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DIXON


I’ve always adored a good road trip. And taking one with Yuri, the man who made my heart go pitter-patter? Best adventure ever. After a lengthy drive that was rife with potholes, country music radio stations, and a particularly baffling detour, we’d finally made it. Mostly, I was excited to track down my Uncle Fonzo. Excited, and a little nervous, too…which was totally crazy. He was family. 


And nothing was more important than family.


We rolled into town well after midnight. The place was famous for its mineral waters, and a series of increasingly emphatic signage encouraged us toward the city’s main attraction. And there, at the center of the town where all the signage converged, we discovered a resort built around a pond that was scarcely big enough for Yuri and me to lie down head-to-toe without touching. Not that I ever mind touching Yuri. 


As we approached, I tilted my head to see if I could detect any steam rising from the waters. “Is that a tendril?” I asked.


Yuri pulled into a parking spot and squinted through the truck’s windshield. “Maybe. Or maybe our eyes only show us what we’re hoping to see.”


I checked the postcard my cousin Sabina had messaged me—the one she’d received that very morning. Soak Away Your Troubles at the Spring Falls Hot Springs! I’d say calling the mineral spa a “hot spring” was quite a stretch. From what I could tell, at best, the waters were tepid.


The spring-fed pool sat at the bottom of a natural depression, and we looked down into it from the cab of the truck. Irregular stone walls sloped down toward the water. One side was cut into a broad staircase. The other had a trickle of water snaking down the stone.


We both stared for a long moment, and eventually I decided, “No, there’s definitely a wisp. C’mon, Yuri. Let’s go see if they can spare a room.”


Yuri cut the engine, and his hand dropped to the door latch. “Judging by how few are in the parking lot, I’d say…ugh! What is that smell?”


“It wasn’t me!”


When the door opened, a massive stink rushed in to fill the cab like a garden hose filling a water balloon—from a tap with incredibly good water pressure. And it didn’t just fill the truck—it filled my senses. A noxious reek, like the whole town had been subsisting on sauerkraut and beans, then let loose in one great, coordinated release of human-produced methane. It coated the inside of every mucous membrane in my head. It was so substantial, it seemed like it should cloud my vision and stop up my ears. So tangible I had to fight my way through it.


“Sulfur,” Yuri said.


The witty retort would’ve been Sulfur? I hardly know ’er! But I didn’t think I could make the quip without throwing up a little in my mouth.


I wished I could say the Spring Falls Hot Spring Spa at least looked a lot better than it smelled…but that would be a pretty big fib. In person, it was nowhere near as scenic as the postcard. The spa was a turn-of-the-century resort that might not’ve seen a new paint job since it was built. Unless you counted the corners of the building’s foundation where something had been painted over in a slightly different color. That looked pretty fresh.


I clapped my hand over my nose and mouth. Breathing through my fingers didn’t really help, but hey, I had to do something. Yuri squinted even harder than usual, and said decisively, “We will get used to it.” But his voice sounded pretty thick.


I wasn’t so sure…but if we wanted to find Uncle Fonzo, we couldn’t exactly start looking somewhere else. Besides, it was really late, and there were no other motels for miles around. We’d have to buck up and try. I hoisted my bag on my shoulder, and the two of us high-tailed it inside. 


I hoped that the HVAC system would filter out some of the stink, but the air in the lobby was even worse. Not only did it reek like a baboon’s hind end, but it was overlaid with the cloying smell of flowers. Not any specific flower, like lilacs or jasmine or roses, but a generic “floral” scent that smelled like old-lady perfume.


The door chimed shut behind us, and a sprightly blue-haired woman dashed up to the counter to greet us. She had a can of air freshener in her hand, and the aerosol streamed behind her like the exhaust of a steam locomotive all the way across the expanse of the room. Once she got up close enough to get a good look at her, though, I realized that she wasn’t sprightly at all. In fact, she was young enough to not take too kindly to being called “sprightly”—as butch as a female trucker, or maybe a phys ed instructor—and her close-cropped hair was actually more like a pastel dye job of pale aqua and violet and periwinkle.


“Cute hair color,” I said. “Very chic—very edgy.”


She stopped her spraying, blinked at me, then touched her hair as if she’d forgotten it was on her head. “This?” Even her voice was husky. “Uh, thanks. It’s…totally intentional. One hundred percent. Anyhow, welcome to Spring Falls Hot Spring Spa. I’m Janet. How may I facilitate your delightful stay?”


Yuri slid me a look as if to double-check that I was truly willing to bed down amid the butt-and-fake-flower atmosphere when the door burst open behind us, and a sobbing woman staggered in. As she walked, her path wove in a serpentine line and her breath hitched with every inhalation. Her blonde hair was in an updo that must’ve been elaborate at some point, but now was mostly down. Tears cut through heavily applied foundation, leaving her with twin tracks of paleness streaking down each cheek. The collar of her lacy white top was stained orange with diluted makeup.


Yuri backpedaled. For such a big guy, he can move pretty quick when emotional displays are involved. I stepped aside as the crying woman made her way up to the desk, giving her a wide berth. When she reached the counter, I told Janet, “Go ahead and facilitate her first. We can wait.”


Janet didn’t look any more comfortable with the weeping than Yuri, but she had a job to do, so she slid a tiny box of tissues across the counter and said, “Welcome to the Spring Falls Hot Spring Spa.”


But before she could offer to facilitate a delightful anything, the crying woman said, “I have a reservation. For the…the….” She choked, snuffled, gathered herself, and finally bellowed, “The Honeymoon Suite!”


“Oh,” Janet said. “Mr. and Mrs…?”


“Just me: Liza. Do you hear me? Just. Me.”


“Of…course,” Janet said, none too smoothly, though Liza had started crying again in earnest and probably didn’t much notice.


Janet soldiered on with her spiel. Only louder. “The Spring Falls Hot Springs have been a fixture of the community since they were discovered by a turnip farmer in 1910. The building we’re standing in right now is the original Spring Falls Hot Springs Spa, and in fact, you won’t find anything like it anywhere else in the Midwest. Your stay comes with a complimentary relaxation massage.” She glanced at the clock. It was well past midnight. “Between the hours of nine and five, of course. Our sauna is located on the lower level. Rejuvenating mineral soak, highly recommended. And, naturally, no stay would be complete without the Spring Falls Hot Springs Spa gift basket.”


She hauled out a massive crate from under the welcome desk—a goodie box clearly created with a newly hitched couple in mind, given the prominent fancy ice bucket and champagne glasses inside, not to mention the chocolates, massage oil and naughty dice game. The impulse to swap it out with a standard welcome gift played across Janet’s expression like a tickertape, but before she could switch it, Liza stopped her sobbing, latched onto the wedding-themed welcome gift, and yanked it possessively across the countertop. “I take it this comes with a bottle of champagne?”


“Of course,” Janet said, almost naturally, and produced said bottle from a nearby mini fridge.


I eyed the crate. It was filled with shredded paper, mostly, but nestled among that and all the kitschy wedding stuff were all kinds of product—lotions and soaps and a stunning variety of scented candles. I always love a good freebie, and I could hardly wait for my turn to be facilitated.


Once Liza headed off to her room with her welcome box and her champagne, Janet turned to Yuri and me and said, “Thank you so much for your patience, how can I help you?”


I said, “We were hoping to facilitate a room, of course!”


“Just one room?”


“Yep, that’ll do.”


Janet hesitated like she was trying to feel us out, then said, “The businessman double?”


How intriguing that she pegged us for businessmen. I’m a flashy dresser, so I suppose I could be taken for an advertising rep, or maybe a talent agent. But even in a suit, Yuri looked more like someone who broke kneecaps for a living. Maybe she took him for my bodyguard…and wouldn’t that make for some interesting roleplay later? “Businessman double, you say? Does that involve a different sort of gift basket, or—?”


“How many beds in room?” Yuri demanded.


“Two. Full-sized. Very comfortable.”


“One bed,” Yuri said. Such a turn-on when he got all assertive!


“And your most romantic welcome basket,” I added.


Janet tittered a bit huskily, but at least now that she knew the score, she had a clear course of facilitation laid out in front of her. “Our honeymoon suite is taken, obviously.” She clicked around on her computer at great length, then said, “But our Romantic Recharge package is available. That comes with all the perks of the honeymoon suite, minus the champagne. Which is available for purchase separately.”


When I got a load of the price of the room alone, I thought better about adding a thirty-dollar bottle of bubbly. Lucky thing I was punch-drunk enough that even a fizzy-water would leave me feeling a little giddy. “We’ll take a pass on the booze, but one more thing….” 


I pulled out my phone to call up the Uncle Fonzo picture I’d been showing around. But before I could even open the app, the door burst open yet again and a blindingly blond man strode in. He was wearing a suit—a power suit—and he strode across the lobby like a man on a mission. “Name’s Quint,” he announced, even though it was clear Janet was still facilitating us. “I’ve got a reservation. The premium businessman suite.”


Dang. I guess the second full-sized bed was for his massive ego. No way could it possibly fit in the same bed with him.


Yuri bristled as if he might teach the guy some manners, but as much as I would’ve loved to see it, we couldn’t afford to wear out our welcome before we tracked down Uncle Fonzo. And if my uncle was there, we’d see him at breakfast—all the Penns were keen on a hearty breakfast. I grabbed the room key, stuck the welcome basket in Yuri’s arms, and said, “Thank you so much for all your help, Janet!”


Yuri knows when to take a hint. He grumbled something in Russian—some of those words were starting to sound kind of familiar—but he let me guide him away from that Quint guy and his obnoxious display of self-importance. With Yuri hauling our welcome basket, we made our way to the charming old elevator—the kind with an elaborate gate to keep us from tumbling out between floors, and controls like an old steamship—and headed off toward our room.
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YURI


“Businessmen!” Dixon exclaimed—he exclaimed the majority of things he said. “She actually took us for businessmen. Imagine that. Parading around like you’re the most important guy in the room. Buying trades and trading stocks and selling short and shorting sales. What do you think?”


“I know nothing about business.”


“Me neither. But I gather businessmen get to drink pretty heavily at lunchtime. Do you like martinis, Yuri?”


As if anyone didn’t care for vodka. I gave him a look, but I doubted he saw it around the towering gift basket.


While Dixon threw around a bunch of meaningless terminology, I pondered the conversation we’d just had at the front desk. It never felt like coming out was an option for me. In the old country, even with another man’s hand down the front of my trousers, I would have denied being gay. 


But here, I’d been outed by the Spellcraft.


It was surprisingly liberating.


And yet, I was starting to see you don’t just come out once. You do it over and over, in every new situation, with each person you meet.


Hopefully someday it would get easier.


The lift stopped, mostly on our floor, and with a lot of elaborate rattling and further exclamations, Dixon opened the gate. Our room was at the end of a narrow hall with worn carpets and yellowed wallpaper—a hall which stunk of air freshener and sulfur. It had been overly optimistic of me to decide we would get used to the stink, but there was no leaving Spring Falls until we found out if Fonzo was still there.


All the way to Spring Falls, I turned around his Craftings in my mind—whether they would have resolved themselves in the end, or whether it was only our interference that turned things around. I still had not settled on an answer. Spellcraft has a funny way of threading back and forth through time, blurring the relationship between cause and effect. And my own experience was limited; my mentor had not been exactly forthcoming in explaining the process.


Dixon unlocked the hotel room and held the door open for me. The room wasn’t bad. It was done up in muted shades of white, with hints of neutral blues, khakis and greens—spa colors—but it still reeked of sulfur. I set the basket on the dresser. By the time I locked and deadbolted our door, Dixon was already rifling through the crate.


“Shampoo, conditioner…I don’t suppose you’re too picky about either of those. Body butter—caution, do not eat. What the hey? If you’re not supposed to eat it, why call it butter? Soy candles. Maybe the candles are edible. Huh, doesn’t say. And how do you suppose they make candles out of beans, anyway? However they manage to do it, I bet soybeans are easier to harvest than beeswax…unless soybeans have stingers, and I’ve just never heard about it….”


While Dixon called out the names of all the ridiculous candle scents, sniffed them, and declared they all smelled like rotten eggs to him, I found my gaze pulled to the shredded paper fluff he’d tossed aside. It was just filler. And yet, when I allowed my focus to soften, it seemed as though I could find shapes within the randomness, like I was gazing at clouds. There were colors in the shred. Cool aquas, bluish grays. And when I focused on those, specifically—and especially on the tiny flecks of black—it seemed like the wad of shredded paper was actually alive. The paper itself did not move. But my eyes couldn’t settle on any one place, and as a result, the shred seemed to have its own pulse.


Volshebstvo. It took me a moment. But when I saw it for what it was, the influence of Spellcraft couldn’t have been more obvious. “Dixon,” I said, and he paused to listen. “This place is under the influence of a Crafting.”


“I’d be surprised if it wasn’t. Businesses who don’t add a lucky piece of Spellcraft to their marketing plan are just leaving money on the table. Hey, maybe I know more about business than I realized!”


It was true. Here in America, where Spellcraft had never been exactly illegal, it wasn’t uncommon to spot the occasional Crafting passing itself off as a framed poem or inspirational saying. But this was not a charm to make the customers happy. This was…convoluted. And not only that, I recognized the tangled energy.


If ever there were any doubt that we were on the right track, I now knew for certain that Fonzo Penn had been here.


While Dixon watched—momentarily too distracted to speak—I grabbed a handful of shredded paper and dropped it on the white duvet. It wasn’t moving. Its outline hadn’t changed. And yet, to my eyes, it squirmed like a nest of slender, papery vipers. “Do you see that?” I asked him.


“Unfortunately not…but it’s obvious that you do.” Dixon crouched beside the bed and pushed his face up close to the shredded wad. “I’ve seen lots of things over the course of my life—but never once have I seen anyone shred a Crafting. D’you suppose it was intentional? Or a matter of the Crafting being in the wrong place at the wrong time?”


“Since when does a Crafting end up anywhere it was not intended to be?”


“True enough.” Dixon poked the shred gingerly, as if he was worried it might shock him. But the only shocking thing was the fact that the Spellcraft had contrived to put itself through the shredder, and thereby stamp its magic on Spring Falls indelibly. 


With the delicacy of a surgeon, Dixon teased out one strand of paper, then another, and another. He was going to try to put the Crafting back together. Anyone could see it was a fool’s errand—but I doubted that knowledge had any chance of stopping Dixon.


“Why?” I asked.


“What else have we got to go on? Besides, if it’s a one-word wonder, like the Craftings in the last town, we could potentially reconstruct it well enough to at least deduce what it said. A little knowledge is better than none.” He fluttered his thick, dark lashes at me. “Right?”


A little knowledge was all I ever seemed to have, but unfortunately, I couldn’t disagree. Though as we picked apart the paper shreds on our duvet to reassemble the world’s least engaging jigsaw puzzle, I found myself thinking an extra businessman bed wouldn’t have been a bad idea after all.
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DIXON


Once I realized I should separate the shredded paper by weight, things went a lot faster. It was easier to do it by touch than sight. Office paper had a limp, fettuccine-like quality, while the rest of it was markedly al dente.


There are only so many kinds of paper in this world, but the stock the Penn family uses is thirty-pound, hot-pressed, acid-free archival block. I wouldn’t have thought I could recognize it in tiny little strips. But I guess you never know until you try.


By the time I picked out all the good-quality paper, I wasn’t left with all that many shreds. I counted them. Twenty-two. And some of them were clearly edge pieces with no paint or ink. I didn’t bother with those just yet. I was more interested in seeing how much of a Crafting there was to salvage.


Unfortunately, not much. I definitively found an F. That was my biggest triumph.


I put the rest of the shreds back in the welcome basket and moved the fragmented Spellcraft to the dresser. But by then, Yuri was already asleep on the couch. I sometimes envy his ability to fall asleep anywhere—until it’s time to drag him to bed. At least now I know to back up a few steps after I poke him.


The room could’ve used some sprucing up—flocked wallpaper, maybe, with a colorful accent wall—but I definitely couldn’t find fault with the mattress…even though Yuri claimed it was “too soft.” After a good night’s sleep, we made our way down to the continental breakfast to situate ourselves and look for Uncle Fonzo. 


And eat bacon. Nice and bendy, just like I liked it. I would have liked it even better if there’d been more. But as Janet puttered around refilling the spread, she’d only put out three strips at a time. Yuri was the sort of guy who’d eat whatever you put in front of him, as evidenced by the fact that he could even look at a hard-boiled egg despite waking up with the taste of sulfur on his tongue. Not me. I wanted my floppy bacon—and even more than that, I wanted to know if she’d seen my Uncle Fonzo


Janet must have sensed my hunger. Every time I tried to approach her, she dodged me like a runningback to whisk herself off to the staff-only area before I made my way through the maze of tables and chairs. Once Yuri had eaten his fill of hard-boiled eggs, though, he kenned to the situation. And the next time Janet tried to ghost me, she found herself facing a wall of intimidating tattooed muscle.


Yuri crossed his arms, looking all big and stern. I went giddy inside at the sight of him, but did my best not to show it. 


“There’s only so much bacon,” Janet said defensively.


I had my phone in hand, ready to flash Uncle Fonzo’s picture…but I couldn’t help but ask. “You’re short on bacon? How come?”


Janet slumped into the nearest chair. The breakfast nook had a countertop filled with your typical continental fare—minus bacon—and a dozen tiny round tables with filigreed chairs that creaked when Yuri sat on them, though this particular chair didn’t creak for Janet. She planted her elbows on the tiny tabletop, put her face in her hands, and said, “I’m short on everything. The welcome baskets are filled with random samples I found in the storeroom and paper I salvaged from the shredder. There’s no more mints for the pillows. And I’ve had to lay off both my esthetician and my masseuse. All because of the weather. I’m surprised you hadn’t heard—we had a record low snowfall this past winter, and the spring thaw that usually brings up the water table seriously underperformed.


“The Spring Falls Hot Spring ran dry. And so did our customers.”


No wonder parking was so ample.


“It was easy enough to fill the soaker tubs in the spa with municipal water and add some epsom salts,” she said. “But the big draw is the grotto out front—you can’t miss the falls.” I take it she meant the trickle. “And the level kept getting lower and lower. I tried running a hose out there in the middle of the night, but any water I added would only drain away faster than it could be replenished. Pretty soon I was five figures in debt to the water utility. I took out a loan on the spa, but now I can’t even manage a single repayment, since I spent what was left of the loan on the traveling volcanologist.”


Oh geez. I slipped my phone back into my pocket.


Yuri shot me a look. The sternness was no longer all that sexy. He murmured, “You don’t say.”


“The volcanologist knew all about geysers and springs. He told me he could seed the underground stream and get it to produce. In just a couple of days, the water was flowing again.”


“And this volcanologist,” I said cautiously. “Do you remember his name?”


“I sure do. It was Fonzo. Great guy—very knowledgeable. Very efficient. Whatever he did worked like a charm.” She slumped forward and mashed her face into her crossed arms. Her spiky hair ruffled to reveal several more shades of blue. “Too bad he didn’t warn me about the sulfur.”


Worked like a charm? No doubt! Me? I couldn’t fathom Crafting something intended to raise the water table. It simply isn’t done. Not in the way a butterfly flapping its wings could kill a dinosaur—or however that old saw goes—but the amount of power it would take to influence something so pervasive and far-reaching boggled my mind.


Then again, no one ever disputed the fact that Uncle Fonzo knew his way around Spellcraft.


You don’t get to be the Hand of the Family by scrawling wimpy Scrivenings. The Hand isn’t the eldest member of a clan—it’s the strongest. I’d heard stories about Spellcraft families who had no clear frontrunner for the position. And I’d heard of Spellcrafters trying to attempt things that were too big for any one person to handle.


Things like changing the weather.


Usually, when a Crafting misfires, it’s basically a dud. Nothing happens. But every once in a while—like, once in a generation—a botched Crafting goes horribly wrong, drains the Scrivener, and leaves behind nothing but a drooling husk. And the way Spellcraft families tell the tales, it’s always the result of a Scrivener getting too big for their britches and overreaching the unspoken limits of the Craft.


By doing things like shifting the weather.


I would have thought I’d be disappointed that Uncle Fonzo had already moved along. Now I was just relieved he’d managed to do it in one piece. With any luck, we’d find some clue as to where he went next. But for now—we could do worse than to have ourselves a little vacation.


“I’m sure business will turn around once the spring has a chance to air out a little.”


Janet shook her head sadly. “This resort has been in my family for three generations. I’m the first woman ever to run it. Hah. Run it into the ground.”


“You can’t lose the spa!” I told her. “Don’t worry—we’ll help you.”


As Yuri accidentally kicked my foot, Janet looked up pitifully and said, “I don’t see how there’s anything you can do.”


“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”


Yuri kicked me again. I sidled over a bit to give him more room.


“No,” Janet sighed, “it’s no use. There’s a critic from Vacation Nation who’ll be here in just a few hours. Even if I could find some way to explain the smell, once he sees my staff is gone, I’m sunk.”


“What is it you need?” I asked. “An esthetician? A masseuse? Look no further! I clearly have the skin of a guy who knows his product—and Yuri has very strong hands.”


She wanted to poke holes in my fabulous idea, I could tell. But one look at Yuri’s massive paws convinced her otherwise. “But what about the sulfur?”


“A mere detail. We’ll leave the critic so relaxed and supple, he won’t know the difference between a sweet rose and some stinky toes. What have you got to lose?”


Janet considered my offer, then shrugged and said, “You know what? You’re right. This is my resort, and I’m not going down without a fight.”


The urge to Craft something prickled across the little hairs on the backs of my hands—noticing inadvertent rhymes tends to do that to me—but on principle, we Spellcrafters avoid giving our work away for free. “Since we’d be part of the staff, why don’t you comp our room?”


“Rooms cost money—just look at how much bacon you ate! And then there’s the laundry, and the toilet paper, and the welcome basket. I can’t possibly comp you.”


“Okay…how about a discount?”


“Fine. Twenty percent.”


“Fifty?”


“Thirty. And I swear, that’s the very best I can do.”


It was better than nothing. Still…. “Are you sure there’s no more bacon?”


Janet shook her head in resignation. Her pastel curls bounced. “You win. I’ll put on one more batch.”


Once Janet was busy in the kitchen, we planted ourselves at a tiny round table to wait for the bacon. Yuri leaned in close and said, “This plan of yours will never work. No one will ever take me for a masseuse.”


“Relax, Yuri, watch a couple of YouTube videos and I’m sure you’ll do fine. And you can practice on me. Win-win.”


Yuri got himself another boiled egg and peeled it very assertively. “The minute anyone mentions their family, you’re putty in their hands.”


I couldn’t argue there. Especially since I’d been blessed with the best family ever, and Yuri never even mentioned his. “I know, I can be a big softie…but how much does that matter if I’m firm when it really counts?”


Yuri wanted to roll his eyes, I could tell. But instead, he said, “Do you want to play make-believe, or do you want to find your uncle?”


“Of course I want to track down Uncle Fonzo. But it won’t do us any good to set off in the wrong direction. Besides, I have a feeling about this place…like it needs us. I know it doesn’t sound entirely rational, but when I heard Janet’s story, I knew I couldn’t just sit on my hands and do nothing.”


Yuri gazed out the window, where the sulfurous pool at the bottom of the grotto steamed gently in the early morning sun while water from the Spring Falls trickle dripped in. “Rationality is fine for figuring out who to punch first,” he said, “but when Spellcraft is involved, it will do you no good to be rational.”


“Before you pooh-pooh my idea, at least give it a try.” 


Yuri swept eggshell fragments into his palm, stood, and dumped them in the trash, and then the two of us headed outside to get a better look at the spring.


The water level in the thermal pool was still fairly low, but by day, we could see the water was a vibrant, unnatural-looking blue, like the milk left in the bowl after I’d finished my favorite sugary blueberry-flavored cereal. “You have to admit,” I said. “It might stink. But it’s kind of pretty.”


While Yuri gazed at the water as if he could store the peculiar color in his memory banks for later use, I poked around the edge of the grotto. The stone walls were pale gray at ground level, but lower down, where the water had touched them, they’d turned all sorts of odd pastel colors. Must’ve been the inspiration for Janet’s hair. I’d touched up my mom’s roots a time or two, so I knew my way around a bottle of hair color. But hopefully no one would expect such a complicated dye-job from me.


“Yuri, would you say that’s cobalt or periwinkle—?” before I could finish naming any other shades of blue, movement over by the office snagged my attention. What I initially took for a miniature tumbleweed lifted its leg and relieved itself on the corner of the stucco wall…directly on the mismatched paint job.


I crouched down, pitched my voice high, and said, “Hey there—hey buddy—what’re you doing out here all alone?”


The scruffy little dog perked up at the sound of my voice, looked at me, and cocked his head. Dogs always seem to know when you’re talking specifically to them.


“Ignore it,” Yuri said. “It probably has worms.”


“He,” I corrected him. Because only male dogs peed like that. “And even if he is wormy, that only means he needs someone to take care of him.”


“You can’t be serious. We just dropped off how many animals at your parents’ house, and now you’re angling for a dog?”


I wiggled my fingers. “C’mon, little guy. I just want to say hello….”


The dog crept forward. I don’t know much about dog breeds, but even if I did, I doubted I’d be able to pinpoint this animal’s specific lineage. Maybe part poodle. Or part terrier. Or part bouffant wig. Its whitish fur was wilder than my cousin Sabina’s teased peroxide-blonde hair when she went through her 80’s phase, and its eyes were lost under a crazy poof of dog-bangs. I was losing track of which end was which. Until a tail popped up from one side…and cautiously wagged.


“That’s it,” I crooned. “C’mon, boy, you’re safe with me….”


And just as the little dust mop took a tentative step in my direction, the office door banged open and Janet stormed out, brandishing a set of metal salad tongs like a weapon. “Twinkle! Don’t you dare!”


The dog gave a saucy yip, turned tail, and scampered off into the bushes.


“Is that your dog?” I asked.


“Not a chance. If I had a dog, I wouldn’t let it use my building for a urinal. Twinkle’s owner moved away and left him behind—a real piece of work, that guy—and Twinkle’s been on his own ever since. Everyone in Spring Falls knows Twinkle. But no one’s been able to catch him.”


I glanced back where I’d seen the dog sneak away, but already I couldn’t quite recall exactly which two bushes he’d ducked between. Janet scrutinized the corner of her building with a defeated sigh. “Pee stains are bad enough. But the minerals in the atmosphere combine with the uric acid. Once it soaks in, it’ll turn all sorts of vivid colors. Hopefully this is fresh enough to hose off.” She gestured vaguely at the front door. “No sense in all of us standing around out here—it’s not like I need you to supervise. Might as well go eat your bacon while it’s still hot.”
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Since there really wasn’t much else to see outside, we headed back in. The breakfast nook was no longer empty. By the coffee urn, the blond businessman Quint was pumping vigorously at the vacuum thermos as if he couldn’t fill his gigantic travel mug quick enough. Meanwhile, Liza the jilted bride was gazing out the window with an empty plate on her table glistening with something that looked suspiciously like bacon grease.


When I lifted up the cover on the chafing dish, I found it empty.


“They’re out of bacon,” Liza informed me.


“Dang it!”


“Forget about the bacon,” Yuri said. “You can get bacon anywhere.”


True. But maybe I wanted spa bacon. 


“Believe me,” Liza said, “it was limp and soggy. Totally not worth the calories. But that’s okay. My parents paid for this honeymoon, and I intend to squeeze every last bit of vacation out of it. So…do you guys know where I sign up for the spa treatment?”


Yuri shot me a fierce look. I could barely stop myself from blurting out, I know, right? What luck! Because of course I needed someone to practice on before I spa’d the hotel critic! “I can totally help you with that—I’m the official esthetician of the Spring Falls Hot Spring Spa.”


Liza blinked. “You are?”


“Absolutely.”


“Then why was it you were just checking in last night?”


The thing about creating your own story is that it goes well as long as people are buying it, but when they challenge the narrative, things get weird. Fortunately for me, Yuri was quick on the uptake. “He is a traveling esthetician.”


“Oh. Well…great. Sign me up. I want the works—the full spa package: Sugar scrub. Mineral wrap. Mani/pedi. And mimosas. Lots and lots of mimosas.”


Wow, talk about getting thrown in the deep end. But if I got Liza tipsy enough, she’d make an awesome guinea pig. “The works, it is! Buckle in and hang on to your seat—you’re about to get a spa treatment you’ll never forget.”


Yuri coughed. I gave him a good pound on the back to make sure he wasn’t choking on any lingering egg crumbs, then escorted Liza downstairs. We ended up taking a little tour of the meeting room, the linen storage and the kitchen first. Luckily, I was able to pass it off as picking up some towels, glasses, OJ and champagne, and eventually we found our way to the treatment rooms.


I’ve had my fair share of pampering over the years—I’ve never been averse to showing myself a little TLC—but the equipment at this particular spa wasn’t ringing any bells. I did my best to keep up my esthetic charm while I got Liza settled. It was just a matter of figuring out where to settle her. The treatment room at the Spring Falls was nothing like I’d ever seen before. Instead of linen and bamboo, it was all decked out in polished concrete and stainless steel. There was a brutalist severity to the decor, evocative of cleanliness and vigor. Yuri would probably be more at home with it than I was. But I was the one who’d promised Liza an experience…and it looked like she was going to get one. I opened the champagne with a flourish and a pop and poured her a nice mimosa—heavy on the bubbly—while I tried to get the lay of the land. But apparently the offerings in such a fancy resort were nothing like the simple treatments I was used to.


“Just getting the lay of the land,” I told her as I tried to figure out what was what without looking too obviously panicked. “Every spa I’ve worked at in my, er, extensive career has been a little different.”


“No worries,” she said forlornly, then downed half the mimosa in one gulp. “I’ve got nowhere better to be.”


“That’s the spirit!” I topped off her glass, then realized there was nowhere to sit. So I improvised. “Unlike traditional spa treatments, the Spring Falls experience takes place standing up, which allows gravity to work with your own circulatory and lymphatic system.”


“Oh. Uh…okay.”


I looked to see what skin care products I’d have to work with. They must’ve all been private label, with names like Citrus Fresh and Eco Scrub I didn’t quite recognize. Frankly, I couldn’t tell the cleanser from the toner. While I puzzled through various oversized bottles and jars, Liza slurped her mimosa. Once her glass was empty, she asked, “When do I take off my clothes?”


Now, that was something I didn’t often hear—from women, anyhow—but I figured I should roll with the punches. “It’s not strictly necessary to completely disrobe.”


“It’s fine,” she sighed. “You’re obviously a professional, and I’m sure it’s nothing you haven’t seen before.” Not since I was a fumbling teenager—but that little detail was better left unspoken if I hoped to pass myself off as the pro she thought I was. “It’s hardly a honeymoon weekend if I’m dressed the entire time.” 


“Well, whatever makes you comfortable.” I cast around for something to help me avoid being in the presence of utter nakedness, and spotted a pile of sheets. “But I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention the recent studies about the health benefits of cotton touching your skin.”


“But don’t most of us have cotton touching our skin a majority of the time? I practically live in jeans.”


“I’m not talking just any old run-of-the-mill cotton….” I poured her another mimosa to keep her distracted. “But luxurious, 100% long-staple, extra-high-quality organic supima cotton.” My intent was to shake out the sheet with a dramatic and satisfying snap…but instead it just unfurled like a roll of paper towels into a long, narrow strip.


Liza looked very puzzled.


I gave her my winningest smile.


Before she could ask any questions—or worse, start moaning about her honeymoon again—I shoved the material into her free hand and said, “I’ll just let you finish that drink and get changed. And make sure you cover all the most delicate parts. We wouldn’t want them to get chafed.”


While Liza figured out what to do with that long, narrow strip of fabric, I stepped out into the hall with my phone, intending to look up exactly how all the various unfamiliar cleansers and scrubs worked. But I found a new text from Sabina waiting for me, and by the time I determined there was no new news from Uncle Fonzo and finished the quiz she’d sent me on which Backstreet Boy I should be dating, Liza called out, “Dixon? I’m ready.”


I stepped back into the room and found Liza standing right there in the middle of it, haphazardly wrapped like a clumsy mummy. She’d managed to cover her assets—more or less. She took a swig of champagne directly from the bottle and said, “What about the Gentle Exfoliating Dry Brush Treatment I read about in the brochure?” There was a brochure? “My elbows are kinda scaly.”


“Absolutely. First step is to close your eyes and center yourself. Breathe in, breathe out.” While Liza stood there in her mummy getup and breathed, I pulled up dry brushing on my phone and gave myself a two-second crash course. “Don’t stop breathing,” I warned.


Liza gave a wan giggle. I supposed it was better than obsessing about the creep who jilted her.


While Liza breathed, I pawed through the shelves until I found some brushes. They were a lot bigger than I thought they’d be—and some of them looked very well-used. I picked one up and sniffed—citrus and sulfur—and decided to go for one of the newer ones in back.


Well, I thought. Here goes nothing. I knelt down behind Liza and started brushing her toes.


She squirmed a bit, ticklish, but didn’t pull away. “You must get your hands on a lot of new brides.”


“Fewer than you’d think.”


“I’ll bet they’re all aglow to begin with. Happy and content. I’d been looking forward to this for the better part of the year. But I thought I’d get to share it with my soulmate. And now….”


“No crying allowed,” I said, gently but firmly. “I can hardly dry-brush you if you’re all wet.”


She snuffled, but managed to stem the waterworks.


I’ve never understood why marriage was such a big deal among the Handless. We Spellcrafters aren’t churchy types, and we prefer to keep the government out of our intimate relationships, thank you very much. Mom says the only reason she and dad made it official was that it was the easiest way to get rid of the unfortunate surname Pidgley—and who could blame her? All the other kids called her “Piggy” until she finally dropped out of school when she was barely old enough to drive. And while Dixon Pidgley might’ve had a certain odd storybook flair, as a guy who made his living writing things, I was definitely partial to the name Dixon Penn.


I dry-brushed my way up Liza’s legs, and slipped in a few scrubs in the gaps between the swaddling, too. I paid particular attention to her elbows, then lingered on her back. Because who doesn’t love a good back-scratch? Liza was pink, rosy, and a lot less maudlin once I was done. I said, “We’ve increased the circulation, exfoliated, and released toxins.” According to the first paragraph on the website I’d glanced at, anyhow. “You’ll want to make sure you drink plenty of water.”


“Does champagne count?”


“Sure. Wine is made from fruit, after all—and everyone knows fruit is good for you.” Should I nip back to the kitchen for another bottle? It seemed like an awfully long way to go—and if I left Liza unoccupied for too long, she’d have time to realize I had absolutely zero clue.


Four louvered doors spanned the far wall. Maybe there’d be more champagne in there. 


I tried door #1. The closet beyond was definitely full of supplies, but unfortunately, none of them were of the fermented grape variety. Cases of Citrus Fresh and Eco Scrub were stacked high, as well as rolls of paper towels and TP. And there was enough bleach in there to sterilize the floor of a gentleman’s club. I guess one can never underestimate how important it is to keep the treatment rooms squeaky clean.


“Hang tight,” I told Eliza. “You need to give the dry brush some time to set before you proceed with any further treatment.”


“Oh, that makes sense.”


I opened door #2. The closet beyond hadn’t come into the twenty-first century with the rest of the hotel. The walls were rough, original, handcrafted plaster, and the floors were flagstone. But the coolest part was the old brass pump sprouting up from the far corner. It looked like something out of a Wild West reenactment, or maybe a cowboy movie where a bunch of studly ranch hands would pause to quench their thirst—with a metal ladle, naturally—and proceed to pour water down their sweating bodies so their clothing clung to every well-sculpted muscle. And then take off their damp clothes and do other things…. Okay, I’m really not much for Westerns unless plenty of gratuitous nakedness is involved.


The smell of sulfur was strong in that room. I’m no traveling aquatic engineer, but it didn’t take much common sense to figure out that this particular pump tapped directly into the Spring Falls hot spring. I grabbed a bucket from a teetering pile and placed it under the spigot. It took some elbow grease, but I got the water flowing.


Now it was just a matter of figuring out what to do with it. I couldn’t very well just throw a bucket of warmish sulfur water at Liza. “How’s that dry brushing settling in?” I asked her.


“Good. I guess.”


“Just a little bit longer—you don’t want to rush these things.” I checked door #3. Jackpot! The floor inside was old concrete set with a drain. It almost looked like a shower stall, but without the shower. Who knows how old-timey people took their ablutions…but who needs a shower when you have a bucket? With a flourish, I spun around and told Liza, “It’s time.”


Her eyes widened.


I gestured to the shower stall like I was presenting a game show prize. A new washer/dryer set. Or maybe even a speedboat. “Now that you’re good and exfoliated, you’re ready for the ultimate Spring Falls Hot Spring Spa treatment: the proprietary mineral rinse.”


“I didn’t see that on the brochure.”


I pitched my voice low, like I was sharing a big secret, and said, “Because it’s proprietary.”


“…oh.”


Ceremoniously, I ushered Liza onto the concrete slab and positioned her over the drain. I told her, “Now, it’s important that you approach this treatment in the right frame of mind. As we move through our days, we pick up different energies. They’re not negative, not necessarily. But that doesn’t mean that every single vibe you find yourself resonating with is a good fit.” Obviously, I was dumbing down what I actually knew to make it accessible to a Handless. There are plenty of woo-woo New Age types out there with a lot of far-out ideas—and we Spellcrafters don’t pay them any more mind than we do the church crowd. Our brand of energy might be unpredictable, but it definitely shows results. One thing I knew, though. Energy was real. And you could definitely do worse than to shift your mindset.


Would a little positive thinking change Liza’s circumstance? Not in a tangible and decisive way like Spellcraft. But it might at least bring her some comfort.


“Feeling peaceful?” I asked.


“Peaceful…ish.”


“Fantastic.” I took her hand and helped her step onto the floor drain.


“It’s rough.”


“All the better to smooth out any calluses. Now, like I told you, put your troubles out of your mind and focus on the present while you steep in tradition.” I dipped behind the second door and hauled out my bucket of mineral water, fresh from the pump. The sulfur smell was strong, like a roll of caps, still smoking, that had been pounded flat with a handy rock. But the water was warm-ish and blue.


Especially blue.


When I tipped the bucket over Liza’s head, I realized it wasn’t just the blue of water optical illusion, but the tint of minerals pushed up to the surface from deep underground. As the water flowed over her in thin blue rivulets, her white mummy wrappings turned a fetching shade of aquamarine.


“I was a little dubious,” Liza said. “What with the smell and all. But, y’know what? That felt pretty good. Can we do it again?”


“Sure we can. It’s your special day. Just you. Whether or not some guy’s ring is on your finger.”


In the end, I pumped and poured six more buckets of stinky water. My arms would be looking pretty buff—hopefully I’d get a chance to show off my guns for Yuri. With each bucket I drew, it felt like I was sucking up water from deeper and deeper underground. And by the end of the treatment, the water was no less stinky, but delightfully steamy. 


Best of all, though, was that after the last of the pretty blue water swirled down the drain, Liza was actually smiling.


“I think the champagne might’ve gone to my head,” she told me. “I’m going to go have a little nap before you do my mani/pedi.” 


I wasn’t entirely sure I was the best guy for the job, since according to Sabina, I always got more nail polish on her toes than her toenails—which never stopped her from plunking her bare feet in my lap while we binged baking shows on Netflix—but I’d be willing to give it a shot. While Liza wrung out the hem of her sodden mummy wrap minidress, I opened door #4 and poked my head in, hoping to scare up a fluffy terrycloth robe.


What I found were mops. String mops and dust mops and the little sponge mops too. And squeegees and brooms and….


Uh oh.


This was no treatment room—it was a janitorial closet. Not only had I wrapped the poor girl in shop rags, but I’d scrubbed her down like stained grout. 


I hastily shut the final door and said with all the authority I could muster, “The thing about the Spring Falls Hot Springs mineral rinse is that you can’t just towel it all off. To get the full effect, you’ll need to let the treatment air dry on your skin.” I led her out into the main room—suddenly all the industrial looking stainless steel made a lot more sense. 


Taking her by the shoulders, I faced her away from the doors and said, “Proper alignment. Shoulders back. Clear your mind. Soak in the mineral. And I’ll be back with your robe in a jiffy.”


I closed the door gently behind me…then tore off down the hall in search of an actual bathrobe.


The treatment level of the spa was a warren of confusing hallways, but pretty soon I figured out that while I’d been chatting up Liza and trying to make myself sound like an esthetician, we’d overshot a turn. The real treatment rooms were a lot more like I’d initially imagined, with massage tables and muted lighting and photographs of stacked rocks on the walls. 


I scooped up a robe and hurried back to the janitorial room before Liza got too curious about what was behind those louvered doors…and I hoped Janet wouldn’t get too fussy over another appropriated bottle of champagne.









5

YURI


 Undoubtedly, Dixon was having a fine time buffing fingernails and dabbing on lipstick. But what he failed to realize was that mangled Spellcraft was serious business. He had been trained by his loving family. My mentor in St. Petersburg was nowhere near as gentle. The old hag once showed me how the volshebstvo could go wrong by Crafting me a charm for luck, on which she dumped a glass of water before the ink was fully dry. A few days later, a boxing match I’d bet on won by a long-shot, leaving me with more money than I’d seen in ages. I thought she was trying to demonstrate the persistence of the volshebstvo…until I was beaten senseless on the way home, probably by the bookmaker’s own sons.


So much for luck.


I gave back the Crafting without a word, though with the split lip and bruises, I hadn’t needed to say a thing.


Never again did I allow that bitter old woman to Craft for me.


Perhaps I should have. It had never occurred to me that I would someday deal with Spellcraft gone so bafflingly wrong.


I found Janet outside behind the office, staring at the building with her head cocked and her arms crossed. She acknowledged me with a short nod and said, “Does that corner look discolored to you?”


I followed her gaze. Hard to tell between the patchy paint jobs and streaks of mineral stains. “It’s fine,” I said. “So. I have been wondering about this volcanologist….”


“Fonzo—such a positive person. I think that’s important, don’t you? A good attitude makes all the difference in the world.”


It was such an American thing to say, the best I could do was to not actively disagree. Though it wasn’t easy. “I know he didn’t tell you specifically where he was going, but if you could think back on the things he told you, maybe there was some detail you didn’t mention.”


Janet frowned in thought. “Nope. Nothing. But there aren’t many active volcanoes in the mainland states. Heck, I didn’t even know there were traces of volcanic activity beneath Spring Falls. Maybe he was on his way to Yosemite.”


That would be a very logical guess…if Fonzo actually were a volcanologist.


I followed her back inside. “I hope you’re not looking for any more bacon,” she said. “That was well and truly the last batch. If you don’t believe me, I can show you the empty wrapper.”


“Not necessary.” But the mention of the wrapper brought another problem to mind. “The shredded paper from the welcome baskets. Can you give me more of that?”


If it was a strange request, it didn’t seem to faze her. In her business dealing with the public, she must’ve heard a lot of strange requests. “It’s all used up. But I can make more.”


“Never mind.” Could I search Liza’s room while she was occupied with Dixon? Unlikely, without breaking down the door. Unless…. “I will need a master key, since I am posing as part of your staff.”


Janet clearly wanted to refuse. But then she looked at my imposing knuckles and gave a resigned sigh. “Fine. But if anyone calls you on your massage technique, just say whatever you’re doing is European.”


I could hardly believe my good fortune. But as Janet turned toward the safe to retrieve the key card, the doors behind me whooshed open with a fresh blast of sulfur.


A man in a brown suit stood in the doorway. His hair was a non-color, not quite light, not quite dark. He was neither young nor old, ugly nor handsome. In fact, he had the sort of face you’d forget the moment you looked away. He walked up to the front of the empty queue and politely waited his turn.


“Welcome to the Spring Falls Hot Spring Spa,” Janet said with forced, mannish enthusiasm as she waved him forward. “I’m Janet, and this is my internationally-renowned Russian masseuse, Yuri. How may we facilitate your delightful stay?”


The forgettable man approached and looked me up and down. He said, “You’re from Russia?”


His nose was so congested, it very nearly created a dialect of its own.


He went on stuffily, “Did you know that a quarter of the world’s water reserves are in Russia, but the National Resources Ministry allows the majority of polluting violations to go unchecked?”


No big surprise. But since I had no desire to get sidetracked into a discussion about it, I answered with my most cryptic shrug.


“No polluting violations here!” Janet declared with forced brightness.


At that point, most people would make a smart remark about the smell. But the forgettable man seemed far too serious for flatulence jokes. He pulled a business card from his wallet and slid it across the desk. “I’m sure Vacation Nation wouldn’t have sent me on assignment anywhere significant pollution was an issue.”


Janet picked up the card and read his name aloud. “Woodrow. Is that your first or last name?”


“For security reasons, I’m not required to disclose that information. Vacation Nation representatives can’t be too careful. You’d be surprised how far some resort owners will go to ensure a favorable review.”


One hardly needed a last name to follow a man down a dark hallway and kick out his kneecap, but I kept that observation to myself.


Janet said, “That’s fine, Mr. Woodrow. We’ve been expecting you.” She keyed something into her computer and said, “All checked in. You’ll find your welcome basket waiting for you in your room.” 


“And what about breakfast?”


“Available between 7 and 10:30 am.”


We all glanced at the clock behind the check-in desk. It was nearly 11. 


“Hm,” Woodrow said. 


Janet watched in alarm as he pulled out a tiny pad of paper and jotted down a notation. She hastened to add, “Our world-class room service is at your disposal 24-7. Would you like some bacon? I can make you a fresh batch of bacon.” It was tempting to remind her she’d just offered to prove its non-existence by showing me an empty wrapper. But she sounded so flustered, I settled for a raised eyebrow instead. 


Woodrow was no more impressed by the offer than I. “Heavens, no. Do you know how much sodium there is in bacon? Send up two slices of white toast, dry, and a bottle of room-temperature water.”


“Water? Certainly. Sparkling or still?”


Woodrow looked scandalized. “It’s not even noon yet!”


“Uh…right. Still water it is.”


“In the meanwhile, I’ll be up in my room, settling in.”


I was unsure if his gift basket had been put together before or after the Spellcraft was shredded—so I’d need to get a look for myself. “I will carry your bag.”


“No need.”


“I insist.” 


“Only the one valise.” He picked up his room key, hoisted a small bag, and said, “Helpful is one thing—overbearing is another. I’ll be awaiting my toast.” And with that, he stepped into the elevator and pulled out his pad. He was jotting another note as the doors pulled shut.


Janet flung herself across the desk and clutched my arm. My biceps seemed to startle her, but only for a moment. “Did you get a load of that guy?” she said in a desperate squeak. “He’s drearier than a month of rainy Mondays. He was supposed to help me get back on my feet after the big drought—but what could ever hope to make him happy?”


“Toast?”


“I’ll bet if he ever smiled, his lips would flop right off like two strips of bacon.” She buried her face in her hands. “I’m so dead.”


I have never inherited anything of value from my family, not like Janet. And yet, I could not help but admire the fact that she was willing to keep trying to salvage it. 


What I could do to help her, I wasn’t sure. I hadn’t met many Scriveners over the course of my life I could actually trust, so my initial solution to any given problem is not usually Spellcraft. However, the declining resort was the ideal place to use our magic—so, naturally, it was the one avenue I could not pursue. Not with bits of mangled Spellcraft still on the loose. 


I wouldn’t even attempt to sweeten the outcome of the critic’s visit until whatever bizarre Crafting Fonzo Penn had left behind was retrieved and disposed of. But first, I had to find the shreds. And that meant searching the rooms—not that I’d announce that plan to Janet. “Give me the staff key. I will go ready the treatment room in case Woodrow insists on a massage.”


As we spoke, a door marked Business Center swung open, and out strode the Aryan idiot who’d shown up in his power suit the night before. Quint was dressed in resort wear now, unbleached linen from head to toe with strappy leather sandals, but he still looked every inch the corporate pawn. “Did you say massage? What perfect timing. I’m in definite need of some myofascial release.”


I was guessing that even if I knew how that phrase translated, it wouldn’t have done me much good. Janet did her best not to sound alarmed. “You’ll note on your check-in form that not all techniques are available during all time slots. I’ll just check the schedules and see if we can fit in your treatment—though I should warn you, our massage books out awfully far in advance.”


She clicked around on her keyboard—which may or may not have been hooked up to anything—but before she could inform Quint that he’d need to wait his turn, he said, “Don’t worry about squeezing me in. I booked ahead online.”


Janet cut her eyes to me, silently begging.


I held out my hand and said, “The key.”


She whispered, “Room 102,” and held out the keycard. Her hand shook ever so slightly. 


I took it from her, drew myself up to my full height, gave Quint my most withering look, and said, “Follow me.”


I turned on my heel and strode down the hall as if I knew exactly where I was going, and followed the numbers. The resort was mostly empty and the hallway felt abandoned, other than some splashing coming from the janitor’s closet. Before long, we came upon Room 102.


There was a sign on the door that read, Quiet, Please! Massage Zone. The words were painted in girlish calligraphy on a slice of wood stained pastel grayish blue, hung with a gold organza bow. Spellcraft? I’d never painted a Seen on wood—but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be done. And a pale enough Seen could easily be camouflaged with decorative stain. But when I squinted at the sign to try and catch sight of any volshebstvo, it remained only that. A tacky, handcrafted sign. 


My experience with massage was limited to a big-boned woman named Hilda at my gym in St. Petersburg who left me feeling like I’d been run over by a truck, but I doubted people came to the resort hoping to be so thoroughly worked over. I didn’t expect the “spa” particulars to be entirely like what I was used to…but I certainly didn’t expect to turn on the light and find myself in the gaze of dozens upon dozens of tiny glass eyes.


The walls were covered with shelves crowded with fuzzy animals: bears and cats, penguins and pigs. And between those animals were ceramic figurines of angels with oversized heads and comical faces…and family photos of smiling children…and tiny framed cross-stitch embroideries of words like Love and Joy and Namaste.


“This is your room?” Quint asked.


I did my best to restrain myself from tearing the nearest stuffed bulldog in half, and leveled him my most intimidating look.


“And you’re going to do the massage in a suit?”


True, I didn’t want oil on my jacket. I took it off and folded it. Dixon claims I look like I’m about to inflict some serious damage when I do so. I may quell a smile when he says this. Here, now, in the closed, quiet room, Quint seemed nearly as fascinated as Dixon always did when I unbuttoned my cuffs and rolled up my sleeves. I indicated a changing screen with a jut of my chin and said, “Undress.”


“I have a standing appointment with the best bodyworker in Wichita,” Quint informed me, as if the safety of the screen between us allowed the braggart in him to feel brave. “I’ve had deep tissue massage and shiatsu, trigger point and hot stone. It would take a lot to impress me.”


I didn’t dignify that with a reply, but I did cross my arms. A few threads snapped in my shoulder seams. The next time Dixon bet me I couldn’t do a hundred push-ups with him sitting on my back, I’d first have him buy me some new shirts.


Quint emerged from behind the screen in a robe. “My bodyworker usually leaves the room while I get situated.”


“I am not your bodyworker.” And neither was I interested in his nakedness. Frankly, the thought of touching him left me vaguely repulsed, though I could hardly pass myself off as a masseuse without doing so. 


As he climbed on the table, nervously relating stories of his superlative Kansas bodyworker, I searched the room for some sort of massage tool to use as a buffer between his flesh and mine, but found nothing. Whoever had come before me must have seen the spa going downhill and taken her personal equipment the last time she left. Too bad she hadn’t removed some of the unsettling dolls.


“I have trigger points behind my shoulder blades that are nearly impossible to release,” he said into the table. “It’s the price I pay for having such a fast-paced, high-stress career. It’s challenging to set ambitious benchmarks for success without burning yourself out.”


“And yet you insist on reliving the experience.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“You are not at work right now.” Would he notice if I massaged him with a plush toy? Maybe not, if I greased it up well enough. “You have come to the spa to enjoy a vacation. So, enjoy it.” 


“Oh. I, uh, never really thought about it that way….”


I was considering which stuffed animal would do the job when I spotted a small wooden rolling pin among all the kitsch. It was glued to a lace-bordered plaque that read: I sugar-coat everything! I popped it off the mount and gave it an experimental slap against my palm.


It would do.


I poured the massage oil directly onto his back.


“Yikes! My bodyworker warms the oil first.”


“We have already established I am not your bodyworker.” I slapped down the rolling pin and began rolling him out like a stubborn batch of vatrushka.


It was strangely satisfying. Not the moaning and groaning sounds I squeezed out of him with each push of the rolling pin, and not even the occasional startling crack that sounded from his body. It was simply a relief to be doing something. Given the choice between talking and doing, I would always prefer to use my hands.


I worked him like a ball of dough. The room was small and close, and smelled of almond oil and sulfur. But soon it smelled of sweat, too, both his and mine. No doubt Dixon would have something salacious to say about it.


No doubt I should introduce him to the creative use of a rolling pin at some point in the future.


But Quint was not Dixon. Perhaps he was even the opposite. Dixon was brilliant—creative, disciplined, and most importantly, humble. I had no idea whether or not Quint was as successful as he claimed to be. But in my experience, men who need to brag about their accomplishments only do it because there are so few of them to be proud of.


I rolled the obnoxious businessman until I’d practically flattened him. His groans of both pain and pleasure grew faint. My own muscles ached as if I’d taken on his pain and absorbed it into myself—even without touching him.


Good thing I have never been afraid of pain.


I dropped the greased rolling pin with a clatter—and Quint didn’t even flinch. Had I killed him? No—still breathing. But very, very relaxed.


“Your massage is finished,” I announced.


“That was…mfnmmbbb.” The non-word was delivered with an abundance of drool.


“Go, now.” I poked him. “Go back to your room.”


He levered himself up off the massage table and pulled a towel around his waist. His face looked dreamy and a bit squashed. “I’ve never experienced anything like that.”


Unless he was a pastry, I would expect not. I crossed my arms and shrugged.


“If you could pass along the name of the technique to my bodyworker for reference—”


“You have your trade secrets, I have mine. Get moving, and don’t make me tell you again.” The longer we dallied, the more destruction the malfunctioning Spellcraft would exact on the spa.


Quint staggered away from the table and slipped behind the screen to dress. Meanwhile, I pondered whether Dixon and I should reconstruct the Crafting once we found all the pieces, or simply burn them and hope for the best. When Quint reappeared from behind the screen, he was loose-limbed and wobbly, and smiling like an imbecile.


“Don’t go pestering me for another massage,” I told him. “My methods are thorough and the results will last for at least a week.” By which time, we should be long gone.


“Yeah—no—I get it—absolutely.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bill, then stuffed it into a black-and-white painted jar that read, Tipping: Not Just for Cows Anymore. I loathe tipping—a ridiculous practice, like delayed bribery—but I had never been on the receiving end. I plucked out the bill. A hundred. 


Not bad for an hour’s work.


Quint was busy pawing at the doorknob with fingers too greasy to turn it. I picked up a towel and opened it for him, then realized maybe I could recoup the time I’d just spent on him in more ways than just the money. I blocked the door with my arm. He nearly garroted himself on my elbow, but managed to stagger back and remain upright. “One more thing,” I told him.


“Yes?” he asked vacantly.


“Did you get a welcome basket when you checked in?”


“Uh, yeah, I suppose I did.”


“Then before you do anything else…bring it to me.”







6

DIXON


Helping Liza forget about the jerk who stranded her at the altar was definitely a worthwhile way to spend my morning, and thankfully, she was grateful enough to hand over her shred without much more than a curious look. I headed back to our room with her paper-filled ice bucket and found Yuri seated by the window in his tank top, with his slightly crooked glasses perched on the edge of his nose and a shirt in his hand. If anyone could make mending a shoulder seam look masculine, it was him. He filled the clingy rib knit of his undershirt in all the best ways. His hands seemed like they should’ve been too big to handle that tiny little sewing needle, but as with everything he did, he handled it with deftness and precision.


I was about to suggest something else he could deftly handle when I spied a big wad of paper on the dresser. “You found more shred? Me too! This is fantastic! Now we’ll see what’s what.”


Yuri grunted, knotted the thread, and clipped it with his teeth.


“Do they have jigsaw puzzles in Russia? I’m sure they do. This is kind of like a jigsaw puzzle. Except instead of all those crazy, wiggly shapes, we have strips. And instead of pictures of flowers or cottages or puppies or kittens, we have Spellcraft.”


While Yuri reinforced one of his buttons, I dumped all the shred together, sorted through it, and plucked out the Spellcrafty bits. A particular tangle of lettering glommed together and I arranged it into the letters “ffl.” Baffle? Scuffle? Waffle? Waffles sounded pretty tempting, even if the spa was out of bacon. But none of those words seemed like they’d help a business in serious financial trouble. My gaze followed the loops of Uncle Fonzo’s ascenders, which I could still make out despite the fact that the lines were ragged and the nib looked worn. A reimagined Crafting flitted through my mind.


IF FLowers grew


They would be rare


And perfume the air


Anew


Weird cadence and not my usual rhyme scheme, though none of that really mattered. Not if I couldn’t find the rest of the word. I went through everything again, but came up empty-handed. “There’s got to be more shred around here somewhere,” I said. “The beginning and end of the word are all spotty.”


“And what if there is no more? What if the remaining pieces are in a dumpster somewhere, dissolving in a stew of rotting garbage?”


“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Mom always told me not to let the Spellcraft wear out its welcome. Once it does its job, she sets it free.”


“Once it does its job.” Yuri cut his eyes to the shred. “And what if the Crafting is ruined before then?”


I gave a helpless shrug. “No clue. All we can do is try to put it back together and hope for the best.”


Yuri slipped into his shirt then pulled on his jacket. “I will leave the hoping to you—I’m terrible at such things.” He drew a keycard from his jacket pocket. “But I will try to find the rest of the Crafting.”


There was still one guest whose welcome basket we hadn’t plumbed—the critic—and he was staying in the Presidential Suite. We headed up to the top floor where the rooms cost twice as much and paused at the three doors with “do not disturb” signs on the doorknobs. Unfortunately, we couldn’t tell the Presidential Suite from the Businessman Deluxe…and, frankly, I was no longer so sure which room was Liza’s, either.


Eeny, meenie, meiney, moe.


But before I could knock, a door swung open and—what luck!—a completely nondescript man stepped out. Unless he’d been in someone’s luggage, he could only be—


“Mr. Woodrow,” Yuri said smoothly. Even charmingly. Which was how I knew it was a total put-on, because Yuri only likes to be smooth and charming inadvertently. “I have come to see that your stay so far is meeting your expectations.”


I had to admit, Yuri did a pretty convincing job of selling himself as an employee of the spa. But before he could angle his way into the room, the critic shut the door behind him with a firm click. “The hot water in my bath is three degrees cooler than I’d prefer, but the thread count in the bedding was adequate.” The words were spoken around a nose so stuffed-up, I had to check to see if he even had nostrils. “I’m off to check the sauna, if you’d care to join me.” When Yuri looked as if he was about to refuse, Mr. Woodrow added, “I’ve always been keen on experiencing an authentic vasta. Surely, you’ll indulge me.”


I had no idea what any of that meant—but luckily, Yuri did. He nodded once and said, “I will meet you there.” While the critic’s back was turned, he flashed a key card. What a thrill! I’d always wanted to be a decoy.


I looped my arm through Mr. Woodrow’s to propel him toward the spa posthaste while Yuri went hunting for shred. “Hard to beat a good vasta,” I said. Agreeing with people is easy. Even if you don’t really know what you’re talking about.


“Northern Europe has a great tradition of sauna,” the critic informed me, while I tried to make it look like I knew exactly where we were going, seeing as how I worked there and all. “So it’s exciting to be in the company of your Russian masseuse.”


And he’d never seen Yuri doing pull-ups in nothing but a clingy undershirt and a pair of boxers.


“Did you know most saunas in Europe are co-ed?” Woodrow asked. “American saunas are such a poor facsimile of true Finnish sudatory. The human body is used to sell everything from teabags to timeshares, but we’re separated for something as innocent and healthful as a steam bath.”


We followed the hall past the treatment rooms—and a particular janitorial closet—and came upon two doors: Men’s Sauna - Women’s Sauna. Woodrow rapped on the Women’s door and announced, “Male entering!”


It wasn’t easy to stop myself from snerking, but I managed. The only two women at the resort had pressing business elsewhere—Janet was running the front desk and Liza was sleeping off her mimosas—so no one answered. He went in. Since I was “staff,” I followed.


We made a circuit of the changing room where Mr. Woodrow gave all the surfaces the white-glove test, dipped litmus test strips in all the water, took its temperature, and jotted a bunch of notes. And then we moved on to the Men’s changing rooms. Once Mr. Woodrow did all his temperatures and tests, he stepped into a changing booth and shut the canvas curtain with a whisk. “You’ll be joining us?” he asked me.


“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 


I stripped down to a towel and met the critic by the sauna door. Of course, I’d sat in my share of gym or hotel saunas—usually with much shameless flirting all around—but never in such a fancy spa setting. The Spring Falls Hot Spring Spa did its best to live up to the unattainable Finnish standards while still keeping its liability insurance from the good old U S of A. Walls and seats were smooth wooden slats, hot stones smoldered in the center of the room, temperatures were steamy…and the smell of sulfur permeated everything. 


It was about the size of Yuri’s cabin, with relaxing mood lighting and three tiers of benches. There was a thermometer and humidity gauge combo in the room, but apparently Mr. Woodrow didn’t trust it. He did a circuit of the space, poking his thermometer into the corners, taking notes.


“You can tell some work has gone into this particular sauna. See here? You can vent the steam if it gets too intense.” He tried the lever to see if it was working, and made a note. Then he grabbed a hand-towel from a neatly folded pile and draped it over his head. “But it’s better sauna etiquette to control your own temperature by adjusting your position in the room, or protecting your head.”


Who knew when I woke up that morning, I’d be subjected to the world’s most stuffed-up mansplaining?


“Some American saunas even require their users to wear bathing suits, if you can believe such puritanical nonsense.”


And with that, he whipped off the towel around his waist. Luckily, he turned toward the benches to spread it out without looking at my expression.


I’m told my poker face needs work. And let’s just say the fancy thermometer wasn’t the only serious equipment Mr. Woodrow was packing.


I couldn’t very well keep my own towel on without looking like a prude—not that I was worried about anything perking up that shouldn’t. I’ve been a big fan of the male form ever since I could remember, but the third limb Mr. Woodrow was hauling around with him went beyond impressive and into the realm of grotesque. Heck, I hardly knew how much room I’d need to give him. Maybe the whole bench.


I settled myself a good several feet away and searched desperately for something to look at other than Mr. Woodrow’s lap. I was studying the far wall very carefully—in fact, I’d counted the slats at least three times—when Yuri finally joined us. Wearing only a towel. And holding a bundle of pussy willows he’d glommed from a vase out in the hallway.


His gaze flicked to Mr. Woodrow’s nakedness and his eyebrow twitched. But other than that, he carried on without acknowledging the elephant in the room. I was dying to ask how much shred he’d managed to score, but some things aren’t so easy to communicate with a meaningful look.


“Vastas are used to increase circulation,” Mr. Woodrow informed me, then turned to Yuri and said, “I thought they were traditionally made from leafy birch twigs.”


Yuri looked down his nose at the disturbingly naked man—who was now turning a bit pink from the steamy heat and glistening with a sheen of sweat. “The birch is not in leaf. The spirit of tradition is to use materials that are seasonal and local. It would be a shame to give you a false experience instead of the one which embraces the spirit of the tradition.”


Yuri sure did sound like an imposing Russian masseuse. Even I was nodding along with his explanation—and I knew darn well he was not an employee, but a Seer. And Mr. Woodrow seemed just as taken with his logic.


Yuri spread a towel on one of the benches and gestured for Mr. Woodrow to climb on. Once the critic was all…tucked in…Yuri dipped a ladle of spring water onto the hot stones. It hit with a sulfurous hiss, enfolding the scene in a cloud of steam. He took up the pussy willow, and began tapping up and down Woodrow’s back. Some of the fuzzy gray buds fell off and rolled to the floor, as they were long-dried, and most definitely not in season.


“Is that the normal amount of force?” he asked through the wooden slats.


“Of course,” Yuri said authoritatively. “You must take care not to irritate the skin in such a hot environment.”


“Ah.” And for the first time since I’d met him, Woodrow stopped spewing stuffy facts and went quiet.


Yuri locked eyes with me across the critic’s prone body while he tap-tap-tapped with the shedding pussy willow. Yuri’s not much for improvisation, so I was pretty darn impressed with the lengths he was willing to go to in convincing Mr. Woodrow he was a capable Russian masseuse. I wasn’t sure why he was so inspired—but I was definitely impressed.


Before long, the steam got to the desiccated pussy willows, and all the little buds gave up the ghost in a tiny shower of fuzz. “And now the vasta is complete,” Mr. Woodrow announced, then pushed himself up from the wooden bench. I scrambled back before I got kneecapped by any wayward body parts. “Although I hardly felt a thing.”


“Of course,” Yuri said. “It is the mark of a true master…to not leave a mark. Your circulation is enhanced. You feel nothing but the benefits.”


“If only dealing with my allergies could be so easy. I’d hoped the steam would get things flowing, but no such luck. Even so, I’m sure your vasta will be a highlight of my article. Now, for the grand finale—a plunge into a cold pool. In Finland, it’s customary to dive into a frozen lake or roll around in the snow.”


Yuri narrowed his eyes shrewdly and said, “That may be true—but these things you speak of are modern ways. In the most traditional Russian banyas—in the farthest Siberian villages—a person would douse the sweat from his body in a tepid bath. In his room. With his masseuse in attendance.”


“You know, now that you mention it, I have indeed heard of a moderate follow-up soak. That would be why the lounge just beyond the treatment rooms opens out to the grotto. To follow the sauna with a nourishing mineral soak!”
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YURI


I’d almost had him…and then he slipped through my fingers. Dixon had done an adequate job of distracting Woodrow in the sauna while I went to search the man’s room, but all the distraction in the world wouldn’t have done me any good. I went through everything twice, and eventually resigned myself to the fact that he must have thrown his welcome basket away…when I noticed a scrap of shredded paper sticking out from the safe.


He’d locked a basket of toiletries in the safe.


Because he was worried someone would take them? Or because he was bending to a strange compulsion ignited by the Spellcraft?


And now we’d be stuck visiting the grotto—in nothing but towels—when we should have been talking Woodrow into opening that safe.


As far as I was concerned, only a fool would go roll in the snow, covered in sweat or not. But the cool springtime air was deliciously bracing on our skin. It might have even been enjoyable, had it not been for the stench in the air…and the fact that some mangled magic was responsible for it. The three of us traipsed out to the grotto. When Woodrow dropped his towel, he cast a shadow like a tripod, but we were spared the sight of his nakedness soon enough. The waters in the thermal pool were opaque with mineral concentration.


“Are you going to test that with your portable chemistry lab?” Dixon teetered on the edge of the pool, dipping nothing but his toes.


“The first thing I did when I got here,” Woodrow proclaimed. “Magnesium. Copper. Sulfur. Extremely therapeutic.”


Dixon and I looked at one another, shrugged, shed our towels and joined him.


Woodrow scooped up a palmful of the water and splashed it on his chest. “Waters with a high mineral concentration relieve muscular tension, reduce blood pressure, and relieve myriad skin conditions.”


He continued to wax eloquent about the origins and notable instances of various thermal spas from beneath the veil of the small towel draped over his head. He dominated the conversation—and not many people can manage that around Dixon.


While he droned on like a living, breathing Wikipedia, I pondered how best to relieve him of his gift basket. Surely there was a way in which I could maneuver the critic back to his room and get the shredded paper. Inventing some new Russian tradition would be best, though one in which a hotel guest must open his safe in front of his masseuse would be a pretty hard sell. Perhaps if I claimed to need a particular balm or lotion from his basket…. The plan took shape in my mind, but as it did, the sun glinted off something reflective. Across the parking lot and the boulevard beyond, set back from the road, a large public building of some sort was nestled behind a neatly ordered stand of evergreens. And on the roof of that building, several people clustered.


With binoculars. 


Trained on us. 


When I turned to get a better look at them, the cluster of heads ducked away.


Woodrow was busy pontificating on the merits of iodine when I broke in with, “You seem very prepared. Have your notes indicated what that building across the way might be?”


“Certainly. It’s the Spring Falls Retirement Home. Quiet neighbors make for a peaceful spa.”


He turned back to Dixon and began regaling him with tales of calcium carbonate while I kept one surreptitious eye on the old folks’ home. After a few minutes, a head was again visible over the parapet. A gray-haired head. Soon joined by another, and another. I double checked that my private parts were still private. Luckily the preponderance of magnesium, iodine and sulfur were serving my modesty well.


Once I was sick of listening to Woodrow blather on, I declared, “Time for the reven. Which is traditionally performed in the subject’s private quarters.”


“I’ve never heard of the reven,” Woodrow said, part challenging, part intrigued. And no, he wouldn’t have heard of it. Not unless he spoke Russian—and he had reason to discuss rhubarb.


“A very carefully guarded tradition among the people of the steppes,” I claimed. “I would not perform the reven for just anybody. But you, my friend, are clearly a man of discerning taste.”


As I grabbed my own towel, Dixon reached for his. We stood and quickly fastened them at the waist while a few gray-haired heads popped up to observe. They wouldn’t have seen much, if anything…if a ragged little mop of a canine had not darted up and snagged the corner of Woodrow’s towel.


Woodrow yelped in shock. “What is that thing?”


“Just a little dog,” Dixon said. 


Woodrow didn’t look like he believed him. I added, “A dog in dire need of a bath.”


“Twinkle, stop!” Dixon scolded. “Let go of that!”


But Twinkle was having none of it. He dug in his paws, growling. He gave his furry head a violent shake, and the towel slid from Woodrow’s startled grasp. Dixon and I both made a grab for it, bounced off one another, and splashed down into the water. Woodrow leapt up out of the pool, snatching at the terrycloth. His foot slipped on wet stone, and he spun around, full circle, waving all three arms to keep from toppling over. Across the lane, a gaggle of old women whooped in glee.


Dixon bobbed up, spitting sulfurous water. “You can have my towel,” he offered hastily. “You’re the guest, after all.”


Woodrow planted his hands on his hips as Twinkle wrangled the towel into some undergrowth and slipped away. Dixon and I both looked up at the sky for fear of finding something awkward looking back at us. Someone across the street gave a wolf-whistle, though it was mostly carried away by the wind, and Woodrow didn’t seem to notice. “No, no, it’s not sanitary to share towels. You should know that.” 


“Just testing you!” Dixon said gamely.


Woodrow removed the hand-towel from his head and attempted to wrap it around his waist…and if anything, the fact that it showed at least as much as it concealed made his endowments seem twice as unavoidable. “I don’t suppose the resort can be held responsible for the actions of an animal,” he said philosophically. “Though if it’s a known issue, one could argue that a fence might be in order.”


On the roof across the way, more gray-haired heads peeked over the edge. The sound of appreciative tittering threaded through the distant birdsong.


“Forget about the fence,” I said. “That dog just did you a favor. For full effect, we must perform the reven while your skin is still damp.”


Not one to miss out on some obscure vacation experience, Woodrow stopped grousing about the dog and hurried back to the building, clutching the slip of a towel ineffectively around himself. “I will meet you in your room in five minutes,” I said. “Do not rinse yourself. Do not dry yourself. Lie quietly in your bathtub, face down, and leave your door unlocked. And have the basket of products you were given available for my use—the whole basket. Any deviation from my instructions will taint the treatment. Am I clear?”


“Absolutely! Five minutes it is.”


He gave a jaunty salute and his meager towel flapped open. I did my best not to shudder. I probably should not have chosen the word taint.


As we retrieved our clothes from the massage chambers, Dixon whispered, “What’s the, uh, raven?”


“Whatever we need it to be—it was all I could think of to get him to unlock his basket. Just play along—and when you see your chance, grab the paper.”


Dixon and I hastily rinsed off the sulfur, pulled on our clothes, and headed for Woodrow’s room. We found the critic lying face-down in his bathtub as instructed, though now that I thought my directive through, I wasn’t sure how long he could hold the position. Maybe the trapped body part was providing cushioning for the rest of him. Most importantly, also as instructed, he’d brought out his gift basket and left it sitting on the bathroom counter.


I squinted at the shredded paper—not long enough to actually see the volshebstvo coursing through the shreds, but certainly long enough to feel the elusive pull of its presence.


“Is this right?” Woodrow’s voice echoed against the porcelain. “You didn’t mention whether or not I should keep my towel on.”


Thankfully, he’d erred on the side of caution and left it on. “Did I tell you to remove the towel? I did not. So—we begin.” I pointed to the basket and Dixon gave a nod. He’d brought the paper that had already been picked through from our basket, bundled in a pillowcase. Together, we pulled out the various tiny samples from the basket, but none of them seemed like anything I could use to create a plausible ritual. Not one that was strange enough to satisfy Woodrow’s love of all things obscure. “It is important to focus inside yourself while I finish your vasta with the reven.”


“Got it.”


It seemed prudent to start by rinsing the minerals from his body. “First, water.” I sprayed him with the hand-nozzle, though the water started out cold enough to make him yelp, then immediately went too hot while I struggled to figure out the tap. “Alternating temperatures to stimulate the circulation.”


“I see,” he burbled stuffily into the water, while Dixon stuffed his shreds into the pillowcase. 


I finished hosing off the reeking mineral water. “Then, oil.” I shook out a spatter of lotion from the minuscule bottle and swiped it across his back. Dixon turned the basket upside down and gave it a few shakes for good measure. Once he was sure it was empty, he replaced the stolen shreds with the paper from our room, then gave me the thumbs-up.


Good. The sooner I could stop playing nice, the better.


“Is that all?” the critic asked against the floor of the tub. “Water and some lotion? Not much of a ritual, if you ask me.”


While I was eager to tell this stuffy little man exactly what he could do with his rituals, when I thought of Janet’s distress over the thought of losing her business, I knew I’d have to restrain myself.


I motioned for Dixon to make off with the paper. He gave me an even more vigorous thumbs-up, then hurried away with the shreds while I cast around for some other prop to employ.


Unfortunately, there was no rhubarb in the man’s bathroom. But there was a ridiculous Zen garden: basically, a pan of white sand, a tiny rake, and a handful of smooth stones. It was tempting to dump the sand over his body—really let it mingle with his wet hair and lotion-sticky back—but I supposed it would only clog the pipes and saddle Janet with yet another expense she couldn’t afford.


If not the sand…then the rocks. “You have heard of a hot stone treatment,” I said.


“Of course.”


“What most people don’t know is that the rocks are only heated for dramatic effect.” I scooped up the stones from the Zen garden and held them in my palms to bring them to body temperature. “In the reven, we have no use for such theatrics. Now, you absorb the power of the tepid stone.”


I placed the rocks on his back.


I stared for a moment, reveling in the stupidity of the whole situation. As I considered rearranging them to make it seem like I was actually doing something, Woodrow said, “I think I feel something.”


“Very well. Now, I must leave you with the reven stones—for the conversation is best kept to yourselves. Stay there until the stones tell you the reven is complete.”
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I hurried back to our room and found Dixon standing amid a riot of shredded paper that extended from one end of the room to the other. He whirled around to face me, cheeks flushed. And not just from the sauna, either. “Yuri Volnikov,” he said. “What you did back there, handling that self-important pseudo-intellectual so-and-so? Never in my life have I seen someone be so deliciously butch.”


I crossed my arms…and felt thread snapping again. With a sigh, I dropped my arms to my sides. “All the playacting in the world won’t help us if we can’t find that paper.” I turned toward the shreds to comb through them for bits of Spellcraft. I could feel Dixon watching me, but pretended I was unaware. Because it was unlike me to not only agree to such a bizarre scheme as this “masseuse” business, but to embrace it. It felt vulnerable, in a way, committing to helping this resort, these people. And vulnerability is something I avoid all cost.


Dixon wasn’t buying the ruse of me not paying him any attention. He sidled up to me, hooked his fingers through my belt loops, and turned me to face him. “When this is all over,” he said, “I’m eager to enjoy a private pasta, or raven, or whatever.”


When it was over. If it was ever over.


With an alluring flutter of his eyelashes, Dixon said, “I have it on good authority that the masseuse is an expert all the way from Europe…and he’s well-versed in some very exotic techniques.”


I sighed.


Dixon tugged himself up against me and bumped our pelvises together. “Look at it this way. How many people can say they impressed a critic from Vacation Nation with nothing but a few twigs and a whole lot of heart? I have to admit, though, I’m surprised to see you throwing yourself into the role. Don’t get me wrong, I’m utterly delighted—”


“It’s Janet,” I admitted. “She tries so hard. It would be a shame for all her effort to be for nothing.” It seemed unfair that a year of unexpected weather and a single damaged Spellcraft could ruin a business that took generations to build. Not that I took any stock in the concept of fairness.


“You and me? We’re obviously meant to solve his riddle.”


I scoffed.


“It’s true.” Dixon guided my hands around his waist, then released them to loop his arms around my neck as he melted up against me. “If anyone can figure this out, it’s us. A Scrivener and a Seer—the right hand of Spellcraft and the left—drawn together, against all odds, across the very ocean. If that’s not a stunning example of Kismet, I don’t know what is.” His mouth pressed to mine and his tongue toyed at the seam of my lips. Playfully—yet with utmost seriousness. I understood, now, in a way I hadn’t really considered before, that while ignorance might be bliss, Dixon’s happiness didn’t mean he was floundering in the dark.


No. It meant that he himself shone with enough brightness to illuminate the darkness.


His kiss was self-assured, yet not forceful. He didn’t need force when he was dripping with charm. While my gut instinct was to force him to acknowledge grim reality for once, when his tongue slid against mine—full of promises and need—I understood that it was Dixon who was changing me. 


We kissed. Thoroughly. Even indulgently. But eventually, he pulled away, a bit breathless and utterly beguiling with his lips ripe from kissing. His hands lingered briefly on my chest as he looked up into my eyes and said, “I’m all for less doom and gloom…but I need you to level with me if reconstructing the Crafting is an exercise in futility.”


I crouched down and studied the shreds of paper, looking not just with my physical eyes, but my inner eye. I felt the moment my perception shifted. It was the moment the paper began to writhe, with the flecks of Scrivened ink jumping among the seething pile like fleas. 


I blinked. The paper was still.


I stood and said, “The volshebstvo is still active.”


Dixon brightened. “Fabulous! Then all we need to do is patch it back up!”


And so…we worked. I pulled on my glasses, and the two of us searched through each strip of paper for the telltale watercolor stock that was so much thicker than the rest. It was easy enough, plunging your hand into the raveled mess, to feel the strips. But the sight of the Spellcraft seething through the paper made my skin crawl, and I would be just as eager to stuff my hand into a sock full of ants.


Dixon was immune to such notions. He teased apart the paper. The flimsy office paper tore. The watercolor block did not. And soon we had combed through it thoroughly enough to glean all the Spellcraft from the shred. But when Dixon tried to match the edges of the letters together, he had a difficult time. “I wish there were some way of knowing right-side-up from upside-down.”


He hadn’t actually been expecting anything more from me than a show of commiseration, and yet, I did have a way of knowing. Dixon had been trying to line up the Scrivening. But the trick was all in reconstructing the Seen.


The watercolor beneath the Scrivening was a lopsided wash of uninspired blue straight from the pan. One side was more opaque than the other, and by that, I could match up the orientation of the strands. Once Dixon saw which way was up, he shuffled the shreds into place. He may have thought he was going by the visual look of the letterforms, but I suspected the Spellcraft, now within reach of its adjacent part, was now calling to itself. The pieces slid into place with a snap. Not any physical or audible snap, but a magical one. 


More of the Crafting took shape. The FFL became EFFL…T. Progress. But it was clear we did not have all of the pieces. A gap remained before the letter T. And though my English vocabulary was reasonably good, for the life of me, I had no idea what Fonzo had written.


Neither did Dixon.


“This is worse than an itch you can’t scratch. You know, like when the bottom of your foot is bugging you, and you’re wearing two pairs of socks and a pair of boots, and your boots have, like, twenty eyelets and take tons of time to lace up. You’ve had Doc Martens, Yuri, haven’t you? You seem like the type. I’ll bet they’d look hot on you—”


While Dixon rambled, I let my gaze turn soft and squinted at the volshebstvo roiling just above the surface of the paper strips. It felt incomplete. It felt wrong. Potentially, the final piece was irrevocably lost. And yet, given the way the Spellcraft had called to the adjacent pieces as if it wanted to be solved, I suspected the key bit was not far away.


“We are missing this critical piece. We must search this place from top to bottom until it is found.”


“Absolutely. If it’s here to find, then we’ll find it.”


We pulled out our basket and searched it thoroughly to make sure no paper fragments were hidden within the reeds. No luck. We moved on to our trashcan, finding some crumbs and a wad of dried gum, but no shreds.


We were just about to hatch an elaborate plan to get the other guests out of their rooms when we discovered they were having a wine sociable in the lobby. None of them looked terribly enthused, holding their small plastic cups. Quint, the insufferable businessman, was pontificating about something. I didn’t even need to hear him to know this was the case—his body language was evidence enough. Woodrow had recovered from his reven and was scrutinizing the wine, likely preparing to launch into an in-depth analysis of its origins that no one cared to hear. Liza downed what was in her glass in one gulp, then held it out to Janet for another shot. Dixon and I saw all of this in a glance as the elevator door opened. Before he could dash off to join them, I snagged him by the back of the shirt and hit the close-door button.


“What did you do that for? Free wine!”


“Free wine…” I flashed my key card, “means free rooms. But we had better be quick about searching their trash. I doubt Janet can afford to open too many bottles.”


“And Liza is drinking harder than a sailor on shore leave. Let’s go.”


We started in Quint’s room. It was obsessively clean, though Dixon was quick to point out that for such a supposedly fancy guy, all his neatly folded underwear was a bargain-basement brand.


Woodrow had cleaned up after the reven. His basket was once more stowed in the safe, I presumed, and the rocks from the treatment stood in a neat line on his flat-raked Zen garden. No more shreds lingered in any crevices or corners.


Liza’s bridal suite was next. Our first thought was that it had been ransacked, but then we realized that was just the way she’d unpacked. Frilly, lacy undergarments were strewn from one side of the room to the other. But the T-shirt she had slept in was a boxy, oversized thing from the Spring Falls Hot Springs gift shop. I felt apprehensive about touching a stranger’s underwear. But we did what we had to do. 


And came up with nothing.


“Well,” Dixon said, “there’s no avoiding it. Next up is the dumpster.”


While I wasn’t exactly looking forward to going through a bin full of garbage, it wouldn’t be the first objectionable thing I’d handled in my life. We went downstairs and skirted around the wine tasting--now Woodrow and Quint, each with some alcohol in them, were involved in a grand debate about the origin of the word spa. Janet seemed like she was worried the debate would turn into a full-fledged argument, but Liza, sprawled sideways on a stiff looking divan, was clearly enjoying the show.


We slipped outside and went around back. In bigger cities, dumpsters were often locked. But in small towns with nothing potentially valuable or sensitive to dispose of, such security measures were unnecessary. Dixon and I approached the dumpster with some trepidation. “I suppose if you gave me a boost, I could fit inside,” he said, in a tone of voice that conveyed it was perhaps the last thing in the world he wished to do. But as I opened the lid, something in the nearby undergrowth moved. I jerked back, and the lid fell shut with a muted plastic clatter.


“Don’t worry, Yuri—hey, that rhymed!—it’s just Twinkle. And the poor thing’s got all kinds of stuff stuck in his fur.” Dixon went down on one knee and extended a hand. “Hi, little cutie. Here, boy. It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. Promise—I’m officially an esthetician now, so you can trust me one hundred percent.”


The dog cocked his head as if he actually understood what Dixon was saying, but didn’t necessarily believe it. Or maybe animals could just sense he was as dangerous as a half-toasted marshmallow. The dog wavered for a moment…and then took a tentative step forward.


When he emerged fully from the undergrowth, we got a good look at his coat. This dog was clearly not meant for living rough. His fur was speckled with litter: brambles, twigs, a twist-tie.


“That’s a good boy,” Dixon crooned.


Tentatively, his tail perked up behind him. He gave it a single shy wag….


And a fleck of bluish paper on the top of the dog’s head caught my eye.


As surely as if I’d studied the thing under a magnifying glass, even from several paces away, I knew I could be looking at only one thing: the missing piece of Spellcraft.
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DIXON


I’d never been one for keggers. Too jockish for me. But once, in college, my roomies threw a wine tasting that got a little out of control—probably went overboard spiking the fondue—and I woke up the next morning in a puddle of sticky, dried Chardonnay with a coaster glued to my forehead. I could only imagine how uncomfortable Twinkle must’ve felt with all that random stuff stuck all over him.


I waggled my fingers and said, “C’mon, sweetie pie. I can help….”


Twinkle’s tail gave a tentative wag, then another. He crept forward a few feet, then raised his head and sniffed the air—though how he could discern anything over the rotten-egg stink, I had no idea. They say dogs have an incredible sense of smell, though, and Twinkle must’ve liked what he was sniffing. Another yard or so…tail wagging away, now…just a few more feet….


And the door behind us banged open. Twinkle startled, planting his scruffy little paws wide, but he didn’t run.


Not until Liza staggered outside and let out a piercing wail. As soon as Twinkle got a load of that, he ducked back into the bushes faster than you could say jilted bride.


Would it have been too much to ask for Liza to be a happy drunk, not a weepy one?


Yuri muttered something in Russian and headed toward the bushes, but it was obvious Twinkle was long gone. Liza was in such a bad way, I figured she could really use my help instead. I steadied her before she pitched into a deck table, and in the same tone I’d taken with the dog, said, “It’s okay, Liza. I’m sure things will look a heck of a lot better in the morning.”


“No…they…won’t!” she bellowed—she really did have an impressive set of pipes.


“I thought you were having fun at the wine sociable.” 


“I was! Until I checked my social media. It’s bad enough that creep waited until our wedding day to call things off—at the very last second, leaving me with the cake and the guests and all those gifts to return. But he took off with one of my bridesmaids!”


Of all the nerve! I gave her a supportive squeeze.


“At least it wasn’t anyone I liked—an old friend I don’t actually talk to these days, but I felt like I needed to reciprocate because I’d stood up for her at her first wedding. But then pictures started showing up. They’re feeding each other his groom cake!”


Yuri cracked his knuckles. “I could teach this miserable excuse for a man some manners….”


“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever offered to do for me,” Liza wailed between long, heaving sobs. “But it’s not worth it. He’s a lawyer—an honest-to-goodness ambulance chaser—and he’d sue your pants off before his nose even stopped bleeding.”


If ever there was a profession viewed with as much disdain as Spellcraft, it was personal injury litigation. “Forget about your ex,” I said. “Who’s enjoying a fabulous getaway in Spring Falls, complete with wine, and cutting-edge spa treatments, and…wine?”


Liza snuffled. “I am?”


“That’s right—you are! And you’ve got a big day ahead of you tomorrow.” I’d figure out what this “big day” might entail later. “So let’s go up to your room and get you all tucky-innish so you’re nice and fresh in the morning.”


Despite Liza’s efforts to roll back out of bed, I managed to get her situated smack-dab in the middle of the king-sized mattress while Yuri shored her up with pillows on either side. She fussed a bit, but drifted off just as soon as Yuri tucked the covers around her. I parked her empty wastebasket right beside the bed just in case some of that wine decided to double-back the way it came. 


I stepped back and considered her. In sleep, Liza still looked troubled. Having your wedding tank at the eleventh hour wasn’t the type of thing you just brush off and walk away from, even if you are better off in the long run not being hitched to an ambulance chaser. Even though I personally didn’t have much use for weddings, I could see she’d been totally on board. I bent over her and whispered, “Everything will work out, Liza—you’ll see. Sweet dreams.”


It might be unprofessional for me to kiss my clientele goodnight—but, hey, I’m not a real esthetician. When I got close enough to her hair, though, I realized I saw a glimpse of the unexpected. Gingerly, I parted her hair. Liza didn’t stir—she’d had a lot of wine. And lo and behold, there inside her honey-colored locks were streaks of bluish green and greenish blue. And I’d bet cash money her stylist hadn’t put them there.


I rearranged her hair so the pastel colors weren’t showing quite so obviously, then whispered to Yuri, “Let’s go find that dog.”




***





We headed back to the spot we’d last seen Twinkle, but even in the daytime it would’ve been hard to pick him out among the local flora. At night? We had a better chance of finding a lead slug in a jarful of quarters. “Twinkle! Here, boy! Twi-i-inkle!”


Nothing.


I elbowed Yuri. “Why aren’t you calling him? Maybe if you joined in, he’d hear us.”


“It is useless to try and coax the dog out of hiding by calling his name. He has no great love of people.”


Which was why I knew he and Yuri would get along famously, if they ever gave each other half a chance. However…. “You just might be on to something. Maybe Twinkle is a little skittish. But what can we bribe him with that smells savory and smoky and drool-worthy enough to carry even over the stink of rotten eggs?”


Yuri gave me a look.


“That’s right!” I pointed him toward the doors and gave him a playful shove. “Let’s go get some!”


We found Janet in the kitchen scooping seeds out of a cantaloupe. I didn’t know it was possible to butcher a melon fretfully, but she was managing to do it. “Say, Janet,” I said in my charmingest voice. “We’ve figured out exactly how to get Twinkle to stop peeing on your building.” Yuri slid me a look that said, Oh, did we? I ignored it. “All I’ll need is a nice, salty strip of—”


“Again with the bacon!” Janet cried. “There is no bacon, do you hear me?”


“But it’s for a good cause.”


“I can’t give you what I don’t have—and there is zero bacon in this building. Zip. Zilch. Nada. The last of it was eaten today, and the check for this week’s grocery delivery bounced. They won’t resume my service until I get caught up. Not only is there no bacon, but no lemon wedges for the water in the lobby. No cucumber slices to put over people’s eyes. No mints for the pillows. You know what our continental breakfast is going to be tomorrow? A box of stale donuts from the gas station I pay for with change I found in the couch cushions and a dusty old can of pineapple.”


Actually, if she had a tub of whipped topping, she could make one of my mother’s signature parfaits. But before I could suggest hunting for more spare change to make it a meal, Yuri was reaching inside his coat. He pulled out a single bill, crisp from the ATM, and handed it to Janet. I didn’t recognize the dead president. Hopefully he wasn’t trying to pass off counterfeit money. “If you can’t pay your debt,” he told her, “at least you can take a trip to the market and see yourself through the rest of the critic’s visit.”


Janet blinked at the bill, wide-eyed and baffled. I began edging toward the door, just in case she had the Spring Falls police on speed-dial. But instead of throwing the book at Yuri, she flung herself into his brawny arms, hugged him soundly, and whispered, “Thank you.”
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It was hard to tell if the pineapple passed the sniff-test or not, what with all the sulfur in the air. But my mom always says, if the can’s not bulging, it’s still good. We headed back, yet again, to the spot where we’d last seen Twinkle. “Why d’you suppose pineapple is cut in rings,” I wondered, “but they don’t do it for other fruit? Maybe canned peaches would taste better as circles. Or canned pears. And what do they do with the pineapple pieces that made up the negative space? Is there a pineapple equivalent to the donut hole?”


Yuri looked at me blankly. Maybe they didn’t sell donut holes in Russia. Or if they did, they called them something Russian.


I waved the pineapple ring. Juice ran up my arm—how was it that liquid could run up sometimes?—and said, “I’ve never had a dog. Do they eat pineapple?”


Yuri shrugged. “Only a spoiled American dog could afford to be so choosy.”


“Well, Twinkle hasn’t exactly been living high on the hog. Hopefully he’s a fan of tropical fruit.” I inched toward the bushes. “Here, Twinkle! I’ve got something for you. Even better than bacon….”


“What’s going on out there?” called a voice from the resort. We turned and found Quint standing on the balcony of his deluxe businessman accommodations. He wasn’t quite as corporate in a fluffy white robe…but he still came off just as douchey. “What’s happening—is there some sort of resort activity going on? Why wasn’t I informed?”


Before I could ask what kind of “resort activity” involved tromping around outside after dark with an open can of pineapple, Quint had already made up his mind. He whisked back inside, full of purpose.


“He will help us catch dog,” Yuri said. He doesn’t often drop his articles…but when he does, it’s beyond hot. 


“You think he will? He seems like he only cares about one thing—himself.”


“He will do as I tell him. Men like him are always eager to please.”


When they encounter someone as alphatastic as Yuri, probably so.


Quint flerp-flerped outside in a pair of one-size-fits-all slippers and his white terrycloth robe. “So, fill me in. What’re we doing out here?”


Deadpan, Yuri said, “Dog hunt.”


Quint inhaled the beginning of a laugh, then realized Yuri was serious, and went puzzled instead. “Dog…hunt?”


“Was I not clear? We capture dog. You do not do this in Wichita?”


“Can’t say that we do.”


“It’s a regional activity,” I explained, and handed him a pineapple ring. “More of a dog taming, really. It’s all kind of Zen. The dog’s pretty skittish, so you’ll need to bring down your heart rate and modulate your vibe, otherwise he’ll just run away.”


Quint’s wheels were clearly turning now. “Is there a prize?”


“Self-satisfaction,” Yuri said decisively. “Now stop talking and go.”


Quint shuffled off in the direction we pointed him. “He’s making an awful lot of noise,” I observed.


“And he will drive Twinkle toward us.”


Brilliant! While Quint flerped around at the far end of the yard, Yuri and I delved into the undergrowth. We followed the sound of rustling branches, and were occasionally rewarded with glimpses of Twinkle’s matted white coat. “Here boy,” I said. “Look what we’ve got for you—some ripe, juicy pineapple. Yum, yum.”


But the dog must not have been a big fan of canned fruit. Every time it looked like we had him, he managed to slip farther into the bushes. The undergrowth was giving way to trees now, and it was harder for the two of us to follow. Yuri spread a couple of saplings apart, just short of snapping them off, and a dusting of dainty bluish petals rained down on the two of us—and not a negligible amount of pollen, too. It was tempting to tell him how adorable he looked covered in flowers. But I resisted.


With Yuri holding apart the young trees, I finally spotted our quarry cowering in a thicket of brambles too dense to slip through. Poor little guy! I crouched low to the ground to make myself smaller and held out the pineapple. “It’s okay,” I crooned. “I’m not gonna hurt you. I just need to pluck the shred out of your fur—you’ll hardly feel a thing, I promise. And you can have all the pineapple.”


I’m not sure whether or not animals understand us when we talk. Sometimes it seemed like Meringue the cockatoo knew exactly what she was saying, and if she were able to smile, I think she would look even more pleased with herself than usual when she called Yuri and me Scribblers and Hacks. But I’m sure critters at least pick up on our tone—plus our body language, anxiety level, and overall demeanor. Lucky for me I’m the opposite of scary, and as I murmured sweet nothings to Twinkle, eventually he came to see I was harmless.


Crouching low to the ground, he crept forward one inch, and then another, until he was close enough to that pineapple ring to lick it. As smoothly as possible, I crept back. Twinkle wasn’t keen on following me, but now that he had his eyes on the prize, he shed some of his caution—if not the Spellcraft caught in his fur.


He was just about in shred-plucking range…when, off in the distance, Quint sneezed. The sound was so startling, even Yuri flinched. Twinkle skittered back a few feet. I did my best to stay calm. “Nothing to worry about, buddy…just a sneeze….”


Achoo!


Achoo!


Achoo!


I’d never heard anything like it. It was as if Quint was literally screaming the word achoo. Repeatedly. Did they say “achoo” in Russian, or something else? I’d have to remember to ask—but not until I got hold of that final bit of shred.


Lucky for us, the repetition of the sneezes actually made Twinkle feel braver as he habituated to the goofy noises. Either that, or now that he’d got a lick of the pineapple, he just couldn’t resist.


“Little bit more,” Yuri told me. “Back out far enough so I can let go, and I will grab.”


“Thaaat’s right,” I told the dog. “All this ripe, juicy pineapple can be yours.” Inch by excruciating inch, I begged and cajoled, until eventually, we emerged from the trees. Yuri eased the saplings back together and turned to gently scoop Twinkle off the ground…when the sound of sneezing suddenly closed in on us.


Flerp - flerp - flerp - flerp - flerp.


“I caught it!” Achoo! “I caught the dog!”


I’m not gonna say Yuri screamed like a little girl…but that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. 


Twinkle took off like a bottle rocket. But the creature dangling from Quint’s outstretched grasp—a thirty-pound opossum—remained totally unfazed. It was too busy chomping on a pineapple ring to let a little screaming hamper the enjoyment of its dessert.


Like Yuri, Quint was covered in flower petals and pollen. Unlike Yuri, his eyes were swollen practically shut. This was probably for the best. As harmless as the opossum appeared to be, it had a startling arsenal of teeth. “Great!” I declared. “Super! You caught the…dog. Now, let him get back to what he was doing, take an antihistamine and go to bed.”


“That’s it? That’s the prize?”


“Self-satisfaction,” Yuri repeated.


“Oh, right.” Quint set down the opossum. It waddled into the undergrowth, still chomping. “Just wait till those idiots in accounting hear about this!”


Still a d-bag. Even in victory. 


Once the rustling in the undergrowth grew distant and Quint flerp-flerped away, we looked at each other ruefully, Yuri and me. Pollen dusted the stubble of his hair, and a tiny flower petal had caught in the scruff of the corner of his mouth. I took him by the lapels and drew him down toward me—first catching the petal between my teeth, then going in for the kiss.


For all that Yuri can be a bull in a china shop, when he kisses me, he’s practically demure. It’s like he’s worried I’ll change my mind halfway through. One of these days he’s bound to figure out I’m all in. But maybe these early times are precious for what they are.


The skim of his tongue across my lips was tentative and adorable. It shouldn’t have been romantic, the two of us covered in tree gunk and surrounded by the waftings of a stinky sulfur pond. But Yuri, and moonlight, and the most fragile of kisses?


Most romantic night ever.


Once we’d had our share of kissing, we strolled together side by side, listening for rustlings in the undergrowth. Hard to tell if it was Twinkle or the opossum—I would wager that the opossum made more noise—but both of them were pretty scarce. When we settled into a couple of loungers by the grotto, just to rest our eyes, sleep came over us, sneaky and sudden.


I woke at dawn, confused as to why I was covered in dew, and wondering what that strange sound might be. Carefully, I cracked open one eye and saw Twinkle with his nose buried in the pineapple can, licking at it so vigorously it was scooting across the fieldstone patio with a metallic scrape. A telltale bit of paper glinted bluish-white in his tangled coat. A few feet away, Yuri was quietly rousing himself too. We locked eyes and he gave his head a subtle shake. Between him and me and the stinky blue pond, if we angled ourselves just right, one of us was bound to catch the dog. All it would take was delicacy and patience. I could hardly contain myself as Twinkle inched closer, and closer, and—


“Ya yem reven’!” someone bellowed in a bizarre minor key, like a dirge, but vigorous and forceful. “PROTIVEN’ PROTIVEN’!”


The pineapple can pitched up into the air as Twinkle jumped, spun, and plunged into the pond. He doggy-paddled to the other side with impressive speed, launched out of the water, gave himself a thorough shake, then disappeared around the corner of the building.


Meanwhile, Woodrow the critic strode out from the resort, looking very well-pleased with himself. In the daylight, his ash blond hair had an interesting sheen of purple. He wore his brown suit again, though now that we’d seen exactly what he was packing inside those boring old trousers, it was kind of hard to look at him quite the same. He announced, “I’ve been boning up on the reven.” Boning! Meep. “Though it’s hard to say if I’ve got the song right, since all the webpages were in Russian. How’s my accent?”


“Passable,” Yuri told him. “You may join us for the bumaga.”


Woodrow went all aflutter. “Bumaga…that wasn’t in any of my research. What is it?”


“A traditional Balkan scavenger hunt for a small piece of paper.”


“How small?”


“Minuscule. Start down in the grotto and we will catch up.”


As Woodrow made his way over to the water humming his strange little dirge, I whispered to Yuri, “What was he singing about anyway?”


“A baking dish—or maybe a subversive protest song. Who knows?”


Woodrow poked through some reedy planters around the perimeter of the pool. Who were we kidding—that fleck of paper could be anywhere now, from the bottom of the grotto to the acre of undergrowth surrounding the resort. Frustrated, I said, “If the Spellcraft doesn’t want to be found, it won’t matter how many people are looking for it.”


Yuri took my hand in his and smoothed my writing callus with his thumb. I felt a gentle tingle—not of Spellcraft, but of affection. “I often think the volshebstvo just wants to make sure we work for it. Otherwise, it would not have revealed itself to begin with. Just humor it until we come up with a better plan.”


As we poked around the grotto, I came to realize tiny bluish flower petals looked a heck of a lot like little shreds of paper, and they didn’t seem nearly as romantic anymore. 


Despite Yuri’s words of encouragement, I found my enthusiasm flagging when Janet came and found us. Her unbleached linen resort outfit was shapeless and frumpy, but her lavender- and aquamarine-streaked hair jazzed it up. “There you guys are, what a relief! Our local meditation group is starting in five minutes, but I called in an order at the grocery store—seriously, thanks again—and need to go pick it up.”


Anything to get out of looking for a fleck of paper among a gazillion tiny flower petals. “Meditation? I’ve never been much good at sitting still, but I’m happy to give it a shot.”


“Not that I don’t appreciate your offer,” Janet said with some chagrin, “but the group specifically requested Yuri.”
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YURI


“I know nothing about meditation,” I told Janet.


“Don’t worry, we use a free app. All you’ll need to do is pop in some earbuds, listen to the recording, and repeat what they say. Couldn’t be easier. Give me your phone and I’ll set you up.”


While Janet downloaded the app, I wondered how it was that a local group could request me specifically, given that I’d only been in Spring Falls a day—and I didn’t actually work there. Maybe she was just worried Dixon was too hyper to lead a meditation and was too polite to come right out and say it. Or maybe she didn’t trust me to work the front desk in her absence. That might be for the best. I doubted I could offer to facilitate anyone’s stay without scaring them off.


Once the download was done, Janet whisked me off to a conference room, opened the door with a flourish and said, “Okay, gang—here’s Yuri!”


A dozen conference chairs were arranged in a semicircle. A dozen fluffy, permed, gray-haired heads swiveled in my direction. Through thick bifocal lenses, a dozen pairs of eyes widened eagerly. A dozen wrinkled faces grinned, flashing dentures.


“Don’t go too easy on them,” Janet told me playfully, then abandoned me to their unflinching scrutiny.


I stomped to the front of the room and said, “Close your eyes,” but I was used to giving orders, not suggestions. My voice felt too big in the neutral, subdued room, too forceful, but the old women did as they were told…smiling to themselves all the while.


I checked the app. Thirty minutes. I could force myself to repeat some words for thirty minutes. I hit the play button and began.


“Take a deep breath and release any cares or concerns as you gently bring your focus to your breath. Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out.”


I told the group to breathe. They breathed. As practices went, the meditation was…unobjectionable. The quiet, the stillness, the focus. Was it not the very thing I did when I cleared my mind and called up my Seens?


Maybe I was not entirely unfamiliar with meditation after all.


“Now bring your focus to the place in your body where you feel the emotion of…anger.” I hesitated as I wondered if there was any cell in the body where anger was absent, then pushed the thought aside and carried on.


“It may be a sensation of heat in your belly. It may be the feeling of tension in your muscles. It may be a nagging, persistent itch that erodes your happiness.”


It may be a stupid meditation you’ve agreed to deliver.


The app guided the group to breathe through it and let go, but I could barely force out the words. Only a fool released their anger when they should harness it instead.


“Imagine yourself free from anger.”


I shuddered.


“Visualize your heart opening.”


Bone saw? Or machete?


“Know that you are surrounded by unconditional love.”


My initial impulse was to scoff—because of course all love is conditional. But then I considered Dixon. His presumption about everything he encountered was positive until proven otherwise. Even then, he’d go to great lengths to see the good in everything. A liability, obviously. Yet, I was willing to entertain the possibility that his optimism smacked of unconditional love.


“Now take a deep, cleansing breath, open your eyes, and go forth with your day.”


Namaste.


I didn’t repeat that. A man must have some self-respect.


I thought the room would clear. Instead, the old women all stared at me expectantly. I’d given them what they came for, so if they weren’t about to leave, I would. I strode toward the door, and a woman with a silvery-blue poof of hair caught me by the sleeve. “That was delightful,” she gushed, “so much more serious than Marilee always was.”


If Marilee was the massage therapist with the fetish for stuffed animals, I didn’t doubt it.


“Just one thing before you go. We noticed you hanging around yesterday with a couple of other fellas.”


Noticed…with binoculars. I narrowed my eyes.


“The one with the, uh…lighter hair. D’you know if he’s single?”


A woman with a large mole on her chin cackled. “Who cares if he’s single—what happens at the spa stays in the spa. I just wanna know if he’s free tonight.”


Another one piped in, “And I’d like to know how he gets his pants on.”


“Ask him yourself,” I told the women. “He is down by the grotto.”


That pronouncement cleared the room faster than any “namaste” could hope to. But before the final meditator slipped away—clumping forward on a walker with tennis balls fixed over its legs—I caught up to her and said, “Tell me, when you were…stargazing…last night, did you happen to notice a dog?”


“You mean Twinkle? Sure. You wouldn’t know it to look at the little scamp, but under all that hair, he’s actually not that big. I’ve seen cats bigger than that. In fact, just the other day, I heard some cats fighting outside my window. Or maybe it was Verna singing in the shower—”


“Did you see where he went?”


“All over the west corner of the resort!” Once she was done chortling over her own wit, she said, “Twinkle’s got his routines down pat.” Dogs had routines? “When it rains, he hides in the municipal garage. When it’s picnic weather, he heads over to the park and begs for scraps. On garbage day, he rips open the bags and rolls around in the trash. Why, just last week I heard Rita from the QuikMart complain about the beer cans all over her lawn, but I wonder if the real culprit was her deadbeat brother-in-law—”


“Do you know where he might be now?”


“Probably down at the Spring Falls Saloon waiting for happy hour.”


“Not the brother-in-law. The dog!”


“It’s right about the time Mr. Pope feeds the pigeons in the Geyser Garden. He’s been a widower coming on five years now, but no one’s willing to pass the time with him, on account of his crippling halitosis—”


I restrained myself from shaking her. Barely. “What about the dog?”


“Oh, Twinkle usually manages to steal a crust of bread or two.”


“How far is this Geyser Garden?”


The woman looked as if she was doing calculus in her mind—or searching it for another tedious story about a person I would never meet—but before I burst out of my own skin, she tipped back her walker, pointed with the tennis balls, and said, “It’s right through that door.”


I side-stepped the walker and rushed out the door. It led to a small hallway, with Dixon approaching from a side branch. “Janet’s back,” he said. “I think she got a pretty good deal on the bacon—”


“Forget about the bacon.” I motioned for him to hurry. “Let’s go grab the dog.”


I dashed out into the garden, fully expecting to settle this whole Spellcraft fiasco once and for all…only to find it deserted, save for a pair of scruffy pigeons squabbling over half a bagel.


The bird match took place in a ring of stone benches surrounding a hole the earth from which an occasional spit of water sputtered. I dropped down on to one of the benches and planted my face in my hands. I had told Dixon the volshebstvo wanted to be found, but maybe that had been wishful thinking on my part. Maybe its real motive was to make a fool of me.


“What now?” Dixon said gamely.


I gave a humorless laugh. “Now? We quit. The Spellcraft is too damaged, and we have done all we can do. We pack our things, dispose of the fragments as far away from people as we can, and head back to Pinyin Bay.”


I expected an argument from Dixon, since not only does he believe his uncle is redeemable, but his optimism knows no bounds. But when no disagreement was offered, I looked up, curious, and found him gazing off into the surrounding hedge.


“I could be wrong,” he murmured, “but I think I know what happened to Mr. Woodrow’s towel.”
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DIXON


Yuri and I went silent. The bushes trembled. We exchanged a meaningful look, then split up to approach the spot from oblique angles. At the last moment, as we zeroed in on the corner of a towel poking out, it occurred to me that we could very well be barging in on the opossum. But I kept that notion to myself as Yuri parted the branches, and held myself poised to spring into action….


Only to find a dog. The dog. And Twinkle was so busy licking his own butt—and I mean, really going to town—he took no mind of a couple of Spellcrafters barging in on his nest. He did make a startled sound as I grabbed him. Even though he wriggled for all he was worth, since he was mostly fur, he was a lot lighter than he looked. “Do you see it?” I asked Yuri. “Is it there?”


Up close, there was a lot more than just a potential fleck of Spellcraft in the dog’s matted fur. Twigs and grass, burrs and leaves. Even a wad of gum. Yuri’s face scrunched up in that adorable way it does when something really squicks him out—no doubt it would be even worse if he had his glasses on and got the full gist of the pooch’s accessories—but he steeled himself, plucked something off Twinkle’s forehead, and said, “I have it.”


When I set Twinkle back down, I attempted to pluck off one of the burrs, but he was off like a shot before I could even try. “Leave the dog,” Yuri said. “We can deal with it later. Right now, we must finish this.”


Gotta love how Yuri sounds all action-hero whenever he talks. Like the Terminator…if the Terminator were from Russia, not Austria. Or is he from the future…or from California? At any rate, I was just as eager as he was to plug in the last piece of the puzzle. 


We hurried back to the room, and the Crafting was there waiting for us. Now that we had the keystone in our grasp, the letters on shredded Scrivening were hard for me to even look at as they seemed to shift and blur. Before, when I was matching up the edges of the letters to one another, it was a challenge to keep my focus in one place. My gaze kept trying to jump around the calligraphy. But now, it was as if the Spellcraft was calling to itself, it was veritably vibrating with anticipation of that final piece sliding into place.


The gap in the letters EFFL_T waited like an eager mouth grinning to flash a single missing tooth. At the last moment, I wondered what would happen if I messed up. The gap was rectangular, but there was always a fifty-fifty chance I’d place the piece upside down. And the penmanship was so ragged—the word choice so strange—even with the stray bit in my hand, I wasn’t quite sure what I was looking at and I felt myself spin into a loop of self-doubt….


Until Yuri’s hand settled between my shoulder blades—big, and warm, and strong. “You can do this,” he murmured. “If anyone can, it is you.”


I steeled myself, ignored the fact that the lettering was really hard to see, and went with my gut. And when I eased the remaining shred into place, the Spellcraft lit up to my inner eye like a disco ball.


I backed into Yuri. “Sparkly.”


He tensed. “Wavery.” 


His hands were on my shoulders as if he was ready to pick me up and deposit me somewhere else, but I shrugged him off, blinked away nonexistent afterimages, and took a good hard look at the Crafting.


“Effluent,” I declared. And then I admitted, “Can’t say I know precisely what it means.”


Yuri pulled out his phone. As we were consulting his dictionary app, something in our bathroom gurgled. The plumbing in my converted attic apartment complained all the time, so I didn’t think much of it. Not until a sound like distant thunder rumbled through the floorboards.


“Earthquake!” I said—and I didn’t know whether or not they had earthquakes in Russia, but there was no time to ask. “Follow me.”


I hurried into the bathroom with Yuri right on my heels. As we crowded in, I realized the bathtub might actually be the place you were supposed to sit out a tornado, not an earthquake, and maybe we were supposed to stay under the doorframe instead. Or was it stop, drop and roll? No, that couldn’t be right. Look both ways? Stranger danger? Righty-tighty, leftie-loosie? Argh! What the heck was the protocol for—?


The sink let out a long, low, echoing belch. The bathtub did the same. And I must’ve been more inured to the smell of sulfur than I realized, because the reek that followed was so palpable, it wrapped around my head like a mildewy towel—one that had been lying outside overnight and was slept on by a filthy, wet dog.


Yuri retched. I swallowed down the part of my breakfast that was trying to repeat—just toast, thankfully, since bacon might’ve had some sharp edges I’d regret. I wasn’t keen on making an offering to the porcelain god in front of Yuri, but hopefully it was just a right of relationship passage we’d laugh about it someday. Or I’d laugh and he’d scowl a bit differently than usual. But as I flipped up the toilet seat, the floor rumbled again. Yuri caught me by the shirt and tugged. My arms pinwheeled as I tipped back against his chest—just as a spume of water sprayed up out of the bowl. Clean water, I hoped, given that I hadn’t entirely escaped the spray. When it settled back down, I risked a peek.


The water was Technicolor.


Blue and green and purple and black swirled in the bowl as if a giant, invisible Seer had just cleaned his paintbrush. It was hypnotic, almost beautiful.


If not for the stench.


Yuri read aloud from his phone. “Effluent: sewage. Liquid waste discharged into a body of water.”


I craned my neck to squint across the bedroom and look down on the grotto through the tall windows. Not only was the spring-fed pool now swirling with various colors, but it was bubbling away like a witch’s cauldron. It was obvious the Spellcraft had run amok—the rumbling began the moment I slid the final scrap into place.


Oh no! We’d thought that by putting Uncle Fonzo’s Crafting back together, we were helping it. But what if its trip through the shredder had been the only thing stopping Spring Falls from filling with sewage?


The plumbing groaned. A huge bubble swelled from our bathtub drain, with vivid colors swirling through it like an oily kaleidoscope. Suddenly, the bathroom didn’t seem like a very safe place to be, after all. I hooked an arm through Yuri’s and dragged him away from the fixtures as the sink let loose a diabolical chuckle.


I slammed the door shut and pressed my back against it, but even so, the cacophony of gaseous noises grew louder. And the stink? 


Overwhelming.


And that wasn’t the only overwhelming part. Most upsetting of all was the thought that this “effluent” thing was no normal piece of Spellcraft. I hated to say it—heck, I hated to even so much as think it, but…. “Yuri? What if Uncle Fonzo cursed this resort?”


One of the drains behind the closed door belched its assent. A chorus of answering burps resonated up and down the hall.


“No,” Yuri said simply.


“But look around you—and listen, and smell! What else could it be?”


“Have you ever seen a curse?”


“Of course not. Cursed Spellcraft is a felony. Once, someone brought a curse into the shop to try and have it Re-Crafted, and my mother chased him right back out the door with a dustmop—and even swatted him a few times for good measure. Family talked about it for years. No one had ever seen Mom move so fast. Before, or since.”


“I…have seen curse. In Russia.” There Yuri was, dropping his articles again. Only this time, it wasn’t sexy. It was chilling. He raised his voice over the plumbing chorus and said, “This writing is rough, but it flows together. The letters of a curse are each different, like a ransom note. And the volshebstvo is so twisted you can feel it in your bowels.”


I crept up to the shreddy Crafting, which was sparkling so hard to my Scrivener sight now I could barely make out the letters—but I had to try. If it wasn’t a curse, then maybe the word effluent wasn’t what had originally been Scribed.


“Then, what if it’s not the Crafting—what if it’s me? Maybe I put it back together wrong.”


“Dixon—”


“No, look, the edges of the strips are straight, I could’ve easily mixed them up.” I scrambled to come up with some other arrangement of the letters. Fen flute? Fun felt?


I reached for the Crafting, and Yuri struck like a viper, grabbing my wrist so hard it hurt. “Don’t touch that!”


“But I can fix it!”


“There is no fixing. This is the only way the letters fit.”


I tried to shrug out of his grasp, though it was like trying to rip the fender off a Buick with my bare hands. “But, effluent?” I yelled over the glugging and gurgling and geysering that echoed through the resort. Pretty soon the plumbing wouldn’t be the only place the waterworks were wonky. “Tell me how that can be anything other than a curse?”


But before I could add to the wayward wetness, Yuri set his jaw, squared his shoulders, and said, “There is another definition of the word. An adjective, to describe a thing that is flowing. No sewage. Just flow. A reasonable enough Crafting to put on a dry spring.” 


He crouched in front of the bureau to look at the reconstructed Crafting from the side, squinting as if he was trying to stare at the sun. “The ink is rough,” he said. “It’s true. But that’s not the problem.”
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YURI


My mentor back in St. Petersburg was a woman of few words. But during my time with her, in which I paid for my apprenticeship with a thousand small watercolors, she made sure to demonstrate how a Seen could cause a Crafting to misfire. Early on, she taught me the importance of the Seen being flawless. The image need not be pretty—in all honesty, the paintings at Practical Penn were some of the clumsiest paintings I had ever seen—but they must not be damaged.


I presented the old hag with a torn Seen once—and only once. What difference would a small tear make, I thought, since her Craftings were always hidden, so as not to give the police any evidence to find.


When I presented her with the pile of Seens, she picked the torn painting out of the pile immediately, held it up for inspection, and said, “I suppose you’d like to know how it feels to be given a Crafting of your own.”


She had never offered such a thing before, so of course, I was leery. But I could hardly aspire to be a Spellcrafter without being the subject at least once. I nodded.


“Then, tell me, what is your biggest problem?”


“My flat,” I answered immediately. I was living in a gray, Soviet-era apartment block where the radiators knocked all night and mold grew around the windows. In America, there would be someone to complain to, but not in Russia. I would either need to fix it myself or move. And how could I earn enough money to move when I spent all my free time learning Spellcraft?


The old woman drew her quill out from its hiding place in a false compartment at the back of her desk. She thought for a moment, and over the top of the torn Seen, inked in the Cyrillic alphabet, “Problems at home are resolved.” She handed the paper back to me and said, “I don’t need to tell you to keep it somewhere safe.”


I shook my head mutely, holding the Crafting by the corner for fear of smearing the ink.


Once it dried, I smuggled it home in my coat as if I was hiding a contraband German porn magazine, worried all the while that policemen would invent some reason to stop and frisk me. But I made it home without incident. Once there, I was unsure where to put it, and eventually settled for hiding it under my doormat.


It took me a while to fall asleep that night, but when I slept, I slept soundly….


And was woken by the smell of burning plastic.


As fires go, it was a small one, confined to my apartment only, more smoke than flame. I could have suffocated, if not for the sickening smell the old light fixture made as it melted. No one was hurt, though I had a rattling cough for the rest of the winter. And the sickening, burnt smell never washed out of my clothing.


I didn’t tell the old woman what had happened—wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. But in the weeks that followed, I spent a lot of time thinking in a cramped, rented room in an even worse part of town, wondering why the volshebstvo had done what it did.


Now I know. Because now that I have been a Seer for so many years, my eyes have been opened. It was a gradual process, and there was always something new to figure out for myself—because I had no one to ask. But the integrity of the Seen? That, I understood.


I focused on the shredded Crafting.


The paper had weight to it, and where the shredder dragged through the fibers, it created thousands—maybe millions—of microscopic tears. The purpose of the Seen is to harness the volshebstvo, to hold it in place while the Scrivening directs the power. In the shredded Crafting we were dealing with now, the letters were eager to reconnect. But the Seen was too damaged to contain the magic. When I focused, I could feel the Spellcraft stuttering across the surface like a restless leg at midnight, jerking this way and that to the tune of a misfiring nerve.


Fonzo’s rough, strange, one-word Crafting would have been bad enough when it was whole. Now, on a ruined Seen?


A recipe for disaster.


It was obvious Dixon was incapable of letting things lie. Even more obvious that I was unwilling to let him tackle the problem alone. A smart man knows when to walk away…so, clearly, love had made me a fool. 


But at least I was no longer alone.


Tears glittered on Dixon’s sable eyelashes as he struggled with this urge to repair something that was broken in a way he had no chance of fixing. I cradled both his hands in mine, holding tight to stop him from rearranging the letters and making it even worse. “The Scrivening may have sparked whatever is happening here, but right now, the bigger problem is the Seen. It’s too damaged. And the magic is running wild.”


Dixon went still, then slowly turned to look at me. His ebony eyes were wide, fringed by the gleaming, wet points of his lashes. Those eyes begged me to do something. But he didn’t say the words. Not aloud.


He knew what he’d be asking. He’d grown up dealing with a Seer, after all.


If I told him it was too dangerous, he would agree to find another way. But there was no other way. Even if we could afford to pay, no other Seer would touch this. While the plumbing around us gurgled and groaned—while the earth disgorged a reeking stew of minerals into the resort—I made my decision.


With great solemnity, I drew his hands to my lips and brushed a kiss across his knuckles, which smelled faintly of sulfur. “I will fix. Find paper.”


My pocket notepad was too small to contain the broken Spellcraft. But a hasty search of the drawers turned up a room service menu, a brochure on the various spa packages, and a pad of lined paper. The back of the paper was blank. Flimsy…but it would do.


I had never before Re-Crafted a Seen. As far as I knew, it simply wasn’t done. But if Dixon could slide letters in and around the Craftings of other Scriveners, it stood to reason I could do the same for a Seen.


At least, I hoped so.


Seeing is taxing, and it is important to rest between paintings, but I’d had more than enough time to recover since my last Seen. I gathered myself, and focused my thoughts on the Crafting. All other thoughts—Janet’s desperate need, Dixon’s heartbreaking distress—could not be allowed to distract me. My mind had to be on the Craft. Nothing else.


I took a glass off the nightstand, removed its fussy paper wrapper, but stopped short of going to fill it in the bathroom. If the Spellcraft was determined to prevent me from cleaning up the mess the shredder had left behind, it would be a bad idea for me to make myself such an easy target by getting within range of the spewing drains. Luckily, Dixon kept a water bottle in his bag. Before I even needed to ask, he was there, filling the glass.


I have painted Seens in many distracting places. In the bathroom of a transatlantic flight. Huddled under a tarp while the rain poured down. Crammed in the back seat of a Volkswagen doing eighty. But never have I Crafted to repair something, and I was desperate to concentrate. Take a breath. Clear my mind. Maybe there was something to be said for the meditation I led earlier. Calm did not come naturally to me, but at least I had this recent experience to call upon.


I didn’t need to sustain the moment. A single flash of inspiration—this was all it took for the magic to seed itself. My arm moved as if controlled by something else, something greater. I dipped my brush in the clean water, and despite the distraction of the churning and burbling that rang through the resort, I felt the Seen take hold. 


The impulse coalesced somewhere deep in my chest, then rolled down my left arm like an artistic coronary. I found the colors with the brush, and water wicked out of the bristles to fill the tiny square pans. Purple and black, blue and green. Wet on wet on wet. My Seen was not just wetter than usual, it was sodden. And still, I returned my brush to the water, again and again and again. The paper buckled and sagged. A pool formed in the center—a depression that looked suspiciously like the grotto outside—and as pigment swirled through the water, the sensation of volshebstvo burned down my arm with even more force. 


I wanted to resist, but instead, I somehow forced myself to give over. And in a sudden, startling movement, I dropped the brush, scooped up the sopping wet Seen…and slammed it, upside down, on top of the shredded Spellcraft with a resounding splat.


The chorus of groaning drainpipes went silent—and then shrieked in a sudden crescendo. Water geysered from our tub, toilet and sink. And outside, gaily colored water erupted from the grotto in a plume two stories high. The ground under our feet trembled and groaned….


And gradually…went still.


The gurgles in the plumbing grew father away as whatever strange waters had been dredged up retreated back the way they’d come. Down in the grotto, the single trickle that fed the pool from above sputtered a few times, like a water line flushing out a pocket of air. Moments later, Spring Falls flowed—clean and clear.


I was momentarily panicked by the darkness that rolled through the landscape, but only until I understood it was not some unscheduled eclipse come to mark the ruination of the natural order of things. Rather, it was just the toll the volshebstvo took on me as consciousness began to ebb.


Dixon got a shoulder under my armpit and managed to swing me around to the bed before my knees gave out, then he climbed up on top of me and cupped my face in both hands.


“That was the most selfless display of Spellcrafting mastery I’ve ever seen.” His breath tickled my stubble as he trailed tender wisps of kisses over my brow and cheekbones, but I was too drained to even lean into his mouth. He settled, finally, on my lips, where he whispered, “How cruel would it be for me to drop a massive L-bomb on you when you’re pretty much out for the count?”


Not just cruel…but vicious. There was no denying it—Dixon Penn was my biggest weakness.


I wouldn’t have it any other way.


As things went dark, I strongly suspected I slipped away with a smile.
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I woke to the smell of freshly cooked bacon, and noted it was hardly contaminated at all with the scent of sulfur. “You’re up!” Dixon cried as my eyelids fluttered. The box spring squealed as he dive-bombed the bed, bounced, then sprawled inelegantly across my chest. He wriggled an elbow out from my ribs, propped his chin on one fist, then walked his fingers up my sternum—grinning all the while. “You’ve been out like a light, but I know how it is with Seers. Rufus Clahd has a Murphy bed in his office so he can take a nap between every single Seen—and I’ll bet he’s never done anything nearly as taxing as you did!”


In a single Seen? I’d be surprised if any Seer had. My eyes felt like sandpaper and my body ached like I’d gone a dozen rounds in an underground cage match. But I supposed if I were to See myself to exhaustion in any particular location, a spa filled with liniments and lotions and mineral soaks was probably the best place to do it.


I ran a hand over my head. I’d shaved it recently enough, though I might consider doing it again to ensure the stubble didn’t come in blue. But not just yet. It might be tempting fate to revel too deeply in Dixon’s admiration…but in that particular moment, I felt I deserved it.


Unfortunately, my stomach only let me revel for so long. I was ravenous. But like he’d anticipated my exhaustion, Dixon had anticipated my hunger, too. And though I strongly suspected my room service breakfast had come with more than two strips of bacon, it was good of him to have it waiting for me nevertheless.


“It looks like Spring Falls just needed to move past some kind of blockage,” he told me. “Have you ever watched those pimple-popper videos online? No? Oh man, the ick just keeps coming and coming and coming like you wouldn’t believe. Anyway, once the hot spring was done effluenting the big glob of whatnot that was holding everything back, it all started flowing again. It still smells a little bit like rotten eggs. But Janet says that’s normal.”


Janet. Hopefully this new development would be enough to save her resort from ruin. “What about the critic?”


“Mr. Woodrow is set to check out at noon, so once he’s gone, she can work on hiring back her old staff, and you and I can get going….”


His patter trailed off for an unusually long moment. I forced myself more fully awake, caressed the scruff on his jaw with my knuckle, and said, “What is it?”


“She said we could stay, if we wanted. As in, live here. We’d need to do some actual training, mind you, but the feedback from the customers was absolutely glowing. Free room and board. Flexible hours. Not really sure exactly how much bacon would be included….”


The old resort was a much nicer place than either of us currently called home, but I could tell that while Dixon felt obligated to relay the offer to me, his heart wasn’t in it. Dixon had done plenty of wandering, and now he wanted to settle down. With his family.


And who could blame him?


“It is a good offer,” I said. “But I was just getting used to Pinyin Bay.”


We made love in the big, soft bed, and though my body was still recovering from the paces the volshebstvo had put it through the night before, Dixon was happy to straddle me and do all the work while I laid back and reveled in his enthusiasm.


Afterwards, he nestled into the crook of my arm with a contented sigh. “Even if we’re not planning to make it permanent,” he said dreamily as he drew flourishes in my chest hair, “maybe we could stay an extra couple of days. I’m starting to suspect you’ve never had a vacation.”


“Is that so?”


“Sexytimes with you are usually so intense—and, don’t get me wrong, I’m down with it, a thousand percent—but it’s nice to see you relax into things for a change.”


Maybe it was the fatigue. Maybe the decadent bed. Or maybe it was just me getting accustomed to the fact that whatever transpired between Dixon and me was more than some furtive, shameful aberration.


We headed downstairs for fresh coffee and found Liza sitting alone by the continental breakfast, thumbing through her phone. She had on a stylish sarong skirt topped by a wrinkled Spring Falls T-shirt she’d likely slept in. Her blonde hair hung loose around her shoulders, vividly streaked with blue. She still seemed fragile…but not quite as miserable as she’d been when she first checked in.


“Oh, hey guys—did you notice anything strange last night? I thought I heard a really big eighteen-wheeler rolling by. They really should regulate that kind of thing.”


“Crazy, right?” Dixon said—neither confirming nor denying, I noted—as he pawed through the buffet and I poured myself a coffee.


“I was thinking about doing a little sightseeing while I’m out this way.” Liza was definitely in a better state of mind. Her stint at the spa had done her good. “I’ve got the time off work, anyhow. Might as well take advantage. Hit a few swap meets to do some antiquing and….” Her phone dinged as she spoke, and she took a few leisurely swipes…then went still.


“And?” Dixon twirled around with a huge muffin precariously perched on a tiny saucer. “Liza?”


I looked up from the sugar packets and saw that Liza had gone white, and her eyes were bigger than Dixon’s plate. She scanned whatever was on her phone, back and forth, back and forth, like she was reading and re-reading the same bit of information. And then she drew in a sudden, startling breath…and wailed like a banshee.


Dixon jammed the muffin into my hand and hurried over to Liza. He went down on one knee beside her and threw an arm around the back of her chair. “What is it? Is it your despicable lawyer ex? He’s not trumping up some crazy reason to sue you, is he?”


Liza’s wail died down to a warble, and then ended in a hearty, fluid-filled sniff. “They have a HASHTAG!” she sputtered wetly.


I presumed “they” could only be the renegade groom and the traitorous bridesmaid. 


Dixon took the phone from Liza’s unprotesting hand. “#tradingup? Are you kidding me?” He flashed the phone at me. I caught a glimpse of a pasty man in a selfie with a very self-satisfied woman. “The nerve!”


“I am still willing to make him pay,” I said with a shrug. It would feel good to snap those soft, white fingers backward. At least one or two.


Liza didn’t acknowledge my offer. She just planted her forehead on her placemat and wept. Dixon locked eyes with me from across the table, wagged the phone a few times, and shook his head slowly. As much as he usually barraged me with talking, he didn’t need to say a word for me to know what he was thinking. He wouldn’t rest until we made things right for Liza.


Crafting a solution wouldn’t be quite as satisfying as wrenching a bone out of its socket. But it would suffice.


Dixon patted Liza on the shoulder, set down her phone, then came over to me and whispered in my ear, “Can you do it, Yuri? Or are you all used up?”


I narrowed my eyes and said, “There’s plenty of fuel in the tank.”


Dixon did an eager little shoulder shimmy. He’s a real sucker for innuendo.


We keep the tools of our trade close at hand—Dixon because his quill is irreplaceable, me because it’s simply my habit. But when I pulled out the travel paintbox that has worn a rectangular mark in the left leg of every pair of my trousers, I discovered that while I myself might have enough fuel, my gouache was practically gone. In my painting trance, I’d used most of my color to bind together the shredded spell. Purple, blue, green and black, all gone. And the red had been running on fumes anyhow. Unless I wanted to paint yellow on yellow—and even my yellow was down to a sliver—I would need to top off after all.


An art supply store would be ideal, but even a child’s drugstore watercolor set would suffice for the time being. But before I could track down Janet and figure out where to refill my paints, the telltale call of the volshebstvo prickled down my left arm.


How it is for Dixon when the urge to Craft comes over him, I do not know. It is an urge for me, like hunger or sleep or even sex. Something that that can be denied…but not forever. Maybe once, before I painted a thousand Seens. And now, I felt the need to Craft.


The urge was familiar, but the particulars were strange. Because usually when I felt the need to paint, touching the paintbox in my pocket brought me the sort of relief an alcoholic must feel when he pours his first drink of the night. But I felt no relief. Instead, the pull intensified I glanced up at the French doors leading out to the grotto. There. My addiction’s relief was there.


I stepped outside and Dixon followed, silent. He knew something was going on. As a Spellcrafter, he most likely felt it himself.


The water level in the thermal pool was high. Whereas before we had to sit on a rocky bench, now we could have stood and still been mostly submerged. But I wasn’t being pulled down those fieldstone steps to take the waters. I was drawn to dip my brush.


Effluent marbled the surface of the pool in hypnotic patterns. Striking, vivid whorls in cobalt, obsidian and aquamarine swirled through the fresh spring water, undulating. Beckoning. Some primal urge deep within me wondered what it would be like to sink in and lose myself in the color. But I understood that being a Seer meant keeping some small piece of myself in the here and now. To be not the painting, but the hand that guides the brush.


And yet, there was no way to reach the streaks of mineral without sinking in.


“Yuri?”


I blinked, surprised that Dixon had managed to hold his tongue for this long. I turned and found him with one hand planted on a wrought iron railing, the other beckoning to me. “Give me your hand. I’ll anchor you.”


I can’t say if it was the volshebstvo flowing between us or not. It was not unusual for Dixon’s touch to leave a wave of goosebumps in its wake. But between the two of us, I was able to reach out over the waters far enough for my paintbrush to pierce the surface. And when it did, both of us let out a groan of relief.


Was my need for control actually an asset? Maybe a better Seer would have actually strode into that pool and allowed himself to be consumed. I was still drained from repairing the shredded Crafting, and giving my trust to Dixon had opened an inroad to allowing. When brush met paper, for just a moment, that slip of awareness that usually observes the proceedings ebbed.


And when I came back to myself, the Seen was complete.


Even Dixon couldn’t figure out what to say.


My work is loose, but not entirely abstract. This hypnotic swirl of colors and rhythm, however, was unlike anything I’d ever painted. The minerals had created their own distinct layers and cells. The effect was stunning.


Eventually, Dixon tugged at my arm to encourage me to come up out of the grotto. The volshebstvo no longer sparked between us. And I felt as though I could go right back to bed.


We settled at a table on the patio, and Dixon brought out his quill. “I figured I’d Scribe something that rhymed—there’s an extra kick to the Spellcraft when you can make it happen—but looking at this image, I’m not so sure anymore.” He reached across the table, took my left hand in his right, and turned my palm face up to draw a flourish on my skin with his fingertip. 


I’d been wrong. The volshebstvo was definitely still sparking.


Dixon smiled at me, looking uncharacteristically thoughtful. “I guess they don’t call it a comfort zone for nothing. But if you can step outside it, so can I.”


His gaze went distant as he uncapped his ink and dipped his quill. He stilled for a moment, then wrote.


Happiness


In whatever form


It takes


He looped a final flourish under the letter s, and then his gaze shifted as he came back to himself. He cocked his head and considered his writing. The words were simple, but the ink work was even more elaborate than usual. It swooped and bent, flowing through the marbled painting in a dance of confident calligraphy. It was modern and fresh, and stunning in its elegant freedom.


I’m never sure how people will react to Spellcraft in this country. “What will you do? Slip it into Liza’s welcome basket?”


“It would be a real shame if she took it for some kind of generic pre-printed verse and left it behind.” Dixon blew gently across the ink to dry the thickest parts of the flourishes. “C’mon, let’s go find her. I’ll think of a plausible excuse on the way.”


Excuse—good euphemism for a lie. Scriveners can be a slippery bunch. That was probably why I felt so much at home among them.
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DIXON


We found Liza in the lobby with a mimosa in her hand. Another wine sociable? Evidently—a sociable of one. And that one was already tipsy.


“There you are,” I said brightly. “What sorts of pampering are on the agenda for today?”


“Why bother?” she snuffled. “Who cares if my toenails are painted or my elbows are rough? It doesn’t matter what I look or smell or feel like if I’m all alone.” 


I hate other people’s sadness—it’s my Achille’s heel. “Of course it matters. Look.” I shoved the Spellcraft into her free hand. “We made you something.”


She scowled at it. “What do you mean? Made it, how?”


“With brush and ink.”


“That’s…interesting.” She seemed confused. “Thanks.”


“You need to hold onto it. For luck. At least a week.” That should be enough time to turn around her sorry situation and get her pointed in the right direction. “Promise me.”


“Okay.” She shrugged and tucked it into her T-shirt pocket. “I promise.”


As Liza gave her word, a frisson played across the back of my neck like an unexpected blast from the HVAC system. Only I wasn’t standing under a vent. And once I registered that, two doors banged open, both at the same time.


At one end of the room, Quint the businessman strode through in a slouchy linen outfit that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe. He looked tan and fit, and even kind of edgy with his platinum blond hair gone robin’s egg blue.


At the other, Mr. Woodrow shouldered in with a brochure in one hand and a thermometer gizmo in the other. His hair had gone a strange, mottled aquamarine. His clothes were nowhere near as fancy as Quint’s, but half the town knew what he was packing in those unassuming trousers.


Once they crossed the threshold, the clouds outside parted. A fractured beam of sunlight flooded through the windows and illuminated each guy like a spotlight. Both men were on a trajectory that converged on Liza. And both of them barreled toward her like they were being led by a homing device.


Or a particularly potent bit of Spellcraft.


Liza looked up from her mimosa and cocked her head, sensing blearily that something was going on. One smile from her, one bit of encouragement, and her life would careen off in an entirely new direction. She’d shown up for her honeymoon alone, but wouldn’t leave that way.


But who would she pick? Successful, wealthy Quint? Or Mr. Woodrow and his generous endowments?


Both guys staggered to a stop just a few feet away from Liza—close enough for her to reach out and touch them—and as I held my breath, squirming with anticipation of which guy would tickle her fancy…I realized, with a growing apprehension, that neither one of them was a particularly good catch.


Quint might have money, but he reveled in rubbing everyone’s nose in it. He was the epitome of entitlement—a braggart and a jerk. And while Mr. Woodrow was a smart guy who was open to new experiences, he was horribly pedantic, and managed to render even the most exotic things boring. Plus, eventually, his other particular asset was bound to chafe.


My family’s always had a saying—better single than sorry. And I was starting to wonder if maybe that was what I should have Scribed. Liza looked from one blue-haired man to the other, sizing up each one, and I gathered myself for a dramatic tackle to thwart my own Spellcraft and stop her from making a massive mistake. It probably wouldn’t happen in slow motion like it does in the movies—and I’d likely regret it. But I couldn’t let one of these men latch onto her just so she didn’t have to be alone.


But as I dove for her, something snagged my foot. I figured it was just Yuri being too cautious, but then I realized Yuri wasn’t behind me—he was over by the coffee urn. And before I could make sense of what was happening, I found myself covered in yards of sulfur-smelling fabric as an entire bank of curtains engulfed me.


I poked my head free. The room was blindingly bright now, and it took me a good few seconds of blinking to make sense of what was going on.


One end of the drapery rod I’d dislodged had launched a pitcher of cranberry juice at Quint, and his trendy linen outfit was now tie-dyed pink. Kind of festive with his blue hair, but I doubted it was the look he was actually going for. Meanwhile, Mr. Woodrow had pulled out a notepad and was scribbling furiously. “Shoddy workmanship,” he declared. “That could have hurt someone.”


In the eye of the storm, Liza squinted against the dazzling sunlight, staring out into the courtyard. She swayed on her feet, mesmerized, while Quint carried on about his wardrobe malfunction and Mr. Woodrow pontificated on some obscure drapery requirements. Was it the Spellcraft holding her in place for one of the two undesirable men to come and get her? If so, there was no way I could let her keep that Crafting. No matter how well-intended it might have been.


But as my eyes adjusted to the brightness, I realized it wasn’t Spellcraft holding her riveted to the spot. It was the sight of one very filthy, bluish dog.


Out on the patio, Twinkle stood with his head cocked, looking on as the humans inside emerged from the fallen drapery.


Liza cocked her head at the same angle as the dog’s. “I heard you guys stomping around outside last night. Was this who you were looking for?”


“In the flesh,” I said. “Or fur.” Or…whatever was stuck to that fur.


A pair of glass doors bisected the wall of windows. Liza took one step toward them. Then another. And I was positive that any minute, Twinkle would perform his disappearing act.


Except, he didn’t.


Even as Liza swung open the doors, and cried, “Ooooh, lookit the boo-boo puppy snoo-choo!” the dog stood stock still.


“He’s kinda skittish,” I cautioned.


Which Liza ignored. “Oo da good boo-boo?” She dropped to her knees and threw her arms wide. “Oo da boo-boo?”


His tail perked up…and gave a tentative wag.


“Come eer lil’ snoochie-poo,” Liza hollered.


And still, the dog didn’t bail.


“What was his name again? You were calling it out half the night. Oh wait, I remember! It’s Tinkle.”


“Actually,” I said. “It’s….”


“C’mere, Tinkle! C’mere, boy!”


“Eh, never mind.”


The wagging grew more confident, and so did the scrappy little dog. He crept a few inches toward Liza, then Liza shuffled forward on her knees, crooning adorable nonsense…and beyond all odds, the two came together in a whirlwind of babbling and tail-wagging and pink-tongue doggy kisses.


But the mood inside the dining room was nowhere near as prosaic.


“This is unacceptable!” Quint declared, dripping with pink. But before he could start spewing any businessman threats, a single bumblebee meandered in through the open door, and made a bee-line right for him. (Like, seriously, I had no idea that was an actual thing.)


I’d never seen anyone backpedal as fast as Quint. “I’m allergic to bees! Why is it coming straight for me?”


The bumblebee wasn’t exactly a heat-seeking missile—more of a disoriented wiffleball—so it was unlikely Quint would get stung unless he insisted on standing around swatting himself. “It’s the juice,” I told him. “You’ll want to go up to your room and change.”


Well…that was one way to get rid of an annoying businessman.


Yuri hauled aside a curtain so I could step out, and while he did, he leaned in and said, “I will go speak to the critic.”


I snagged him by the lapel and pulled him in to brush a kiss across his lips. “But aren’t you going to revel in what we did for Liza?” I nodded toward the yard, where she and Tinkle were lolling together joyously on the lawn. The jilted bride had blades of grass and clover stuck in her messy, blue streaked hair—they were already starting to look alike. “You’ve got to admit...it was one heck of a Crafting.”


Yuri did his best to look entirely unmoved. “The Crafting was fine.” Yeah. He was into it. “But Woodrow had better not write up these curtains. His review must be glowing—all those ridiculous treatments I’ve done can’t be for nothing.”


I smoothed down his jacket and gave his massive pecs an appreciative pat. “Take Mr. Woodrow aside and tell him about some obscure Russian custom where it’s good luck to pull down the drapes.” Yuri looked dubious, and I added, “He loves your crazy made-up customs. And who’d ever be mopey about an extra bit of luck?”


Yuri ran the backs of his paint-stained fingers down my cheek. “Who, indeed?”


While Yuri headed off to fill Mr. Woodrow’s head with invented traditions, Janet passed him in the hallway carrying a covered tray. I edged away from the curtains so I didn’t need to take all the blame for pulling them down.


“What happened in here?” Janet sounded dazed.


“Funniest thing….” I began, scrambling to come up with some positive spin on the situation. But of everyone we’d met in Spring Falls, Janet was our toughest customer—the sort of no-nonsense person who’d be really hard to bamboozle.


Weirdly enough, though, she wasn’t angry. She trudged across the old curtains and looked out through the glass as if she was seeing her resort for the very first time. “I didn’t realize how much light those curtains were blocking. Look at this place—it feels twice as big. And that’s a real nice view of the grotto.” Sunlight played over her features as she gazed down at the healthy trickle, which now ran into the pool sparkling clear, and only smelled slightly of sulfur.


She turned to me. “The offer still stands, y’know. You’re welcome to stay.”


“We appreciate it,” I said warmly. “But Yuri and I….” Huh. There was nothing we urgently needed to do, now that Uncle Fonzo’s trail had gone cold. 


I took the tray from Janet’s unresisting hands, set it down and cracked the lid, hoping for bacon…and found, instead, little cups of whipped topping and pineapple sprinkled with crushed cookies—just like Mom used to make. It was the sight of those awesome desserts that made me come to a realization. While my family was accustomed to me coming and going, maybe I wasn’t. Not anymore. Truth be told, I was even a little bit homesick. No doubt it wasn’t the same there without Uncle Fonzo. But until there was something more to go on, there was no sense in just wandering around aimlessly, hoping to cross his path. 


Yuri and I had a life waiting for us back in Pinyin Bay. A pretty darn good life. And now I was ready to go home.


I scooped up a parfait for myself and another for Yuri. I was considering whether or not to try balancing a third cup in the crook of my elbow—just in case Yuri didn’t let me eat his—when my phone rang.


Since I didn’t recognize the number, I let it go to voicemail. But when I got up to our room, it started ringing again. I tapped the door with my foot. Yuri opened it and took the parfaits without a word. The ringing stopped…but before I could get the lowdown on what new and exotic Russian curtain-pulling tradition he’d managed to cook up, the phone rang yet again.


I’m as glad as the next guy to brighten a telemarketer’s day, but sometimes they’ve just gotta learn to take no for an answer. I grabbed the call and said, “Sorry to disappoint you, but whatever it is you’re selling, I’m not your guy.”


Through the ambient noise of a raucous crowd, I had the distinct impression of hearing someone smile.


And then a familiar voice rang out. 


“Dixon Penn….” My heart skipped a beat, then started pounding. Hard. “Is that any way to greet your favorite uncle?”







Will Dixon and Yuri finally catch up with Uncle Fonzo? Find out in The ABCs of Spellcraft 4: Dead Man’s Quill 

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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ABOUT THIS STORY





MY BEST FRIEND in high school had a scruffy, black poodle-mix named Shaggy. He had an underbite and looked like a weird little gremlin. He was a really smart dog. If he was getting annoying, you could say, “Shaggy, go to your bed,” and he’d dutifully head off to his little nest of blankets. One of the neighbors had a yippy little dog named Twinkle. Whenever Shaggy encountered Twinkle, he’d lift up his leg and pee on the poor thing. So of course we called it Tinkle.


Yes, I’ve been waiting literally decades for the right time to do something fun with this memory.


Yuri’s massage room was influenced by an accountant I knew. Her office looked perfectly normal outside, but inside, she kept a massive case full of dolls. I’m not particularly creeped out by dolls—not like Yuri is—but there was definitely something “off,” and come tax time the following year, I found a different accountant.


As I was writing this installment of The ABCs of Spellcraft, every drain in my house let out an alarming gurgle. Some utility guys were performing maintenance on the fire hydrant outside. When I opened my toilet lid, water spewed up, followed by the sulfurous smell of sewer gas.


Coincidence? I think not.





Bonus trivia: the noise we make when we sneeze is a cultural habit and entirely unnecessary. Huh. https://www.lostateminor.com/2014/02/06/learn-sneeze-10-languages/
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