and took a good look at her tomatoes. So many tomatoes. He groaned. “But that’ll take all morning.”
“Not if you get a move on. Plus, it’s a good thing you brought friends.” She pointed out some bushels, then took a tomato in hand and demonstrated. “Twist, then pull. It’s better if you leave the stem intact.”
How exciting—I’d never picked a tomato before—but before I could grab a bushel, Yuri snagged me by the shoulder and gave his head subtle shake. I mouthed the word why? and he made a little painting motion.
Spellcraft? What gave him that idea? Maybe they were just really nice tomatoes. Ripening all at once. To gigantic proportions. In the middle of March in Minnesota. Overnight. 
All right…I could see where Spellcraft might have been involved.
Wendall grabbed bushel basket and started power-picking the tomatoes none too gently. “I don’t understand. Just last week you were complaining that your crop wouldn’t ripen.”
“Well, I must have complained in the right place. Because a traveling botanist overheard me down at the diner—what are the chances?”
Yuri gave me a meaningful look.
Okay, fine.
Vanessa went on. “He came and checked out the whole operation, and you know what he determined? The soil was deficient in minerals. All this time, I’d been fertilizing with nitrates, but what it needed was rock water.”
Wendall, Yuri and I all mouthed the words rock water.
“It’s true,” Vanessa said. “I’ll show you.” She led the three of us to a rain barrel in the corner and heaved open the lid. We all peered inside. Arranged in a circle at the bottom was a handful of fist-sized rocks. “The botanist put this together for me, and after the very first irrigation I had results. Not only did the most stubborn green tomatoes start showing hints of yellow, but some of them even doubled in size overnight.”
Yuri seemed particularly unimpressed. “And how much did this traveling botanist charge you?”
“What difference does it make? Just look at this crop! And now that my mineral problem is solved, all my future crops will be just as bodacious. Frankly, I think I got the better end of the bargain.”
Yuri’s not one to argue. He simply turned his attention to one of the massively overburdened tomato plants and studied a ripe, heavy globe. I joined him, and he cocked his head in its direction. I took a better look, and when the sunlight hit the skin’s surface just right, the subtle sparkle of Spellcraft revealed itself. But even if the traveling Spellcrafter was responsible for the bumper crop, and even if Uncle Fonzo just so happened to be passing through Taco Town, I didn’t buy that the two things were necessarily related. Because it’s not as if the members of my family were the only Spellcrafters in the world. Besides, Uncle Fonzo’s quill was back in the attic. Just before we left, I’d hidden it under the bread box for safekeeping.
I turned to Vanessa and said, “I, for one, think it’s great. And don’t let on about the rock water—keep your horticultural edge. After all, if your competitors got wind of your secret sauce, pretty soon everyone would be doing it, and that’d just drive down the price of tomatoes.”
Vanessa’s eyes went wide. “That’s exactly what the botanist said! And, y’know, he actually looked and sounded a lot like you.”
I didn’t need to glance at Yuri’s expression to sense the I-told-you-so. “Come on.” I shoved an empty bushel basket into his hands. “These tomatoes won’t pick themselves.”
While Wendall tried to get Vanessa to change her mind and look for his package, Yuri and I went to the far corner of the greenhouse and got picking. “Most Spellcrafters look pretty much the same to the Handless,” I told Yuri—and that was the truth. Whatever common ancestors we had, there was a particular something about most of us that made us easy to spot, if you knew what you were looking for. “But even if my uncle did manage to find another quill, I don’t see what’s got you all hot and bothered. Okay, maybe the snow globe machine is on the fritz—but you said yourself, Spellcraft and machinery don’t always mix. And the tomato lady seems happy.”
Yuri gave a grunt and snapped a huge tomato off the vine. But he couldn’t disagree.
Personally, I was excited. If Uncle Fonzo did have a new quill, then chances were, we’d catch up to him as he made his way through the back roads and small towns looking for ways to help people with their problems. Towns where no Spellcrafters lived, and the types of problems that were best fixed with the pen could still be found. It was just a matter of figuring out which way he was headed.
I filled bushel after bushel as we worked our way down the rows until my hands hurt from picking. Wendall was still complaining, but Vanessa stood firm. “How about this?” Wendall suggested. If the box is already gone, I’ll get my kid to come help you while I go after it. He’s got a much stronger back then I do.”
“Call Harvey before we look. If the box is gone, he takes your place—and if it’s still here, you both work.”
She drove a hard bargain, but in the end, he made the call.
Wendall’s son was a younger, geeked-out version of him. Genetics really can be pretty amazing. Harvey wasn’t quite as rotund—yet—and his hair was bright ginger without any grays. He wore perfectly round glasses with dark plastic frames and a tweedy jacket with elbow patches over a too-tight sweater vest. An impressive camera hung around his neck. “I was just out getting some shots of the new stop sign over by Fourth and Colby.”
“Harvey works for the Taco Town Tribune,” Wendall said proudly.
When Harvey got a load of the tomatoes, he did a double-take. “I thought you said your plants wouldn’t ripen!”
Vanessa risked a small glance at her rain barrel, then said breezily, “Oh, that was just me being impatient. Obviously, this year’s crop is doing just fine.”
“Fine?” Harvey said. “These are amazing. Look at that one—it’s as big as my bowling ball.”
“I can’t take all the credit—I had a botanist’s help.”
“The dark-haired guy, came through town last week? He was really something else. Actually finished a Taco Tornado—that’s an eating challenge of twenty tacos in twenty minutes—but he wouldn’t let me post his picture on the diner wall. Said he didn’t want to unseat the reigning champion. A real class act.”
“That’s him,” Vanessa agreed.
“Even if you turned to him for outside advice, it’s still your greenhouse. Can I get a picture for the Tribune?”
Vanessa glanced toward the rain barrel again. “I don’t know….”
“With you in it, obviously.”
Vanessa blushed and patted down her pristine white coat. “But I’m such a mess.”
“C’mon, Vanessa—you know how seriously the paper takes our produce. I’ll bet you and your tomatoes make the front page.”
She primped her hair. “Well, if you really think so.”
Ignoring Wendall, who was having a flailing-arm meltdown by the door in his urgency to get to his box, Vanessa allowed his son to pose her for the photo op. Harvey stood her in front of the tallest tomato plant, which towered over the petite postal carrier. He handed her a bunch of lush, ripe tomatoes, and instructed her to cradle them in her arms like she was holding a bouquet. All that was missing was a tiara.
“That’s perfect,” Harvey said, “just perfect. Now, look over here—that’s right—and give me a nice smile.”
The sun shone through the greenhouse, dazzling Vanessa, but she gave a tenuous smile. I stood tall and began to clap, cheering her on. And once I elbowed Yuri hard enough, he did the same. Although I don’t think he knew the slow clap had a sarcastic connotation in English.
As we clapped and whistled, Vanessa gained confidence, shifting her shoulder to face the camera with a smile growing broader and more sure. “That’s it,” Harvey said as his shutter clicked. “Fantastic. Just wait till the town sees this.”
The smile finally reached Vanessa’s eyes as a single leaf dropped from the towering plant. It floated down gently on a warm updraft, unnoticed by both the photographer and his model. But it seemed like such a strange time for a leaf to fall. Maybe it’s the Spellcrafter in me, but I can’t afford to miss any details. Yuri, too. I felt him stiffen beside me…right before all hell broke loose.
Explosions on TV are loud. But gargantuan vegetables? They just make a wet squelching sound.
The tomato directly over Vanessa’s head burst in a stunning explosion of ripe, red juice. It deluged her fair apricot hair, sliding down like something had been disemboweled directly overhead. The guts stood out vividly on her pristine white lab coat. But that single tomato was only the opening volley. Soon another burst, and another. Throughout the greenhouse in a series of squishy pops, the overstrained tomato skins gave up the ghost in a cluster of soft detonations. Harvey tried to backpedal, but he slid on the jellied insides of all the victims and tumbled inelegantly out of the way.
The blowup lasted several long minutes. When the juicy red globes were finally done exploding, not a single plant was left standing. All was silent but the plunk and splatter of tomato guts dripping from the plastic ceiling.
We slipped and slid and skidded over to Vanessa…who, in her shock, was moving in slow motion. Which didn’t make it any better to see the dismay registering on her face in excruciating detail. She burst into tears just as we reached her. Yuri recoiled as if he’d just now discovered his kryptonite.
“Hey, it’s okay,” I said, but tomato guts were dripping into my hair, her crop was ruined, and it probably wasn’t okay. I was just about to offer to help her clean up—but unfortunately, it looked like it would take a while. And we were so close to finding my uncle.
Wendall slipped and slid over to Vanessa and took her by the arm. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.” And together, like a pair of toddlers learning to ice skate, they made their way out the greenhouse door.
Once they were gone, Yuri muttered, “It’s bad enough Fonzo took their money.”
“Wait, what?”
He pressed his lips together is if he regretted he’d said anything.
“No, go on,” I insisted.
I didn’t actually think he would elaborate, but he squared his broad shoulders and said, “It’s one thing for him to promise something he can’t deliver, and another to completely destroy someone.”
“Hold on, buster. First of all, we don’t know for a fact that this is anything more than an accident. And second, how can this be my Uncle’s work if he doesn’t have a quill?”
Yuri’s eyes went hard. “We both know how far someone will go to get a quill.”
Oh no he didn’t. I was a heartbeat away from cracking open a can of Penn family whoop-ass when Harvey called out, “A little help, here?”
Yuri strode over to where Taco Town’s photojournalist was still flailing in tomato guts. Luckily, Harvey had landed on his butt, so his fancy camera was still intact. As if the full-grown man weighed no more than an empty tomato bushel, Yuri plucked him off the mushy ground and set him on his feet.
I almost allowed my anger to crank down a few notches…but then Yuri said, “The stranger who ate all the tacos—do you still have his picture?”
Harvey seemed puzzled, but since Yuri had just come to his rescue, he shrugged and took a look. “If I haven’t switched out my memory card…. Hold on. Yep, you betcha. Here he is.”
Yuri looked down at the viewfinder, then at me—and by the look on his face alone, I knew I wouldn’t like what I saw. But you never know. It could have been some other Spellcrafter. I stuck my hands in my pockets, crossed my fingers, and faced the music.
The viewscreen on the camera was tiny, just a couple of inches, and the picture was somewhat confusing with all the piñatas and sombreros and Minnesota Vikings gear cluttering up the shot. But when I finally picked out the figure in the center of the frame grinning over an empty taco platter, there was no denying it.
At least Uncle Fonzo looked happy.
I was about to insist the photo didn’t prove a darn thing (despite the fact that it pretty much did) when Wendall and Vanessa made an appearance. Wendall had a stack of T-shirts in his hands with a Fajita Farms logo. He passed one each of us and said, “It’s too cold to go outside in a wet shirt.” Yuri nearly refused, and I’ll admit, I was tempted, too. I have my image as a natty dresser to consider—but I reckoned it was best to come out of the fiasco with my nipples intact.
Even if I had no intention of letting a certain someone near them. At least until he apologized.
Once we were all in our new Fajita Farms shirts, Vanessa took stock of the greenhouse with the glazed, stunned expression, then sighed and said, “Okay, Wendall, let’s look for your package.”
Her mail truck was surprisingly full, but between the four guys, we had it unloaded before long. Especially since Wendall was working faster and faster the farther down he got without finding his box. But then, there it was, at the bottom of the heap. A battered box with one corner crunched in, the tape splitting, and a big oil stain on the bottom. A box marked fragile in at least a dozen different places.
Wendall cocked his head. “Wait a minute….” He pulled out a pocket knife and slit open the box. Styrofoam popcorn scattered as he pulled out a snow globe, then peered inside. “I must’ve had my boxes mixed up. This is from a batch I ran last week. They’re perfectly fine.” He turned to Vanessa. “Got any tape?”
“No can do. You opened it, it’s yours.”
They both launched into some nonsense about postal regulations, but I had no desire to stand around and listen to them arguing—not when I was busy brewing up an argument of my own.
I gave Yuri a cool look, then turned and headed back to the truck, fully expecting to lay into him once we were alone. But then Wendall snatched up the box of snow globes and came running after us. “Hold on! Can you give me a lift to my shop?
And even though the annoyance was thick enough to cut with a fork, Yuri gave his head a small, dismissive nod, and said, “Fine. Get in.”
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THE YOU-MAKE-Um factory was a sprawling corrugated metal building with a pair of wooden Indians flanking the door. Apparently, political correctness was not a pressing concern.
“Back when my dad ran the business,” Wendall said, “this parking lot would be full of workers. We’d make taco T-shirts, print taco postcards, and stamp taco fridge magnets. Nowadays, there’s no one around to fill all the jobs, and besides, it costs barely half as much to outsource and have it all shipped in. All we’ve got to make onsite is the snow globes—that’s our most popular souvenir. We’re the only shop in the whole country that manufactures a taco snow globe.”
Imagine that.
He let us into the building, which was crowded with machinery and supplies. Dixon was uncharacteristically quiet as we took in the layout, angry with me for speaking my mind about Fonzo, though as he took in all the equipment, his chilly annoyance began to thaw. Printing presses, silkscreen, embossing stamps—the work stations hugged the perimeter of the building, all of them silent and abandoned. All save the single large monstrosity in the center.
“Here she is,” Wendall declared. “Globe-O-Matic. Taco Town’s pride and joy.”
“I thought the Big Taco was the town’s pride and joy,” Dixon said.
“Well, sure, aside from that. This is a close second.” The machine was a massive metal box, the size of my cabin, with a clear plastic hopper on top filled with colorful plastic beads. With a flourish, Wendall pulled a huge lever on the side, and the monstrosity chugged to life. As gauges swung back and forth and colored lights lit, the raw plastic was funneled down a confusing series of tiny chutes. “The base of the globe feeds in here, glass there,” he shouted over the noise of the machine, and gestured to a looping tangle of conduit. “And here’s the impressive part. Pressurized water flows through these lines. It cools down the hot taco and fills the globe—double duty! Then a robotic arm screws it all together, and they come out fully assembled.”
He smiled expectantly while the machine groaned and wheezed and clattered. Dixon was fascinated. I was just eager to find the next road out of town before yet another person fed him a sob story he couldn’t resist. And when I thought the whole contraption would finally exhaust itself and fall to pieces, a chute opened up, and a snow globe rolled into a box of packing foam. Wendall pulled it out and handed it to Dixon, and said, “There’s something off about the taco, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”
Dixon’s eyebrows shot up halfway to his hairline. After an awkward pause, he said, “Yeah, me neither.”
Wide-eyed, he handed me the globe. Inside, the specks of sparkling glitter settled to reveal a plastic vagina.
I handed it back and said nothing.
Wendall said, “Quality control was so much easier when I had a bigger crew, and I could supervise instead of running the equipment. But now it’s just me, a couple of gals who moonlight at the call center, and Harvey when he’s not chasing down a story. I’m sure it just needs to be calibrated.”
Something needed to be tweaked, all right, but I doubted it was his equipment. “Machines like these are delicate things,” I said. Americans find me very wise when I state the obvious, and Wendall was no exception. “We should take a look around and see if there’s anything you might have missed. A plugged vent, maybe, or a loose connection.”
“Absolutely,” Dixon agreed. “Fresh set of eyes can’t hurt.”
Another obscene snow globe tumbled from the chute. “You’d do that?” Wendall asked. “Take a look around? Thanks, guys! Thanks a bunch!”
I can handle a screwdriver as well as anyone else, but when I got closer to the massive snow globe maker, I wasn’t looking for mechanical defects…I was searching for evidence of Spellcraft. Amid the vibrations and the steam and the chatter of the tiny nubs of plastic, I found exactly what I was looking for. When I looked at the machinery just so, the air around it wobbled as if I was viewing a reflection in a trembling bead of mercury. There was nothing mechanically wrong with the equipment. The problem was a Crafting gone wrong.
Or, perhaps, gone right…depending on the intent behind it. 
Spellcraft might be technically legal here, but the government put more rules and regulations on it than legalized gambling. Any Crafting designed to actively harm, defame or impinge on another person was a serious enough offense to carry a prison term. Preferable to Russia, where large men in plain uniforms would simply come by and crush your hand. Still, nothing I would have risked.
Spellcraft was obviously in play, but that knowledge didn’t help me locate the Crafting itself. I ran my hands around the frame, singed my fingertips on the metal casing of the plastic-heating element, but came up with nothing. As I began to worry how obvious it would be that I was just going through the motions of troubleshooting the machine, Dixon sidled up next to me. He pitched his voice barely above the rattle of the machine and asked, “Did I ever tell you how much I like corn?”
“I don’t…think so.”
“Well, I do. I love it. Crazy about it. Especially canned corn. There’s something about the bite, and the juiciness, and the milky, watery corn taste…anyhow. Mom used to get mixed veggies in these big, industrial-sized cans. Peas, carrots, green bean fragments, and corn. And whenever mixed veg was on the menu, Uncle Fonzo would sort all the corn out of his veggies, knock our plates together, and shove the kernels over to me. Claimed he didn’t care for it. But once I was walking down Main Street and I saw him in a diner—you know the one, with the big chicken wearing a hat painted on the window? There was this group of Spellcrafters he used to meet up with twice a month. I wasn’t spying. Really. I just happened to notice what was on his plate: chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes, and canned corn. And he was eating it. And not like he was just forcing it down, either. And I realized that all these years, he didn’t give me the corn from his mixed veggies because he didn’t like it…but because I did.”
Maybe so. But all it proved was that the man could be generous with his corn.
“Here’s the thing,” Dixon said. “Obviously, tomatoes don’t explode on their own. And, yes, I thought they seemed a little sparkly. And, yes, my uncle did come through Taco Town. But why would you presume he was sabotaging the city? He’s the one who taught me to Craft, after all. Maybe there was another Spellcrafter here before him, and maybe he was trying to set things right.”
I couldn’t deny his argument was all very logical. But I also couldn’t deny the feeling I got: that something was just not right, and Fonzo Penn was written all over it.
If any Spellcraft was hidden in the factory, I should be able to find it. It took focus, will, and always a bit of luck, but whatever it was that allowed me to paint my Seens also let me see the magic of Spellcraft dancing around a bit of Crafting. The factory was large, though, with a discouraging number of places in which to hide a small slip of paper. Dixon and I split up in hopes of finding the thing. We searched for most of the day, until our stomachs were growling and our feet were sore.
Unfortunately, if a spell was indeed to blame, we couldn’t find it. I was about to suggest we pack it all in and start fresh in the morning when Reginald the Postmaster skidded into the room and said, “Guys, you won’t believe it, but I think our luck has turned. The birds are flying away!”
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DIXON
I CLIMBED INTO the truck, at a loss for words. The scrap of paper I’d found tucked inside the factory’s fusebox was heavy in my pocket. I couldn’t deny who’d done the Spellcraft—the Crafting was strange, but the penmanship was unmistakable, so I could hardly be mad at Yuri for being right. But Yuri didn’t know Uncle Fonzo like I did. If my uncle put a Crafting on something, there was a darn good reason. For all we knew, these people in Taco Town had a comeuppance due. Maybe they drove a giant sausage out of business. Or maybe a giant waffle. I had no idea, but I did know it wasn’t fair to point the finger at my uncle without knowing his side of the story.
Salsa Lane was open now. We pulled up at the top of the hill beside Reginald. Yuri cut the engine, turned to me and said, “You haven’t said a word. All the way here.” He frowned. “What is it?”
“Overwhelmed, I guess. All those coochie snow globes.” I forced a laugh. “Just…wow.”
I don’t think he bought it, but before he could ponder my reaction too closely, Reginald staggered out of his car, then froze directly in front of us, staring up at the Big Taco. He stood perfectly still, transfixed. And then he fell to his knees and burst into tears. “It’s ruined!”
My heart sank. “I know, I know,” I said to Yuri, low enough that Reginald wouldn’t hear it through the closed windows…and all the wailing. “It’s probably another Crafting gone berserk.” When Yuri raised an eyebrow and I realized I hadn’t mentioned the Crafting in the factory, I hastened to add, “Or the first Crafting gone berserk. Who knows which order they would have been done in…if there even was more than one, that is.”
Yuri cut his eyes to me briefly. He was so not buying it. 
Best not dig myself in any deeper. “Here’s the thing, Yuri—I just need you to have some trust, at least a little bit—if not in my uncle, then in me. I need us to be on the same side.”
Yuri stared through the windshield, eyes narrowed, and said nothing.
I said, “Even I’ll admit—it looks bad. But before you jump to any conclusions, let’s see what was actually written.” I slid my hand across the seat and brushed my pinkie alongside his. It’s natural to me to touch people. I was raised by an affectionate family. But Yuri can be surprisingly disarmed by the tiniest displays of affection, and just this subtle nudge was enough to make him give my uncle one more chance. Grudgingly. But he relented, and that’s what mattered.
“Fine,” he said. “Let’s hope we find a Crafting…this time.”
“Totally,” I said, and hopped out of the truck before he noticed me obsessively patting down my pocket to make sure the snow globe factory’s Crafting was still there.
The Big Taco perched at the top of a scenic hill as if a massive lunch lady had reached down from the sky and placed it there for all of Minnesota to behold. It was a proud taco, as tall as a Winnebago and nearly as long. Its base was constructed of rough-hewn Northern Pine, log cabin style. And the Taco itself was….
I paused and squinted at its crumbling veneer. “What’s this made from again?”
“Adobe,” Reginald reminded me through his tears as Yuri hauled him to his feet. “When Pedro Johansen moved to this area, it was nothing but forage land for the local dairy farms. But Pedro had a vision. A marriage of North and South, like his parents…but in terms of cuisine. You might be surprised to hear it, but back then, this part of Minnesota wasn’t exactly a thriving metropolis.”
Yuri refrained from noting that we could literally hear cows mooing in the distance.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Reginald said. Given that I was mainly wondering where the Spellcraft was hidden, I highly doubted it, but I didn’t correct him. “Does Minnesota really need another ode to the taco? I say we do. Sure, maybe people think it’s ridiculous. And maybe what we’re doing here won’t put men on the moon. It doesn’t cure cancer and it can’t plug the hole in the ozone. But in Taco Town, we make people happy.” He choked up, briefly, then pulled himself together and added quietly, “And I think that counts for something.”
As he knuckled away a tear as if it was just a stray bit of dirt in his eye, it occurred to me the same could be said for Spellcraft.
“Someone needs me by the store,” Reginald claimed. From our vantage point on the hill, we could see there was clearly nobody around but us, but we didn’t call him on it. It was a grown man’s prerogative to hide his tears from the world. 
Once he scampered back down Salsa Lane, Yuri surprised me by grabbing the front of my jacket and hauling me up against his massive chest. While I stood on tiptoe, he mashed his forehead against mine, filling my vision with his huge, solid presence. And when he spoke, his breath played tantalizingly across my lower lip like Spellcraft tingling through my nervous system when I composed an original saying. His voice was low. And intense. And sexy. “I am always on your side, Dixon Penn. Never doubt that.”
I fully expected him to release me and leave me wobbling around, weak-kneed, in the shade of the Big Taco. But instead of letting go, he pulled me even closer and pressed his lips to mine in a fervent kiss. Stubble scoured my chin as he thrust his tongue into my mouth, and my whole self went pliant and willing. I’ve had boyfriends before who felt compatible, but never like this. In every way, it seemed like Yuri and I were complete opposites—and yet we were less like antagonists, and more like a couple of kids keeping a see-saw going so both of us could play.
Maybe Spellcraft is less like roadside attractions and more like sex. Sometimes you take, and sometimes you give. And when you’re really lucky, you get to do both. Public displays of affection were definitely not Yuri’s thing, so when he assailed me with his big, hard body and stole my breath away with his fierce kiss, I knew he really freaking meant it.
Yuri was both predictability and thrill. He was safety and danger. He was the guy my mother had warned me about, and the one she always hoped I’d end up with. He backed me into the Big Taco, cupping my head in his massive hands, and kissed me so thoroughly I was glad for the pitted adobe at my back keeping me upright. Yuri filled my senses, all bristle and muscle and cedar-scented wool. Need roared through my body—and even in broad daylight on the most prominent hill in Taco Town, I was ready to satisfy it.
Yuri was, too. With a desperate grunt, he bumped his groin against mine...well, more like it hit my waistband while I rode his thigh for dear life. We might even peak that way—up on Taco Town’s peak—and I didn’t care, even if it meant I’d have to do some creative repositioning of my winter coat, then clean up in the bathroom at the nearest gas station. The most exciting part? When Yuri’s breath quickened and his teeth clashed with mine, I knew he wanted me just as savagely as I did him. Like a promise of what he’d do the next time we had fewer clothes between us, he thrust his hips at me again….
And the adobe made a sound like a hundred knuckles cracking.
Yuri reeled back, bulging and dazed. I snapped my arms out sideways to keep the Big Taco together. Never mind that if it actually toppled, it would crush me. I wasn’t making good decisions—all the blood my brain needed for thinking was currently trapped down the inseam of my left pant leg.
It wasn’t the whole Taco in motion, though, just a section behind my back. Yuri grabbed hold of me and pulled me out of harm’s way. And when he dragged me away from the crusty adobe, a squared seam line appeared in the finish…and out swung a secret door.
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YURI
I WAS OFF my game—stupid with lust, and my protective instinct in overdrive—when the adobe-covered panel popped open. Dixon’s first impulse, naturally, was to lunge toward it. And mine, just as naturally, was to grab a handful of his jacket and rein him in.
“A secret door!” he chortled. “I’ll bet there’s treasure inside. Gold nuggets. Or gold doubloons. Or a golden antique tortilla press!”
I held back a sigh and considered letting him go before his running in place kicked up a dust cloud. Where else would the key piece of Spellcraft be hidden, if not within the main attraction itself? Besides, this was no dangerous metropolis—it was Taco Town. Then again, considering the tomato bloodbath, we couldn’t be too careful. I moved Dixon out of the way… “Hey!” …and had a look.
It was dim inside the Taco, with the only light filtering in through the doorway and the small holes made by the crested carrion titmice. It took my eyes a moment to adjust—but when they did, the sight of a clown looming in the shadows purged all traces of the excitement we’d stirred up with our kisses…until I realized it was just a mannequin. An ugly clown-painted mannequin holding a sign that read, Welcome to Taco Fest.
In all, the narrow space was about the size of my truck, and it was crammed full of painted plywood. Dixon crowded in behind me with a gasp. “Oh wow, I always wondered where neighborhood carnivals went when they weren’t being carnied.”
Of course he did.
We searched through the plywood for Spellcraft, picking up splinters in our hair and clothing, and a particularly annoying shard in my thumb. Dixon was even willing to search the clown. But we turned up nothing.
“Maybe there’s no Spellcraft to find,” he said. “Maybe there’s just something in Taco Town’s water that makes it look all sparkly.”
He was reaching, and we both knew it. The town was crackling with volshebstvo. And if there was malicious work to be Uncrafted, Dixon was the man to do it. “Dixon—it is obvious the titmouses didn’t pick Taco Town at random. Just like the tomatoes didn’t randomly explode.” I had hoped to spare him, but maybe it was for the best he got a good look in the cold light of day at what his uncle had left behind…or the dim light leaking through the holes in the Big Taco. I drew out my paints and said, “I would never Craft something new to change another man’s magic. But I am willing to try to expose it.”
Dixon’s breath caught in the way it did whenever I opened my paintbox. Sometimes I thought he was more excited to see me open that box than he was when I opened my fly. This was not necessarily a bad thing. People are attracted to each other for many reasons. It might as well be a reason that can’t fade as surely as looks eventually will.
I drew a bottle of water from his knapsack and a small, blank card from my opposite pocket, cleared my mind, and sent my focus outward to encompass all of Taco Town. The people so desperate to preserve their livelihood. The disasters falling like dominoes in Fonzo’s wake. Dixon’s pathetic hope that everything would somehow manage to turn out just fine. I held these ideas in my mind for a moment, then dabbed my brush, and painted.
Yellow-brown, some orange, some blue-gray. A dark speckle that was a smattering of birds against a blue sky. And a scattering of white spots that only appeared once I was done painting, thanks to contaminants trapped between the paper and paint that caused a pattern of resist. I squinted at a beam of light knifing through a hole, and saw the sunbeam was dancing with motes of dust. I flapped the small paper and considered the flaw. The Seen felt no less potent to me…as if there really were no accidents.
Once the surface was dry enough for ink, I handed it to Dixon. He turned it this way and that, not critically, but with fascination. Dixon has seen many paintings in his life. Not only in his family shop, but in his travels through far-flung cities. And even with so many works to compare to, he continues to find subtle nuances in mine.
“It’s Taco Town in all its magic,” he said wistfully. “Do you think there’s magic to this place, aside from just the Spellcraft turning the town upside down? Sometimes I wonder if memories count as magic. Or whimsy. Or fun. They’re intangible things, and yet they’re so…present.”
His voice had gone soft as he spoke in this rare moment of introspection. It suited him, this glimpse of his serious side, a side which still managed to be so enviably full of wonder. But it was tainted by the fact that he’d soon need to face up to exactly what his uncle had done.
Dixon carried his quill and ink at all times—he’d even half-joked about bringing it to bed. All Scriveners value their quills, but after his horribly failed Quilling Ceremony, Dixon was even more fanatical about the instrument of his Craft. I could relate. I was able to paint a Seen with anything that would leave a mark, and still I felt attached to the miniature travel set I kept in my pocket.
I no longer painted for my own amusement, but Dixon practiced his calligraphy every day, even if it was just a series of loops and flourishes in ballpoint pen on the side of a paper bag. He had the most breathtaking writing I’d ever seen, even compared to the decrepit Scriveners I’d known in Russia who’d been honing the skill all their lives—maybe because it felt somehow more youthful. Maybe because it wasn’t yet jaded.
Dixon brushed dust from the edge of a collapsed carnival game, then placed the fresh Seen on the precarious surface. His focus went soft and he stilled, searching inside with a deep sense of respect, even gratitude. With purpose. When he opened his ink, dipped his quill, and set pen to paper, his lettering flowed unusually small. And yet, it didn’t feel at all cramped. Instead, it was delicate, like the finest lace.
Crafting calls crafting
What’s hidden is seen
Magic stands revealed
Above, below, between
The first line would have been sufficient, but Dixon Scribed with not only the enthusiasm of a brand new Scrivener, but the confidence of someone who’d come to the skill later in life, armed with more experience and depth. Instead of creating loopholes in which the Crafting could go awry, this elaborate Scrivening amplified the Spellcraft power I’d begun to harness in my painting, then cinched it elegantly in its intricate web of words.
And as Dixon inked the final flourish, he smiled—but not his usual broad, open smile. This was a secret smile: quite aware of exactly how much power he’d so masterfully wielded, and pragmatically satisfied.
I was unexpectedly moved that my own contribution had helped to elicit that expression. But before I could revel in my own self-satisfaction, I felt the power of the volshebstvo blow through me like a gust of arctic air across the Baltic. 
The Big Taco rocked as if it had been hit by a physical wind. Inside, all the pressboard and plywood creaked louder than the hull of a great ship, and adobe dust fell like hail. Dixon’s eyes went wide, showing white all around, and he snapped his quill back into its rigid case before it came to any harm. 
He was not the only one to react. 
I flung out my arms to shield him with my body, spanning the width of the Taco. Crumbs of adobe bounced from my shaved head as I braced myself against a collapse, but once the Spellcraft was done rushing through the structure, everything settled as if nothing had happened.
“Wow,” Dixon said. “That was close.”
But as I straightened, I felt the subtle precursor of movement—and barely had time to brace myself again as something big toppled against my back. I tucked Dixon into a protective embrace as the two of us went down hard, him under me, and stiffened to take the brunt of the impact. A Seer should be more protective of his hands—and I didn’t care in the least. We fell to the floor with the breath knocked out of us, clasped together as desperately as we’d ever been in bed, and just as winded.
Dixon’s eyelashes fluttered against my cheek as he opened his eyes. “Yuri? How is it you’re grabbing my junk with both your hands behind my back?”
Whatever had fallen on me was no mere plywood. In fact, the way it hugged my body curve for curve, it could only be one thing.
I threw it off with a noise of dismay, shuddering all over.
The clown toppled onto its side, leering, and its red rubber nose bounced away.
“Now there’s a three-way I’ll never forget,” Dixon declared, then cocked his head to match the angle of the mannequin sprawled on the floor. “Hey, look! There’s something shoved up its nostril.”
Luckily, he was eager to see. I couldn’t bear to touch the thing.
It had to be Spellcraft. I knew without even bothering to check and see if the air distorted around it.
Dixon retrieved the Crafting, pushed into a sitting position and unrolled the paper carefully. I crouched to one side, keeping as far from the toppled clown as the cramped space would allow. Queasy excitement churned through my belly. This would be the moment in which his uncle’s sabotage would come to light, and while I didn’t exactly revel in the pain it would cause Dixon once his idol fell from grace, in some sense, I was eager for this Fonzo character to get what he deserved.
Dixon smoothed the paper over his knee…and stared at it, brow furrowed.
The Crafting was upside down. Not only that, but it was in a language other than my native tongue, and the lines were rough and splotchy. It took me a moment to decipher. When I did, where I’d expected to find the Scrivening that caused the ruin of Taco Town was written, instead, a single word.
Revivify.
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DIXON
OF COURSE, I could deduce the meaning of the word revivify. I supposed we should be grateful it didn’t raise any zombies.
Frankly, the Crafting left me with way more questions than answers, not just because of the obscure vocabulary, either.
We scrambled out to the truck, covered in adobe crumbs. Yuri seemed more pensive than usual. I was just confused—and gritty. A fine layer of dust coated my teeth. When we climbed into the cab and I pulled out my water for a swig to wash away the adobe, a telltale slip of paper stuck to the bottle fluttered to the seat between us…the Spellcraft I’d found at You-Make-Um. 
The one I’d been carrying in my pocket, not my bag.
It was a lot like the Crafting we’d found shoved up the clown’s sinuses. The same hot-pressed cotton rag paper used in all the Spellcraft my family’s shop created. The same weird blob of watercolor from Practical Penn’s Seer, Rufus Clahd. And the same penmanship, too. I’d recognize it anywhere. It was not just the hand that had taught me to write, but the Hand of my family.
Uncle Fonzo.
And yet, like the other Crafting we’d just discovered, it was nothing like Uncle Fonzo’s typical spells. I’ve never known a Scrivener to pen a single word. Not that it couldn’t work, technically. But it was definitely weird. Word choice, meter and penmanship all contributed to a Scrivener’s signature style. Uncle Fonzo had a tendency to write the sort of upbeat phrases you’d find in a fortune cookie, like the lockpick Crafting my cousin Sabina carried, Persistence opens all doors. Yes, Uncle Fonzo was succinct.
But never this abrupt.
Yuri scowled at the Crafting I’d found in the factory. The Seen was a gray squiggle. The Scrivening was just one word.
Parsimonious.
“What does this mean?” he finally asked.
“That you’re right,” I admitted. “My uncle has definitely been Crafting here.”
He quelled a sigh. “Not the situation—the word. What is the meaning?”
“Maybe we should look it up,” I said. “Just so I don’t steer you wrong.” I called up the definition on my phone and read…with a growing sense of relief. Because, come on, that word really did sound like it couldn’t possibly be anything good. The initial few definitions were incriminating, meanings like cheap and stingy, but it was the lengthier explanation that caught my eye—and not solely because it cast my uncle in a more flattering light. “Parsimony is the principal of getting the most results from the fewest resources. That’s exactly what the Crafting did—it made more snow globes with less plastic.”
Yuri didn’t seem quite as relieved as I was, probably because he still had adobe-mouth. I tilted the water bottle his way and gave it a little wag. When he reached up to take it, the corner of a piece of hot-pressed cotton rag peeked from his cuff.
“Hey!” I yanked the bottle out of reach and pointed. “What’s that?”
He shook his head and released the sigh he’d been trying so hard to hold back, grumbling in Russian, then plucked the Crafting from his sleeve. Another Rufus Clahd special—a lopsided circular orangey-red blob that could be anything from a deflating basketball to a distorted sunset…to a freakishly overripe tomato. Scribed over it was the word Fecund.
I called up the definition and read, “Fruitful, productive, flourishing.”
“Why would he not use a common word?” Yuri asked.
“And why limit himself to a single word at all?” Whatever had prompted Uncle Fonzo to adopt this new aesthetic, it obviously hadn’t done him any favors.
“Can you Uncraft them?”
Parsimonious made my eyes cross, and I was still worried that Revivify might end up making our brains look a little too tasty. But maybe I could do something with Fecund. I held up the Crafting and squinted. Daylight was the best light for studying Spellcraft. Some folks say the devil is in the details. I’m not convinced there is such a thing as Satan, but I do know that the details are what holds the Spellcraft mojo—and the broad, pure spectrum of sunlight brought out the most detail.
The familiar paper was quite heavy. When I held it up, it only let the slightest bit of light through. But that bit was enough for me to see the single word was poorly inked. The margins of the stroke were rough, with a wispy gap in the center. Not only that, but faint spatters marred the Crafting where a ragged quill had caught the paper surface. And with the quality of the stock my family used, that hardly ever happened.
It looked as if the strokes had been made with a poorly-trimmed quill. Strange. Unlike regular feather pens, Spellcraft quills don’t wear down. And yet, this had to be a magical quill. Otherwise, the Scrivening wouldn’t work.
Although the strokes were janky, since there was only the single word on the page, at least the lettering was large and well-spaced. For Uncrafting, the space in which to slide additional letters, to re-harness the Spellcraft and change its trajectory, was what mattered the most. Not the look of the calligraphy.
I cleared my mind and focused on the orangey blob—Yuri’s painting was so much more inspiring—and thought about Vanessa and her greenhouses. Obviously, I still wanted her plants to be fruitful. But not to the point where they’d explode on impact.
Could I squeeze another letter into the current Crafting? I thought so.
I visualized the words re-tooled as PerFECt, UNDamaged Tomatoes, and excitement coiled in my belly as the Spellcraft began to flow. My heartbeat quickened and my fingertips tingled.
I could fit those letters in. 
I could make it work.
Yes—I could reshape the Spellcraft.
I just knew it.
The anticipation of the feel of inking the letterforms was palpable in my hand as I unstoppered my ink and dipped my handsome white quill. I saw how to slant the letter t that would break the two words just so, to make the calligraphy appear almost natural. I imagined the flourish I’d add to the final sweep of my pen. I squirmed, just a little, at the thought of Uncrafting something Scribed not only by a family member, but by Uncle Fonzo—the strongest of us all.
With a deep breath, I steeled myself, imagined my Scrivening one more time to fix words and letters in my mind, then set quill to paper and inked the stem of the letter P.
But by the time I finished, lifted the nib, and set it down again to add the bowl of the letter, the stem contracted into a dozen small beads of ink. They scattered like a spill of black pepper in the midst of a powerful sneeze.
Anyone who’s written their name on Easter eggs with a white crayon before dyeing them is familiar with the concept of resist. The wax is invisible until the egg meets its dye bath, and the color shrinks away from the crayon marks. (A great many years ago, I may or may not have written “poo face” on Sabina’s egg. After my caption appeared beneath her name, she threw it at me and splattered half the kitchen purple.) But when I ran my thumb along the paper, it didn’t feel any different from our normal stock. Smooth, yes, from the quality finish. But still absorbent.
I tried to draw the P again. And again the ink beaded up and scattered.
Yuri pulled a pair of glasses out of the glovebox, perched them on his nose, held out a hand and said, “Show me.”
I handed over the Crafting and he held it up for scrutiny. Whereas I’d looked at it face-on, analyzing the character of the ink, he held it sideways as if he could see the Spellcraft wafting off it. He studied it a good long while, then set it carefully on the dashboard and told me, “It doesn’t look right. Don’t touch it—don’t touch any of them.”
“We can’t just ignore the Crafting. Maybe the town could survive without snow globes, and no doubt they could import their tomatoes. But if the Big Taco falls apart…that’s it. A member of my family made this mistake, Yuri, so it’s my responsibility to set it right.”
“You can’t layer a good Crafting over a bad one. You might as well perfume a turd.”
“If only we knew what to do.” I looked at Yuri pointedly.
“What are you thinking?”
“Obviously, it’s too risky to tinker with anything that’s been touched by the funky Crafting. But if there’s anything we know for sure wasn’t in town when the Spellcraft was put in place, it’s us.”
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YURI
I HAD NEVER worked with a Scrivener willing to Craft anything for me as a gift—and I’d certainly never paid for Crafting to be made on my behalf. I wanted to feel leery of the idea, and frankly, I realized, I didn’t much trust Scriveners in general…but this was Dixon. And he was bursting with sincerity.
We stashed Fonzo’s tainted Spellcraft in the truck bed to keep it as far away from us as possible. I was already worried the Crafting we’d done to reveal the nasty little things would make them stick to us for the rest of our lives. And yet, the moment Dixon suggested we Craft yet another piece, the urge to paint began welling up inside. It felt like hunger. Or, more accurately, it felt like the food must feel when it’s about to be eaten. A queasy excitement mingled with dread. All bound together in a net of inevitability.
My eyes were open, but only dimly did I see. My attention was focused instead on the landscape of my mind—and even that was more instinctive than deliberate. Dixon tipped water into a bottle cap, then held it for me. I dipped my brush. I became the brush, and the water drawing up into the fibers was like a balm creeping through my veins. If this was how drugs felt, I understood how addicts were made.
The brush was not moving of its own accord, but it was certainly some primal part of me that moved it, with only enough conscious control to hold on. When I daubed the wetness into the pigment, my brush swept through multiple pans of color. Sometimes this left an ombre of varying hues, and sometimes the paints mingled in the brush to become muted and neutral. When I touched brush to paper this time, it was a bit of each. Rounded, cottony forms where the paint mingled toward gray, and a hint of a prismatic arch in the sweep of the stroke.
I turned up the defroster and held the wet painting to the air, then slid it across the dash to Dixon, who dumped the last few drops of water from the bottle cap out the window, then turned his full attention to the Seen.
I held the inkwell as he’d held the water, and when he dipped his quill, his gaze turned inward. Did we search for our Spellcraft in the same place, I wondered—some mystical bit of nowhere in which the volshebstvo lived? Or were we opposites, drawing from two distinct sources of energy that only rarely combined?
Even written on the dashboard, Dixon’s handwriting was hypnotic and elegant. With room enough to write as he pleased, without needing to fit letters within and around another Scrivener’s lettering, he began with a flourish so graceful it made my breath catch. And then the rest of the Scrivening flowed from his pen.
A silver lining, every cloud
Inspiration has endowed
After the Crafting was penned—after volshebstvo lit across the back of my neck like a playful breath—Dixon scanned the words as if he had no memory of writing them. “I, ah…didn’t mean to be quite so literal. Or so cliche.” He blushed. “But, look. It’s a cloud with a cute little rainbow. See?” He shielded his eyes and peered through the window. “You don’t suppose it will change the weather, do you?”
“Is that what you meant for it to do?”
“That would be awesome! But no. I’m sure those clouds are entirely too far away—we’d have to send it up on a rocket launcher to make anything happen so high in the sky. I was just thinking that in any given situation, there’s always an action that’ll lead to the best outcome, even when it looks like every possible option is a bad one. Trying to change Spellcraft that clearly doesn’t want to be altered might only make things worse. But you and I could be inspired to make the best of a bad situation, regardless of what else was going on. So I focused on us instead.”
He tucked the Crafting onto the passenger visor with an embarrassed little laugh. “Old habit—I never carry Spellcraft on my person.”
“Bad luck?”
“No—in case I get arrested.” As if the truck would not be searched as well. “So, what now? We’ve got a bunch of funky Craftings that won’t let us change them. Quick, don’t think too hard—what’s the best course of action?”
“Get rid of them.”
“Mom always says that destroying an active Crafting is like trying to wash blood out of your clothes in hot water. All it does is set the stain.”
That, I definitely could hear Florica Penn saying. “If they can’t be destroyed, then we take them somewhere far away from here and let the town recover.”
Dixon brightened. “Whaddaya know? Being in the middle of nowhere can actually work to our advantage. We make a final sweep to be sure we have everything, then drive the Craftings halfway to Grimford and bury them under a rock. That should keep the influence of the Spellcraft to a minimum while the magic eventually dissipates. We’ll just need to make sure it’s not a dairy farm. I’d hate to make anyone’s cows explode.” He leaned across the seat, nuzzled my cheek, and said, “Who knows…maybe the motel in Grimford has a jacuzzi tub, too.” He quelled his perpetual smile only long enough to brush a kiss across my lips.
I found myself unexpectedly optimistic about the trip. A pleasant drive with pleasant company, a good supper and a warm bed at the end of the day—one I would not fall into alone. What more could we really want? 
I pulled away from the Big Taco and headed down Salsa Lane, wondering if we’d need to buy a shovel, or if the hunting knife in my toolbox would suffice. We were almost to the foot of the hill when a figure in khaki stepped into the road, waving her hands. I pulled to the gravel shoulder and unrolled the window.
It was the woman we’d met last night in the motel lobby—and she was too winded to speak. As she caught her breath, Dixon greeted her with, “If it isn’t Buggin’!” And, “Was your bathtub everything it was cracked up to be?” And, “Where’s your adorable orange Bug?”
“I’m Genevieve—Buggin’s my car.” She planted her hands on her knees and drank in a few more deep breaths, then said, “And she’s not starting, poor baby. I turn the key, and nothing! Hopefully the garage can figure it out. But in the meantime, I need to get to the top of the hill. Give me a lift?”
If Dixon were not in the truck, would I have done so? Who knows. It was unlikely I would have stopped for the woman at all. But Dixon was there, and naturally, he shoved open his door and said, “No problem. Hop in!”
Once introductions were made and Genevieve was situated, with Dixon in the middle snuggling happily against me, I pulled a U-turn and headed back up the hill. 
“I’m sure you’re excited to see the Big Taco up close,” Dixon told her, “but be sure not to judge it too harshly. It’s been through some tough times lately.”
Genevieve seemed excited to talk about the Taco—but whatever her reply might have been, it was drowned out by a thunderous bang. Instinctively, I ducked to avoid oncoming bullets, but soon registered that the sound had come from underneath the rear of the truck.
Apparently, tomatoes and cows were not the only things in danger of exploding.
Dixon craned his neck to look behind us and said, “Quick, Yuri, turn around. The muffler’s getting away!”
Normally, I’d leave the exhaust system where it landed and drop off our passenger. After all, we were the only ones around. But since we were on a hill, not only was the muffler rolling…it was picking up speed. I spun the steering wheel. With a noise like a jet pulling out of a hangar, the truck swung around yet again, only for us to see the muffler pitch toward the foot of the hill, bounce twice, then somersault around the nearest turn.
“Wow!” Dixon said. “Look at that muffler go.”
We roared down the hill in pursuit. I turned the corner. Late night traffic was just as sparse as any in Taco Town, but a few curious bystanders had paused in front of the diner to puzzle over the automobile part rolling down the street with the very loud truck right behind it. The ground was level now, but somehow, the muffler kept right on going. It rolled through Taco Town’s single stoplight—which, of course, turned red before we could make it through. Small town police being what they were, I didn’t dare floor it. Especially with a piece of Spellcraft in the truck.
But Taco Town being the size it was, there just weren’t that many places for the muffler to go. And given that it had traveled so much farther than any normal object might, we could only presume it was Spellcraft at work. 
That muffler wanted to be followed.
It curved gracefully around one more corner, and when I pulled up behind it, I realized we’d been there before: the You-Make-Um factory. And the muffler rolled to a stop right at the foot of the wooden Indian. Stunned, baffled, bemused, the three of us climbed out of the cab and assessed the truck. “You should really get that looked at,” Genevieve said. “But not until Buggin’ is fixed. There’s only one mechanic in town.”
Dixon rounded the back of the truck. The duct tape hung in long streamers. Where they dragged behind, they’d picked up a few empty cans along the way—despite the fact that there’d been no trash in the road. “It looks like someone’s getting married,” Dixon chortled. “Do they do that in Russia?”
I was beginning to suspect he didn’t actually want answers when he asked me these things. I ignored the question and peered through the factory window instead where, despite how late it was, a light still shone. 
When Dixon pressed his face to the glass beside me, the shouting began.
“Hello? Who’s out there? Help!”
We let ourselves in and made our way to the Globe-o-Matic snow globe maker…only to find Wendall dangling by the collar of his shirt from an articulating arm at the top of the machine. His toes hovered inches off the ground, and his arms were hitched up at an awkward angle on either side of his head.
“Help me,” he cried. “I can’t feel my arms.”
A taller man would not have been lifted off the ground. And a slimmer man would not have been caught around the belly by the hem and slid right out. But Spellcraft was involved—and I was not the least bit surprised. While Dixon took stock of the situation, clearly wondering if it was best to unbutton Wendall’s shirt top to bottom or bottom to top, I walked over and simply lifted him off the hook.
“Have you seen my son?” he asked as he flapped his arms, hoping to regain sensation. “Hooray for hands-free dialing, right? But I’ve been calling and texting him all afternoon, and no answer. What a relief you guys came along. Who knows how long I would’ve been trapped.”
“Talk about getting hung up!” Dixon said. “What happened?”
“I was trying to fix the Globe-O-Matic by figuring out which calibrations the traveling mechanic changed. But I got too close to the robotic arm and it snagged me by the collar. I knew better, darn it. I’m usually more careful. This hasn’t happened in nearly a month!”
While Dixon suggested Wendall install a workplace sign—X Number of Days Without Being Strung Up by the Machine—Genevieve was looking more closely at the contraption. I came up beside her and followed her gaze. “What is it?” I asked.
“See these dials?” She ran her finger along the control panel. “If you look very close, you can tell where they used to be set. The off-gassing in the atmosphere tarnished this plate just a little, and now there’s a tiny notch where the knob used to cover the metal.”
It was faint, but when I looked very closely, I did see it. The previous settings were there, you just needed to really look. Wendall was thrilled. He dug up a very bright flashlight and magnifying glass to restore the settings to their prior positions as precisely as possible. Dixon found the whole procedure fascinating—then again, he was easily entertained. 
“The proof is in the pudding,” Wendall said.
Dixon rubbed his hands together expectantly. “I love pudding!”
“Ahem. Let’s see what magic we can make.” Wendall flicked on the power and pulled the giant lever. The Globe-O-Matic powered up with a cacophony of whirs, buzzes and crackles. And as the scent of melting plastic filled the air, the machine lumbered into action.
Just moments later, a snow globe rolled through the curtains and hobbled off the end of the conveyor belt. But there was no box of packing foam to collect it. We all turned toward the globe—I thought Dixon would dive across the machine to catch it and adjusted my trajectory to catch him instead before the Globe-O-Matic minced him into glitter. I snagged him by the belt loop before he dove within range of any indiscriminating robotic arms. Besides, Genevieve was closer—and thankfully, she was quick on her feet. She snatched the globe just before it hit the concrete floor…and then she shook it and held it up to the light.
Even from where I stood, it was plain that the figure in the globe was decidedly vaginal.
“Don’t worry,” Wendall called out over the noise of the machine. “That one was leftover from before. It’s the next globe we want to check.”
A few moments later, the curtain at the end of the chute parted, and another snow globe rolled off the line. Wendall plucked it from the conveyor belt and held it up to scrutiny. His breath caught. The rest of us all move closer and squinted. On first glance, it looked the same as the one Genevieve was holding. But, looking closer, it became clear that what we were seeing inside was definitely a taco.
“Perfect!” Wendall cried. “Just perfect. Even better than before, in fact. What a relief.”
“Maybe you can recycle all the misfired globes,” Dixon suggested.
Wendall shook his head. “Not with my fully automated system. I’ll need to figure out another way to get rid of them. Maybe we can raffle them off.”
“Misfires?” Genevieve held up the malformed globe. “You mean these?”
“Those are the ones,” Wendall said with a rueful sigh.
“If you’re unloading these, I definitely know someone who’d be interested. My sister would love them.”
“Is your sister a lesbian?” Dixon asked.
“My sister is a gynecologist!” Genevieve turned her attention back to the misfire and gave it another hearty shake. Dixon wagged his eyebrows at me as if to say, Oops. Once the glitter settled, Genevieve added, “I don’t see what her being a lesbian has to do with it.”
“What a relief,” Wendall said. “We’ll negotiate a nice price, and be back in production by tomorrow morning. My son will be thrilled to hear it.” He pulled out his phone. “Funny, he’s still not answering.”
“Try the greenhouse,” Dixon suggested. “That’s the last place we saw him.”
Wendall tried another call. “Vanessa isn’t answering, either.”
Goosebumps rippled up the backs of my arms as I imagined the tainted Spellcraft taken hold, exploding the two of them in a garish echo of the overripe tomatoes. Casually, so as not to panic the rest of the group, I said, “We should go check on them.”
“Field trip!” Dixon said happily. “Let’s go!”
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DIXON
SQUEEZING GENEVIEVE INTO the cab was a challenge—not that I’m complaining, since it was a great excuse to mash myself against Yuri while he drove. But cramming Wendall in, too? Wasn’t gonna happen.
I could tell by the look on Yuri’s face that he was tempted to invite the guy to walk, since it was so healthy and all. But Wendall was happy enough to ride in the truck bed with the muffler, so we hit the road without comment.
“That was really cool what you did back there,” I called to Genevieve over the roar of unmuffled exhaust. “How do you know so much about manufacturing? Are you an engineer?”
“Not at all, that would be my baby brother. I just helped him study when he was getting his degree. My real interest lies in—”
Whatever those proclivities might’ve been, they were lost in the dramatic gasp Genevieve made when we rounded the bend and saw the greenhouse. The tomato explosion from that morning had gone leathery in the day’s sun. It had darkened into a particularly bloody shade of scarlet. “Don’t worry,” I told her. “That’s just tomato.”
“Obviously. What did you think I thought?”
“Never mind,” Yuri said. “Let’s go see what’s become of the photographer and the gardener.”
“A little help?” Wendall called from the back. He acted like it was just some lingering numbness in his arms, even though it was clear he didn’t trust his stumpy little legs to hit the ground safely if he leapt the few inches to the pavement. I gave him a hand down without comment, and the four of us approached the “bloody” greenhouse.
It was even warmer inside than before, and just as humid, but the scent had changed. Whereas it was green before all the tomatoes exploded, now it was vibrantly red. I was just about to ask Yuri if he thought it was possible to smell a color when a sultry, feminine giggle reached our ears from the far end of the greenhouse.
It didn’t sound like anyone was in trouble. But before I could announce that we were there, I caught a flash of movement. If the plants hadn’t all been destroyed, it’s possible someone’s modesty might’ve been spared. But between the few remaining battered tomato stalks, we couldn’t help but notice that Vanessa and Harvey weren’t just hale and hearty…they were naked.
Butt naked.
Vanessa was on her back—but she wasn’t doing quite what that you’d guess. She was posing. And Harvey was down on his elbows and knees between her legs—again, not what it sounded like. He had his camera in hand, and was coaching her through a vampy, naked, tomato-covered photo shoot. The two of them lolled around without a care in the world, murmuring soft encouragement to each other as they shared a bizarre and secret diversion. They were so focused on the camera it was a real shame to interrupt.
But Harvey’s father apparently didn’t share that sentiment. “Harvey! You’re butt naked!”
At that, the young photographer scrambled up from the floor and began yanking on his clothes. Vanessa was clearly none too pleased, but she drew her once-white lab coat around her bare body with the grace and aplomb of royalty.
“Harvey?” Genevieve asked. “From Harvey’s Haven?”
Harvey was blushing to high heaven and his T-shirt was on backwards, but he rallied and said, “That’s me!”
“I’m staying in your coach house. I’ve messaged you half a dozen times on YourBNB.”
His father said, “And I’ve been calling you all day.”
Harvey glanced over at his tweedy jacket, which lay discarded in a heap with his sweater vest and his underpants. “Sorry—I guess my phone was on vibrate.”
The tomato-covered gardener eyed the jacket as if she was cooking up some ideas for later.
“The room,” Genevieve prompted.
“You found parking okay?” Harvey asked. “The bed was soft enough? The coffee was good?”
“And the tub…?” I added.
Genevieve waved it all off. “Yes, yes, those things were fine. But I hardly slept a wink. It was just too quiet.”
Yuri narrowed his eyes.
“Here’s an idea,” I told Genevieve. “Maybe we could trade rooms!”
“You found a room at the Motel after all?”
“Oh. Uh, no…actually, we slept at the souvenir shop. What time is it, Yuri? Maybe we can make it to Minneapolis before the health food store closes and grab those tortillas.”
“Minneapolis?” Vanessa said sharply. “That reminds me—there’s an overnight delivery in the truck.”
The fact that she’d shirked her postal duties to enjoy a roll in the hay—or more accurately, in tomato guts—prompted the sort of chagrin that the exposure of her personal assets hadn’t. While Genevieve eyed a bunch of vigorous-looking tomato seedlings that had sprouted up in a random spill of dirt, Vanessa slipped on her gardening clogs and buttoned her lab coat crookedly. When she dashed out of the greenhouse, the rest of us followed.
The mail truck was still right where we’d seen it last time. Vanessa swung open the back to reveal a prominent package sitting atop the other mail: A medium-sized box from Healthy Belly in Minneapolis. And it was addressed to the Masa Motel.
Everything happens for a reason—that’s what Uncle Fonzo always told us. Maybe it was just the fortune cookie way he had of seeing the world…but there was a grain of truth in it, too. Maybe it was Spellcraft that prompted the urgent package to be ignored for the better part of the day. Or maybe Vanessa was just delightfully distracted by the stamina demonstrated by a guy half her age—after all, the Crafting wasn’t so much as a twinkle in my eye when the tomatoes blew up and the clothes came off.
I turned to Genevieve and said, “I’ll bet that box is full of gluten-free tortillas. And I know for a fact that if you bring it over to the motel, the owner will give you the best room in the house!” Okay, maybe that was an exaggeration, but I’d wager the owner’s personal quarters were at least passable.
Genevieve hoisted the package out of the truck and set it right back down. “It’s too heavy to carry.”
“We will drive,” Yuri declared, and hefted the box as easily as if it was empty. We piled into the truck with Genevieve and left the three blushing redheads behind to sort out who was more mortified, father or son.
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I’VE NEVER CLAIMED to possess any great mechanical aptitude, but I realized I wasn’t exactly sure what purpose a muffler served when the smell of burning rubber tickled my senses. “Are we on fire?” I shouted over the engine. 
“It’s not us,” Yuri shouted back.
“Look!” Genevieve pointed.
We rounded the souvenir factory and the motel came into view—with a thin column of oily smoke threading up from behind the office. Yuri floored it, and the truck burst forward with a fierce roar. We screeched to a stop right in front and piled out of the truck, then dashed around the corner of the building to see what was going on…only to find Olive sprawled in a covered deck chair beside a fitfully smoldering planter with a half-empty bottle of tequila in her hand. She was wearing the same pantsuit as yesterday, and it looked like she hadn’t slept a wink.
“This is horrible,” she moaned. “I thought I was doing myself a favor when I bought planters made from recycled tires instead of wood. And now look where my lofty ideals got me.”
Stunned, I said, “I had no idea rubber could just randomly burst into flames.” Yuri nudged my ribs and pointed to an empty tin of lighter fluid beside the planter, then I noticed the green plastic lighter in Olive’s other hand and I realized what I was seeing. “Oh.”
Genevieve was less worried about sparing anyone’s feelings. “Why on earth would you set your own place on fire?”
“I’m going to lose it anyway. Might as well collect the insurance.”
“But you can’t burn this place down,” Genevieve said. “It’s gorgeous. A shining example of midcentury Americana. There’s got to be another way.”
“The food. The linens. The incidentals. I’ve done the math. It’s no use. Once payday comes around—once I pay everyone for all the overtime they’ve had to work, cleaning up after the freeloaders—that’s it. I’m done.”
“But we have your tortillas,” I said.
Olive moaned. “Get them out of my sight.”
Genevieve casually took the lighter from Olive’s unresisting hand. “What you need is an infusion of cash. One that’ll still leave your motel standing.”
“Taco eating contest?” I suggested.
No one else seemed to hear—sometimes that happens when an idea is just too good. But before I could repeat myself, Genevieve glanced around the motor court and said, “How many rooms are in this place? Thirty?”
Olive sighed dramatically. “Unfortunately, yes. You wouldn’t think there’d be that many unethical birders around—but you’d be wrong. And now that the titmouses are gone, all of them are empty.”
“But this is perfect! My family reunion is coming up next week, and our venue fell through. I need thirty rooms.”
Olive fanned the grudgingly smoldering rubber planter. “Then you’ll have to go to Grimford. By this time next week, the Masa Motel will be nothing but a toasty memory.”
Luckily, at this rate, it would take all week for the place to burn down.
“I won’t take no for an answer,” Genevieve said, in that stunningly confident way in which she pronounced all the things she was entirely sure of. “In fact, if you stop fanning that flame, I’ll put down a deposit right this minute.”
At the promise of money, Olive perked up. “Fifty percent?”
“Done.” Genevieve snatched away the paper Olive had been using to fan the flames and handed it to me…and a tingle shot up my arm so sharply it made me stagger.
Watercolor. India ink. Hot-pressed cotton rag. The Seen was a bunch of flesh-colored dots that looked like they’d been doodled by a bored kindergartener. Over the Seen, inked in ragged lettering—the word Plethoric.
I cut my eyes to Yuri. He scowled at the Crafting and gave his head a subtle shake.
At least I wasn’t the only one who’d never encountered that particular word before. We’d need to get rid of the Crafting before flaming dinosaurs popped out of the planter. But as I turned to stow it in the truck bed with all the others, a bit of dried ink flaked off the paper and fell away. I gave it a shake, and more ink came loose. It crumbled before my eyes and dropped off, leaving me with nothing but a dumb little painting…and a lot of questions.
Olivia let Genevieve walk her back to the office to make that deposit, leaving Yuri and me beside the planter. Although the fire was pretty much done, I pulled out my water bottle and doused what was left. The smoldering died with a grateful hiss.
“Now we know what happened to the motel,” Yuri said triumphantly.
I was as glad to find stray bits of Spellcraft as anyone else. “But I’ve never heard of a Scrivening falling off. Is it even a Crafting anymore without the words?”
Yuri held up the painting horizontally and scrutinized the surface. “I think it is just a Seen now. Potential Spellcraft—like gasoline without a car. I made many of these in Russia to work off my debt. But I would not risk re-using this particular piece.”
I shuddered vigorously. “Me neither—especially when I could get a much more appealing one from you. Let’s put it with the rest of the screwy Spellcraft.”
We headed back to the truck. Once we ditched the ugly painting, Genevieve came out to meet us. “I thought I’d started off this trip on the wrong foot,” she told us, “but it just goes to show that every cloud has a silver lining.”
The echo of the Crafting I’d penned earlier rippled across my shoulder blades. Sure, it was a common enough expression—unlike the word Plethoric—but, still.
“Come, Genevieve,” Yuri said. “We will fetch your luggage.”
“But I never got to take an up-close look at the Big Taco. Can we swing by there first?”
Yuri wanted to say no, I could tell. Probably tired from running around all day—and eager to take advantage of the jacuzzi tub. But since Genevieve was nice enough to give us her room…. “Please, Yuri? It won’t take long. It’s just a few minutes away.”
Yuri grumbled something in Russian—but in English, what he eventually said was, “Fine.”
Conversation over the roar of the engine was difficult, to say the least, but I managed to call out, “Why are you so interested in the Big Taco? Are you a roadside attraction enthusiast?”
“Not at all—I think they’re eyesores. But I’m interested in what’s inside.”
Yuri cut his eyes to me. I think he was still a little spooked by that clown. He turned onto Salsa Lane and we began our ascent, and the engine cranked up its volume to extra-loud, discouraging all further attempts at conversation.
We climbed out of the cab and silence rang in our ears. That, and the distant sound of chirping. 
“Hear that?” Genevieve asked. “Long-tailed field cricket. Common from here to North Dakota.” She whipped out a pair of impressively long tweezers. 
The past day had not been kind to the Taco. Even in the starlight, the holes pecked by the titmice were apparent. The yellow-pigmented adobe was more brownish-gray inside, and the whole Taco looked sad and moldy. Probably like the gluten-free tortillas would soon, unless someone put them in the fridge.
Genevieve started digging in one of the titmouse holes with great purpose. I got up close and personal to see what she might find, while Yuri fell back a few paces looking vaguely ill.
“Aha!” Genevieve plucked something from the hole with evident relish. It was fascinating—in the way those YouTube pimple popping videos are fascinating. “Just as I suspected! An articulated mudmucker. Do you know what this means?”
“Honestly? No idea.”
“This is the first sighting north of Kansas. What are the odds?”
Given the crumbling, messed-up Spellcraft in the truck bed, probably pretty good.
“Is that bug still alive?” Yuri said queasily.
“This?” Genevieve brandished the insect heartily. “This is just a discarded pupa.” She waved the thing under Yuri’s nose. “See? No more larva.”
Yuri looked a bit green in the starlight.
“If that’s just a shell,” I asked, “where’s the bug?”
“In the belly of a very satisfied crested carrion titmouse, no doubt. Those birds will definitely pick at carrion till the cows come home. But they have a field day when the articulated mudmuckers pupate.”
One can only absorb so many new words in a day, and my head was feeling alarmingly full. Even so, I had to ask. “These bug things…they wouldn’t happen to be endangered too, would they?”
“Heck, no! Articulated mudmuckers are an invasive species, like zebra mussels or brown marmorated stinkbugs.” Wait, that wasn’t a real thing, was it? She had to be pulling my leg. I waited for the punchline, but it never came. “The mudmucker eggs spread through clay soil. In this case—the authentic Arizona adobe clay.”
“But I don’t get it,” I said. “The Big Taco has been around for years, and the mudmuckers are only now a problem?”
“It’s one of the few species with a proto-periodical life cycle—like the cicada, only invasive, and without the pretty nighttime mating call. Every thirteen years—bam.”
That didn’t surprise me. Everyone knows the number thirteen is terrible luck.
Genevieve dropped the bug-shaped casing in a plastic baggie and tucked it into one of her many cargo pockets. “I was worried they’d got a toehold in Minnesota, so I came out to see if we should do a mass fumigation—which can wreak havoc on beneficial pollinators, too. I’m thrilled to find the titmice handled it. They really did this town a favor.”
I gave the Big Taco a critical once-over. “Too bad it left the town’s main attraction in such a sorry state.”
“This? No big deal. My brother-in-law teaches natural building techniques for the state extension. He’s crazy good with adobe. I’ll have him take a look at it when he comes in for the reunion. But my guess is that a minor skim-coat will have the Big Taco looking good as new in no time. Especially with all the perforations the titmice left behind.” She gave the adobe an affectionate pat. “It’ll give the new finish something to hold on to.”
I peered into one of the titmouse holes to see if I could spot the pupa inside. “You never mentioned which member of your family is into bugs.”
“That would be me. Oh, I know a little bit about everything, but insects are my main field of expertise. My bread and butter, so to speak.”
I personally wouldn’t use the term “bread-and-butter” to describe creepy crawlies…but, to each his own. “How do you make money with bugs?”
“I’m an entomologist, of course.” She gave me a meaningful look and added, “A traveling entomologist.” 



 
14
YURI
STAYING IN THE motel would have been fine by me, but Dixon had his heart set on this YourBNB. The room was in a remodeled coach house not much bigger than my off-season cabin. Judging by the property’s condition, very little of Harvey’s remodeling budget was spent on the main house. The rental coach house, in comparison, was brimming with upgrades.
So many upgrades.
“Ooh, look,” Dixon said. “A built in humidor. Too bad I don’t smoke.”
While Dixon explored the room—all three hundred square feet of it—I pondered the cargo weighing down the back of my truck. Not the carton of gluten free tortillas Olive had insisted we keep, but the bits of painted paper beneath it.
I was troubled. Spellcraft should not act this way…but that was not what bothered me.
Dixon came back outside once he realized I was still looking at the truck. He slipped his arms around me from behind, went up on tiptoe, and rested his chin on my shoulder. “Thinking about where we can bury the old Seens?”
I shook my head. “We don’t need to.” 
Dixon gave me an extra squeeze, then caught my hand. “Perfect. Then stop worrying about it and come in out of the cold.”
It wasn’t the leftover Seens that disturbed me; it was the fact that, in the long run, Fonzo’s Craftings hadn’t sabotaged the town after all. True, they’d helped it only in the most painful and convoluted way. But the Spellcraft was not ultimately as malicious as I’d initially thought.
I should have been relieved.
Yet, I wasn’t.
I allowed Dixon to draw me inside where the bath was running and the air smelled like the pine-scented potpourri that decorated every flat surface, from the windowsill to the countertop to the nightstand. Dixon plundered the small refrigerator and dredged up a jar of peanut butter, and we dined on gluten free tortilla roll-ups and tap water. It was not the most elegant meal, but it was satisfying…and nearly impossible to speak around, for which I was profoundly grateful.
I had imagined I would confront Dixon and force him to see his uncle was a fraud, a greedy charlatan who went from town to town, bilking people of their money and bringing shame to the family. Who can say what Fonzo’s motives might be? I thought I knew, but I was no longer so sure. One thing I couldn’t deny: his volshebstvo held great power.
By the time we’d managed to swallow the gluey peanut-butter-laced tortillas, the bath was full. Whether it was full of water or simply foam was another matter. Bubbles mounded the oversized bathtub in dome of white froth, swelling halfway to the ceiling—the mirrored ceiling.
Dixon glanced up and quipped, “That’s certainly one way to double check that you’re clean.” He turned to me and unbuttoned my shirt while I stood like a stone, overwhelmed by the day’s events and unsure what anything even meant anymore. “Do they have mirrored ceilings in Russia? I’m sure someone does—Russia’s a huge country—but you never know, what’s porn-tastic in one culture might be nothing special in another.”
Dixon doesn’t seem to expect answers to these questions of his. I’d always thought it was because his mind had leapt to the next topic before I’d figured out the best way to explain. But now I saw there was something much deeper at play. Maybe he was curious, maybe not. Mostly, he was just acknowledging the fact that I was there with him—and our experience of whatever was going on might be vastly different.
He eased my shirt down to my elbows and followed with a brush of his lips over my bare shoulder, accentuated by the scrape of stubble. Emotions welled up inside me, so sharp it felt as if my insides must be shredded. For such a ridiculous man, he made me experience all the deep and complex feelings I’d thus far successfully managed to avoid. The raw hurt of self-awareness. The sting of knowing I always presumed the worst. The dull ache of knowledge that I was unlikely to shed my suspicious nature anytime soon. And the bittersweet throb of hoping that perhaps he knew all this, and accepted me in all my flaws.
No, Dixon more than accepted me. He cherished me.
He pulled off my clothes, then his, then led me toward the bath. I gestured to the foam, which smelled like a cheap confection. “What scent is this?”
Dixon thrust a hand through the cloud of foam and groped for the bubble bath. He blew a wad of froth off the bottle and read. “Always Almond. Say, Yuri, do you pronounce it ALL-mond or AHH-mond?” Before I could answer, he read, “Lose yourself in field of delicious sun-ripened almonds as our delectably creamy bath foam floats your troubles away.” He gave the bottle a sniff. “Smells more like pistachio ice cream to me.”
Better than smelling like tacos, I supposed. Dixon stepped back into the tub, then held out his hands for me. I took them and allowed him to draw me in beside him. The cloud of almond-scented bath foam was nearly up to my waist. It parted for us with a crackle.
“Don’t worry,” Dixon said. “You can never add too many bubbles. They always go flat before you know it.”
I would have to take his word for it. In the meantime, our elbows and knees took a beating as we groped our way around and settled in. Our bodies knocked holes in the foam, but the jets stirring up the water soon plumped them back up. The cloying cloud engulfed us, not in darkness, but in light.
A puff of breath tickled my nose as Dixon blew an air pocket between us. Foam clung to his long, dark eyelashes. He pressed his forehead to mine to give the bubbles less opportunity to fill in, and treated me to a slippery nuzzle.
It would have been perfect—as close to perfect as he and I ever got—if not for the fact that when things were all said and done, I still didn’t know what to make of the Craftings. Had our “silver lining” turned things around? Or had it simply kept us in place to witness the eventual outcome of the Spellcraft already in play?
“I don’t know what’s wrong with your uncle’s Spellcraft—why it would be so rough and strange. But it looks like the people here will end up getting what they want…eventually.” And it pained me to admit, “It seems as though he really might have been trying to help.”
Dixon smiled wide enough to displace the nearby bubbles with a gentle crackle. “I accept your apology.”
“I was not apologizing—”
“Shh….” He pressed a wet, almond-scented finger to my lips. “Don’t kill the mood.”
While I was tempted to insist, it was difficult to argue when his lips pressed against mine. We floundered together in the tub, which was squeaky in some places and slick in others. Dixon was convinced the water jets would help us reach new peaks, but the only thing peaking in that bathtub was the foamy white cloud. Regretfully, he conceded defeat once the water grew tepid, and we moved to the bed. And at least there, we could please each other without choking on the foam…which, since we’d left the jets running in our distraction, had only continued to expand and was now creeping steadily across the bathroom floor.
“We’ll deal with it in the morning,” Dixon mumbled into his pillow.
I turned off the jacuzzi so as not to suffer the most bizarre death in Taco Town history—suffocation by almond foam—but decided Dixon was right. I’d deal with the rest tomorrow.
I was drifting off when he spoke again. “All’s well that ends well, but I’m not sure exactly how proud of myself I should be. Genevieve was the deus ex machina after all, not us, and she was already in Taco Town before we made our Crafting—which only should have affected us, regardless. It’s confusing, you know? What came first, the chicken or the egg—is that a saying in Russia? When Spellcraft makes a series of events come to a head—an outcome that has more moving parts than the Globe-O-Matic—I can’t help but wonder if the magic’s got anything to do with it, or if we Spellcrafters are just taking credit for something that would’ve happened anyhow.”
Knowing what I knew and feeling what I felt, being well acquainted with the volshebstvo flitting across the back of my scalp, I was fairly certain Spellcraft reached even deeper than we realized—even if the timing made it seem unlikely.
No matter that I couldn’t find the right words. Dixon didn’t seem to want an answer. He often doesn’t. Then his voice turned uncharacteristically fragile when he said, “If Uncle Fonzo had wrecked this town with his Crafting, I don’t know what I would have done.”
“You’re fine. So is the town.”
And before we rolled out of town, I’d bury the Crafting with the silver lining at the foot of Salsa Lane, just to be sure.
Dixon and I slept nestled together in a strange bed in an even stranger town, and woke ravenous to the smell of marzipan and the taste of peanut butter tortillas. We washed it down with coffee from mugs shaped like tacos which, once you got the hang of them, only dribbled a bit. The foam had settled overnight, and though the bathroom floor was now slippery, it wouldn’t be too much work for Harvey to mop up.
We moved through our morning routines more easily than we usually did in my cabin, where the furniture was all bolted to the walls and the bathroom was smaller than the closet. When I finished shaving my head, I found Dixon sitting cross-legged on the rumpled sheets, fully dressed. He was just getting off the phone. “The garage will take us just as soon as you’re ready.” He waggled his eyebrows and considered my scalp, which he claimed, newly shorn, felt like velvet when it brushed the insides of his thighs. “Too bad it’s almost checkout time.”
It was tempting to linger, particularly when he was giving me that smoldering look. But the room was already booked for the night, and not by Genevieve. We packed up our few belongings. While Dixon refilled his water bottle, I paused beside the door where a blank journal sat open with a pen in the crease between the pages. A log of some sort. Date, name, comments, filled out in the hands of dozens of different people. I flipped back through a year’s worth of entries. A few months ago, the couple Jason and Becky had put the word Newlyweds! in the comment field. And every guest thereafter had felt the need to follow suit in defining their relationship. 
Clara and Ed - Just engaged. 
Walter and Stella - Golden anniversary. 
Kelsey and Peyton - Best Friends. 
Dixon caught up with me as I scanned the entries, picked up the ballpoint pen and began to write. No surprise. Scriveners will scrawl their names on any blank surface, every chance they get. “Have you seen my signature? Not to brag, but it would give John Hancock a run for his…money.” Only then, when he paused to dot the “i”, did he take note of the running theme in the comment section. He carried on as if nothing had happened, but I’m well acquainted with the way that man handles a pen. Even the small hesitation was telling.
With an outlandish flourish of the capital Y, he inked my name beside his. And then he leveled a deliberately too-casual look at me. “Funny thing about setting something down in black and white. It makes it feel so official.”
His gaze turned challenging…and I tipped up my chin resolutely in return. “Then, write.”
“I will.” He grazed the paper with the ballpoint, then drew back and looked at me again, less sure. “Boyfriends?”
“We are grown men, not boys.”
“Grown-men-friends doesn’t have quite the same ring, does it? And partners seems kind of businesslike….” 
Doubt cut a furrow between his brows as the possibility that he’d misread our relationship occurred to him. But before he made things more awkward by trying to back out of the situation gracefully, I took the pen from his grasp. 
“It sounds better in Russian.” In my blocky left-handed Cyrillic, I added the word vozljublennyj. “Beloved.”
Translating a street sign into my native language was enough to give Dixon the shivers. The frisson of this new word coursed over him—and through me—like Spellcraft. And the tingle it left behind echoed between us as Dixon tipped his head up for a kiss.
I never cared much for kissing…until I met Dixon. I always thought the act too intimate. Too soft. But he showed me how kisses could range from tender to fierce—now, especially, as he clung to my lapels with both fists until the shoulder seams of my jacket made a sound of protest. His lips were bold but his tongue was gentle, almost teasing. And when I tasted him in return, he gave a breathy moan that left me calculating whether or not I could pin him to door well enough to keep anyone from disturbing us—though nothing we got up to would be any more scandalous than the scene we’d witnessed back at the greenhouse.
But while our kiss grew more heated, Dixon’s phone chimed the arrival of a new text. And then another. And another. He pushed off me gently with a rueful shake of his head, looking even more alluring than usual, breathless and rumpled, with lips flushed from kissing. I was tempted to grab the phone and toss it toward the bed, but figured it was best to first make sure no one had died.
“It’s my cousin.” He scrolled, and scrolled, and scrolled some more. Then he put his phone back in his bag and added, “She says another postcard just showed up.” Dixon was still breathless…but his eagerness was no longer for me. 
I said nothing.
He flung open the door, caught me by the wrist, and pulled. “It’s from a hot spring less than half a day’s drive from here, too. That’s the attraction, I mean—of course, the postcard is from Uncle Fonzo, not the water. Do they have hot springs in Russia? Do people soak in them totally naked, or do they leave on their underwear? Y’know, if the garage can take care of us right now, we’ll be there by dinner.” He gave my arm another enthusiastic yank. “Isn’t that exciting?”
Undoubtedly it was.
For him.
As I stood in the doorway while he scampered out to the truck, I paused for a moment and glanced down at the registry. Dixon’s signature truly was a work of art—as was the way he’d written my name. But my eyes were drawn to the word I’d penned in ungainly, utilitarian letters. 
Beloved.
This was what happened when you grew attached to someone else—you set aside your own trepidations, and you did whatever it took to fend off their suffering, and if possible, bring them a glimmer of joy. I might have said I’d always feared this was how being half of a couple would be…if I’d ever entertained the notion at all.
I looked from the book to Dixon, who beamed at me from the passenger seat of the old truck, then gave me a delighted thumbs-up. Despite myself, I felt my frigid armor thaw, just a bit.
It didn’t sting quite as much as I thought it might. 
 
***
 
We pulled out onto the road. When Dixon opened the window to brush a stray mudmucker casing from his jacket sleeve, a sudden gust of wind plucked our Crafting from the visor and sent it fluttering away into the pines. Most Handless would demand I pull over and hunt it down, but Dixon and I just exchanged a look and kept on going. Both of us understood that the volshebstvo can be harnessed for a time, but in the end, it belongs to no one.
 
Where will Dixon and Yuri’s next adventure lead them? Find out in The ABCs of Spellcraft 3:
Something Stinks at the Spa!

Don’t miss Yuri meeting Dixon’s parents for the first time in the bonus story
All that Glitters.

Sign up for Jordan Castillo Price’s newsletter at http://bit.ly/jcpglitters and download free.
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