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      Welcome, Traveler, to Errante Ame’s Carnival of Mysteries!

      What you see before you is no mere vagabond circus. Indeed, our show is full of wonders and delights that will leave you breathless, but whether that is with amazement or dread depends entirely upon you. We are unlike any other band of creatures you have ever encountered -- and you few brave souls who choose to step beyond your mundane expectations and join us may witness sights beyond your wildest imaginings.

      So sit back, relax, and let us entertain you. For time and worlds are fleeting, but each soul has a tale to tell.

      Male dryad, Professor Julian Scarlett lands a protected position at the Lunore Academy of the Arcane. Caretaker of his grove, he senses trouble brewing underneath his oak and grove.

      A mysterious traveling carnival offers distraction and fun. For Julian, a tarot card reading sparks off fears and heightens hopes.

      Brought in mid-semester to replace an ailing Professor of Botany, Emrys Cadogan tries to prevent a potential disaster. A druid, he gets lost in the overwhelming work. Until the carnival offers him a brief distraction and pause.

      Sparks strike away from the midway lights. Dark magic flickers and threatens. From games and shows, to life and survival, a druid and a dryad need to survive and fight together to save more than trees.

      Dryad on Fire is part of the multi-author Carnival of Mysteries Series. Each book stands alone, but each one includes at least one visit to Errante Ame’s Carnival of Mysteries, a magical, multiverse traveling show full of unusual acts, games, and rides. The Carnival changes to suit the world it’s on, so each visit is unique and special. This book contains a pair of reluctant heroes, a trio of cards, a plucky group of young helpers, a mysterious set of vines, and the beginnings of a guaranteed HEA.
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      To my fellow Carnival authors, this was so much fun!!

      Hope all the readers enjoy these unique visits to the Carnival of Mysteries!
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      After finishing his dinner and dropping off his tray, Emrys Cadogan tried to blend into the ancient wooden and stone walls and plan his exit. Then he noticed the shimmering ward on the doors.

      Blast. What is this? Doors are locked.

      Now he leaned against the back wall of the elongated dining hall. Unable to make his escape, he tried to blend into the shadows.

      Since the moment of his arrival in this far Eastern Realm called Nucira Realm, most of his time was devoted to the arduous process of rebuilding everything the previous Professor of Botany and caretaker of the greenhouses and academy grounds, Professor Leopold Doerr, let fodder and fail as a mental illness many failed to perceive took hold of him. Until it was almost too late. The scrambling and desperate skills of his assistants kept the greenhouses alive. At the same time, the graduate teaching assistants managed to keep the botany classes viable though the students suffered from a step down in their education over those annuals.

      Headmistress Isabella Thalberg and two of the council personally met with him. They presented a generous offer of employment to oversee the greenhouses, the entire botany department, the title of professor, and overseer of all the lands surrounding the Lunore Academy of the Arcane except for the protected forest that was a sanctuary for many magical species which was under the care of another professor. Headmistress Thalberg admitted they were quite desperate as it was midway through the semester. They hadn’t known the depths of the dementia that affected Professor Doerr or the disaster of the greenhouses, the classes, or the surrounding grounds. Only after a meeting between the botany assistants and the council with them demanding that something be done about replacing the professor and restoring centuries of plants that could be lost in another season or they would all walk away. It took one short talk of two healers with Professor Doerr to realize how lost he was in his dementia and the dire situation he left them. Luckily, the healers connected with the professor’s family and they moved him to a specialized hospital.

      Since Emrys was in between a couple of positions in the Central Realms and only on the condition that the realm’s land acknowledged him, he would accept the offer. As a trained and bound druid, he couldn’t walk across the land if it didn’t trust his presence.

      Upon leaving the portal, he stepped out of his loafers. In bare feet to connect to the land, he walked in a circle around the academy’s land, touched a few of the trees, and found a majestic live oak at the center. The grand tree stood over sixty feet tall with a circumference coverage more than three times that around and over three hundred annuals in age. He pressed both hands against the tree. Sending his magic down, he felt its connection to the wards that surrounded and protected Lunore Academy and recognized this was one of the anchor points. Then he began an introduction to the tree.

      With the tree’s approval, he agreed to the proposal and joined the Lunore’s staff. After signing the paperwork, she handed over all the keys and introduced him to his staff, who were hopefully optimistic for the change. He spent the weekend, thanks to a bunch of family members, bringing his personal belongings through a portal. Moving into an apartment behind the four greenhouses, he settled things into place. Then he grabbed a clipboard, a fresh pad and pen, and went to work.

      Regarding the classroom, Emrys worked with the two graduate teaching assistants, Isaac and Lorelei, that took over all the classes, the lessons, books, exams, and lab work within the greenhouses. As a qualified professor, he reassured them he could teach it all and allow them to return to their regular roles as his TA’s of keeping all his classwork organize because he truly needed that assistance. He could literally see the stress and tension melt from Isaac and Lorelei. Lorelei was almost in tears. She kept mentioning how she felt horrible for the students they let down over the annuals about the abysmal classes that hadn’t qualified them for anything outside of the academy. Emrys told them the headmistress would reach out to all the students and their families with letters and calls to explain the situation and offer make-up classes during the upcoming summer terms at his suggestion.

      With their assistance and guidance, he slid easily into the role of professor and inspired the young minds about the role botany will play in their magical and daily lives. Opening up the first greenhouse, he used their enthusiastic minds and hands to replant, pot, and seed all new plants that would be in their personal gardens and used in general magical workings. The students also helped clean up the old plants and mess left behind. He taught them how nothing that died would be tossed, but recycled through composting and returned to the earth.

      Outside of the classroom, he worked with the four male graduate research assistants to restore the current and ancient flora spread throughout the remaining three greenhouses. He organized the staff landscapers to go through the campus lands, create a list of their findings and concerns, and continue their maintenance. He would walk the campus lands at a later point.

      Between the classes and the greenhouses, it left him little time to interact with the other professors. If he did swing into this dining hall, it was to grab one of the quick to-go meals the staff created and eat at his desk or in his greenhouse office. He never lingered. Except when he received the mandatory attendance message to attend this early meal regarding the visiting Carnival of Mysteries and saw the locking wards. Now he was stuck.

      “You’re supposed to be at one of the front tables, Professor, not back here with us peons and lower staff. There’s that empty spot three away from the headmistress on her left waiting for you.”

      Emrys glanced over to see his lead assistant propping himself against the wall. “Aren’t you off course from your table?”

      The slim pale blond male, Casper Wyncall, held a trio of dinner rolls in his hand. He just stuffed a fourth one in his mouth. Casper handed over one of the rolls with a grin around the roll. His bright blue eyes were filled with mischief. When he finally swallowed, he said, “There are leftover rolls to be enjoyed. You know you want ONE. A yummy yeasty roll.” He wiggled the roll.

      “Evil brat.”

      Casper chuckled, but continued to dangle the tempting roll.

      Unable to resist, Emrys snatched the still warm yeasty roll. They were his favorite things, not that he would tell his mum. He pulled it apart and breathed in the delicious yeasty scent. Then he tucked into one of the pieces.

      “Best things ever,” Casper said.

      “True. Could load up on these and be a happy man. Screw the calories and carbs. I’ll burn them off in a few hours in the greenhouse,” Emrys muttered.

      “Still half a basket left. Want more?”

      “You’re allowed?”

      “Sure. The kitchen staff don’t mind if we grab extras. After dinner, they send leftovers to one of the different shelters in the village or Rookbourne City. Nothing is ever wasted or tossed. They know me.”

      Emrys shrugged. “Why not? Not allowed to leave until this is over. Saw the wards on the door preventing my escape.”

      “At least they feed us during the time we’re trapped here. Lemme grab some more before they pull the basket away. Take these.” Casper chuckled and passed the other rolls to Emrys to free his hands. Then he went off to gather a few more of the leftover rolls.

      At the area, Casper bumped fists and chatted with a lean young male with long black hair that was pulled back in a ponytail and swarthy-dark skin. Someone reminiscent from the tropical Southern Realms.

      With a smile, Casper bumped fists again. Then he collected a bunch of rolls on a plate. He tucked two bottles of water under his arm. Walking back with his bounty of goodness, he set everything on the small tray situated between them.

      “Who was that?” Emrys asked.

      “Oh, that was Terry Sellen. Brilliant alchemist. Like a total chemical whiz. He’s a top assistant to Professor de Servian. Shy, but a good fella to know when you have a chemical question or problem,” Casper said. “It helps to know the assistants to the other professors since they’re the way in to get in touch to everyone. At least with those professors who have one. Not all professors have assistants.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Some departments are too small to warrant one. Some professors prefer to manage everything on their own. The reasons vary. Could also be a financial thing.”

      “Always a financial thing. I would be lost without all of you.” Emrys worked through the small pile of rolls in his hands. He motioned toward the glowing wards behind them. “What’s up with the wards?”

      “To prevent what you want to do. Escape a mandatory meeting. They can read your true intent. Anyone who has to use the restroom can leave, but it sends a warning to the professor who created them. By the way, that professor changes each meeting so no one can try a counter spell on the wards or something. It’s a hidden list,” Casper said.

      “One that I hope to never get on.”

      “Yeah, probably not going to happen any way for new professors.”

      “Nor one I would offer up. What happens to the student who can get out?”

      “If the student or person isn’t back in a reasonable time, they will be tracked down and questioned. Demerits or other punishments are given if it’s a student, not sure about a staff member,” Casper said.

      “Rather harsh.”

      “There for a reason.”

      Emrys knew there had to be a bad one. “What happened?”

      “It got bad at one point with students not showing up for mandatory meetings or disappearing. Missing out on important discussions regarding safety, weather, exams, holidays, or other items. Sometimes those items aren’t passed on in the online portals or emails to guarantee everyone’s presence.” Casper finished a roll. “Two students got hurt. Bad. A vicious storm rolled through off the ocean and they were caught outside the protective wards for some…”

      “Nookie?”

      “Yeah, at one of the cabins that were dotted through the forest. Most are broken down, but it’s a well-known fact that students use them as party houses or make-out places if they can’t find a place within the dorms or classroom buildings after lockdown hours. They either got lost on the path or trapped in the cabin. No one knows the whole story. Either way, they were really hurt because they skipped on the meeting that mentioned the massive incoming storm and all buildings were on lockdown.”

      “Did they make their way back?”

      “Nope. Not on their own. Luckily, Professor Scarlett is connected to the forest and located them. Otherwise, they could have died.”

      “Got them help?”

      “Yep. After that incident, campus wide email goes out, a spell in the doorways count everyone, and these wards have been in place since.”

      “Interesting.” Emrys munched on a roll. “Which one is Professor Scarlett?”

      “The redhead male at the far left in the corner. Julian Scarlett, Professor of Magical Ecology, caretaker of the forest, with earth magic and connections to flora and fauna. He’s also a male dryad.”

      It was rather easy to locate the one with the auburn hair that skimmed along his chin, a little messy, out of place, and the color reminded Emrys of when leaves change to their autumn colors. The color was bright against the pale skin. He couldn’t make out much else of the male due to the midnight blue robes.

      “Wait… What? Male dryad?”

      “Yup. Why?”

      “Male dryads are rare. Is he the only dryad here?”

      “Yup, he’s the only one. Been here a long time. Has a grove outside of the campus walls and next to the forest, but it’s still located inside the protective wards.”

      An interesting location, but considering most dryads preferred secrecy and protections of ancient or older forests than the chaos of an academy campus. Plus it went along with whatever class he taught. “What tree is he connected to?”

      “A Scarlet Oak.”

      Now Emrys could definitely match the auburn hair to the oak’s leaves. “An interesting choice. Those are rare in the Eastern Realms.”

      “His tree is one of the oldest. Almost as old as Lunore itself according to the history books. Over three hundred annuals.”

      “That’s the same as the central live oak.”

      “Must have been planted around the same time. It’s the same with most of his grove, from what I heard. The same with the professor, but you never know to look at him.”

      “That’s the norm with all dryads. Most appear in their early to mid-thirties or younger if their trees are healthy. They age only if they desire or their trees are aging and it’s time to connect to a new one,” Emrys said.

      “How do you know all that?”

      “Family history and familiarity with dryads.” Looked like he couldn’t get away from dryads, even by moving to far end of the Eastern Realms. Wouldn’t his nana love to meet this one – a male dryad of an old age and standing alone.

      “Next to him with the dark hair and dark-rimmed glasses is his best friend Solomon Windham, the Professor of Literature and Mythology. His magic is lightning and air based.” Casper glanced at Emrys, who lifted an eyebrow.

      “Gonna give me the rundown on the rest?”

      “Gonna remember all of them?”

      “Nope,” Emrys said.

      “Figures.” Casper shook his head. “Best do it in small batches.”

      Emrys wondered why Casper headed off in this conversation. Unable to hold back his curiosity, he asked, “Why bring up those two?”

      “Cause Professor Scarlett requested help from Doerr about his grove,” Casper admitted. “He called again and I feel horrible about not telling you. He mentioned something about an illness or sickness around the grove and forest. He feels a little off and so do the trees.”

      “That’s odd.” Emrys focused his attention back on the dryad. He tried to move his magic toward him, but there was too much interference within the room to get a read on the dryad.

      “Why would you say it’s odd?”

      “All dryad groves are protected from anything magical, including attacks. They don’t get sick.”

      “Professor Scarlett insisted that something was wrong. He called the greenhouses or sent a note via a student several times. Kept saying something was off. I know Professor Scarlett and he doesn’t lie or exaggerate things. It’s not in his character. He wanted Doerr to walk the grove and test the soil and trees.”

      “Did Doerr do anything?”

      “No. Nothing. Doerr blew him off every single time.”

      “Did he put in a request for my attention?”

      “As soon as he heard about your arrival, he called again and we talked. I explained about the status of the greenhouses, but promised I would write a note and speak with you,” Casper said. “I put the note on your desk along with the folder of the other notes.”

      “Which got lost under all the other paperwork.”

      “Probably. Now I’m speaking with you.”

      “You did what you said. We’ve been going crazy with the immense amount of work. Don’t feel bad, Casper,” Emrys said. “I should make a visit, but blast…” He rubbed a hand over his bronze-golden streaked russet hair that fell along his shoulders. The leather tie loosened and almost fell out. Snagging it, he dragged his fingers through his hair, captured it back in a ponytail, and secured the tie. Part of his mind brought up his mother’s comment about him cutting it before he left home. Ahh, always a mother’s love coming back to bite his butt. “There are too many things that need my attention.”

      “Which is what I told him.”

      “Let me get through the emergencies. Try to keep the fragile plants from dying. I’m not ignoring his request. I promise you. I’ll make my way over to the professor. Perhaps after this thing with the carnival is over.”

      “I’ll let him know.” Casper lifted an eyebrow. “So… Back to my original question. Why are you back here and not up there? They’ve got your seat ready for you.”

      Cracking open one bottle, Emrys drank a few sips. “Don’t feel like being a social butterfly?”

      Casper chuckled around the roll. “Try again.”

      “Been a little busy trying to manage the disaster your previous boss left to introduce myself. Figure it was best to lay low and fix things around here. Try to fix things. There are some plants I’m still not too sure even I can save,” Emrys said. “Until I settle in my role as both a professor and greenhouse caretaker, I don’t belong up at that table. I’m still the newcomer who took over from Doerr. I’m sure there’s dozens of nasty rumors flying all over the place. I rather stay hidden and concentrate on the plants and students.” He cracked open the other bottle and pushed it toward his assistant.

      “But staying hidden is only increasing and adding fire to the rumors.”

      “It’ll die down soon. Hopefully, the students will kick up new ones when they start enjoying the reversal of the new and revised botany classes.”

      “Teenagers can do that. Fire up all kinds of rumors and gossips both online and face-to-face. They’re good at that.” Taking the bottle, Casper tilted it toward Emrys in thanks. Then he took a few long swallows. “Didn’t you do all of this before at some point?”

      “What? Be a professor?”

      “Yeah.”

      “There was a time, yes. But it wasn’t what I was doing when the headmistress contacted me.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “I was in between positions, so, technically, not working. I was an on-call forensic investigator for the Central Realms RASI, but I mostly worked with my cousins at their company working on a new in-field testing kit.”

      “Coming out to the Eastern Realms must have been a big change?”

      “Especially with the time variation on this particular one, it has been an interesting one to get used too. I’m used to time variations when working with various Realm Alliance Security and Investigation teams. This one…” Emrys shook his head. He kept trying to puzzle out all the extra hours and moons that somehow got tacked on to this realm.

      “Yeah, no one can ever explain why this one is so different from others,” Casper said.

      “Well then, what good are you?” Emrys teased the young assistant he’d come to rely heavily on these last couple of weeks.

      “Well, sir, I know how to throw dirt around,” Casper teased back.

      Emrys chuckled.

      “Oooh, I can also follow the rules.”

      Emrys chuckled again.

      Casper grinned and waved the last roll at him. Then he tore it in half and split it between them.

      “’Preciate it.” Emrys tossed the last bit of treat in his mouth.

      “Anytime, sir.” Casper munched on the treat. “What made you agree to Headmistress Thalberg’s offer?”

      “I could sense her hidden desperation and couldn’t stand the thought of plants or a land in need of assistance because of someone’s neglect. I’m a sucker for plants hurting,” Emrys said. “Plus I wanted a change. My cousins and I were finished with the project.”

      “Do you regret it?”

      “Coming here?” Casper nodded. Emrys didn’t hesitate. “No. This place needed my attention and presence. Not just the greenhouse. I sense there’s another reason I’m here.”

      “The carnival?”

      “That’s just a bonus.”

      “Looks like the headmistress is getting ready to talk. Guess we better listen,” Casper said.

      “Would be proper of us,” Emrys said.

      “Good afternoon, everyone,” Headmistress Thalberg said after stepping up to the lectern. “Thank you all for attending this special session. As most of our older students know, Nucira Realm celebrates the annual’s final full red room with a special celebration called the Jubilee of the Last Red Moon. For annuals, this coincides with the last harvests of our beloved local rose pears that grow. Annuals ago, the celebration was established in Rosemire Village when the Lunore Academy was created and has grown ever since.” The headmistress smiled. “This year, I learned of an opportunity to surprise our realm during the days of the last golden moon and the dark days before the red moon rises. This year, the traveling Carnival of Mysteries arrived early this afternoon and is setting up in the southern meadow by the Rosemire Village. I invited the carnival as an early celebration for the Jubilee.”

      Cheers rose from the students.

      The headmistress lifted a hand. “This is a magical carnival and, as you all know, there are rules.”

      There were a few characteristic groans.

      “It is mandatory that you follow these rules. Everyone must listen and understand what I’m saying if you wish to visit the carnival. A sheet of the carnival rules will be posted in all dorms throughout the carnival’s presence. Only those students who have prior off-campus authorization can attend the carnival.”

      There were groans from the younger students who couldn’t leave the campus. It was too dangerous and unpredictable for them. Even though the meadow was within sight of the campus walls.

      “But it’s a carnival. We’ve all attended one, Headmistress,” one student called out.

      “This is the Carnival of Mysteries and is definitely a magical base. It’s owned by Errante Ame. The carnival is quite different from anything anyone has ever attended. There will be a magical barrier you will need to pass after paying your entry. They will accept our local currency,” the headmistress said. “Plus, we’re heading into the last full red moon. For those who don’t understand Nucira’s red moons, especially the last one and the dark days prior, your magic will not respond as you normally expect. The last days of the golden moon, the dark days between, and the beginning of the red moon often cause all magic to become restless and fluctuate with the rise and fall of energy. Now, not even I will understand how the introduction of the powerful magic of this ancient traveling carnival will alter our realm’s magical response. For this reason, the council and I put these rules in place.”

      There were murmurs throughout the dining hall. Emrys listened to the murmurs, but figured it was a well thought-out plan.

      “To continue,” the headmistress said in a firm tone with a touch of magic to calm the students. “No one will attend the carnival alone at any time. Specific times will be announced and all students must return to their dorms by that time. The carnival will be obliged to follow these rules and refuse entrance. Professors and other staff will be spaced throughout the carnival for your protection and if you need any assistance. The council and I will make a decision by breakfast tomorrow about extending the Jubilee holiday.”

      There were more cheers about possibly not having any classes during the time of the carnival.

      “That’ll be nice,” Casper said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “No classes until the end of the red moon,” Casper said.

      “Truly?”

      Casper nodded.

      “That’ll give me time to concentrate solely on the greenhouses,” Emrys said.

      “You could. Most actually go to the Jubilee.”

      “Not all day or night,” Emrys said.

      “Truly must do something about your social skills,” Casper teased.

      “The carnival will open its gates at sundown and all classes have been cancelled this afternoon. Enjoy your meal, change into your regular clothes, make sure you have your school IDs to be scanned at the southern gate, and…” the headmistress paused. “Have fun at the Carnival of Mysteries!”

      The students cheered.

      With that last bit, the headmistress returned to her chair to finish her meal with the rest of the professors.

      “How about we walk through the carnival together with the rest of the group after this?” Emrys offered.

      “Sure, wouldn’t mind that. Might have a couple of my other mates meet us,” Casper said and motioned toward the table that he left.

      “Make a social butterfly out of me yet,” Emrys said.

      Casper chuckled. “We’ll pick you up on our way out. Get out of these stiff robes and into comfy clothes too.”

      “Understood,” Emrys said.

      “We got a seat…”

      A glance over at the doors, Emrys grinned when he noticed the magical locks were gone. “Nope. Locks are gone. We’re freed.”

      “Meet you by your apartment since you’re closest to the southern gate then,” Casper said and took off for his table after they set a time.

      After listening to what the headmistress said about the red moon, Emrys headed for the door. The information meandered through his mind. He remember the headmistress giving him a book about the realm. He read pieces of it, but should go back and read more about the moons. Now he was intrigued about these moons, this Jubilee, and how one moon could alter everything. It captured his attention. He was rather looking forward to witnessing that happened since he kept hearing about it so much since entering this realm.
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      After spending a couple hours in the work shed to transplant a few delicate plants the needed his attention, Emrys cleaned things up before the twin suns finished their slow movement through the sky. He returned to his apartment, took a quick shower, and changed into fresh trousers, a long-sleeve tunic, and a printed vest that fell down to his knees and coordinated with the rest of the outfit to add a punch of color. Rolled the sleeves up his forearms, he revealed his druidic tattoos that were usually hidden under his professor robes. Sitting down, he pulled on socks and ankle-high boots. Returning to the bathroom, he added a little product to his hair and used his fingers to give it a loose style. Though he did stick the leather band in his pocket.

      Walking back out to the main area, he collected the simple leather wallet pouch that would hold only the local currency – krepham marks and his academy identification. Snapping the pouch shut, he slid it into a pocket along his phone. Snatching up the apartment key, he stepped outside and locked the door.

      Heading outside, he met up with Casper and the three other assistants. Miller was the next senior member after Casper. The two youngest members were Loukas and Archie. Other members were the assistants’ various friends to round out the group.

      “Hey there, Professor, ready to have some fun?” Casper called out.

      “Obviously, I’m the old man of the group.” Emrys checked out the others. “By at least a couple of decades.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Do I need to pull out a dad attitude?”

      All the students cracked up laughing.

      “Please don’t?” the youngest of the assistants, Archie, asked in a higher pitched voice.

      “Don’t do anything stupid that requires it and I’ll try not to,” Emrys said.

      “Deal,” Casper said.

      “Off we go to the southern gate,” Miller said.

      Emrys held back to let the youngsters lead the way. This is what he got for not being social with the other professors. He got stuck with a group of assistants and grad students.

      His phone chimed in his pocket with an incoming message.

      Pulling it out, he smiled at who was bugging him. He started messaging with one of his favorite cousins, Cormac Wyn, a druid and scientist. Until he got to the message about where he was heading and the phone rang.

      Emrys held the phone to his ear and answered, “Yes?”

      “You’re going where?”

      “Carnival of Mysteries. It’s a magical traveling carnival and it’s visiting our realm. It appeared in the meadow by the academy at our headmistress’s invitation ahead of the Jubilee of the Last Red Moon,” Emrys said. “It’s a local big deal.”

      “I heard of that carnival. It’s a big thing. Strong magic. Know the name – something Ame, old fella, been around a long, very strong magic user. Could be old as Nana and we don’t know her age. Be careful around him,” Mac said.

      “You know I will. Don’t rock the boat is my motto in a new place. I have enough on my plate.”

      “Who are you going with?”

      “My assistants are dragging me out tonight.”

      “Your grad students. Holy leaves and roots, Em!”

      “What? You know I hate being all social and shit. Professors are… I don’t know how to explain. Worse than a bunch of scientists. That’s for sure.”

      Mac snorted in his ear.

      “Gotta go. We’re coming up to our gate and gotta check out for security stuff. Mostly to protect the kids.”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Lemme know the status of your greenhouses. If you need any chemicals or resources…”

      “I’ll call. Promise.”

      “Love you, cousin,” Mac said.

      “Back at you,” Emrys said and hung up. He slid the phone back in his pocket and pulled out the small pouch. Tugging out the academy ID, he held it out to the guard and pressed his thumb to the tablet.

      “Thank you, Professor Cadogan,” the guard said.

      “I’ll keep an eye on this bunch. Some of them belong to my department,” Emrys said.

      The guard smile. “Appreciate it, sir. That carnival is going to bring all kinds of folks. Oh well, practice for the Jubilee.”

      “It’ll drive the shields crazy,” Emrys said in understanding. Then he slid the wallet back in his pocket and followed the still chattering group of students down the path to the meadow.

      The music and noise of the carnival filled everything around them. Lights filtered through the sky as it changed from the pale blue of the day to the golden sunsets to the deeper blue as the golden moon begin to lift into the sky.

      Around the last bend, they joined a line of other students and other visitors that arrived from Rosemire and nearby towns.

      Ahead of them was an archway stretched across the pathway painted red and white with the words ‘Welcome Traveler’. In the middle of the path was a single booth that everyone needed to pass.

      Emrys could immediately sense the unique barrier magic ahead of them. There was an aura to the magic that was unlike anything he ever felt before or probably would again. He knew it would all be due to the mysterious owner, Errante Ame.

      The youngsters ahead of him continued to move and bop in place like nothing bothered them. Though they were all magical, it appeared the magic became fluid and adaptable to wherever the carnival landed.

      The line moved quickly.

      Seeing a sign, Emrys pulled out enough krepham marks to cover his admission fee for the evening. “Don’t think I’m covering all of your scrawny butts,” he teased.

      “We don’t,” Casper said. “Too soon for that, Professor.”

      “Welcome Traveler to the Carnival of Mysteries. One admission?” the male inside the booth asked.

      “Just the one,” Emrys confirmed. He passed over the currency.

      “Here you go and enjoy your visit.” The male passed over the golden ticket with the bright red star stamped in the center. “Keep that on you until you leave. The ticket will give you entrance into all the shows in the various colored tents. Rides, attractions, and games are priced per rider or player.”

      “Understood. Thank you.” Emrys slipped the ticket into his pocket.

      Entering the carnival proper almost felt like a different era. A combination of an old world with a little bit of steampunk flair. The same unique magic flowed all around in a welcoming fashion.

      Along there left was a line of colorful tents with the red and white Big Top tent taking center stage of sorts.

      “There’s all different types of shows in those tents and our tickets get us free entrance,” Emrys reminded the youngsters.

      “Is that what the ticket fella was saying?” Archie asked.

      “Yes, if you were paying attention to him and stopped chattering for a few moments in respect. You’ll have to pay for separate tickets to the other attractions and rides on the right side. Same with the games and stuff,” Emrys said.

      They did give him a moment of showing guilt over not showing the ticket master a bit of respect.

      There was a colorful character standing near the center of the tents that drew almost everyone’s attention. This was obviously the Ringmaster of the Carnival. Standing just over six-feet and powerfully built with tanned skin, brown hair and brown eyes, he wore a brilliant colored tailed jacket and pants.

      “Welcome travelers! This is the Carnival of Mysteries! I am Rafe, your Master of Ceremonies for the evening,” Rafe said in a powerful baritone voice that could easily carry throughout the carnival without amplification.

      “Tell me he has a charm on that voice,” Casper asked.

      Emrys shook his head. “Nope. That’s all him.”

      Casper whimpered. “Gimme.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s taken, so down, boy,” Emrys teased.

      “Hidden within these tents are the finest acts gathered from across the realms and worlds. Dazzling acts. Death-defying acts. Mysterious acts. Ones that will have you puzzling for days. Ones that will have you guessing the truth,” Rafe said in a teasing fashion to draw in the crowds. “To start, in the orange tent are the fabulous Cleo’s Clever Clowns. They will have you laughing in stitches, but you might also see them wandering throughout the Midway. They are masters and mistresses of disguise. The trick is to see if you can spy all nine.” He spun around and pointed his walking stick to the large black tent. “Do you dare to enter the mysterious tent of the infamous black tent of The Amazing Mephistopheles? This is the magic show to end all magic shows, even for people from your realm that is rich with magic. You never know what the magical Mephistopheles will do from show to show.” Spinning again with a flair, he pointed to the medium blue tent. “What would a carnival be without a strongman? We have discovered Samson, the World’s Strongest Man. I have seen that man crush a sparkling diamond from a stone in his fist. Don’t believe me? Enter the tent and watch with your own eyes.” Laughing, Rafe danced again and pointed to the medium turquoise tent. “Enter that tent to find the sharpest points in the realm that never miss their target. Even when being held by the prettiest assistant in the land. That tent is the home of Gentleman Jim, Master of Knives. He performs tricks of the highest caliber. I wouldn’t dare try at home, not if you want to keep all of your fingers intact.” Rafe wiggled his fingers at the audience, who laughed with him as he danced past the Big Top tent. He pointed his stick at the medium yellow tent. “What brilliant carnival would we be without the finest juggler in all the realms? That tent holds the master juggler, Parcifal, who can juggles many types of items, often blindfolded, swallows swords, rides a unicycle, and performs acrobatics. But that’s only a mere portion of his show. To discover more, you must enter the tent. Oh, dear travelers, there is even more to the carnival…” He pointed the stick to the medium green tent. “Our dearest cleverest act that is our most adored and beloved one. This green tent is the home of Darius the Wonder Dog. Darius will dazzle you with all kinds of tricks from balancing acts to answering questions. He might even find an object that you forgot was hidden somewhere.” Tapping his stick to making it jump in the air, he spun, caught it, and pointed it to the medium indigo tent. “Do you like a little heat? A little fire with your entertainment? Then the indigo tent is where you will want to be tonight. That is the home of Abdullah the Fire Eater. His name says it all about his performance. Both fascinating and frightening, his show is not for the faint-hearted.” Bowing low, he stepped toward the small purple tent set away from the others in the corner of the Midway. His tone became respectful instead of boastful and teasing. “Now we come to the smallest, but one of the finest offerings. A private showing that is personal and unique to each visitor. At the respect of the lovely lady inside, you will need to make an appointment for a personal visit as this is not a general show. For this is the tent of Madame Persephone. This lovely and mysterious lady can tell your fortune using cards, a crystal ball, casting runes, using a dowsing crystal, or reading your palm. You must, of course, cross her palm with a tip to have a fortune read.” He bowed again to the purple tent.

      Emrys eyed that mysterious purple tent. That was a different introduction than the others.

      “She must be really special,” Miller said.

      “Thinking the same thing,” Emrys said. “All to draw in attention. It’s a carnival thing. He’s one of the finest Master of Ceremonies I’ve listened too.”

      Walking back to the Big Top at the center of the Midway, Rafe held out his arms. “Now, dearest travelers, we return to our main event. Taking place three times a night underneath the enormous red and white Big Top tent are The Flying Galliers, a family of acrobats and aerialists. They are the most amazing act at the carnival and the biggest draw so be sure to get in line before the tent opens. The times for every evening are posted on the sign. If the demand is high and The Flying Galliers are willing and able, we will increase the number of shows. The first show opens in the next half hour and the tent opens in fifteen moments. Best line up quick to get your seat. That is all of our wonderful, dazzling acts of the Carnival of Mysteries. Thank you and welcome travelers,” Rafe said. He ended his performance, for that was what happened, with a deep bow and swirl of his walking stick.

      Emrys joined the rest of the crowd with cheers and applause.

      “Sticky roots, now I don’t know what I want to do,” Archie said.

      “Definitely the Galliers. Gotta see them,” Casper said. “Can’t miss the big act of this place.”

      “Definitely going to that one myself,” Emrys said. “Might check out the dog and the magic act. I mean, need to check out the competition.”

      The youngsters chuckled.

      “This place is amazing. Did you see they have a haunted house over there? Do you think there are real ghosts? And a fun house! So cool. Oh, wow, look at that awesome wooden slide. Just like when I was a kid,” Loukas said. He talked something over with two of his friends. “We’re going over to the rides.”

      “What about the shows?” Miller asked.

      “We’ve been sitting all day. Gotta move a bit. We’ll come back another day for those. Gotta do the rides first,” Loukas said. He waved and they took off running across the Midway to the far right front corner where the rides were clustered in a group.

      “I’m getting in line,” Emrys said and moved off to stand in queue with another crowd for the Big Tent.

      “Save us…” Casper counted heads. “Six seats! We’ll be right back!”

      Emrys waved that he heard them.

      Entering the tent, he went around and took a seat on the bench and guarded the rest of it. Botany students stopped and chatted with him. The majority of the questions were about his tattoos. In the end, a lot of the students gathered around his area to sit on other benches. Something settled inside him as the familiarity of the students’ magic filtered around instead of strangers from the various villages filled the tent. He talked and smiled with the students. When he saw Casper and the others enter, he lifted and waved his hand to get their attention. Their arms filled with treats and drinks.

      Casper and the others wove through the crowds to get to the bench.

      “Great spot, Professor. We’ll see everything,” Casper said.

      “Umm.. It’s all happening up there,” Emrys said and pointed up. “The whole point of an aerial act.”

      “Yeah, you idiot,” one of Casper’s friends said in a teasing fashion.

      Casper shook his head.

      “Already with the snacks?” Emrys asked.

      “It’s a carnival!” Miller said.

      “Plus we’re growing boys with empty bellies,” Archie added.

      “Oh leaves, that’s what we forgot. We were so worried about getting good seats,” one of the younger students said.

      “You can get some right after the show before another tent. The lines are getting crazy now so you can’t get back here in time. Still you gotta fill your mouth with snacks.” Casper dropped on the bench next to Emrys. “Want some?”

      Grumbling, Emrys shrugged. “Gimme one of those cone things.” He scooped up one of the small paper cones of caramelized nuts, dried fruits, and dark chocolate bits. He popped a piece in his mouth and crunched.

      Casper grinned and handed him a glass of lemonade. “Wash it down with this. This is on us. For holding the seats.”

      “Thanks,” Emrys said.

      The lights flashed and everyone scrambled to find the last available seats.

      Then the lights went dark and the music rose. The audience cheered and clapped along.

      “Welcome Travelers! To the greatest show under the Big Tent!” the familiar booming baritone of the Master of Ceremonies echoed through the red and white interior.

      A bright white spotlight shone down on Rafe in the center circle on a small platform. He added a bit more to his earlier costume. Taking off his top hat with a flourish, he bowed to the audience.

      “Welcome to the Big Tent, Travelers! Prepare yourselves for the death-defying, dazzling, and fascinating acrobatic and aerialist act! All the flips, flights, balancing, and throws you can imagine. From one end of the Big Top to the other.” Rafe pointed his top hat through the air as lights highlight either end of the trapeze set high in the tent.

      There were cheers and applause. The music rose to a crescendo.

      “I now have the pleasure of introducing to you our wonderful family of acrobats and aerialists…” Rafe trailed off to drag out the drama as the music carried on. He turned and flourished with his hat. “The Flying Galliers!”

      With the introductory music, a small cart came out with some members of the family riding along in costume with flowing capes around their shoulders. Younger members were on either side doing flips or cartwheels along the way to show off their skills. The entire family waved and smiled to the crowd. The entire family was toned and fit and very attractive with dark hair.

      Emrys leaned forward and clapped with the others.

      The music lowered a touch. Some members removed their capes in a swirl. The males chalked their hands and climbed up the crazy high apparatus on either side of the tent to get to the platforms. They took place on the different trapezes as catchers. Other members of the family began their climb up to get into positions.

      Casper nudged Emrys’s side with his elbow. “There’s no nets.”

      “What?”

      “There’s no nets.” He pointed to what did rise underneath the Galliers.

      Emrys looked down along with most of the crowd. Casper was right. No nets rose underneath the various apparatuses.

      “What if—”

      “That means they don’t fall,” Emrys interrupted Casper. Then he placed his finger against his lips while the Galliers began to swing and called the timing to each other.

      From the opening double somersault tricks from opposite ends of the tent, Emrys knew this was going to be a wild show. Throughout the show, The Flying Galliers were unnaturally dexterous throughout their tricks. They lived up to their name as members of the family literally flew, flipped and somersaulted through the air in multiple positions, easily caught by other members. Sometimes by only a hand or a foot with ease. At times it appeared the flyer wouldn’t make it, but would be caught at the very last second. One of the final flights ended with not one but two members performing a pair of triple twisting double tricks in the air before getting caught.

      The entire audience rose to their feet with a standing applause.

      Emrys whistled along with his assistants.

      The standing applause continued. The Galliers returned to the ground for their final bows.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, The Flying Galliers! The finest aerialist act in all the realms. One final round of applause, please, for The Flying Galliers,” Rafe called out as he returned to the center circle.

      The Flying Galliers bowed again. Then they all rose and waved to one side of the audience. They walked across the vast tent, bowed to the other side, and waved to the other side. Then they did the same to the far ends. Returning to the center, they spread out on either side of Rafe.

      The entire audience continued their applause and whistles for appreciation of the show they witnessed.

      “The Flying Galliers will be around for pictures and autographs. Some members can teach your little ones how to do a proper flip or walk the balance beam. Perhaps the very start their own careers,” Rafe called out. “Please be careful when exiting your bench and the stairs. We hope you all enjoyed the show!”

      “That was awesome!” Archie said.

      They joined the crowd shuffling out of the benches.

      “Can’t believe that last trick,” one of his friends said.

      “How do you even hang in the air like that?”

      “Who knows.”

      Emrys stayed quiet. He helped his group and some other students carefully navigate out of the tent. Then he waved to the students who talked to him earlier before they darted off in various directions. Finally back in the fresh air and away from the tent, he tossed his empty cone and cup in a nearby trash can.

      “What’s next?” he asked the youngsters.

      “Let’s walk around. See what’s offered? Don’t want to sit for another show just yet,” Casper said.

      “Yeah, rather walk around for a bit too,” Miller said.

      A few others agreed.

      Moving across the central Midway path toward the rides and arcade area, Casper froze in his spot.

      One of his friends bumped into his back. “Jeez, Casper, what in the roots is wrong with you?” He tilted to look at him. “Casper? Umm… Professor…”

      Emrys paused and turned around.

      Casper turned to look off in the distant crowd. His golden skin was pale. His pupils almost took over the entire bright blue.

      “Casper? Casper, what is wrong?” Emrys snapped his fingers in front of Casper’s face.

      Shaking free of whatever captured him, Casper blinked and glanced at Emrys. Then he looked at Miller. “He’s here. That slimy… no good snake. He’s here in the crowd. He’s here…”

      “Are you sure it was him?” Miller asked in the same low frantic tone.

      “Six feet. Lean frame. Thin lanky brown hair that always needs a wash. Though he now has a scruffy beard to try as a disguise. Has an all-black outfit. It’s him. No one else.” A full body shudder runs through Casper.

      “What is happening? Who are you talking about?” Emrys asked.

      “Someone we hoped to never see again. We thought he was forever off campus,” Miller said.

      “He is off campus. Since Doerr left. He was exiled. But not from the realm,” Casper said. “The academy doesn’t have that power or ability.”

      “So he moved somewhere else and took advantage of the carnival and probably the upcoming Jubilee to return,” Miller said.

      “Who?” Emrys asked.

      “Doerr’s primary assistant and overall tormentor of the Botany department, Russell Lyford,” Casper said.

      “Someone you definitely never want to meet,” Miller said.

      Emrys looked around to see if he could see this former assistant that left his assistants shuddering in almost fear from whatever residue was left behind by their years of difficulty. He swore they would never have to go through that under his time as professor.

      Moving closer, he carefully placed one hand on the back of their necks. Using his druidic magic, he sent warm gentle energy to soothe their fear and anchor them back to the earth. “Ease up now. Calm. We’re here to enjoy ourselves. Have fun. Spend too much krephams. Play games that are designed for us to lose. All that fun stuff. Right?”

      His young assistants let out long sighs. The stress and pain faded.

      “That’s it. Excellent. Well done.” Emrys gently squeezed to reassure them and released his touch. “Shall we continue?”

      Without another word, they walk around the rides areas. There was a beautiful old fashioned wooden carousel filled with mystical animals and benches that rose and lowered on poles and covered with lights and music. It was an eclectic steam, magnetic, and magic driven machine. Suspended from a colorful overhead wheel, swings filled with younger students lifted high and started whirling around the air.

      “That would make me sick and hurl,” Archie said.

      “Same here,” one of their friends added.

      Moving on through the attractions, they discovered the haunted house with a sign that did indeed list ghosts along a creepy ride. They cautioned that a cursed magical item might accompany someone back home.

      “Oh, that would not be welcomed in a dormitory,” Emrys muttered.

      “Not at all. Chaos and mayhem all around,” Casper said.

      “Indeed.”

      They wandered over to the fun house to check it out.

      Archie read the sign aloud, “‘Mirrored rooms, shifting floors, stairs to nowhere. And you might exit into a different realm… or at least somewhere back on campus.’” He laughed.

      “That would be funny as hell.”

      “Left turn to History of Magic class. Nope.”

      The youngsters continued to debate where they could turn up. They continued to make plans to come back another day to go through the various houses at length along with the smaller tent shows. Then they walked across the ways to the games area filled with lights, ringing bells, cheers, laughs, and all the various hawkers at the front of the different multi-colored booths.

      “Who wants to check out the games of chance? Win a prize?” Emrys asked to cheer up the group.

      What happened to Casper kind of darkened the group’s spirits.

      They walked over to the milk can booth.

      “What’s the odds? How do you win a prize?” Emrys asked the operator.

      The gentleman with a crazy handlebar mustache picked up a softball and tossed it in his large hand. “Three balls. Three throws. Knock down all three piles of cans. You get the largest prize of your choice. Knock two piles, get a medium prize. Knock one pile, get a small prize. Knock one can only, get nothing. Not as simple as you think.”

      “How about it, Casper?” Emrys dropped down the currency to cover the charge for one round.

      “I’ll give it a shot.” With his friends’ cheers of encouragement, Casper picked up the three balls and moved back a step or two. He rolled his shoulders to loosen them. Then he adjusted his position and threw the ball hard at the first pile of three milk cans.

      The cans nudged and wobbled.

      Emrys adjusted his vision.

      Casper threw again at the same pile. The top can dropped.

      The third throw took out the middle pile’s top can.

      “Sorry, young man. No prize this round. Care to try again.” The operator reset everything.

      “I don’t—”

      Emrys placed a hand on Casper’s shoulder. He watched the operator’s movements. Then he caught the charms and dropped the currency.

      “Yes, I do.” Casper glanced at Emrys and stepped back.

      “There’s a charm on each pile. Not sure of the type, but it holds them together. You hit the charm, the pile falls,” Emrys said in a low tone. “Left pile. Bottom right can on top. Center pile. Middle can on bottom. Right pile. Top can on bottom. Try one of them. See what it does if you can nail it. Shift your vision a touch to find the charm.”

      “Got it. Nice catch, Professor.” Casper stepped forward and picked up all three balls again.

      “Fire away, kid.” The operator scooped up the krephams and tucked them away in his waist pouch.

      Tossing the ball in his hand, Casper threw it hard at the center pile dead center at the middle can. He nailed it right on the charm and the pile dropped with a clatter.

      “That’s one pile,” the operator said.

      Casper aimed and fired at the right pile. He nailed the charm at the bottom of the top can. Once more the pile dropped with another clatter.

      “That’s two piles. Try and clear the deck.”

      Tossing up the last ball, Casper moved to the left pile. He threw the ball toward the bottom can. He missed the position by a hair and hit the middle can instead. The pile remained standing.

      Still his friends cheered and clapped him on the back for a job well done.

      “We have a winner!” the operator called out and set the bells ringing and the lights flashing. “Two piles down!” After all the lights and rings, the operator walked over to him. “You have a choice of a medium prize. Anyone of these.” He motioned to the lines of stuffed prizes.

      “I’ll take the penguin. My little sister’s favorite animal. She’ll love it,” Casper said.

      “A penguin it is for the winner!” The operator collected a blue penguin and handed it over.

      Casper grinned and took it.

      Knowing they better not attempt it again, Emrys led them off to another game of chance.

      “So we better look for charms on other games?” Miller asked in a low tone.

      “Probably would be ideal since we are in a magical carnival,” Emrys said. “The charms might shift around after every round. Don’t make it obvious that you realized their trick because it could piss them off.”

      “Do you want the penguin? You paid for the games,” Casper offered.

      Emrys glanced at the penguin and shook his head. “I have no need for a stuffed penguin in my life. Thank you.”

      Casper chuckled. “Thanks, I needed that.”

      Smiling, Emrys continued to walk.

      Four of them sat and squirted water into a clown face to make their matching colored race car drive across a track the endzone for a prize. A younger student won instead and chose a big purple dog with floppy ears.

      There was an almost insane game set at the center. A free standing game where all four sides were open for players or bystanders to stare in rather open-eyed wonder or amusement. At the center of the booth was a series of forty-four lower bowls and four raised bowls. Fish bowls. With water and a single goldfish swimming in each bowl.

      There was a distance from where the players stood to the table with the fish bowls. There were two operators who walked around this pathway to watch over everything and take the payment. Instead of players tossing a tiny ball into the bowl, the operators gave the players three thin silicone rings.

      “Welcome travelers. Come and win a chance at the Fish Bowl Game. It’s a classic game of skill and chance. Of course with a Carnival of Mysteries twist. Our goldfish don’t make winning easy,” the operator called out. “The ring has to either land on the rim of the bowl or in the water to win yourself a pet goldfish. You have three chances to win.”

      All of the sudden, a ring went zooming in a dozen different directions and dropped to the ground.

      “Oh, man, come on,” one student said.

      There was raucous laughter from the entire crowd around the square.

      “Oh, that was freaky,” Casper said.

      “What was that?” Emrys said.

      “Watch the eyes,” Casper said. “When someone tosses the ring. Watch the eyes. The fish. Not the ring.”

      Emrys watch another ring get tossed. Then he lowered his gaze to the bowls.

      All the fish eerily turned in their bowls. Then their beady little black eyes moved. He knew darn well that ring started flinging all over the place.

      “Oh, dear leaves. They’re telekinetic,” Emrys said.

      Casper cracked up laughing.

      Emrys cracked up next to him.

      They spent another hour laughing watching the crazy fishes’ antics and the rings. It was the best hour of the night.

      Taking off again, they walked back down the Midway. Emrys was ready to call it a night. The others wanted to go back toward the tents.

      “Oh, how lovely to see Professor Windham got Professor Scarlett out for a bit. Looks like Professor Scarlett is ready to turn it in,” Casper said.

      “I’m ready to call it a night myself. Us old folks don’t have the same amount of energy,” Emrys said.

      “You sure you don’t want to catch another show?”

      “I’ll come back another day and watch one.” Emrys waved to the youngsters and headed toward the archway.

      Almost there, he almost bumped into a tall male. “Oh, excuse me, sir.” He stepped back to see who he almost ran over.

      Six feet tall, slender with dark olive skin, black hair and eyes, the male before him made a spectacular sight against the background of the carnival. He dressed in a puffy sleeved white shirt that laced up, black breeches, black boots, and black velvet vest. The outfit hugged a fine trim figure that caught Emrys’s eye and admiration.

      Though a slim redhead remain captured first in his mind.

      “Welcome, traveler, and no trouble at all. There was obviously something else on your mind while you traveled. Perhaps something you saw within my carnival,” the stranger said. His voice was soft and melodious, with an accent that was a bit exotic but not identifiable even to Emrys’s sharp ear. It definitely didn’t belong to any of the realms he traveled. Still, it wasn’t sharp or erratic, but pleasant to listen. Quite different from the booming baritone of the carnival’s Master of Ceremonies.

      “Ahh, you must be the mysterious owner of this magnificent carnival. Errante Ame. A pleasure to meet you,” Emrys said. He bowed his head in respect to the powerful magic user who stood in front of him. Some deep part of this male, the age, strength, and magic reminded him of what he felt when he was around his beloved nana, a dryad he suspected was ancient or immortal.

      A warm vibe flowed through Emrys as Errante gazed over him. Emrys recognized something magical was happening and didn’t raise his personal shields against the male’s magic. As he didn’t want to cause harm to this male or to the carnival itself, no harm would come to him. Nor did he expect anything in return.

      “A druid. A rare gift indeed to find this far out.”

      “I am. Connected to this realm only recently. The headmistress of the academy recently hired me to address a grievous problem within the greenhouses,” Emrys said.

      “Though there is a far more distressing and dire situation closer to the campus that will need your attention soon, Sir Druid. You will no longer be able to keep yourself aloof and separate from your fellow professors. Soon you will become a part of them and this academy that you now protect with your druidic gift. You will be their guide and light in a time of darkness and pain. There is one in particular who will need you most of all. Do not doubt your abilities… or your heart.”

      Emrys felt his mouth open in a bit of shock at Errante’s gentle words and well-spoken warning.

      Errante looked around his carnival and back to Emrys. “Enjoy the fun and pleasure of my carnival for the evening. Soon, there will be work for you to do. And it will not be in the greenhouses.”

      “Ahh…” Emrys closed his mouth and swallowed. “Thank you. I will heed your warning and prepare. Your carnival is a mastery of magic and pleasure. Though, the operator’s charms on the milk containers is a bit too strong. For young students, I mean. Just a humble druid’s opinion.”

      Errante tilted his head as he listened, but didn’t answer.

      “Good evening, Master Ame.” Emrys bowed his head again to the male, as his beloved nana taught him to honor any near ancient powerful magic user, and moved toward the archway barrier.

      Only once he passed the barrier did his heartbeat return to a normal range.

      “Holy freaking roots!”
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      Thanks to the intrigue of the carnival, Emrys wasn’t surprised when the headmistress declared she would extend the planned holiday for the Jubilee, as most professors and students seem to call it, to include the carnival at breakfast. The students cheered at having no classes for some time. The Jubilee was an ancient one that celebrated the harvest and the last full red moon. Over the annuals, it turned into a multi-day-and-night celebration. Emrys didn’t completely understand the significance behind everything, he looked forward to learning about the Jubilee. Apparently it was a very big deal for Rosemire Village to manage every annual and brought in most of the revenue which supported the small village and the academy.

      Most professors already assigned homework, they expected little to be done. Luckily, his TAs explained everything about this particular holiday to him and had it set up on his syllabus for him to pass on to his students in the earlier classes.

      Emrys mentally reorganized his schedule. Now he could make a sizeable dent in the greenhouse damage. The haunting warning from Errante Ame echoed through him.

      Sitting with Casper and his assistants and not at the front table for breakfast, he finished the meal. They managed to slip out of the hall. Most of them hoped to get to the carnival as soon as it opened the ticket office.

      “What’s your plan, Professor?” Miller asked.

      “That changes things for me in a decent fashion,” Emrys said. “Might make a dent in our to-do list. What’s the new plan for the—"

      “Excuse me. Professor Cadogan? I hope we could speak,” someone called out and interrupted Casper’s question. The voice rose over the rest of the noise of the students chatter.

      Slowing down, Emrys closed his eyes for a brief moment. So much for a quick and unnoticed getaway.

      Casper slowed near him and looked over his shoulder. “Umm. That would be Professor Scarlett calling for you.”

      Emrys looked at his assistant. “Oh so helpful, aren’t you?”

      Casper grinned. “Guess that errm… meeting isn’t going to wait until the carnival leaves? Or the red moon passes? Huh?”

      Emrys rolled his eyes.

      “Professor Cadogan?”

      “Suck it up, sir, and be social,” Casper said. “We’re all here. Supporting you.”

      The other assistants chuckled. The two young ones gave him a thumbs up. Though they all took a very visible step away.

      “Supportive. All of you. I swear I’m going to tangle you up in the Thalgax Touch-Me-Not Vines the moment you return to the greenhouses,” he threatened in playful fashion about the Northern Realm-based plant with vines covered in long thorns and bright blue flowers that were quite toxic when crushed and brewed in a tea or potion. A beautiful, but rather evil plant when it was fully sentient. It was now currently flagged and secured in the last greenhouse with other toxic plants, but still…

      All of their eyes widened.

      “Umm… It is locked behind shields. Plus it hasn’t been transplanted, yet, sir, since those plants are off-limits to us poor little assistants,” Archie said.

      “Exactly why he was only teasing, Archie,” Miller pointed out.

      The assistants debated his threat between themselves, Emrys tuned them out. He learned how to do that over the last couple of moons. Turning around and moving out of the way of the main walkway, he waited for Professor Scarlett and three other professors now joining him in an impromptu meeting.

      “Good morning,” Emrys said when the professors stopped in a semi-circle around him.

      The students gave them a wide berth. Though some looked over the group with wide eyes and raised phones, but they didn’t stop to ask questions.

      “Professor Cadogan?” the redheaded professor asked.

      “Emrys Cadogan, yes,” Emrys said. “I apologize for not introducing myself to anyone since my arrival two moons ago. I’ve been a bit busy.” He gave them all a slight bow in greeting.

      “A pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. Casper spoke highly of you when he came to my office with a scroll of requested compounds from various realms. I’m Pierre de Servian, Professor of Chemistry and Alchemy,” one of the other male professors said with an offered hand. He had layered raven black hair that swept back from a lean face dominated by deep golden eyes. His skin was a rich golden brown along with a mixed accent that spoke of his Southern Realm roots and a desert climate.

      Emrys glanced over at Casper with a lifted eyebrow.

      “Oh.” Casper stepped forward with a grin and shrug. “Instead of waiting for things to be delivered, I thought I could ask Professor de Servian and Professor Bordel if they could create them in their labs. The chemical compounds and potions we need to transplant the plants that the recipe books recommend.”

      “Well done, brilliant job as always, Casper,” Emrys said.

      “Hoping it gives us the time to save more of the plants, sir.” Casper quickly stepped back.

      Emrys shook hands with Professor de Servian and nodded his head in respect. “A pleasure to meet you, Professor, and thank you for listening to my assistant. We appreciate all of your assistance with whatever compounds you can create for us.” He looked to the elegant blonde female next to him “I take it you are Professor Bordel?”

      “Cathrène Bordel, Professor of Potions, and it’s been an interesting time figuring out those potions and compounds on our ends. It’s even intriguing for our higher level students and my graduate assistants to tackle as it could be something they encounter outside the academy,” the professor said and shook hands with Emrys. Her silvered blonde hair was twisted up in a tight French twist. Her brown eyes reminded him of melted chocolate with a touch of gold. She had the pale skin of a Northern Realm-based roots. Most of the Northern Realms were covered by layers of glaciers and ice for the majority of their annuals. Their plants were hardy things that thrived in cold climates and limited in numbers in the greenhouse.

      “Please thank them for me as well.” Emrys turned to the last two professors and recognized them from Casper’s long-distance introduction. “From what Casper told me, you must be Solomon Windham, Professor of Literature and Mythology,” he said to dark-haired male with black-rimmed glasses.

      “I am. Call me Sol,” Solomon said. He shook hands with Emrys. His combination of dark blue eyes and golden skin spoke of a heritage of mixed realms from possibly Northern and Central.

      “Emrys, please,” Emrys said with a shake. Then he focused his attention on the handsome redhead that called to something deep inside him. Something beyond his druidic magic. “You are Julian Scarlett, Professor of Magical Ecology.” He held out his hand.

      “That’s me.” Julian placed his slender hand in Emrys’ hand.

      Before they could shake, Emrys held still. Then he clasped his other hand over Julian’s hand and stepped closer. “Oh, dear dryad, there is something wrong with you and your grove. I am so sorry.”

      Julian’s eyes widened. His jaw dropped slightly. “How…”

      “I’m a druid and you are part of my magic as you are part of this very land. I can tell you are not well and through you, the grove, and your connected oak. You are very tired. Did a bit too much last night at the carnival. Didn’t we all? Though how often do we get a chance to visit a magical traveling carnival? Hmm.”

      “Not that often. I knew I shouldn’t have gone, but something drew me to check it out,” Julian said. “Solomon is drawing me out again this afternoon. He has a surprise for me, but I thought that I shouldn’t…”

      “No. No. You should definitely go.” Emrys tilted his head as something moved through him. “I believe you need to go. Let him surprise you with his gift. This should give you a bit of energy. Help you feel better.” He opened on a bit of his magic and sent it flowing into the ailing dryad.

      Sighing as the warm magic pulsed through him, Julian leaned toward him and caught himself. “What…”

      “A druid’s gift. A bit of energy for you to sustain and energize you.”

      “Julian?” Solomon asked. He placed his hand on Julian’s back to stop him rocking back and forth. “Are you well?”

      “A little better then well. At least I’m not going to fall asleep.” Julian looked up at Emrys. A plea was written in his forest green eyes. “My grove. My tree… We need your help.”

      “Casper told me yesterday when he pointed you out at the early dinner. I was going to search for the note he left me about you. There are difficulties I’m facing at the moment. The greenhouses… The plants…” Emrys looked over his shoulder and back to the four professors.

      “Professor, you need to reveal to them what Doerr left you,” Casper said. “I did tell Professor Scarlett, but I believe he needs to see it. Show them all of it. There’s no point in hiding it from anyone.”

      “Show us what, Casper?” Pierre asked.

      “The truth about Doerr’s destructive behavior. What he and some of his earlier assistants did to the greenhouses and the academy’s ancient and legacy plant collection. What Professor Cadogan is trying to clean up and save,” Casper said. “It’s why he’s sitting with us and not with all of you. Why he spends all his time either in the classroom or in the greenhouses and not interacting with anyone else. To save all of the plants the previous professors and others gathered over the last centuries for the greenhouses. The pride of Lunore Academy can boast to others. Only…” He looked too Emrys with a certain look.

      Grateful Casper spoke up, Emrys finished and admitted the problems. “It’s all in danger of being lost if we don’t act in haste. Even with all my skill and ability, I can’ restore this problem with magic.”

      “Show us,” Julian said.

      “Please do show us. Perhaps we can help more if we know what is happening,” Cathrène said.

      Knowing all this was true, Emrys led the small group toward the greenhouses. Part of his mind went through his checklists and altered his plans. After speaking with the professors, that would hopefully include creating a plan with Julian regarding the grove, he intended to return to his private apartment to change out of his academy robe and spend a day in the work shed.

      Along the way, he waved the assistants closer. “After this meeting, I’m intending to spend the rest of today in the work shed.”

      “What about the carnival, sir? And our schedule?” Loukas asked.

      “I’ll let all of you decide what to do. You’re graduate students so your classes are canceled. Your time as assistants are determined based on your schedules and availability. I’m not going to demand more of your time during a holiday.” Emrys held up his hands. “Please, have fun at the carnival like your friends. If you wish to help me, I’ll make sure any extra hours you put in will earn you holiday pay in your check.”

      His four assistants went wide-eyed. There was a bit of shock across their faces. That hurt Emrys to his core. Obviously, Doerr never treated them like they were humans. Perhaps this Russell person was far worse than Casper admitted. His boys deserved far better.

      “We all know what’s waiting in there and how you need our help,” Casper said.

      “Exactly. But you all are young men, graduate students trying to achieve higher degrees for a life beyond the academy, and there’s a magical carnival. Plus the headmistress gave you an extended holiday. The last thing I want is to be that horrible boss and insist you put in full-time hours.” Emrys shook his head. “I’m not that type of man. Please, enjoy the holiday. Help out when you want. You’re mature enough to figure out a schedule if you want to set one up.”

      “But, Professor—”

      “Casper, as the senior assistant, I place this decision in your care. Please manage this schedule. I can give the professors a tour and explanation,” Emrys said.

      “But I know what happened with Doerr and Russell, sir,” Casper said.

      “And all of you explained it to me. Not the Russell part, but I can figure out what he didn’t do. Either way, the condition of the plants and greenhouses can speak for themselves.” Emrys opened the first greenhouse door after waving his hand to release the locking spell he created upon his arrival. “Professors, please go on inside.”

      The four professors stepped inside. The lights automatically blinked on with their entrance. They looked up and at him.

      Emrys smiled and shrugged. “I had everything reconnected to a solar-based system upon starting, to get it off the academy’s general grid. The lights are connected to a motion-sensor at each door for every greenhouse. Though, you’ll see things are different for the various realm-based areas.”

      “Sir—”

      Turning at Casper’s call, Emrys smiled and waved to him. “It’ll be all right. Whatever all of you decide. Either way, I’ll hope you’ll have fun. If you need me or want to join me, I’ll be in the work shed.” He let the door close.

      It was time for them to step up and learn he wasn’t the same as Doerr. They had almost three moons working with him and he hoped they learned something from him. No matter what happened, he figured he would see most of them, if not all of them, at some point working. All four young men cared deeply about the plants. The injured plants called to them and their magic.

      Holding off on those thoughts, Emrys faced the professors waiting for him.

      “Will they be all right?” Solomon asked.

      “Hope so. They’re wonderful lads. Doerr and one of his assistants, this Russell person, treated them and my TAs like slaves. I’m trying to undo things, but…” Emrys shook his head.

      “Russell Lyford?” Julian asked in a low tone.

      “That’s the name. Casper caught sight of the man in the carnival crowds. Gave him a bit of a shock…” Emrys trailed off when he saw Julian pull up short. “Like it’s doing to you too. What is it about this man?”

      “Not a man. He’s a ripe royal bastard. Of the lowest kind. It’s best for the academy that he’s no longer allowed on the campus, but I still don’t want to speak of him,” Julian said.

      “Not a well-liked fella around here,” Solomon added.

      “So I gather,” Emrys said.

      “May I offer something for your lads? We do have several psychiatrists on campus. They’re wonderful therapists for all of the students, especially our graduate students because of the enormous stress they’re under from being our assistants and their programs. Perhaps a gentle suggestion for all of them to seek out an appointment. It’s a free service,” Cathrène said.

      “Thank you. I shall do that,” Emrys said.

      “Explain what has been happening,” Pierre said.

      “It’s been a long time since any one of us has stepped foot within the academy’s greenhouses. That was on Doerr’s orders made through Russell,” Solomon said.

      “Oh, so sad, but there are wisps of hope.” Julian brushed his fingers over the newly planted young sprouts.

      “Those were recently planted by students in our attempts to rebuild this entire greenhouse with our classes. This first greenhouse is to represent a typical mage’s garden or what a mage would use throughout their careers and households. When I walked in the first day, every single plant was dead.” Emrys swallowed. Hard. “Thousands. Gone. Left to mold. Decay. The sensation… The hit to my magic. The stench…” He shook his head. “We had to open the ceiling vents and doors. Once I explained what was happening during my first classes, all of my students stepped up without any questions. It was incredible. These kids…” Emrys paused again.

      “They’re wonderful. Aren’t they?” Pierre asked.

      “Some of the best students I could ever teach. I never met such a better group of students who yearned to help and want nothing more than to learn. They didn’t want a grade or extra credit. They just wanted to learn and get their hands in the dirt.”

      “Amazing,” Solomon said.

      “Stunned me. With their help over the different classes, we cleaned out everything. They tossed the dead plants in a compost pile, broken pots in the garbage, swept and cleaned. Casper and Miller put in orders for new pots, tools, seeds, soil, and other items so I could begin teaching the students what to do in a true Botany and Herbology class for the first time in over five annuals.”

      “That long?” Pierre asked.

      “I believe it’s gone on much longer,” Emrys said.

      “This is a place that should be thriving and filled with plants of all different types and ages to be used in class or brought for another one,” Solomon said.

      Emrys motioned toward him. “Exactly. Unfortunately, due to what Doerr neglected, our students lost that ability, that connection, and that vital education. I’m striving to fix it, but…” He moved his fingers along a young plant’s tiny green shoot. “With plants it takes time and patience, not always with magic. Yes, as a druid, I can magically move things along, but I’m limited with my energy.”

      “The other greenhouses,” Julian said.

      “Are in a far more vulnerable shape. This is the only greenhouse that I could manage a total loss and recover because of what it grows. It’s also where I could safely allow students to enter and work. The rest…” Emrys shook his head.

      “Most are irreplaceable or—”

      “Would require trips outside the academy to reacquire them or a call to a nursey or local gardener,” Emrys finished. “Which would announce that something happened. Not something Lunore’s managing council want to be revealed.”

      “They wanted you to try and save everything first,” Pierre said.

      “To protect Lunore’s reputation, yes. If we get to that desperate situation where I can’t save a plant, then we make the decision to remove it from the collection permanently and not replace it. Or…” Emrys shrugged. “Figure out another option. Right now, I can’t think about it.”

      “A little too busy saving life,” Solomon said.

      “Yes.” Emrys paused at the door. “From here on out, there are double locking spells. No students or professors can enter. It’s for everyone’s safety. If someone wants inside, they need to be accompanied by myself or one of the assistants.” He led them out of the first greenhouse, through a connecting hallway, and opened the double locking spell. “We’re rebuilding each greenhouse including the specialized climates and biomes for the various realms to provide some basic life support. Most of the plants are in hibernation, some have partial to almost total loss, but it is the same throughout the greenhouses. It’s not a pretty sight or smell.”

      “Thank you for the warning,” Pierre said.

      “Open the door,” Julian said.

      “Brace yourself. You’ll feel their sensations the worse, Julian, as you closest to the earth like me,” Emrys said.

      “I’m shielded,” Julian said.

      Opening the door, Emrys stepped inside to activate the additional lights beyond the biome lights and protective barriers and spells. He moved down the main corridor to provide the others room to enter and spread out to view all the sickly plants.

      “Dearest leaves,” Julian whispered.

      “What realms?” Pierre asked.

      “East and South are here. Loukas and Miller almost completed the transplant of the Eastern plants since there isn’t a big collection. Mostly plants from other realms and not Nucira. Casper and Archie are tackling South which is a bit more difficult due to the additional compounds and specific biomes. I’m managing the more sensitive or delicate ones that need someone who has higher skills and knowledge,” Emrys said.

      “Transplant?” Solomon asked.

      “That’s when we lift the plant out of its current pot and move it to a new pot with fresh soil and add the correct nutrients for it to grow. This is why we can’t use magic. It’s a fully hands-on process,” Emrys explained.

      “A time consuming process.”

      “Very. We have to touch every single plant in these greenhouses.”

      “What’s in the rest of them?”

      “North and West are in the next greenhouse. Central is in the last one along with the most dangerous plants in the collection.”

      Pierre turned and stopped. He lifted a dark eyebrow. “Dangerous plants? Is that a separate category?”

      “It has to be at this point.” Emrys paused and studied them. “That was the biggest surprise of my entire career and something I never expected to find in an academy greenhouse. If I saw Doerr, I would have killed him. I’m sure this Lyford fella knew about these plants too. Anyone with an ounce of Botany knowledge knows what these plants are capable of doing.”

      “What happened?” Pierre asked.

      “The plants were either never organized properly or deliberately disorganized. I’m not exactly sure the reason.” Emrys walked down the main aisle. He leaned against one table. Part of him relieved to share what truly went down inside these buildings. “They were all mixed together. So they never had proper biomes or shields. Nothing. Casper said this was the way it had been since he started. So it must have been Doerr who changed them around when he took over as the Head of Botany.”

      “Why is this wrong? For those of us with black thumbs,” Solomon asked.

      “Any decent botanist in charge of greenhouses with plants from multiple realms know that you must keep those plants together by their realm and in a shieled biome reflective of their home. Otherwise they’ll never thrive and live. It’s basic nature. Unlike us, most plants can’t adapt to a new environment. You take a plant from an ice environment and bring it to a hot humid greenhouse what do you think will happen?”

      “It’ll wither and die,” Solomon said.

      “And the reverse?”

      “It’ll freeze and die.”

      “Exactly. Before we could even start trying to save the plants, we had to organize everything along with the general clean up. It took us over a moon to flag, label, and reorganize all of the plants. Then we had to rebuild all the protective barriers and biomes. Plus there were all the supplies to order and have delivered. We didn’t start the process of saving the plants until the beginning of this golden moon.” Emrys looked at the professors. “Something continued to nag at the back of my head. Why would you mix up the plants when you know this will happen?”

      “You’re trying to hide something and don’t want anyone to find out what it is,” Cathrène said.

      “Exactly.”

      “What did you find?” Julian asked.

      “I must have your word of honor and silence that you’ll not reveal what I’m about to show you. Other than my assistants and Headmistress Thalberg, no one else can know. Please understand, everything is shielded and protected. No one is in danger,” Emrys said.

      One by one, each professor pledged their word and secured it with a magical bond.

      Emrys led them through to the last greenhouse. He stopped halfway through where shimmering layered wards wrapped around large tables wrapped around the back half of the greenhouse. There were smaller shields within the larger one for the different biomes.

      The professors walked over and read the medium cards Emrys set up in front of the sixteen plants along with two different colored flags. Ten plants had a bright red flag. Six other plants had a brilliant black flag.

      “What do the colors mean?” Solomon asked. “Though I hate to ask.”

      “Red means toxic, but not to touch or smell. Black means death by touch or smell,” Emrys said.

      “Touch or smell of the plant?” Pierre asked.

      “Depending on the plant — leave, stem, root, flower, or pollen — can kill you by touch or smell. They are lethal. Some or all of it can kill a person. Multiple times. There were six of them. Mixed within the three greenhouses. Thankfully, all sixteen plants were in deep hibernation at the far back of the tables. According to research, they were neither toxic or lethal in that mode. I refused to take a chance and kept my assistants in the work shed. I pulled on full PPE gear that my scientist cousins use in their highest level laboratory when I collected and moved all sixteen plants here. My assistants were about bug-eyed when I pulled out the gear. They had absolutely no idea those plants could kill them,” Emrys said.

      “What about the red flags?” Solomon asked.

      “You would need to harvest some part of the plant and use it in a recipe for the desired effect. Though, some toxic plants can create the best healing tonics and potions if treated in the proper fashion. My scientist cousins use a lot of these plants in their products with excellent results. Curative results,” Emrys said. “I checked with the healers on campus and they do request I keep some of these plants if I can restore them. I’m still considering that request. The black flag ones I’m still pondering what to do with them. Even if you try to burn them, they can release a deadly gas that can kill unless under a protective shield.”

      “That’s insane. Why would they be on our campus?” Solomon asked.

      “That’s the same question I’ve been asking since I discovered them,” Emrys said.

      “Are they still in hibernation?” Pierre asked.

      “I’m keeping them in that mode. They should never have been in these greenhouses. Even the toxic plants require a specially designed greenhouse to house them, not an open design one like this one. Which is why I believe they don’t belong here even though the healers want them,” Emrys said.

      “Excuse me, Emrys. There is a problem with one of these plants. Someone harvested pieces from one of these plants,” Julian said and pointed to one of the black flag plants.

      “Impossible. Which one?”

      “This one. The…” Julian leaned closer to read the card. “Lethal Noxious Belladonna, the—”

      “Aslane Osmokaire,” Emrys said. “It’s from a shadow realm in the West. The Irrinia, the Shattered Vale.”

      “It’s a collapsed realm now. We study it in my class. It was an ecological disaster,” Julian said. “This plant came from there.”

      “Some of the deadliest plants survive and thrive in collapsed realms. There are scientists who search for them, harvest them, and add them to collections for studies. Like this particular Belladonna, but most are kept under very specific locked collections. Not in an open greenhouse.”

      “Do you know about this one?”

      “About the basics of the plant? Yes. It’s the worst one of the group. Not only lethal to humans, but… can infect other plants…” Pausing at that memory, Emrys rushed over and leaned over to study the area. “My leaves, no.” In the brighter light, he could see the definite signs of cuttings.

      “How much did they take?”

      “At least an entire stalk including leaves, stem, and all the way to the flowers. Probably went down to take the roots too.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Not fresh. Long before I discovered it and moved it here. Dark leaves, how could I not see this? Dark roots, this is not good. Not good.” Emrys shook his head. He studied the marks on the dangerous plant on the other side of the protective shield. “I’ll need to speak with the headmistress again. Possibly, might need to speak with my cousins. The scientist ones I mentioned. This is not an ideal situation. Not at all.”

      “What could they do with it?”

      “Hmm?” Emrys looked at Julian. “Nothing good can come from this plant. There are no health benefits from it from what I read. Again, most are kept in locked collections in guarded laboratories. How and why this particular specimen is here, I have no clue. It’s nothing good. I don’t know why someone would collect clippings from something so dangerous.”

      “Poison?”

      “There is no reason for this plant to be in an academic greenhouse. None.” Turning away from the plant, Emrys studied Julian. Then he remembered what he felt when he touched Julian’s hand. The grove. The illness. “Perhaps there is an underlying reason for what’s happening with your grove, but that’ll take a deeper investigation.”

      “But there is a greater need here,” Julian said. “My grove can hold until the carnival leaves, but we need to do something before the red moon.”

      “Why the moon?”

      “Something important happens during red moons within my grove. Without permission from the headmistress, I cannot explain. Unless my grove is healthy, I’m cautious around this moon. Could you please enter my grove before the red moon arrives? Perhaps we can strengthen it with your magic and figure out what is happening after the moon passes.”

      “I was considering walking your grove after the carnival when Casper mentioned it to me yesterday. I wanted to use this holiday to press forward with healing the greenhouses. Then I can concentrate on the grove, especially now that you mention the red moon timeline. There’s not much time, but I’m sure we can do something. I suspect it might not be an easy fix from what I sensed with your touch,” Emrys said.

      “Whatever we need to do, I hope we’re not late.”

      “You are a strong dryad and protector. We can restore your grove and tree at least to get you through the red moon cycle,” Emrys said.

      “Thank you for revealing to us what happened here. Whatever you need, we will support you,” Julian said.

      “I second that,” Pierre said.

      “Same from me,” Cathrène said.

      “Whatever you need,” Solomon added.

      “Thank you all,” Emrys said.

      “We’ll see ourselves out. You have a lot of work ahead of you,” Pierre said.

      “That side door is a quick way out instead of going the way we entered. Yes, as I mentioned, we barely started in Greenhouse Two,” Emrys said. “I appreciate the support and your assistance with creating those potions and compounds, Pierre, Cathrène.”

      “We’ll keep making them and sending them over to you. I remember the order of the greenhouses and will reorganize how we create the compounds,” Pierre said.

      “Same with the potions so we can keep up with your progress,” Cathrène said.

      “That would be perfect for us as well. Thank you,” Emrys said.

      “Our pleasure,” Cathrène said and left through the side door with Pierre.

      “Sorry for pouncing on you, but we learned a lot from you. Doerr was a bastard along with his sidekick and tormenter, Lyford. Glad you’re in charge. Can already feel the change in this place and in those lads,” Solomon said with a grin. “Julian, I’ll see you outside.”

      “Be right there, Sol,” Julian said.

      Solomon nodded and left as well.

      Julian paused and clasped his hand around Emrys’s hand again. “I shall see you after the carnival.”

      Emrys gave him another gentle boost of his druidic energy. “Stay strong, dear dryad. We’ll get you ready for the moon.”

      “Oooh, that energy of yours is incredible. Druid. Hmm?”

      Emrys grinned. “If you need a boost, you know where to find me.”

      “Anytime?”

      Now he wanted to snatch the dryad close and smack a kiss on those very kissable lips. Wouldn’t that be a shockable surprise for both of them?

      Laughing, Julian left the greenhouse.
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      “Did not expect all that to happen. Interesting.” Emrys rubbed his hands together. Then he dragged his hands through his hair. He learned more than he expected about Julian Scarlett, his grove, and that blasted Belladonna plant. “Lock it down. Do that first.” Concentrating on the locks, Emrys waved his hand to lock all the greenhouses down. Leaving through the work shed, he pass through the small garden to his apartment.

      Now his thoughts were mixed. Contemplating what he saw throughout the carnival, Errante’s mysterious warning, and his conversation with the professors, Emrys had a lot to figure out. He might need to juggle more than the greenhouses. At least he would have some support from the other professors, especially from Julian Scarlett.

      “Interesting dryad. Definitely some kind of sickness. Strange,” Emrys muttered.

      Perhaps he should go straight to the grove and walk it.

      With a few movements, he removed and hung up the midnight blue academy robes. Since he didn’t have classes, he wore faded cotton brown trousers and a fern-colored tunic. He added a thigh-length over-vest that had a multitude of pockets for his various tools and gears of trade. He exchanged the loafers for his battered boots. He moved different items into the pockets, including his phone. After a double check, he left the apartment.

      Returning across the small garden area, he headed toward the side door that led to his back office at the end of the vast work shed. Along with an area that kept all the equipment, supplies, and seedlings, there was an opened area where they could spread out and work on the various plants away from the greenhouses. Unlocking the side door, he stepped inside his office.

      A memory from his conversation with Casper and Julian hit him first. There was a note he needed to search for before he could return to the plants.

      “Note from Casper about Julian. Need to find that first.” Emrys went straight to the desk. “After touching Julian, there is far more to this mystery. If I can’t figure it out, especially regarding a dryad, I’ll never hear the end of it from Nana.”

      There were piles of invoices, reports, schedules, and other paperwork that he needed to go through. It had gotten a bit worse as he concentrated on the plants and not the paperwork. Luckily, all of the classwork was in a separate area and better organized thanks to Isaac and Lorelei.

      Flipping through the different pages, Emrys sorted and organized a quick version after finding an empty rack with a series of colored folders.

      “Bless you, Casper or Miller. One of you were thinking ahead of me.”

      Locating a working pen, he labeled the folders in his lefty scrawl and dropped in each style of paper. Then he added more of that particular paper to the different folders.

      Finally he discovered the note written in Casper’s very neat handwriting. It went along with several other notes and everything was attached to a small folder that was labeled ‘Scarlett Grove’.

      “Ah-ha, found you. Let’s see what is happening to the grove.”

      Emrys almost slumped into the chair and leaned back to read through the notes.

      Part of the note intrigued him, how could something make a magically protected dryad’s grove sick, but he knew Julian and his grove were ill. He sensed how it infected Julian with a strange weakness and fatigue. He wondered if these odd bits of information warranted a call to his nana for her opinion, but she would insist he walk the land. He should take a half hour or so to walk over there, but there were so many fragile plants.

      The uncertainty of the situation bothered him.

      Flipping through the notes inside the folder, he found nothing from Doerr which confirmed what Casper said. The length of time that passed regarding the sickness was concerning. Several annuals and the symptoms for the professor and his trees increased with each annual.

      “Interesting. Definitely will look into it after the carnival. No matter what is happening with the greenhouses. Thanks the leaves Julian understood.”

      Rising from the chair, he slipped the note from the folder. Pinning the note to the board above the desk, he scribbled his decision to visit the grove after the carnival on a bright piece of paper. He added the bright colored note to Casper’s one to draw his attention to it.

      “That should do it. Leave this here so I have the history of what is going on with the grove.”

      Leaving the folder on top of his desk, Emrys organized the remainder of the paperwork and cleaned the rest of the desk to complete the job. It aggravated part of his mind if he didn’t finish. Perhaps he could get one of the assistants to go through each folder, organize it further, figure out what was truly needed, and what could be trashed. They would have a bit more of an idea of what needed his attention than he did.

      Feeling a little better with the accomplishment, he left the office, passed the supply areas, and entered the vast area that held the main workroom.

      To his pleasant surprise, he discovered two of his assistants standing by one of the long worktables, dressed in their scrubby clothes.

      Smiling, he headed over and called out, “Greetings, Casper, Archie. What a pleasant surprise to see you both here.”

      “Hey there, Professor. No matter what the headmistress might say, we can’t take a holiday from these plants or leave you to stand alone. We all agreed. We’ll keep our regular hours, but take a few extra to spend at the carnival,” Casper said.

      “Of course. Thank you all for making that decision.”

      “How did it go with the professors?”

      “I believe it went well. They couldn’t believe how Doerr left things. We figured out a few extra things that might tie back to what is happening with Professor Scarlett’s grove,” Emrys said.

      “Really? What about his grove? When are you going to see it?”

      “Professor Scarlett agreed I needed to concentrate here. Before the red moon rises, I will walk his grove. I’ll do what I can to strengthen things to get them through the moon cycle. Then I’ll begin the investigation,” Emrys said. “I manage to give him a couple boosts of druid energy that should prop him up.”

      “Druid energy?” Archie asked.

      “Druids are connected deeper to the earth energy and magic than a general earth mage. My training and apprenticeship and final graduation, of sorts, to become a full-fledged druid is different than attending an academy.” Emrys rolled back his tunic sleeves to his elbows to reveal his druidic tattoos. “These come from my ‘graduation’ and connection as a druid. They’re not created by another’s hand or needle, but naturally by the earth in an ancient ritual that’s sacred and secretive to my bloodline. Anyway, I can offer a boost of earth energy to an earth-based creature like a dryad. Basically, think of it as a very large cup of long-acting coffee for the professor.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “Part of the perk of being a druid. I offered him a boost anytime so if you see him, please see him through the doors and get my attention,” he told his assistants. “How did you all decide who could go first to the carnival? If I may ask.”

      “Oh, well, we discussed it. Figured out the best way to keep it fair to everyone. We kept ourselves in the teams that you set up as you can see,” Casper said with a glance to Archie.

      “Yup. Best way. Fair all around,” Archie said.

      “Which was?” Emrys said.

      “Rock Paper Scissors,” Archie said.

      “Well… Umm.” Emrys paused. Were they kidding? He studied their faces. No, they weren’t. “I guess that depends on how you throw.” He kept the same tone as the lads. Inside he was trying not to crack up laughing. Seriously, this was how they decided to set their schedules? A child’s game?

      “It never fails,” Archie said with a straight face. Until he glared at his friend and senior assistant.

      Casper sighed. “Except this time,” he admitted.

      “Told you to change it up against Loukas,” Archie said.

      “Oh, dear leaves,” Emrys said. “Since you are here with me. I take it you two lost the toss.”

      “My scissors lost to Loukas’ last rock round. Loukas and Miller took off for the carnival,” Casper said.

      “Crushed by a rock. Tsk. Tsk.” Emrys shook his head and teased, “And you call yourself a botanist assistant.”

      Archie snickered.

      “We’ll attend the carnival tomorrow. Until then, I shall be avenged by the rock,” Casper declared. He shook a raised fist in the air.

      The sentient three-foot yellow-stripe Ispaldender Tiger Fern waved its colorful leaves as if agreeing with him.

      “Oh, sweet roots. What a surprise! Thank you for the support, pretty lady,” Casper said to the fern.

      “She’s coming back to us. This pretty fern needs a larger pot along with her sister.” Emrys stopped next to Casper and studied the elegant plant that was part of the Southern Realm collection. “Make sure to add smooth pebbles to the bottom…”

      “To allow for proper drainage. But don’t use rough ones because those stones can damage their delicate root system,” Archie interrupted. “For organic matter, we should use a peat moss to maintain a consistent moist soil condition.”

      “Correct, Archie. Well done. These lovely ladies like a mixture of nitrogen, potassium and phosphate, but a trace of—” Emrys waited for the answer.

      “Ibrurquel which is native to their lands in the Loklelon, the Cloud Terrain.”

      Emrys smiled at his youngest assistant. “Correct. Do we have any?”

      “We were running low so I requested some from the Chemistry department. I believe it was delivered,” Casper said.

      “Yes, the professors will adjust and work in order of our greenhouse set-up so we can maintain progress without waiting for compounds and potions. Thank you again for taking the forward thinking step to approach them,” Emrys said.

      “It was nothing, sir. I’m only glad they had the necessary chemicals to make it happen,” Casper said.

      “It was more than nothing, Casper, and it will help in your future career when you decide to leave.” Emrys placed a hand on the lad’s shoulder. “I know my cousins would love to have such a lad like you in their laboratory.”

      “Really, sir?”

      “Truly. Cad-Wyn Laboratories. Research it and we’ll discuss your options.”

      Casper’s jaw dropped a bit. “I heard of the name.” He swallowed hard. “I’ll… umm… get the bottle of Ibrurquel powder.” He went to the storage area.

      “Did you meet anyone other than the headmistress, us, and your classroom assistants? Oh, and those four professors,” Archie asked.

      “Umm…” Emrys glanced at Casper’s disappearing back. “No.”

      “Yikes.”

      “I know. Those professors were quite nice though. Once they saw what was happening around here, they could immediately understand why I was keeping to myself.”

      “I’m sure the rest would understand.”

      “True, but I don’t have the inclination to meet anyone. I need to keep these plants alive, Archie.” Emrys sighed. “Casper tries to drag me into introductions or shove me toward that intimidating head table at the dining hall.”

      “He’s good at doing that. Looking out for you. All of us really,” Archie said. “We know we’re in much better shape and hands with you. We were heading straight for doom and gloom with Doerr and Russell. At least there are shreds of hope around us now.”

      “There’s more than a few shreds. We made a lot of progress. At least the plants are organized. Everything is shielded and in their proper biomes. That will give us some extra time. Hope helps.” Emrys shrugged and stretched on arm that grown tight from stress. “Still, I’m a grown-up and know how to make my own introductions. Leaves forbid if my mother and Nana find out about my horrendous manners. I’ll never hear the end of it from them.”

      “Never ends. No matter how old you get.”

      “Or how strong your magic is. My mother’s and Nana’s tongue is a helluva lot stronger than anything in the realms.”

      Archie chuckled.

      Casper returned with a tray filled with several glass containers filled with different powers, an empty mixing bowl, different measuring items, a set of scales, and a stirrer.

      “Excellent array of supplies. And you remember how to use the recipe book to find the proper recipe for their nutrients to mix into the soil mixture,” Emrys said.

      “Yes, I’m not going to forget that lesson,” Casper said.

      “None of us will,” Archie said.

      “Can’t believe how we never used it before,” Casper said. “Or how anything survived.”

      “A lot of arrangements and procedures were not up to code around here.” Emrys grinned.

      “Uh-oh. There’s that grin,” Archie said.

      “We’re in trouble,” Casper said with his own grin.

      “Nah,” Emrys said. “Here’s a random quiz. Top three issues we discovered and fixed.”

      Both assistants nodded.

      “First issue—”

      “Disorganization of the plants,” Archie said.

      “Second?”

      “No shields or biomes,” Casper said.

      “Third big one?”

      “No procedures collected for care of each plant,” Casper said.

      “Well done. Just need to maintain what we fixed so it doesn’t happen again and when anyone new steps in they can follow our lead,” Emrys said. “What item do you need next?”

      “The correct binder,” Casper said. “Ispaldender Tiger Fern. Right?”

      “That’s their general name. Southern Realm like you correctly named earlier too.”

      “I’ll get it for you, Casper,” Archie said. He took off to the back to find the correct large binder that was filled with thousands of recipes required for each type of flora throughout the academy. The binders were separated by collection of realms — Central, North, West, East, and South.

      This was yet another project Emrys insisted upon when he walked through the greenhouses. After testing many of the pots and planters, Emrys declared all of them would need replacement to meet the demands and needs of the species and their original realms. They could recreate the biome specifics within the greenhouses based on the different realms, but the soil composition was far more specific and required different chemicals and nutrients to the base soil along with a new batch of compost.

      Plus, the specifics for certain areas that could kill others, he reorganized the greenhouses and relabeled everything over that first moon. Creating new signs and labels for everyone from students to assistants to read, he spent his first week explaining the system to everyone.

      When he couldn’t find supplies necessary, it flipped him around and pissed him off. How could anyone expect him to grow anything without basic supplies. Sure there was magic, but that’s now how you kept plants living. The council gave him a special account and told him to purchase whatever he needed. No limit. Grateful for their support, he began ordering everything he required for immediate delivery since there were no composting areas. Anywhere. The pH samples in the various planters and throughout the academy areas were disheartening.

      Something else was happening to the lands beyond the greenhouse.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t have a chance to thoroughly walk and inspect everything like he wanted. Not when things were in such a desperate state within the greenhouses. There was a chance they could lose so many of the plants if they didn’t continue to push through this transfer and repotting.

      Which ended up with that little nagging note on the wall regarding the mystery of the professor’s ailing grove. And the meeting this morning with the professors that strengthened the little note. Whatever Doerr did went beyond the greenhouses.

      Archie returned and opened the binder to the correct place for the ferns.

      “By the way, Professor.” Casper checked the recipe. He measured and weighed the last components of the nutrients on the scales. “Thanks to the assistance from the Chemistry and Potions team, we’re almost done with Area SR-2. As you expected, the Southern Realms flora don’t require a lot of specific extras so we can get through them.”

      “They’re definitely saving us a lot of time. There’s still some supplies we need, but we’re moving through with the plants.” Archie poured the pebbles in the two larger containers for the fern sisters.

      “Perfect. The more plants we can save and nurture, the better. I know we’re still working on those supplies. Some are tricky to find outside specific realms. Yes, the Southern Realms are a combination of deserts, some neutral environments, and nothing too outrageous. A few more vibrant and tropical ones, but nothing out of the ordinary. I enjoyed spending time wandering through the variety. It’s why I paired them with our small Eastern collection.”

      “I want to travel through more realms. I’ve only been through the Eastern ones with my family on various holidays,” Archie said.

      “What about you, Casper?” Emrys asked.

      “I’m from a Central Realm, but traveled through them and Eastern ones with my folks before I attended Lunore,” Casper said.

      “So you saw some of these plants in their natural realms,” Emrys said.

      “Yes,” Casper said.

      “Same here,” Archie said. “My mama and grandmas grew a bunch of our Eastern plants.”

      “Which is good, that’s the reason for a greenhouse. It’s to give students the image of what to expect. Just a glimpse, but enough to perhaps encourage them to travel and explore. Helps to know what the plants should look like and how they react in their natural environments compared to created biomes,” Emrys said.

      They continued to converse as Emrys watched over their work for a few moments. Satisfied with their procedures, he nodded to them.

      “Keep going through the Southern Realms collection. Miller and Loukas are almost finished with the Eastern collection. I’ll continue to work on my section. If we keep up this progress, we should begin Greenhouse Three soon.” With that praise, he walked over to another table where four plants waited for his special attention.

      “What about the red moon?”

      “Don’t know.” Emrys paused to think about it. “Since I’ve never gone through one of them I don’t know. And none of you know how a semi-organized and almost healthy greenhouse will react under a red moon.”

      The assistants shook their heads.

      “We’ll get a chance to see what this red moon magic does to the greenhouses for the first time together.” Emrys tapped his hand on the nearby table. “That’ll be interesting to see what the hibernating sentient plants do now that they’ve been in their proper biomes for a couple months and charged under this powerful moon. Some might wake up faster than we expect.”

      “They won’t jump out of their pots?” Archie asked.

      Emrys laughed. He heard a light smack and Archie’s soft oomph.

      “Hey…”

      “Idiot… Get back to those ferns,” Casper said.

      Emrys reached his table and studied his plants.

      These plants were known the Creeping Holly Paradise Regina, scientific name the Aphrugriscus Strelitzia Reginae, and originated from a Southern tropical realm, but manageable with their limited supplies. A combination of long trailing vines with a mixture of holly and large paddle-like foliage that were the ‘creeping’ part of the name, they would send up four-foot slender stalks with massive vibrant yellow-blue star-shaped flowers that would be another foot in height and spiky. Only these poor things hadn’t flowered in two annuals according to his assistants. He hoped this meant the plants went into a type of hibernation.

      “Let’s get you feeling a bit better, pretty ones. Hmm?”

      First, he carefully prepared the new pots with the proper drainage, potting soil, and slow-release fertilizer for tropical plants. Before he added the compost-tea, there was another step that stopped him. Remembering his own lessons, he walked to the other table and flipped the pages to read the recipe. He pulled out the page to bring back to his table. Then he asked Casper, “Did you ask for a potion called Landifial?”

      “I did and I believe it was delivered. Give me a moment.” Casper brushed dirt off his hands and went to the back room. “Ah-ha! Got it!” He returned with a large potion bottle filled with a cherry-red liquid and the name written on the label.

      “Perfect. Thank you.” Emrys checked the recipe and added it up in his head for all four plants. “I need two gills for the four plants mixed into a gallon of my compost-tea. I can split that into fourths.”

      “Here’s a gill measurement. And you can use this to split the gallon.” Archie handed over both measurements.

      “Thank you again.”

      Archie added two different stirrers. “A stirrer for the liquid. And one for the soil.”

      “That would be helpful too,” Emrys said.

      “It’s what we’re here for. To assist,” Archie said in a cheeky fashion and went back to his work.

      “Archie, time to move these lovely ferns back to their place in Greenhouse Two. Can you unlock the doors?” Casper pushed over one of the handy carts.

      Emrys waved a hand to open the locks. “Open.” Then he concentrated a little bit more. “SR-2 shields are open for you to replace the ferns.”

      “We’ll get them in their homes and take out the next set of plants,” Casper said. With Archie’s help, they moved the ferns to the cart.

      “You can each work on a different set. You know the process and can help each other,” Emrys said.

      “Are you sure?” Archie asked.

      Emrys picked up the potion bottle without looking over at them. “I wouldn’t say it if I was unsure in my decision.”

      “Appreciate it. We’ll still leave the delicate tropical ones that you flagged for your care though.”

      “I expect that to remain for a little longer. Go on. Get those ferns back in their home environment. We don’t want to keep them out of their biomes for too long. Too much of a shock to them,” Emrys said.

      The assistants pushed the cart out of the shed and off through the greenhouses.

      Measuring out the potion into the compost-tea, Emrys thoroughly stirred everything. Then he portioned it out and used the bigger stirrer to mix in the soil, fertilizer, and tea. He used the stirrer to create a deep enough hole to accept the roots. Corking the potion bottle, he set it aside along with the other items.

      “Time to move each plant in their new home.”

      With everything prepared, he returned to the first old pot, turned it on its side, and carefully pulled the plant out. He broke and removed the old soil from the roots, even used a paintbrush to get it off. Placing the plant in one of the larger pots, he topped it off with more soil to fill the hole and cover the root ball.

      “There you go, nice and snug, pretty lady,” he said to the Paradise Regina. He watered the soil thoroughly. Touching her, he listened to her quiet humming with her thanks and wishes for her siblings. She remained in a light hibernation state, but would stretch out her roots and return to them in her new soil-home and biome. “They are next, I promise.”

      Over the next few hours, he repeated the process.
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      After a morning connection spent within his oak and a nap in his cozy bed, Julian put together a nutrient drink created from a variety of herbs and vitamins to satisfy any leftover needs. Though the energy boost from the mysterious druid, Emrys Cadogan, earlier this morning still buzzed through his body.

      The walk through the greenhouses remained a shock. Those poor plants. What Emrys and his assistants dealt with was overwhelming. Almost traumatic in a way for anyone with earth magic. For a trained druid, it must be far worse.

      And the man himself.

      A druid.

      How different of an energy brush against him than anything else he came across within this realm. Druids were a rare breed. They kept to ancient familial lines from the Central Realms and the old Terran Realm with its old ways and beliefs. To come across a druid this far East… Julian wondered how Bella talked Emrys into the position.

      A different kind of humming went through him.

      Definitely an interesting man.

      The warm rich tones to his voice. The fluid almost dancer movements of the lean body frame. The bronze-golden streaked russet hair. Those changeable hazel eyes with flecks of gold that brighten with his outrage at Doerr’s crimes and pain of the plants. The gentle touch of his hands that were calloused from a day’s work in the dirt with the light buzz and tingle of his magic.

      After some cleaning up and grooming, he dressed in moss green linen pants, a natural cotton long-sleeve tunic, and a lightweight cotton-weave natural heather cardigan that stopped above his knee. To keep his Scarlet Oak close, he dropped a small branch with bright scarlet leaves and a couple of acorns in one pocket. In another pocket went his key, phone, a small leather pouch that held his academy ID and krepham marks to spend. By the time he buckled his ankle boots, Solomon knocked at his door.

      “Right on time,” Julian said when he opened the door.

      “Of course I am. Are we stopping at the dining hall for lunch?” Solomon asked.

      “No, let’s indulge in carnival food,” Julian said.

      “That’s the spirit. Here is your surprise.” Solomon held out a bright purple card. “This is a ticket for a tarot card reading with Madame Persephone.”

      Julian took the ticket and read the timing. “I remember the Master of Ceremonies talking about it. Why this one?”

      “Considering all the other tents? This was one of the quieter ones because it’s a private reading. We could slip in and watch the other shows, but I thought this one would appeal to your nature. Perhaps she could offer some answers to the questions you seek,” Solomon said.

      “Thank you very much for this gift, Sol.”

      “Anything for my dearest friend. You’ll need a tip for the reading. Something special and personal so I can’t provide it. I don’t think it meant our local currency,” Solomon said.

      “Let me think of something that could appeal to her. Something about me being a dryad could be unique. I think I know the item.” Julian went to his desk and pulled out a special bracelet that he hoped would appeal for ‘a tip’ for the tarot reading and slipped it inside his pocket along with the ticket.

      Leaving his home and walking back across the campus toward the southern gate, they nodded to the professor guarding the gate and ticking off the students’ academy IDs with a checker to make sure everyone returned to the campus on time. Then they made their way down the path.

      Lights and music filled the air around them. They mixed within the crowds of students, professors, and staff. Everyone eager to see this Carnival of Mysteries.

      Like last night, they queued in front of the red and white archway over the ticket booth that was the opening of the magical barrier they could feel. It was a warm protective sensation that didn’t jar anything. The line moved quickly.

      “Welcome travelers,” the gentleman said.

      “Hello. Two adults, please,” Solomon said and handed over enough krepham marks to pay for their admission.

      “I can—”

      “My treat. You got last night,” Solomon said.

      Julian held up his hands.

      The ticket master chuckled, and exchanged the golden tickets with the red star for the krepham marks. “Enjoy the carnival, gentlemen. You know about these tickets?”

      “Yes, we were here last night.” Solomon scooped them up.

      “Then enjoy your visit once again.”

      They walked through the barrier with ease and studied the layout before them. The colorful tents on their left side with the booming baritone of the Master of Ceremonies standing center on a small platform pulling in an eager crowd to hear what mysteries and intrigues were hidden behind the colorful fabrics.

      “We have some time before your appointment with Madame Persephone. How about a lazy spin on the carousel? Have you ever been on one?” Solomon asked.

      “I can honestly say that I never had the pleasure,” Julian said.

      Linking their arms together, Solomon marched them off to the front right corner where all the rides were set and into the carousel queue.

      Julian looked at the simple, but elegantly and beautifully decorated, carved wooden carousel that had an old-world feel. He sensed the magical workings within the steam-magnetic engineering within its central interior. The various mounts were mythical creatures of legends along with benches for the elderly or those who couldn’t ride. Lots of lights and mirrors.

      “We must fix this grave error in your childhood immediately.”

      Solomon’s declaration pulled Julian’s attention away from admiring the carousel.

      “Pardon? What?”

      “What error is that, Professor Windham?” one student asked.

      “Can you believe Professor Scarlett has never been on a carousel?” Solomon asked, lifting his voice at just the right note to show his horror.

      “What?” multiple kids asked at the same time.

      Julian rolled his eyes.

      Lots of kids gathered around and chattered about how they remembered their very first carousel ride. How he must have his first ride with them. How he would love to ride on it. To go up and down. Then round and round. To listen to the wonderful music. It was such a simple fun.

      “Then I shall ride with all of you. You’ll have to help me chose the perfect mount,” Julian said.

      The kids cheered.

      “Now you did it,” Solomon said.

      “All your fault,” Julian tossed back.

      By now the carousel came to a stop and the operator let off all the earlier riders. He opened a different gate and accepted the money for new riders.

      “I got the money for our rides.” Solomon pulled out the marks.

      Multiple kids took hold of Julian’s hands and dragged him forward. After doing a fast collection of crumpled funds, one kid paid for them. Solomon handed over their payment. The operator clicked them all through and waved them onto the carousel with a wide smile.

      “Oooh, this is so pretty.” Julian got a close up look at the carved creatures. “Look at all the mythical animals!”

      “Look up. See the thing that looks like a bike pedal up there? Those are the ones that go up and down. If you don’t see that, then the animal doesn’t move and it’s not as much fun,” one student said.

      “How about a dragon for me? I like dragons.” Julian skimmed his hand down a red dragon’s neck.

      The student looked up. “Yeah, that one will move.”

      “Then he’s mine for this carousel ride.” Julian swung his leg around and sat on the saddle. To make a good example to the younger students, he even secured the simple strap around his waist and took hold of the ‘reins’.

      Chuckling, Solomon chose a phoenix for his mount.

      The kids chose a variety of mounts around them.

      Soon the entire carousel was filled with riders. Even the benches were filled with older folks who perhaps wanted to remember a bit of their own childhood carousel ride.

      The old-fashion lightbulbs flashed to indicate the ride will begin along with a bell dinging. Then the pipe organ music rose up. The operator pulled and pressed something and caused the carousel to spin. The lightbulbs flickered with different colors to follow the music. Mirrors spun and reflected everything.

      Kids laughed and cheered. Some faked a race between their poled mounts and even gave them wild names to add to their game.

      Julian’s dragon lifted about hallway up the pole and drop back to where it started and continued to do that all the way around the large circle. He looked around at the others. Then he laughed and smiled at the simple pleasure of the carousel ride.

      “What do you think of your first carousel ride?” Solomon called out.

      “I adore it!”

      The students cheered around them.

      Enjoying the entire ride, Julian was reluctant to release the waist strap and reins when the carousel came to a stop and the music quieted. Even the students all whined when it stopped. Most of them mentioned they would have to ride again before leaving the carnival tonight.

      They all climbed off their mounts.

      Julian gave his dragon an extra pat in thanks.

      “You softie,” Solomon teased.

      “Oh, shush.” Julian followed him toward the exit.

      They carefully stepped off the lower deck to the ground. Both of them helped the younger kids hop down to make sure no one got hurt. Then they herded everyone out the correct gate.

      “See ya, Professors!” The kids waved as they hurried off to another ride.

      “Hopped up on sugar and energy. Good thing they don’t have class cause they would never sit still,” Solomon said.

      “Bella made the right decision,” Julian said.

      “Want to try out any of the other rides?”

      Julian looked around and shook his head. “Little too adventurous for me.”

      “Same. What about the attractions?”

      “Hmm… Not right now,” Julian said.

      They walked passed the different options.

      “Let’s walk through the games area. See if anything captures our attention for a chance at skill or luck.”

      “How much longer to the appointment?” Julian pulled out the card and checked his watch. “Not too much.”

      “Enough to walk through. Perhaps get a bite to eat and drink. Or at least for me to get something to eat,” Solomon said. “Both are at the far end of the Midway.”

      “Lead the way since you know where we’re going,” Julian said.

      “Planned it all out after you left.”

      After losing a few more krepham marks at different games, all in good fun, they picked up some paper cones filled with a delicious caramelized nuts, mixed dried fruits, and chocolate bits at one of the food vendors. They also picked up cups of tart pear-lemonade.

      Solomon selected a wrapped roasted sausage, peppers, onion sandwich topped with gooey provolone cheese that he planned to devour. He grabbed a bunch of napkins. “Sure you don’t want anything more?”

      “Most of it was deep fried and you know that doesn’t agree with me. I’m not that hungry so I can wait until I return home.” Julian reached the elegant small purple tent that was set apart from the rest at the end of the Midway and almost tucked into the corner. He pulled out his ticket and checked the time again.

      Another person came out with a smile on their face and walked off to meet others waiting for them.

      Then his name appeared on the small board along with his time.

      “Good luck,” Solomon said. He moved off to one of the tables set aside to enjoy his dinner.

      “Hold on to the rest of this for me,” Julian said and left behind his remaining snack. Though he finished his lemonade.

      “Might finish it.”

      “Go ahead.” Julian kept his ticket in hand and went to the tent’s entrance. He pushed aside the flap and stepped inside.

      Entering, Julian almost stopped to gaze around in wonder. The tent was dark and mysterious with a very low light. The air rich with a warm incense, but he couldn’t place the scent. It didn’t both him, but warmed his insides and soothed him. The tent’s sides shrouded with gauzy fabric in many colors that shifted and swirled. A table stood in the center with a cloth covered in Tarot symbols. The table contained a crystal ball and a deck of cards. On another, smaller table to her right was a collection of crystals and a drop spindle with a fluffy pile of wool roving.

      Then there was the lady herself. Sitting behind the table, almost hidden within the shadows.

      Madame Persephone.

      Julian stepped a bit closer again to study the lady. He felt drawn to her in an unusual way.

      Madame Persephone was a lovely lady of an indeterminate age between late teens and late thirties — sometimes in the shifting candlelight, she even appeared a touch older. Not that he would ever mention it to her. He knew far better than to mention a lady’s age.

      “Good afternoon, Madame Persephone. I believe I am your next appointment this afternoon. A reading from you is a gift from my dearest friend, Solomon, who believed I need a bit of help,” Julian said and left his appointment card on the table.

      “Good afternoon, young dryad,” Madam greeted him. While her lips were curved in a smile, her eyes seemed almost sad. “Please, be seated, and we shall begin.”

      Julian sat down in the other chair. He pulled his token of payment and set it on the plate as his offering. “I’m the dryad of a protected grove. This bracelet is a weaving of branches from all the trees in my grove. A gift from them and me. I hope it is a suitable offering for a simple tarot card reading.”

      “I thank you for the gift. But remember, in the tapestry of Fate, nothing is simple. Like a tree, the roots are tangled and the branches spread into unexpected places,” she replied. She pulled a different deck of cards seemingly from the air, laying it on the table in front of him. She spread it out, and on the backs he could see an illustration of Yggdrasil, the World Tree. She picked up the bracelet and passed it over the cards, then set it aside.

      “Three cards are all that is required to tell you what you need to know.”

      With that, she gathered the deck and turned over the first card. On it, a single, straight branch stood upright, backed by a sun rising from a red ribbon. Other symbols were a snake crossing the branch, and a lizard.

      “The Ace of Wands,” she said softly. “Here you see the essence of the element of fire. Beware, young dryad, for the snake represents danger.”

      She turned over the next card. On it, a handsome man in gleaming armor sat astride an ebony horse. In one hand he held a large disk embellished with a star. “The Knight of Pentacles. This is a man of the earth, grounded and focused. He has a drive and determination for success.”

      Before he had a chance to speak, she turned the final card. It showed a turret was being blasted apart by a bolt of lightning. “This is what I feared to see. The Tower.” She looked at him. “This card represents disaster. It is personal and close, and you should heed the warning.”

      Blinking, a little stunned by all that he learned from the simple layout of cards, Julian studied them. Then he looked up at the lady. “Can anything good come from these cards for me?”

      She tilted her head. “The future is never fixed, child – it is malleable and changes with each decision made. And the Knight of Pentacles stands between you and disaster. Also note the lizard on the Ace of Wands. He represents regrowth and regeneration. There is danger, yes. Great danger. But also hope and help, if you can accept it.”

      “Thank you very much for this reading. I will listen to your advice and consider everything you have spoken about to me. Over my long years, I learned to never walk away from a powerful reading like it hasn’t changed you,” Julian said. He rose and placed his hand to his heart and bowed to Madame Persephone. “Thank you and good evening.”

      “Go in peace,” she replied, then smiled sadly once again.

      Stepping out of the dark and mysterious interior of the purple tent filled with the strangely shifting candlelight, Julian blinked a few times until his eyes readjusted to the afternoon sunlight. Lifting his gaze up and breathed in the fresh air, free of the incense rich air that filled the tent and his senses throughout the intriguing reading, he caught the intriguing scents of the carnival food that wafted around on the breeze. Though he did eat most of his sweet treat and the rest of the food was all fried, the scents continued to tempt his belly. Along with the stand from the local brewery that offered its sweet version of the popular rose pear cider.

      An Ace of Wands. The essence of the element of fire. Along with the danger of snake. But the hope of the lizard.

      A Knight of Pentacles. Pentacles that represented the earth. Could it be the intriguing and interesting druid? Those changeable hazel eyes flashed in front of him.

      Those bronze-gold highlights against the russet hair that begged Julian to drag his fingers through it. The lean frame that danced with energy and life and vitality. A vitality that connects with ease to the earth below.

      Then The Tower. He knew that was a dangerous card to appear in a Tarot reading. A disaster. It could mean nearly anything.

      What did the three cards mean?

      Could he change his fate?

      “Well… How was it? I heard Madame Persephone is one of the finest tarot readers and worth the wait to step into her tent.” Solomon appeared next to Julian’s side. He held a fist to his mouth to cover a low belch. “Ooh, excuse me, that sandwich was delicious. One of the best I’ve eaten. Wish I gotten the fries with it. Anyway, what happened? Couldn’t hear anything outside the tent. Of course, they have to keep it all private and all that.”

      “It was interesting. Thank you for the gift—"

      A strange painful tingling began in his right fingers.

      ::Julian… Dryad… Help…::

      /My tree?/ Julian could barely connect to his tree. The connection felt so weak and strained. Like there were so much distance between them.

      “Here’s your drink.”

      The painful tingling increased throughout his right hand. When he tried to take the cup, his fingers couldn’t grasp the cup and it dropped to the ground, spilling the drink across the ground.

      “Julian? What’s happening?” Solomon crouched to pick up the spilled cup and tossed it in the nearest bin.

      ::Julian! Grove… Stranger… Oh… Flames…::

      /My tree?/

      ::FIRE! FIRE! FIRE!::

      Ace of Wands!

      Bending over when all of his trees screamed and hollered in his mind, Julian almost dropped to his knees. Their pain and fear roared through him.

      “Julian?” Solomon called to him. His voice was distant. Like it was lost in a wash of mixed noise. “What’s happening? Julian, talk to me. Julian?”

      Then six of his trees screamed when the horrendous flames of fire – actual fire – raced up their trunks and across their limbs and branches. Half of his beloved grove went up in flames.

      Then… no…

      Julian screamed.

      Flames burst across his fingers at the same time they caught his oak.

      “Holy crap! Julian! You’re on fire!”

      “Oak! My oak! My grove… No. No. Not possible…” Julian stared at his hand.

      How could this happen? Dryad’s groves were protected.

      “Fire… on fire!” Julian dropped to his knees from the pain of his grove, his oak, and himself. Flames continued to rise along the right side of his body following the path it took over his beloved oak.

      A pair of changeable hazel eyes appeared to him. A calming presence.

      Druid.

      He needed the druid to save them.

      Now. His Knight of Pentacles.

      Not after the carnival.

      Now.

      “Find Emrys… Find… Druid…” Julian looked to Solomon.

      “I’ll find him. I promise. What’s happening?”

      “Fire… Destroy… Grove. Get back to grove. Now…” Julian screamed at the pain tearing through him.

      Even more pain rippled across his mind as flames continued to spread across his grove. It cut off his ability to think or speak. Part of his grove fought back. Half of his grove surrendered to the flames.

      “Gareth!” Solomon hollered.

      “Holy crap! Julian!” their friend and fellow professor, Gareth, rushed over along with others.

      “Portal us to his grove! Now! Fire at his grove. We need water mages. Someone get the headmistress. Send someone for that druid professor in the greenhouse! Other professors need to remain here and keep the order maintained,” Solomon ordered.

      “Portal opened,” Gareth said.

      “Julian, we’re going to your—”

      Screaming in pain, Julian interrupted whatever Solomon tried to tell him. Pushing back the pain, he forced himself to talk one more time. “Move me. Now. Just get me back to the grove. Find Emrys. Need his help. Find… Druid.”

      Unable to say anything else, he could only concentrate on his trees. Then he was lost in another swirl of pain and flames.

      Another scream ripped out of his soul.
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      The doors banged open to the work shed and broke Emrys’s concentration. He rolled his neck and shoulders. His grateful vertebrae cracked and popped.

      “I swear those freaking fish are sentient and telekinetic,” someone called out.

      “No way.”

      “How else do you explain those freaking rings bouncing over a dozen times in six different ways and not land in a single bowl? Then another ring bouncing five times and drop in one bowl for a female student?”

      “A crazy amount of luck.”

      “Telekinetic fish. Those crazy beady eyes watched every toss. Freaky, I tell you. Bet they tested each student somehow to see if they deserved one of them for a pet.”

      “Bet you those fish are gonna end up in the fountains or lakes around campus.”

      “If things start flying around the fountains, that’s going to drive the headmistress insane.”

      There was a crazy amount of laughing.

      Amused, Emrys listened to the other set of assistants, Loukas and Miller, discussed one of the crazier games.

      “Are you talking about the ring toss fish?” Casper asked. “Lost five krephams to that game.”

      “Yeah. Did you get one of them as a pet?”

      “Nope. My ring went seven different ways and dropped by the outer barrier. About five fish stared through strings of bubbles. I swear they laughed in their fishy way. Guess they found me lacking,” Casper said.

      That sent all the assistants laughing.

      Emrys remembered Casper’s crazy attempt at the fish bowls. All three rings went multiple ways. No fish for Casper. When he looked toward the assistants, he could only see the massive three-foot stuffed—

      “What is that?”

      Poking his head around the stuffed toy, Loukas grinned. “Our new work shed mascot. It’s a frog. With a bow-tie. Isn’t he awesome?” He wiggled the massive frog with a black bow-tie. “I won him at a dart game. Took me a few rounds to figure out how the game worked. One color balloon sent your dart one way. One color sent it another. And by my third set of darts, I figured out you had to aim for the blue ones to get the best prize. He was one of them.”

      “Why a frog?”

      “It was this or a bizarre looking bird. Bird gave me the creeps. This fella was the best option. I thought he would fit with all the plants.” Loukas placed the green and blue frog on an empty upper corner perch. “See. He fits perfect.”

      “Intriguing choice.” Emrys didn’t have the heart to tell Loukas the frog was creepy as hell and to take it to his dorm. He wondered how bad the bird looked if the frog was creepy. If it moved or did something weird, the frog was gone. After the craziness with the telekinetic fish, he wasn’t sure if there were some other type of charms on the game prize stuffies. Leaves forbid if something came back haunted or cursed. Perhaps he could put up a small shield as an extra bit of protection. For his own piece of mind. “As for the fish, I hope their telekinesis is a short-lasting charm. Otherwise things will get chaotic around the various fountains and ponds.”

      “Definitely not a way the headmistress will approve. Or the groundkeepers if they wreak havoc in the lakes,” Loukas said.

      “Especially if a student tries to figure out how to extend the charm on their fish,” Emrys said.

      “Oh, I can see the headmistress getting someone to gather all the fish in a bag and race after the carnival to return them. Along with a piece of her mind,” Casper said.

      That set off more laughter.

      “I’m sure the carnival owner would have put that in consideration overseeing the construction of that game and creating those fish. It was quite amusing to watch those fish in action,” Emrys said.

      “Did you try your luck with them?”

      “No, kept my krephams. It was crazy to watch those little beady eyes. Did the winners get supplies?”

      “There’s a pet emporium in Rosemire Village right off of Main Gear Street. I heard the owner stocked up on fishbowls, food, and other supplies. Though…”

      “Most will end up in the fountains and ponds if the fish send things flying around dorm rooms if not happy,” Emrys said. “Some students might try to sell their fish to the emporium.”

      That sent his assistants into more rolling laughter.

      “We picked up some carnival food for everyone. Instead of more lemonade, I purchased some rose pear cider. The carnival allowed the local brewery to set up a stall to set it up ahead of the Jubilee. I could drink a barrel of that stuff. It’s so good.” Miller dropped off a bag in front of everyone and a cup from his carry-case. “Figured you all would be working.”

      “Oh, that stuff is delicious! I look forward to this every annual and wish the brewery would sell it all the time.” Casper grabbed the cup to slurp some down.

      “Hmm, this is my first cup of the local brew.” Emrys let the cider swirl in his mouth. He tried to figure out the taste. Then he swallowed. “It is quite tasty. This is local?”

      “Yup. The trees are local to Nucira and part of the Jubilee. For annuals, they are harvested with the last golden moon and before the last red moon. The most bitter and tart fruits become the cider. The sweet ones were sold or made into the best pastries and breads. You’ll get a whole selection during the Jubilee,” Loukas said. “There are three orchard families. They all own the brewery and sell the sweet pears to multiple bakeries and the academy. Some of the cider is bottled or sold right out of the barrels at the Jubilee. Other barrels are held back where they add yeast and let it sit and brew.”

      “This is the non-alcoholic version.”

      “Right. The hard cider stuff from previous harvests comes out during the Jubilee in specific tents called ‘beer-gardens’ and whoeee…”

      The other assistants chuckled.

      Emrys figured out the potency of the hard cider based on their reactions. “Knock you off your feet?”

      “Some of the longer brew stuff, oh yeah,” Loukas said.

      “Probably one of the reasons the academy created the long weekend holiday around the Jubilee because so many students skipped classes,” Archie added with a chuckle. “The official drinking age is sorta forgotten by the local Department of Security during the Jubilee.”

      “I’ll make sure to watch what I drink,” Emrys said. “Thank you, Miller, for these offerings.”

      “Thanks for the time off, Professor,” Miller said.

      Emrys motioned to the bag. “Do I owe you—”

      “No, no, on us, Professor,” Miller interrupted. “Hope you enjoy the rest of the goodies. Most of it is the same you enjoyed last night.”

      “Pleased to know you had a wonderful time. Even if all you came back with was a…” Emrys sent a wry gaze at the corner. “A frog mascot.”

      Miller and Loukas chuckled.

      “Can we grow fruit trees in the greenhouse?” Casper asked.

      “It’s a delicate balance to get the procreation to pollinate. Plus trees take a few annuals to mature before they produce fruit, even with my magical ability to grow things, it’s best not to rush them because it could alter the results,” Emrys said.

      “There’s no guarantee what variety they’ll produce. Sweet or tart,” Loukas said.

      “Probably a no go,” Casper said.

      “We have a lot to do without adding fruit trees,” Miller said.

      “Yeah, it’s already pretty crazy,” Archie said.

      “You two can take off for the carnival, Casper, Archie,” Loukas said. “It doesn’t shut down until late at night. The tent shows are awesome. Definitely don’t want to miss any of those. There’s a crazy line waiting at the small purple tent for Madame Persephone. Professor Scarlett headed to her tent.” Loukas leaned against the table where Casper worked with a pair of ferns, Quiet Laurel Ibruvoo Ferns, that had deep violet and navy leaves. The leaves were a little droopy and matte, but Emrys knew they would soon rise and acquire a gleam and shine. “You’re making progress.”

      “Might go tomorrow since I’m on a roll. Once you figure out the process, you can move through everything. The plants deserve our best attention,” Casper said.

      “Our very best attention,” Loukas said.

      “Now that we know what we’re doing to help them,” Archie added.

      The ferns waved their trailing vines and leaves. A soft chiming noise rang from them.

      “Whoa…” Loukas and Miller echoed.

      “They’re alive…” Loukas said.

      “They move. On their own,” Miller added.

      “How?” Loukas asked.

      Emrys studied them and the unusual reactions. “Did any of you see these plants move? I mean on their own.”

      “Only I knew they were sentient and moved, but it was multiple annuals ago,” Casper said. “Didn’t think it would happen again. Miller and the others started within the last annual.”

      “We knew the plants were sentient, but not what it meant,” Miller said.

      “Due to the neglect and poor conditions, the sentient plants entered a type of hibernation to preserve their life,” Emrys explained. “As we provide the proper living environments, each plant will gradually return to its sentient nature and interact with us. I can carry the healthier sentient plants to the classroom. They’ll make future classes a little more interesting for the students.”

      “How long have they been in hibernation?” Miller asked.

      “I suspect for at least five annuals, but it could have been happening for much longer. Possibly before Doerr. The majority of sentient plants do not achieve sentience until their second or third decade of life,” Emrys said.

      “How old are our plants?” Archie asked around a mouthful of carnival treats.

      “Most of plants are over a century. Some as old as the academy with the first Botany professor who curated them. The youngest plants are in their fifties. I hope to bring some of my own choice plants into the collection after we finish this rescue operation. There are some native species my family treasures and collected over generations and would thrive here. Plus many would be excellent teaching opportunities.”

      A distinctive ring echoed through the shed.

      “Uh-oh,” Emrys said.

      “What’s that?” Casper asked.

      “That ring belongs to my nana. The matriarch of my family, who sticks her nose into everyone’s business.”

      All of his assistants’ eyes widened.

      “She’s also a dryad. And she’s over a thousand annuals old, but never given anyone a straight answer about her age so…”

      “Conversation could be a little odd on your end,” Casper finished.

      Emrys swiped his finger across the screen. Against his better judgment, he placed the call on speaker. “Greetings, my dearest Nana, what an unexpected surprise.”

      “Mo cridhe, it’s been moons since I heard from you since you flittered off to the farthest Eastern Realm and away from your family. Would you rather I portal to your newest location to check on you?” Fionnuala MacNia, known as Nana, said in a firm tone across the speaker.

      “No, Nana, that would not be proper as a Professor to have my nana checking up on me in front of my students. Plus, I did explain about the horrible status of the greenhouses and how it would capture my entire attention for multiple months.”

      “To the point where you can’t call your family.”

      “I called my cousins for some assistance about some plants I discovered mixed in the collection.”

      “Your cousins. But not your màthair and beloved elderly Nana—”

      “Who is far away from her grave so don’t even think of trying to sneak that into the conversation and make me feel guilty. I know your tricks. How many times have you allowed me to care for your precious tree? That we recently moved you to a new younger tree within a previous annual. It was a quite successful move that the entire family celebrated.”

      His assistants tried to hide their chuckles, but failed miserably.

      “Why do I hear chuckles?”

      “You caught me in the work shed with my graduate students. The four young males who are my wonderful assistants and helping me to care for the plants.”

      “Have you trained them properly?”

      “Had no other choice. They lacked some basic skills, but they’re strong earth mages and care deeply for the plants.”

      “What are your names, dear lads?” Nana called out.

      Emrys motioned to them and the phone. “Introduce yours and behave.”

      One by one, the assistants introduced themselves and enjoyed small conversations with Nana. It ranged from their families, where they originated from, and what they were studying.

      “You sound like wonderful lads and helping my dear Emrys with a difficult task,” Nana said.

      “The previous professor and his horrendous assistant left us in rather dire circumstances, ma’am. We weren’t sure what to do with these poor plants. Luckily, your grandson knew how to save them,” Casper said.

      “Suck-up,” Loukas whispered.

      There were more chuckles.

      Nana laughed. “Definitely keeping you on your toes, Emrys.”

      “Every day, Nana. Every day. The Carnival of Mysteries is visiting. Plus the mysterious last full red moon will make its appearance and there’s going to be a grand multi-day celebration that’s called the Jubilee of the Last Red Moon,” Emrys said. “This place is going to be busy.”

      “Carnival of Mysteries? Errante Ame’s Carnival?”

      “Yes, that’s the owner. Rather mysterious fellow. After I accidently bumped into him, I spoke with him last night.”

      “I remember that dear man and you don’t accidently bump into him. Errante is exactly where he wants to be within his carnival. An immortal magician. We had a lovely time together so long ago—”

      “Nana!”

      “What? It was long before I settled down—”

      “Nana, remember how we explained about oversharing your…” Emrys waved his hand. “Exploits with the younger generation?”

      “That’s not oversharing. I would need to tell you everything that happened in his caravan through the night under the stars—”

      “NANA!” Emrys snapped.

      “Oh, so sensitive—”

      His assistants dropped on the floor rolling around with laughter.

      Emrys dropped his head in his palms.

      “So… hmm… Errante… Haven’t thought about him in centuries. Wonderful man, wonder what he’s been up too?” Nana hmmed on the line. “That’s what set off my—”

      “Set off your what?”

      “Oh, nothing. Nothing, mo cridhe.”

      Emrys glared at the phone. “Nana? What did you do to me?”

      “Only a teeny tiny magical tracker. It’s nothing of any kind of importance, to keep track of all my darling grandchildren that flitter off.”

      “WHAT?”

      “Oh, Emrys, how else am I supposed to track my family?”

      “The regular way.”

      “That’s boring.”

      Emrys wanted to knock his head on the table as his assistants continued to roll around laughing their foolish asses off.
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      A soul-wrenching scream echoed through the woodshed.

      It cut through everything. The horrendous sound stopped all laughter.

      Emrys felt the earth roll underneath him in a wave filled with the same pain. Something was wrong. He felt sick to his stomach. “Nana—”

      “Mo cridhe, that was a dryad’s cry,” Nana said.

      Rolling to his feet, Casper stared at the open doors. “What was that?”

      Scrambling to his feet next to him, Loukas shook his head. “Don’t know. Nothing good.”

      “I smell smoke,” Miller said when he joined them.

      A small shaky portal snapped open and a student tumbled out. It snapped shut behind them. He stumbled a few more steps.

      Recognizing the student, Casper moved toward him. “Anthonie? Whoa. Easy. Calm down.”

      “Can’t. No time. Professor. Need…” Anthonie trembled. His eyes were wide. His skin pale with shock. The hint of smoke clung to his clothes. “Professor! Professor Cadogan!”

      “I’m here. Calm down, Anthonie,” Emrys said. “What’s happening? We heard someone scream. Is it from the carnival?” He kept the call active with Nana, somehow knowing he will need her guidance.

      Part of Errante’s warning popped back in his memory. Is this what he meant?

      Anthonie shook his head. He pulled in a few gulping breaths. “The dryad’s grove is on fire! Professor Scarlett’s tree is on fire. So is the Professor.”

      “That’s impossible. A dryad’s grove is impermeable to flames. It’s protected.”

      “I saw it. Half the grove is in flames. Including the professor’s tree.” Anthonie shuffled his feet. “You gotta come quick. Professor Windham requested your help.”

      “That’s impossible.” Emrys couldn’t believe this was happening. He spoke with Julian. Sick, yes, but protected and standing. “A grove is protected. How could this happen?”

      “Someone said it was deliberately set,” Anthonie said. “Another mage said they saw someone running away. They felt portal magic.”

      “Mo cridhe, do you know this dryad?” Nana asked.

      “Give me a moment, Anthonie.”

      “But, Profess—”

      Emrys lifted a finger to stop him. “I need answers and assistance before I can help him. Right now, the emergency help is what he requires to survive. My presence is needed after their work is done. Understand?”

      The student nodded.

      Emrys lifted the phone and took the call off speaker. He walked away to speak with her. “I met with him—”

      “Him?”

      “A male dryad. Julian Scarlett. He’s connected to a Scarlet Oak.”

      “And he’s on his own?”

      “For the last three hundred annuals, at least, at the academy. I don’t know his origin story.”

      “That’s… When did you meet him?”

      “This morning when I revealed the trouble at the greenhouses to him and some other professors. He felt a little off, a little weak, along with his grove, but still strong and protected. I gave him a druidic boost. Something happened…”

      “What happened?”

      “My magic flared around him. Like…”

      “Your magic connected with his nature. A druid and a dryad. It’s rare. It’s strong magic, mo cridhe. You will need it.”

      Emrys fell quiet as he absorbed what Nana said. Their magic connected? What did that mean? Connected how?

      “What happened after you gifted him some of your magic?”

      “We agreed to inspect his grove after the carnival leaves. We believed there was time to fix his grove before this red moon. Neither of us thought he would be in danger. Let alone susceptible to fire,” Emrys said. “Was I wrong?”

      “You couldn’t tell the extent of the damage through a simple touch. You would have to walk his grove.”

      “Should I have—”

      “Do not second guess yourself now, Emrys Alasdair Cadogan,” Nana snapped.

      Emrys pulled in sharp breath.

      “Now. Listen to me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You need to go save the dryad. He is the priority. Without him, there is no grove. He can’t touch his burning tree or he will die with it, Emrys,” Nana said. “It is vital that he doesn’t touch his burning tree.”

      Emrys tilted his head to listen. Part of his mind tried to figure out a plan to save Julian and his grove. “How will he survive?”

      “Did you forget all that I taught you?”

      “My mind is a bit jumbled.”

      “A dryad needs a new tree, mo cridhe. Find a sapling or you’ll have to grow him a new one. Any decent dryad will have an acorn or nut saved somewhere.”

      Emrys tilted his head back.

      A tree.

      He had to grow a new tree. On his own. Without his family’s support.

      And figure out why his magic connected to this particular lone dryad way out here on the farthest realm of the East.

      “I know you need information, but Professor Windham really needs you at the grove. They don’t know what to do,” Anthonie said.

      “What do you want us to do, Professor?” Casper asked.

      Emrys looked around at his lads. “Nana, I’m putting you back on speaker. Tell my assistants what they need to gather to rebuild the grove and grow new trees.” He returned the call to speaker and placed his phone on a table. Then he turned up the volume. “Lads, Nana will explain things. Follow everything she says. We need a dedicated portal to the grove. Fast.”

      “I know someone who can build one.” Casper pulled out his phone to make the call. “We’ll manage the rest. Get the details from Anthonie, Professor.”

      “Hello again, lads, and listen up. Here’s what we need to help our druid and dryad,” Nana said.

      Miller pulled out a pad and pen. “Got my pen ready. Go ahead, Nana.”

      “Good lad,” Nana said and began her instructions.

      Knowing Casper would manage that side, Emrys returned to Anthonie. He placed a hand on Anthonie’s shoulder. “Calm down, please. Take a few breaths.”

      Anthonie visibly calmed under his touch.

      “I need more details before I can rush to the grove. Understand?”

      Anthonie nodded. “I’ll tell you what I can. Professor Windham told me to find you after I portaled other mages to the grove.”

      “Are water mages on call?”

      “Yes, I portaled more water mages. They’re battling the flames. The headmistress is guiding them. Others are creating a protective shield. Healers are helping Professor Scarlett.”

      “Did they call RASI?”

      “Yes, Headmistress was on the phone with someone from the Eastern Realm office. There is an emergency team located nearby. An investigator with his assistants will come first. Then a full forensics unit will follow. She locked down all outgoing portals. No one can leave the realm.”

      “Return to the grove and go straight to Professor Windham. Let him know I’m getting things ready. Tell him I ordered him by all means that they must keep Professor Scarlett away from his tree. He can’t merge with his burning tree. If he disappears into his tree, he will not survive.”

      Anthonie’s eyes almost bugged out. “He’ll die?”

      “If we can’t save the tree and recover it. Yes.”

      “Oh no…”

      “That’s my biggest order. Professor Windham must do everything to keep that order. Everything inside Professor Scarlett wants to return to his tree, but he can’t merge or touch his tree. How damaged is the tree?”

      “The right half is completely burnt from the roots and up to the leaves. One of the mages said the damage is extreme.”

      “If the interior structure is totaled, I might not be able to save it.” Emrys thought about what Nana taught him about dryad’s trees. “If I need to regrow things, I will need his saved acorn. Along with any acorns or seeds from the other burning trees. He would have them saved in a special private place. See if Professor Windham can locate them.”

      “Okay.”

      “Professor… Please excuse my interruption,” Casper said.

      “What is it, Casper?”

      “I apologize for not pointing out some additional information regarding Professor Scarlett and his grove. I wasn’t sure how deep into the problem you got into with him this morning,” Casper said as he joined him. Miller was with him.

      “We didn’t get far at all, just some general information. What do you know?” Emrys asked.

      “It isn’t me.” Casper pointed over to Miller. “Miller has something to tell you.”

      “Miller? What is it?”

      Miller held a binder in his hands. “Umm…”

      “Miller?”

      “Go ahead, Miller, explain what you were doing. It’s strong work and he needs to know. It can help save Professor Scarlett,” Casper said.

      “Please, Miller, feel free to talk to me.”

      “I became interested in ecological issues after taking the professor’s class. After I overheard about something happening to the grove, I wondered if this could become a thesis of my graduate project. A contamination of a protected grove and forest. Since Professor Doerr did nothing, I spoke with Professors Scarlett and de Servian. They agreed I could keep records of Professor Scarlett’s complaints, his weekly write-ups of any changes, and my personal lab reports like I learned in his class with my personal contained ecosystem. I collected it all in this binder. If my calculations are right, there’s going to be a problem with the land.” Miller opened the binder to reveal some research pages.

      “What is this?”

      “Professor Scarlett reported multiple issues regarding his grove, the land around his home, and the forest. Something like an illness. If affected the microbes and the micro fungal connection. Especially with his oak.”

      “How long?”

      “Longer than five annuals. The last few notes happened when the illness started attacking his Scarlet Oak and himself.”

      “And Professor Doerr did nothing?”

      “Kept telling him nothing was wrong. Professor de Servian oversaw all of the chemistry with my observations and examinations. I had to test soil samples for contamination and comparison. After putting together test kits and a few lessons, we walked the land and took samples. Then I tested everything in the Chemistry lab and documented my results. I repeated this testing every two moons over the last few annuals. Professor de Servian agreed we saw spikes of increases, but with our limited options we could deduce only different chemical types, some heavy metals, and recently a spike of a biological,” Miller said. “To find all this in a protected grove is…”

      “Extremely disturbing.” Emrys took the binder and flipped through the reports and carefully documented results. He immediately spotted the problem. “This is excellent work, Miller. If you wish to continue this as your graduate thesis, I would be honored to become your primary academic advisor.”

      Miller’s eyes widened. “Thank you, Professor, yes, I do want to continue this project.”

      “Then we shall work together to save the grove. Thanks to this work, you gave us a wonderful head start. Your testing abilities were limited, but I have some expanded ones and RASI will have options for higher testing.”

      “Will I be able to have access to the results?”

      “That’s something we can request with the investigator and the headmistress.”

      Miller nodded.

      “What do we need to do, Professor?” Casper asked.

      Emrys closed the binder and tapped his fingers on it. “Keep this handy, Miller. We might need it.”

      Miller nodded and took it back.

      “As for the grove—” Emrys tapped his fingers on the nearby table. “We’re going to need to test the land everywhere Miller did. Confirming and expanding upon Miller’s results, I believe we’ll discover things are much worse. I can’t simply remove the trees and plant new ones.”

      “You need to remove all the tainted soil because they can’t grow in bad soil. Which is what you’ve been teaching us.”

      “This will be done on a much larger scale. Add all the tarps. We’re going to set up an area to move the tainted soil for the forensics teams. We’ll have the soil moved to the tarp so it doesn’t infect another area.”

      “And use all the soil we created for this project.”

      “No, we need to order in top soil from our suppliers. What we have is potting soil, which is a different mixture. Either way, we’ll do whatever we can to get the new soil delivered so we can save the grove and grow a brand new Scarlet Oak to save the professor.”

      “It’s not just the professor.”

      “Why is that?”

      “The grove is connected to the academy. It’s a legacy connection,” Casper said.

      “A legacy connection?”

      “Something that harkens back to the beginning of Lunore. You’ll have to ask the headmistress.”

      “Could be why the professor mentioned the red moon. He was worried about the timing.”

      “The red moon recharges all the magical energy,” Miller said. “It’s powerful natural magic. It doesn’t act like a regular moon. It’s a full moon phase for two long weeks.”

      “Two weeks of a full magical energy charge. Oh dear leaves.”

      “With two weeks of no moon following it for everything to calm down. Then we’re back to a regular moon pattern with a white moon that starts the hibernal season,” Casper said.

      “So something is underneath the grove that requires the red moon charge and this contamination could be damaging it.” Emrys grumbled under his breath. He turned back to Anthonie, who straightened. “Return to the grove. Tell Professor Windham my orders. Keep the professor away from his tree. That’s priority number one. Request earth and rock mages. We’re going to move a lot of soil, rocks, and trees. It’ll require a lot of help and work.”

      “On it.” Anthonie raced out the doors, whirled a hand, and disappeared through another slightly wobbly portal.

      “He needs to work on that portal,” Miller said.

      “He’s running scared, effects his magic,” Casper said.

      “Back to the grove. All this harkens back to something else Professor Doerr resented?” Emrys asked Casper.

      “Yes, sir,” Casper said, “even before he got sick. They never got along. To be honest, Russell made things even worse between them. The headmistress can explained things. It’s one of the things I mentioned to her when we spoke. I think that’s what helped moved her decision to remove Doerr and finally Russell.”

      “But not fast enough to prevent this attack.”

      “Miller, you took his class. Do you think anyone would hurt him?” Casper asked Miller.

      “Outside of the classroom, Professor Scarlett is quiet and reserved. Most of his students are the higher levels for Magi-Ecology and Conservation. He’s the only one who can approve students for his graduate programs. As a protector of the entire forest and campus, he’s a fierce defender—” Then he paused. “Oh… wait…”

      “Wait?” Casper and Emrys asked.

      “Well… There could be one thing.”

      “What is it?”

      “His rather ongoing feud with some of the current members of the Ember Council of Rookbourne City. The council is in charge of land management for the entire Nucira Realm,” Miller said.

      “And?” Emrys asked.

      “Land and mine management,” Casper said and nodded. “Shit.”

      “What?”

      “There are very valuable gemstones throughout this realm, but most are located within this northern area and the mountains. As is the right and law of any magical academy that builds over magical gemstones to provide a base of control for the flow of magical energy, Lunore Academy has full control and ownership of this land, including the mountains. We actually own all the land down through the entire Rosemire Village and several acres out in the surrounding seas. This includes all the mines,” Casper said.

      “Mines that could make a mining company extremely wealthy,” Emrys said.

      “Correct,” Casper said.

      “And there are some stuck-up councilors and their rich mining corporate backers in Rookbourne City trying to change the laws of ownership of the mines and land to get hold of them. Professor Scarlett has fought against them. Every. Single. Time. Along with a few others from the academy and Rosemire Village, but he’s the most vocal,” Miller said.

      “And been around the longest so everyone knows his face and name. Which means someone could put in a long-term plan against him,” Emrys said and slammed a hand down on the table. Glancing at the phone, he realized the call was still connected. “Nana, did you hear this?”

      “Yes, mo cridhe. Quite an interesting tale all around. If I was there, I would smack that Professor Doerr and give him a good talking too,” Nana said.

      “Same here, Nana. Same here.”

      “We would all stand by and help you with that talking to and do more, Miss Nana,” Casper said.

      “Good lads! Then I would go give those council members a stern talking to and make sure to vote their butts out of those seats at the next election. No one can change the ownership of an academy. No matter how large or small an academy, they own their land and all protected within its borders. Those magical gemstones protect the rest of the realm from the massive fluxes of magical energy that can reverberate from the students. If even one student causes a massive magical explosion by accident, who knows what can happen if there aren’t magical gemstones that can absorb the excess. It has happened in the past and it completely destroyed an entire realm. That’s why the law is in place for magical academies,” Nana said. “Someone needs to remind that council of the true laws that governs all the realms. Perhaps I can call a few contacts on various councils. The Consortium is known to fear my name.”

      Emrys swallowed hard at the briefest mention of the name of the highest council that oversaw all the realm section councils, rumored to be seated only by immortals, and kept within a hidden area of one of the Central realms. “Let’s first save the grove and the professor. As you said, the professor is my priority. No dryad. No grove.”

      “Now, lads, you need to support Emrys. Keep him hydrated with that tea. Fed with those energy bars and regular food. He will forget all ordinary stuff,” Nana said. “Emrys, this will require more energy from you to regrow the tree. I should visit and assist this young dryad in his healing and reconnection. It will be quite difficult for him especially after such a long connection to his current tree.”

      “Let’s get him past this crisis point. Once he makes the new connection, I’ll keep in touch,” Emrys said. His nana could appear without a call or anything. “If he doesn’t reappear, then we’ll discuss plans for your visit and perhaps a couple of aunties.”

      “Very well, mo cridhe. Your assistants should have everything ready for you. Maintain your energy levels, especially if the soil is poor. Even without your shoes, your connection will not be strong. I should contact your cousins—”

      “No, Nana, I know my limits and there is excess energy within the realm that can support me. I know what I can do to rebuild the grove.”

      “You promise me that you’ll not overdraw on your magic and cause harm.”

      “I promise.”

      “Very well then, but I shall keep watch over you—”

      “Remove the tracker, Nana,” Emrys interrupted.

      “I shall not. Especially now,” Nana said. “Save this young one, mo cridhe. I know you are the one who can do this. You have the skills, the knowledge, and the magic to support and connect. Be careful and know your limits.”

      “I will watch myself. I have your restorative tea and granola,” Emrys said.

      “Love you, mo cridhe.”

      “Love you, Nana. Call soon if I need help.” Emrys disconnected the call and dropped the phone in a pocket. “Casper, how many trees are we talking about?”

      “Twelve trees. Six main species. His oak puts it at thirteen.”

      “Six are up in flames. Along with the oak. Plus whatever planting is around the grove. That’s a lot to replant and regrow.”

      “Can you grow that many trees from seed and acorn without burning out?”

      “We’ll find out, but we can’t start that process with tainted soil. That’s our biggest problem to tackle. It’s going to take the longest to fix depending on the depth and degree of contamination. Even with RASI, I don’t know how much time it’ll take.” Emrys shoved a hand through his hair, mussed it up as he considered all the options. “Miller, I need you with me since you did all of that testing and earlier walk-throughs.”

      “Yes, Professor,” Miller said.

      “Archie, Loukas, get these plants back in Greenhouse Two. The greenhouse project is put on hold. Grove takes priority.” Emrys waved his hand and unlocked the area. “The shields are down.”

      “Got it,” Archie said.

      Loukas pushed one of the carts to the table and they loaded the finished transplanted plants. They raced off to unload them and return to help load the carts for the move to the grove.

      “Casper, put in a call to our soil vendor. We need an emergency delivery. Like yesterday emergency. Whatever the cost. However much they can deliver, but at least three wet cubic yards.”

      “That’s a lot of soil.”

      “Bulk delivery. By truck. If they can do a drop close to the grove, even better.”

      “I’ll make it and do my best. If they can’t deliver—”

      “Call around and get what you can. Best organic soil — this is top soil that we need, not potting soil — that’s out there. There is a difference.”

      “Right. A big difference between the two types.”

      Emrys pointed at him. “Don’t drop my requirements or level of standards though.”

      “Wouldn’t dare, sir. Especially when it concerns Professor Scarlett and his grove. I understand the demands of this order and will do my utmost to fulfill and exceed it.”

      “I know you will.” Emrys ran to his office, exchanged his boots for a pair of older slip-on shoes. He would need to slip them on and off when he needed to ground himself in the land to communicate and go back to regular work. Grabbing his favorite large satchel, he returned to the main area. There he placed numerous items his assistants gathered into it. Others went into the various pockets of the vest. He collected multiple stacks of smaller white and blue striped boxes from another shelf and dropped them on the table. He added another stack of larger white and blue striped boxes next to them.

      “Everything is safe and sound in the greenhouses, Professor,” Archie called out when he and Loukas returned with the empty cart.

      “Wonderful, thank you, lads.” Emrys waved his hand to lock the greenhouses. “Everything is locked down. If anyone sets off the alarms, all of you will feel a slight vibration. I might be too busy to respond. Get another professor to respond with you.”

      “Understood,” Loukas said for all of them.

      “If this is a deliberate sabotage to the grove, I suspect they might attempt something here. They’ll know we’re distracted and the rest of campus is at the carnival. Do not put yourselves in danger. Please. We can rebuild the greenhouses. We can’t replace your lives,” Emrys said.

      “Do you suspect something could turn horrible?” Archie asked.

      A pair of beautiful green eyes under a light fringe of auburn hair appeared in his memory. The delicate face of a male who loved nature, teaching, and the environment. And now was viciously attacked after annuals of painful torture by poisoning.

      “Yes, it’s a possibility. I believe whatever is happening at the grove could turn into something far worse before we’re done,” Emrys said.

      His assistants all looked at each other.

      “Casper, got the portal and friends,” someone called out.

      “Great, thanks for answering my call for help, Lewis.” Casper left the multi-tiered cart by the table next to Emrys. He waved to his friend at the opened doorway and motioned him on in. “Professor, Lewis creates portals. He can also help me make a bunch of calls. Plus, he brought more hands for the dirt..”

      “Good to meet you, Lewis, thank you for coming,” Emrys said. He looked at Casper. “Dirt?”

      “There’s a large pile of top soil we haven’t touched. I thought we could use that as a starting point,” Casper said.

      Emrys thought about it. “I agree. Fill up one of our utility carts. It’s not going to do much coverage, but it could be an emergency fix.”

      “Understood.” Casper motioned to the cart. “Archie, use this cart to transport the rest of the items to the grove. It’s better outside on uneven ground. That one should remain here. It’s more of an indoor cart.”

      “Ahh, so much better. Just what we need,” Archie said. With Miller’s help, they stacked everything on the cart. “Much more room than this single tier cart that we used for the plants.”

      Loukas helped them out to transfer everything to the bigger cart.

      “Make sure those white and blue striped boxes are added. They make up the field testing kits that I require. Please be careful with them,” Emrys said.

      “Will do, Professor,” Miller said.

      “Is there a portal to the grove?” Emrys tried to double-check all of the supplies against a mental list to make sure he wasn’t missing anything vital this first trip.

      “Lewis, can you connect a portal to the dryad grove now?” Casper asked. “We need a semi-permanent one until the crisis is done. There could be more items we need from the shed.”

      “Got it. I heard what is happening. Rumors are spreading through the older students, cause of what happened at the carnival. Luckily, most of it is kept from the younger ones,” Lewis said.

      “How are they managing that?” Archie asked.

      “Keeping them occupied in their dorms and dining hall since they couldn’t go to the carnival,” Lewis said.

      “That’s good.”

      “Yeah. Keeps them away from all this. Anyway. They gave us a landing zone for the portals.” Lewis turned and set up a flickering purple swirl just outside the main doors of the work shed. “There you go. Make sure you use the purple one to get back here, Professor. That’s connected to my energy center. Unlike that last kid’s wobbly one, whoo, I can still feel it. Might need to help him out.”

      “That would be Anthonie,” Casper said. “He was running on crazy emotions.”

      “That’ll cause the portal swirlies,” Lewis said.

      “Appreciate the help and support, Lewis,” Emrys said.

      “Anything for Professor Scarlett. He’s one of the best professors and so passionate about what he loves with the ecology and the forest. Even if it’s not your major, you still wanna take his class to learn more about it. Hope you can save him,” Lewis said.

      “That’s what I’m hear from multiple students. I hope that I can do exactly that,” Emrys said.

      With a nod, Lewis looked back to Casper. “What else do you need from me and the mates, Cas?”

      “Send them around back. We need to shovel the top soil dirt into one of the large utility carts. Not the potting soil. Read the labels above the piles. It’s different stuff.”

      “Got it. All looks like dirt, but not the same dirt,” Lewis said with both thumbs up and a crazy grin. “Why are we collecting dirt? Sorry, top soil.”

      “Something is wrong with the land around the grove and we need to rebuild everything from the soil to the trees. I gotta make calls for more organic top soil to be delivered. Hope we can get some more cause we can’t just dig this black gold stuff outta the ground,” Casper said.

      “Yikes. That’s not good,” Lewis said. He looked behind him. “Okay, mates, around the building to the back. Time to dig dirt. Then we’ll get on the phones with Cas.”

      “Who wants to go where?” Miller asked.

      “I’ll go with Casper and Lewis,” Loukas said.

      “Archie?” Miller asked.

      “I’ll stick with you,” Archie said. He raced to the back and returned with a large thermal jug, several thermal cups, and a bag of granola. “Nana mentioned to make pots of this tea and set up your granola.”

      “Thanks, Archie,” Emrys said.

      Archie tucked all of that in a corner of the cart. “I’ll return as needed to make more.”

      “Archie and I will finish loading this cart. We’ll help the professor at the grove,” Miller said.

      “Will that be all right for you, Professor? I know you prefer to have me by your side,” Casper said.

      “At this particular time I rather have Miller at the grove since he did all that earlier testing. He knows what I’m going to be looking for and will have the most experience. I prefer to have you deal with the finding that soil order and general organization details, Casper,” Emrys said.

      “You got it, Professor,” Casper said. “Loukas, go around back and help Lewis and the others. I need to make some calls.” Then he headed to the back of the work shed.

      Loukas waved and took off to the far back of the work shed.

      “Let’s get moving,” Emrys said.

      “What do you need from us when we get on site?” Miller asked.

      “What should we expect upon arriving?” Archie asked.

      “Don’t know exactly what we’ll find, Archie. First I need to assess Professor Scarlett. His life is the priority. Without him there is no grove. Then I’ll assess the trees and land. Nothing gets moved or touched before my assessment.” Emrys looked at Miller and Archie. “Make sure everyone understands, especially that investigation team. They touch nothing without my word. I’ll be lost in my druidic connection and will not be able to respond, so I’m counting on you two to be my voice out there.”

      “Understand, sir,” Miller said.

      “You can manage being the voice. I’ll run around with the supplies and how to move things around,” Archie said. “I’m better at that.” He activated the magnetic controlled cart. “We’re good to go. Everything is loaded.”

      “Once we start testing, Miller, please be by my side so you can see how it’s done and understand the results. We’ll compare them to your binder. You gave us a start and we’ll continue from your work,” Emrys said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Let’s move and hope we can save a life and a grove.” Emrys prayed he would have enough energy to do that and more if necessary.
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      Leaving the portal, Emrys was overwhelmed at the illness rolling across the land outside the outer academy walls. It was set against a mountain range with a winding dirt path along the base between them, the forest, the wall, and the meadow where the portals launched. The entire area was on an outcrop that overlooked the lower southern meadow and the campus, but now there was a thick shimmering shield that hid everything. The headmistress protected what was happening from the carnival visitors and spreading rumors. Air mages continued to adjust the wind currents to keep the smoke blowing toward the mountains and the sea behind them. The lingering acrid smoke burned his nose and lungs.

      Pausing, he pressed a fist against his belly and half bent over.

      “Professor?” Miller asked.

      “Worse than I thought.”

      “What?”

      “The illness in the land. I can feel it now that I’m outside the walls.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “Far worse than from when I touched Julian’s hand. He’s been partially afflicted by whatever is happening. Still… The damage is incredible. It’ll be worse when I step out of my shoes for a full connection.”

      “I felt things change over the times I walked the land. I’m an earth mage with additional attributes, but nothing on your level,” Miller said.

      “Strange—” Emrys held out his hands and released a bit of his magic to connect to the tainted earth. “Definitely not a healthy land. Touch it.”

      Miller crouched and touched the land with his earth magic. “This is stronger than what I sensed earlier. I can feel the pinpricks of the contamination and the destruction. Whatever happened increased since the last time I was here. There’s going to be a spike. That’s freaky and horrible. Similar to what’s happening in the greenhouses, but different.”

      “I believe the greenhouses were neglected, but not poisoned. Though we barely begun and could find something worse. I haven’t sensed it. Either way, it’s not to this degree.” Emrys shook his head. “This isn’t a natural illness. Definitely forced upon the land. Dark. Nasty. Twisted arcane. Worst kind.”

      “I hate when mages twist and use the gifts we cherish for darkness and terror,” Miller said. “This is an academy for the arcane magic. The professors teach us how to correctly use it. For someone to twist it around and do this with the pure magic...”

      “It’s horrendous,” Archie whispered. “I can’t bear to touch it.”

      “There will always be dark users. They can’t stop themselves or the darkness twisting their souls.” Emrys shook his head. “I’ll have to trace the twisted arcane lines and see how deep and far it runs.”

      “You need to push all this back, Professor. Remember. You need to assess Professor Scarlett,” Miller reminded Emrys.

      “Yes. Yes. Thank you. There might be a few more complications than I anticipated, but we’re not walking away from the overall problem of healing the entire land. We can’t leave it like it is.” Emrys pulled back his magic, but kept aware of the pinpricks of the land’s illness.

      “No, sir, we’re not leaving it sick. When my tests were coming back positive, I knew I wouldn’t be able to figure out how to heal it. Even Professor de Servian didn’t know other than it had to be cleansed and neutralized, but not unless the components could be broken down.” Pulling back his magic from the sickened land, Miller stood back up. He tried to shake out the lingering sensations.

      “Glad I didn’t touch that stuff,” Archie muttered as he followed with the cart.

      “You don’t wanna touch it. Makes your earth magic feel nauseous. Ick feeling.”

      “Gross.”

      Walking further out and ignoring his assistants’ conversation, Emrys stopped and looked around. He tried to figure out his bearings and the situation he was about to enter.

      There was a large building that Emrys assumed was the classroom.

      Nearby was a unique circular grove of twelve trees with the once elegant Scarlet Oak in the center. As Anthonie mentioned, the entire right side was destroyed by the fires. The water mages extinguished the flames and controlled any lingering hot spots. Others spread out to look for any sparks. Understory planting filled the grove and created layers for a lush, dense look and feel, but had been additional fuel for the flames. Decorative solar lights were scattered along all the paths to illuminate the way during the extended evenings. Along with the elegant trees that dominated the area, Julian selected natural shrubs, herbaceous plants, ground cover plants, and climbers along with flowers with winding paths over the annuals. Unfortunately, the fires destroyed some of these layers. After the extensive clean up, all of this would need replanting.

      A pair of massive redwoods was set further back along another path and altered into connected living quarters. Similar layered understory planting and more solar lights surrounded those trees, but most of it remained thriving. Though his oak was destroyed, Julian’s human-based home was spared.

      Beyond was a forest, but Emrys could feel the issues continued beyond his sight. His personal hatred for Doerr rose deep inside at the forest’s pain.

      “Curse you, Doerr, you knew something was wrong and you didn’t do one thing to help. What did you know about this? Did you have a part in it? Did you know about the Rookbourne City council? Where you supporting them? Were they bribing you? What was your motive for ignoring your job long before your illness? This is happening long before your symptoms rose, unless… you’re a victim too,” he muttered. “Either way, a graduate student did a helluva lot more than you did.”

      “Professor?” Miller asked.

      “Trying to figure out this tangled mess that all leads to a disaster. It does no good.”

      “A tangled web with all the questions and very little answers.”

      “At least you gave the professor some hope.”

      “But little to no answers.”

      “Confirmed his suspicions though.”

      “Yes, but not how to stop it.”

      “Now we will figure out how to stop it. You broke it open, Miller, you and Casper listened when no one else did,” Emrys said.

      There was a group of people gathered on the meadow between the mountains and wall by the classroom building. A smaller group remained within the grove’s left side.

      “What do you want us to do, Professor?” Miller asked.

      So much destruction. So much death.

      Then there was the mysterious message from Errante Ame. It whirled around and settled in his mind. This is where he was meant to help others and become part of the academy.

      Emrys settled his energy. Then he found himself able to make satisfactory decisions to create order out of the chaos. “Set up the green tarps for the contaminated land and damaged trees by the wall. Keep it away from anything else. The RASI forensics and investigation team will work over there. I’m sure they’ll set up a laboratory within the classroom.”

      “Probably since it’s the biggest interior space available,” Miller said. “What about the new soil?”

      “When it arrives, set the blue tarps closer by those burnt ash and yew trees closest to the classroom. We’ll have to clear out all of the damaged debris from the trees to the understory planting to the soil. Even the paths will need to be picked up, stacked, and possibly destroyed.”

      “That’s a lot of debris.”

      “There’s no other choice. We can’t leave any of it behind. The forensic teams will need to go through everything before it can be moved onto dumpsters for final destruction. Where that’ll happen will be their call along with the headmistress.”

      “Archie and I can manage that coordination with everyone. I’ll check in with the water mages. I see the headmistress with the smaller group. That’s where they’re keeping Professor Scarlett,” Miller said.

      “He can’t leave the grove without considerable pain so that is the best place for him. Hopefully the left side isn’t as affected. I’ll head there now.”

      “Looks like she’s calling you over.”

      Turning his head, Emrys watched Headmistress Thalberg rise to her feet and lift her hand in a wave.

      Emrys motioned back to her in acknowledgment. “Once you get the tarps set up and other things organize, bring the cart with the rest of the items into the grove by the oak. I’ll connect to the tree and figure out where to start our focus after I see to the professor.”

      “We’ll get it done, sir,” Miller said.

      Emrys adjusted his ladened vest and bag. Double checking to make sure he had what he needed, he moved toward the grove.

      Headmistress Thalberg called out across the way. “Professor Cadogan, thank you for joining us. We’ve been so concerned. Solomon told me he sent a student for you. Could you come over here, please, to see what is happening with Julian?”

      “On my way. Young Anthonie did find me and explained what was happening. There were items I needed to settle and gather before traveling here with my assistants.” He held up his hands to calm her down. “Please reassure Solomon that I’m on my way to assist Julian. I’m already sensing what is happening around here.”

      The headmistress nodded and turned to speak to someone else in the smaller group. One of them should be Solomon.

      Walking through the burnt path, Emrys sighed at the destruction of the fire and loss of plant life, and felt the pinpricks of contamination all around him. Then he stepped over to the Scarlet Oak. The devastation and pain within it pulled at him. He couldn’t ignore the call of the tree.

      “I’m here, Sir Guardian, I’m here. I’m so sorry this happened. My name is Emrys and I’m here to help how I can. Please show me what happened,” Emrys said and placed a hand upon an unburnt section.

      The images were rough, mostly of pain, confusion, and hurt for his dryad. Then the tree revealed the damage created by the annuals of contamination that flowed up from their root system. Unending waves of contamination of chemicals, heavy metals, and other things the tree couldn’t name. The destruction went straight to the heartwood.

      The tree knew the truth of this dire revelation, but kept it from his dryad.

      Now Emrys knew the truth.

      “I will tell him what must happen. You have stood tall and strong all this time, Sir Guardian. You have done a wonderful job protecting your druid and this land. I will find another strong Scarlet Oak to replace you and connect to your dryad. This I promise,” Emrys whispered to the tree.

      The oak brushed a healthy limb of branches against his hair.

      “We will speak more later along with the grove. I need some answers, if possible, to assist all of you and to find you justice.” Emrys tapped the oak with his fingers then released the light connection. Still, all around the Scarlet Oak he suffered from the sharpest pricks that jabbed him like a thousand needles firing at his skin.

      Then there was an odd sensation. A bit of a saving grace.

      “Hunh. Wasn’t expecting that.” He paused and crouched down. Placing his hand on the ground, he sent his magic down.

      The headmistress walked closer and stared down. “What is it?”

      “Something interesting. Somehow the grove managed to build their own barrier underground to protect half of it against the contamination. I feel the micro woven fibers plugged with leaves and rocks and busy with beetles and worms. It’s…” Emrys thought about what he was sensing. “Interesting. I never felt anything like it.”

      “That’s why the left side remains green and healthy.”

      “It retains the magical protection of a dryad’s grove. Impenetrable against fire and other dangers.”

      “Yet something attacked the right side.”

      “Over some length of time, yes, and not a single attack. Waves upon waves of contamination. Whatever happened here was done multiple times over annuals. But not here within the grove. This isn’t the source. I need to search for that. I’m guessing it’ll be up that dirt path. Do you know what’s up there?”

      “A series of caretaker cottages circle around the forest and the outer edges of our campus where our protective wards don’t cover. We used to have caretakers in them, but haven’t had the budget to outfit them year round in recent annuals. According to the budget council, they are no longer deemed necessary to the successful running of the academy,” the headmistress said.

      Emrys wondered if those were the same cottages Casper mentioned that were part of the reason for the locking wards. Still, he peered at her and the burnt grove around them.

      “Exactly. I’ll be using this fire to make multiple arguments with them at an emergency meeting.”

      “Along with any other findings that I and the RASI investigation teams discover.”

      “Correct—”

      “Emrys, I don’t want to annoy you, but could you please hurry. Nothing we can do is helping. Julian is hurting,” Solomon called out. Dressed in off-campus clothes, he remained seated next to a prone figure covered in soft blankets.

      Emrys held up a hand to let Solomon know he heard him.

      “Perhaps you can help Julian, Professor. I apologize for asking even more from you than healing the tree and land, but we have tried everything after the flames were quenched. The healer and I are unable to do much to help soothe his pain and burns with a simple salve and damp cloths. We feel helpless in the face of his pain. Plus his desires to touch his tree,” the headmistress said.

      “No need to apologize in the face of a crisis. Especially if you’re unsure about how to assist in something you don’t quite understand. Dryads are different creatures. And it’s extremely rare for a dryad’s tree to be attacked in such an evil fashion.” Emrys followed the headmistress back to the small group.

      “Thank the deities you’re here,” Solomon said.

      “I would be nowhere else. Without our dryad, there will be no grove,” Emrys said.

      “I’m sorry to push and rush—”

      Emrys shook his head. “Solomon, you’re not annoying me. I promise. I’m here to help Julian, but I needed to prepare a few things. Then I had to understand everything that is happening. The more I learn, the more I can understand how to assist him and the grove.”

      “Sorry, I’m agitated because seeing him in such agony is—”

      “Excruciating and irritating because you can’t help him,” Emrys interrupted. “I understand.” He laid a hand on Solomon’s arm and sent him a wave of calming energy. “Keep calm. Please. You are one of his closest and oldest friends. He will sense and pull on that energy too.”

      Solomon let out a long breath. “Thank you for being here. When he started to burn, Julian told me to get you. To get ‘the Druid’. It’s why I sent the student for you.”

      “Soon as I heard Julian’s cry, I would have found my way here. Let me tend to our dear dryad and see what I can do to alleviate some of the pain without his tree.” Lifting the strap of his bag, Emrys removed it and set it on the ground to give him some relief from the weight. Then he crouched down on Julian’s left side. He studied a very different version of Julian than the one he met this morning.

      Julian shuddered and shivered under the blankets. In an exact copy of the Scarlet Oak, the slim young-looking male was burnt along the right side from his auburn chin-length hair and down his fair skin. The angry blisters and cracked raised skin appeared like burnt bark along his face, neck, and shoulder. It was the only part Emrys could examine, but expected would continue along the rest of Julian’s body. The auburn hair was crisp to his scalp. The other side was loose and skimmed along his chin.

      “Julian, it is Emrys. Can you hear me? Can you feel me?” Emrys slid his hand under the blanket and took hold of Julian’s left hand. Releasing a bit of his druid’s earth-based magic, he tried to soothe some of the pain and agony of the burns.

      Julian moaned and whimpered. His lips formed one word — tree.

      “I know, dear dryad, you yearn to slip into your tree and heal. I know that is all you want, but I can’t let you disappear into your tree. If you do, you will not leave it again,” Emrys said.

      Opening his eyes, Julian tried to focus upon him. This morning, the irises were a beautiful shade of forest green with light flecks of brown and gold. Now they were dark and hazy. The pupils were blown wide with shock and pain. He licked one side of his lips. “Emrys… Attack tree. How… You’re here…”

      “I know. I know, dear one.” Emrys touched Julian’s hair with his free hand. “I’m so sorry that I didn’t sense or understand the direness of the situation or consider the thought of fire. But yes, I’m here to help assist you through all of this danger.” He offered a gentle smile and another flow of his energy.

      “How… know?”

      “My nana is a dryad along with other family members. I’m well versed in the care of a dryad. I’ll get you through this crisis and we’ll get you stronger than ever. Though we need to figure out what is happening and stop these attacks. No one is supposed to attack a protected grove. I hear you take on the Ember Council in a pretty fierce way.”

      “Protect land. Evil men…” Julian paused to breathe. “Ruin all. No chance.”

      “Never. Not with a dryad protecting this land,” Emrys said with a smile.

      “That’s our dryad. Still protecting our land, no matter what is happening,” Solomon said with a chuckle and settled on the ground.

      After speaking to other arrivals, Headmistress Thalberg joined them and caught their conversation. “It’s why I called RASI. They’re traveling now to assist us. I’m pissed off.”

      “RASI… No, Bella… Can’t…”

      “This has gone too far, Julian. They set fire to your grove, your tree, and you. That’s illegal. Against realm law. Not local law. Higher realm law and not just Nucira, but all realms. RASI will investigate everything and arrest them, no matter how far the conspiracy and corruption goes,” the headmistress said.

      Julian closed his eyes and sighed. “Protect academy. Protect land.”

      “They will. I will. Until this ends and you are safe,” the headmistress said. “Promise.”

      Julian shifted his gaze between them. “Land. Sick. Tree. Save?”

      “I know your personal contamination affliction is different compared to what happened to your grove. Your oak is very ill. Beyond the fire, it is sick through the roots and deep into the heartwood. We had a little talk and it revealed to me all the damage. I could feel it. Unfortunately, I can already give you an answer. One that I regret. Something that your tree hid from you because it was so sad and devastated. I can’t save your oak…”

      Julian closed his eyes and cried out in the deepest pain. It came from the depths of his soul.

      Emrys knew his words were the cause along with the oak’s painful secret. He dropped his head and closed his eyes. A wince crossed his face. He tried to hold back his internal pain. A druid’s reaction to a dryad’s cry. They were painfully interconnected deep within the land. Perhaps even deeper.

      Nana was right. Their magic was connected.

      Emrys tightened his grip on Julian’s hand. He let him know that he wasn’t giving up on Julian. No matter how dark or desperate the situation appeared. He would stand with the lost dryad.

      Both the tree and he knew revealing the truth would devastate Julian, but they couldn’t give him false hope. Not now. Opening his eyes, he focused again on Julian.

      Another cry pulled out of Julian. “Nooo… My oak…” A tear flowed from his left eye.

      “Jules, it’ll be all right. We’ll get you a new oak to bond. A strong and healthy one,” Solomon said and brushed away the tear with a gentle finger.

      “Nooo… So long together. So many annuals…” Julian shook his head.

      “As Solomon said, I can grow you a new Scarlet Oak. Your oak wants me to give you a new tree. If you have an acorn saved, it’ll be a child of this one.” Emrys gave Julian another burst of energy. “Can you remain with us to connect to a new tree?”

      Julian grimaced.

      “Come on, Professor.”

      “You can’t leave us hanging like this, Jules,” Solomon said.

      Emrys released another burst of energy. “Julian. Can you stay with us to connect to a new tree and regain your strength?”

      “Need new branch. Mine. Burnt.” Julian tried to nod to the right.

      “Which means?” Emrys glanced at Solomon.

      “He carries a small branch of leaves when leaving the grove,” Solomon said. “This time, he had it in his right pocket. Everything got burnt. We had to cut away all his clothes because they were destroyed by the fire.”

      “Let everyone… know… I’m… butt… nekkid… thanks… so much… friend…” Julian muttered.

      Emrys chuckled.

      “Sorry, but not much we can do about it now,” Solomon said.

      Julian tried to give him a fierce sneer, but failed in a comical way.

      “Still got a bit of feisty Julian in there,” Solomon said.

      “Feisty Julian?” Emrys asked.

      “Sometimes he’s in there. Depends on if you get him riled up on certain topics,” Solomon said.

      “Look forward to getting the opportunity.”

      “Branches…” Julian said to get them back on topic.

      “Ahh, right, sorry, back to those branches,” Emrys said. “I’ll get a series of fresh branches to provide some strength, Julian. You’ll need more than one small one.” He glanced again at Solomon. “Can you tell me what occurred when all this happened to Julian?”

      “A little after lunch, we headed to the carnival. I got Julian an appointment in the purple tent for a tarot card reading. We were leaving Madame Persephone’s tent when he started acting a little off. I guess he started to feel the trees being burnt…” Sol waved a hand toward the tree.

      “Fingers tingling. First.” Julian wiggled his fingers in Emrys’ hand. “Up hand and arm.”

      Emrys released a bit of energy to help him speak easier.

      “Then he went up in flames. It was insane!” Solomon said.

      “All trees… lots of cries… overwhelming… All crying… In head… So much pain… In head…” Julian breathed through his words. Still unable to hold onto a long breath for full sentences. “Pain oak. Pain trees. Flames me. Pain. Scream. Just scream.”

      “Luckily, Gareth was nearby in the crowd,” Solomon continued. “He heard me calling his name and raced over along with other professors. When flames continued to spread across Julian, one professor wrapped shields around us. We figured out what had to happen real fast. Gareth would take us back here. Someone would shield the grove from the carnival. Someone would explain what was happening to the carnival’s owner. Then we left other professors in charge of the students at the carnival. Plus we were cautious because of outside visitors from Rosemire, Rookbourne, and other realms. The carnival is a real draw, plus with the upcoming Jubilee. Lots of outside folks are visiting. Anyway, we had to protect the academy and Julian. Gareth portaled us straight here.”

      “Gareth?”

      “Gareth Mooring. Professor of Magical Locomotion. He teaches those students who have the affinity for magical portals, tunnels, enchanted objects or powders, and other items. Not everyone has an affinity.”

      “Ahh, got it. Still filling in all those names.”

      “I remember what’s happening and why you haven’t had time,” Solomon said.

      “Thanks, Sol.” Emrys nodded to the other lady. “Apologies for not introducing myself. I’ve been a bit occupied.”

      “And I didn’t step into my role and introduce you as was proper as headmistress when you arrived. I’ll fix that right now,” Headmistress Thalberg said. “Ah-hem. Everyone—”

      “No… Bella… We met…” Julian said.

      “Trying to do my job,” the headmistress said.

      “No need. Rumors run faster than introductions through campus, Bella. Even with professors,” Sol teased.

      Bella narrowed her gaze at him.

      “Anyway, we met this morning. Emrys was kind enough to take us on a tour of the greenhouses,” Sol said. “Pierre and Cathrène were with us. Of course we offered our assistance should he require it.”

      “Then all I need is to introduce our top healer to you, Emrys. This is Professor and Doctor Cicely Langsdale. Cicely is in charge of the medical department of the academy,” the headmistress introduced.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Emrys. Keep doing what you’re doing. You have done more to soothe Julian than what I can do.” Cicely traced a fresh healing rune circle above the blankets. “His vitals are stronger. No change to the burns, but that’s to be expected. Until we heal or replace his tree.”

      “That’s correct, Healer Cicely. Only time spent within his tree can heal any damage. That’s the nature of a dryad. Damage to the tree equals damage to the dryad. As a druid, I can form a weak connection to soothe him, but it can’t last.” Emrys glanced at Julian, who kept his hazy forest green eyes upon him. “Do we have an acorn to grow a new oak? Otherwise we will need an alternative option.”

      Julian looked to Solomon. “Box.”

      “I located it. Right where you said.” Sol gathered a beautiful small red box that he had tucked against his side and held it up. He opened the top and held it over Julian’s body.

      Nestled on the softest pillow of pure cotton and leaves were several acorns and seeds in the same circle as the grove.

      “Gathered. Last… season,” Julian said. “Fresh.”

      Emrys released another boost of energy. “Ahh. Just what I need. Perfect. Keep hold of them until I clear out the trees and infected soil.”

      Sol closed the box and settled it next to Julian’s side. “How can we support him?”

      “What have you done since you returned to the grove?”

      “We removed the burnt clothes after the water mages doused all the flames. Used water to soften what clothes burnt to his skin, but probably missed some so that might be causing some of his pain. I gathered these blankets from his home because I know he prefers natural fibers. A couple of pillows for some comfort. We’ve given him fluids and that’s about our limit,” Solomon said.

      “Healer—”

      “Cicely, please,” she said.

      “Cicely, how about you?”

      “Cold compresses on his burns to reduce the inflammation. I know not to use any salve on dryads. My main base is air, not earth. I monitor everything with my runes, but mostly…” The healer offered a helpless shrug.

      “You feel helpless, but you’re doing everything correct for a dryad. Without his tree, there isn’t much more you can do. Only another dryad or someone like me can do a little bit more,” Emrys said. “I’m impressed with everything you two have done though. Well done.”

      “What else can we do?” Cicely asked.

      “Keep up with the cold compresses. It keeps the skin supple and soothe and helps with the inflammation. Give him small sips of water or another form of fluid with electrolytes,” Emrys said.

      “Perhaps I can call another healer over. I know there are a few with earth magic that can keep a low flow around him,” Cicely said.

      “Keep him on this side of the grove. It remains stronger due to the unique barrier the grove created to protect itself. That will support him.” Emrys looked at Julian instead of talking around him. “You need to remain here to stay alive. If you require a bathroom, try and figure out something rudimentary here. You might be able to visit the lower level of your redwood, but no further. Plus, you could collapse.”

      “So fun… Not,” Julian muttered.

      “I apologize, but your care is in others’ hands. Including those personal private functions, Julian.” Emrys brushed his fingers through Julian’s hair.

      “Why… can’t… breathe… talk…” Julian paused and grumbled.

      “Cicely? Do you know the reason?” Emrys asked.

      “Your right lung was damaged by the fire and smoke, Julian.” Cicely altered her rune a little to search for the answer. “Both of your lungs are in bad shape, but I can’t see all of the damage.”

      “Which compares to your tree’s heartwood. Your heart and lungs are, in a fashion, connected to the heartwood. Both are in bad shape. Damaged by the poison and now the fire. Without both functioning, you can’t pull in the fresh oxygen to breathe and talk,” Emrys said.

      “Can… fix?”

      “I don’t have that capability.”

      “Want… help… fix grove…”

      “What?”

      “Can’t lay… Do… nothing…” Julian motioned with his good hand toward the grove.

      Emrys captured Julian’s hand again. “There is nothing more you can do, but conserve your energy. Stay here in the healthy side and use their strength.”

      “Useless…”

      “No, you are the dryad protector. Without you, the grove fails, Julian. Without you, there is no point in saving the grove.” Emrys let his voice hardened with the words.

      Julian stared at him.

      “Please. Stay here. Let me and the others do our work.”

      “Please listen to Emrys, Julian, you know you can’t get up. We can’t lose you,” Solomon said.

      Julian nodded. Though it was in a reluctant fashion.

      “What else can we do to support him?” Solomon asked.

      Emrys stroke Julian’s hair again. “As you suspected, Solomon, blankets must only be natural fibers. Continue to try and cleanse any debris from his wounds. If his skin can handle it, please redress him in plain natural fiber trousers and shirt. The softest and loosest outfit you can find. No socks, shoes, or undergarments. He doesn’t need that when he connects to the tree.”

      “I know where he keep those items,” Sol said.

      “Until then,” Emrys said and glanced at Julian.

      “Belladonna…” Julian said.

      “Right. Can’t forget that possible evil little addition,” Emrys said.

      “How much?”

      “I don’t know, but I suspect that’s another issue. Once RASI arrives with their laboratory and we can confirm you have belladonna poison in your bloodstream with some bloodwork tests, we can create an antidote. You’ll need to drink it before you connect to your new tree.”

      “Is there one?”

      “I might have to call my cousins’ lab for a favor. I know they are working on some of the more dangerous poisons and their antidotes. If not, we will manage to figure out something to counteract the belladonna. You can’t carry it in your bloodstream and bring it to the new tree.”

      “Could damage… connection.”

      Emrys nodded.

      “Until then?”

      “Keep breathing and fighting. I know it’s so frustrating to lay here and do nothing, but remember what I said.”

      “No me. No grove.”

      “That’s right,” Emrys said with a gentle squeeze of Julian’s hand and some more energy. His magic flared and sent it deep.

      Julian’s mouth opened at the light burst. “That’s…”

      “Unexpected. Sorry about that flare.”

      “No. Like. Strong…”

      “What was that?” Cicely asked.

      “Not sure. My magic flared up a bit. Guess it felt that Julian needed a bit more energy this time,” Emrys said. “Did it hurt anything?”

      “Not that I can tell, but it strengthened a few things,” Cicely said.

      “Druid. Dryad. Strong… combo,” Julian said.

      “Strong earth combination,” Emrys said. “I’ll bring back several branches. We need to remove the contamination, the lost trees, and the understory planting. From what I can see on this side, it was quite lush and beautiful. Then I’ll regrow your tree first. The rest of the grove might be a little longer, but your oak is more important.”

      “Need first. Time… Short… Moon.”

      “Right, I haven’t forgotten, but we can’t do anything until we fix the soil. I can’t grow anything in contaminated soil. It needs to be tested. With those results, we’ll figure out if it can be removed, neutralized, replaced, or a combination. That cuts into the time.”

      “And… rest?”

      “I’ll grow your oak and the grove because it has something to do with the moon. We’ll replant the smaller understory planting later.”

      “Lost… much…”

      “We’ll rebuild it.”

      “Someone… hurt… grove…”

      “Yes, I could sense that when I left the portal. This wasn’t natural.”

      “Find… them…”

      “That’s the job for RASI. Together we will figure out what happen. We’re going to stop them and make all of them pay for hurting you and the grove.”

      “Need oak.”

      “You’ll have it. My sincerest apologies for how Doerr treated you. I will never treat you in such a fashion.” Emrys placed a hand against his heart. “As a druid, as a child of a dryad, the earth is my soul, my life, and the heart of my magic. I will do everything possible to discover what happened here.”

      Another tear flowed from Julian’s left eye. “Strong… oak…”

      “A strong Scarlet Oak for you. At least ten annuals.”

      “Thank…”

      “No need to thank me. Not after all the damage that was done to you and your grove. This is my duty to the earth and the trees. It hurts me to feel the land cry out in pain. Now I will heal it. And you.” Emrys gave another gentle flow of energy through to Julian.

      Julian let out a soft sigh. There was a visual release of tension from his body.

      “There we go. Let that tension go. Ease into the earth. Let it support you until you can touch your tree.” Emrys glanced up at the golden moon rising in the sky and mentally altered the words to adjust to this new realm. Then he continued the gentle flow of energy and invoked the healing blessing.

      May the light of the Golden Moon shine down upon us in blessing and in healing.

      For this dryad in need who consent.

      Heal this dryad of his pain.

      Connect him to the blessing of the earth.

      Bring him into the light of the Golden Moon for the inner strength.

      For this, we honor and thank the Golden Moon that shines on this far realm.

      “Thank… Goddess…” Julian added.

      “Now. One last request.”

      “What?”

      “I need you to disconnect from your tree.”

      Tears fell from Julian’s eye. “Pain… Hurt. More…” He shook his head. “No. Please… Stay.”

      “You can’t support your oak, Julian, nor can it keep you safe. You’re weakening each other the longer you stay together. Please take strength from the earth underneath you and the remaining grove. It’s alive and protecting you. Secure yourself to this side until I can grow the new tree. The grove will support you. My blessing will keep you secured to the earth. If you do not disconnect, it will hurt you even more when we begin removal.”

      “The truth. Please…” Julian paused. His breathing raced to catch up again. “No save?”

      Emrys shook his head. “The land is sick. The trees are damaged. I can’t save them. All of it must be removed, laid with fresh soil, and grown from new seeds or saplings. Without the fire, I would have said the same thing. I’ll confirm my hunch when I connect to them. The contamination went too deep into their heartwoods. Once in the heartwood, a tree is lost and already dead. Only your connection to them kept them alive, but…”

      “Zombie… trees.”

      “A little like that, yes. They’re hurting. Let them pass away, Julian.”

      Julian closed his eyes.

      “Please disconnect to prevent a deeper pain. For you and for them. They also mourn losing you like you will them. I will gather some branches from the oak to ground you.”

      Opening his eyes, Julian could barely nod. “Say good-bye. To all… My poor… trees. Then…” He paused to lick his lips. “Disconnect.”

      “Will the disconnect hurt him?” Sol asked.

      “Yes, but it’s will hurt more if he stays connected,” Emrys said. “Keep him supported and grounded.”

      Sol nodded.

      “The investigation team from RASI arrived,” the headmistress said as she stood. She looked over at the new arrivals. “We’ll need to speak with them.”

      “Could I leave all that to you? I need to walk the land and touch the trees to get an understanding of everything. The oak and I had a quick conversation so I could tell if I could save it or not, but we need to have a deeper connection and that takes a little longer,” Emrys said.

      “Of course,” she said.

      Julian opened his eyes and looked at Emrys. “Leave?”

      “Time for me to go to work.”

      “Rebuild.”

      “Yes. I’m sorry that I must destroy things a little bit more to rebuild.”

      “Destroy… to save.”

      “Yes.”

      “Care for land… For trees…”

      “For you,” Emrys finished with a smile. He brushed his fingers through Julian’s hair. Then he caressed his thumb along Julian’s cheek. “Hang in there. Stay strong for us. Half of your grove remains strong for you. Stay with them.” He sent another flow of energy to Julian.

      “Strong… energy.”

      “For you anytime.” Emrys released Julian’s hand. Then he slung the bag’s strap back over his shoulder and rose to his feet.

      “What about Julian?” Sol asked.

      “If anything changes or he weakens, call for me immediately. Unless I’m in the middle of a connection, talk to one of my assistants. Then I’ll respond.”

      “If you are working with the oak, we’ll bring him to you,” Sol said.

      “But keep him…”

      “Out of reach of a tree until you say it’s ready. Thank whomever you pray to that Anthonie returned when he did. Otherwise we would have lost Julian because he was so close to touching his tree. It was automatic. Whenever he was hurt, he went to his tree,” Sol said.

      “You might want to hold your prayers. I’m sure we’ll be getting a visit from my nana before this is all done.”

      “And…”

      “Oh… You haven’t met anyone like my nana…” Emrys grinned, winked in a teasing fashion, and walked off with the headmistress.

      “That’s evil!” Sol called after him.

      Emrys chuckled, enjoying the lighthearted moment in the midst of the disaster. He sent a last glance at Julian, who turned to meet his gaze. Strengthened by that gentle gaze, he turned to face the job ahead of him.

      Headmistress Thalberg lifted an eyebrow. “Your nana?”

      “A dryad over a thousand annuals in age. No one knows the exact amount. And she’s not telling. And she’s the matriarch of a multi-branched, magic-woven family.” Emrys looked to her. “She stuck a magic tracker on me without my knowledge or sensing that she did it.”

      Her eyes widened a touch.

      “Enough to know I met and spoke with the carnival owner, Errante Ame. Then she wanted to tell me how she met up with him for…” He waggled his eyebrows. “When she was a younger dryad, but still…”

      “Oh dear…”

      “Oversharing. That’s my nana.”

      Headmistress Thalberg laughed out loud. “She shall be welcomed anytime on the academy lands.”

      “Thank you so much for the support.”

      “It shall be a pleasure to meet her.”

      “Head—”

      “Call me Bella. Please. Julian is one of my oldest and dearest friends. I’ve known him since I was a student and later a professor. He supported my recommendation as headmistress. I can’t lose him,” Bella Thalberg said.

      “Then stick with Emrys. All this professor back and forth is going to drive me nuts.” Emrys studied her. “Plus we’re not going to lose him.”

      “Then you better call me Bella because I have a feeling we’re sticking close until this grove gets cleaned and rebuilt until the red moon rises,” Bella said with a wave of a slender hand. “I ordered the cafeteria to set up a table with coffee, tea, and food inside the classroom building. The RASI investigation team will run their office in there.” She glanced at him. “Once you grow the tree and he connects, what happens next? We don’t know how long he’ll be in the tree. Do we?”

      “That’s all up to him and the oak. Once he enters, I’ll keep in contact with my nana. She can sense it better than I can and will join us if she needs to add her energy. Male dryads are rare.”

      “Most are either killed or exiled.”

      “True. Some groves were known to do that to male children. Then other groves learned male dryads could gain stronger gifts and powers if allowed to live and connect to a tree. I have a couple of male cousins who are dryads.”

      “And Julian…”

      “I sense a deep ancient disconnection within him. Though there is a hidden power lurking within him, but he’s unable to find it. Or there’s something wrong with his current connection that’s preventing him from reaching that power. He doesn’t understand how to find his dryad gifts.”

      “Because there are no dryads here who can train him.”

      “Looks like my nana and a few aunts might need to visit. He’ll need a full grove to properly finish his training and connect him. I mean, there’s his personal grove and there’s a family grove. Right now, he’s not part of a family one and that is limiting his potential abilities and range. Why he needs to carry a piece of his tree. If you don’t mind the intrusion of my family onto the campus.”

      “An intrusion of dryads on a legacy grove? Oh, dear Emrys, your family is a blessing.” Bella shook her head with a smile. “Your family is more than welcome on academy lands.”

      “Legacy grove. That’s the second time I heard that.”

      “Remember what you felt when you touched the center oak?”

      “It’s an anchor point for the campus wards.”

      “It’s the same here,” Bella said. “Only split between all the trees and strongest with Julian’s oak. His grove is one of the compass anchor points of the entire protective wards surrounding Lunore. If his grove anchor points fall…”

      “The wards fall.”

      “And anyone can enter this area of the realm and travel anywhere on campus. They could potentially destroy Lunore and her students. Or, dear moons, they could get to the mines in the mountains or on the cliffs that overlook the sea,” Bella said. “Right now I had a couple professors quietly move the anchors to the healthy grove trees from the damaged ones, but they can’t stay in this pattern. Too much stress on the trees.”

      “How long do I have?”

      Bella looked at the golden moon in the sky. “Before the red moon reaches its apex.”

      Since everyone was talking about what was happening with the last red moon of the annual, Emrys knew exactly when it was happening. “The start of the Jubilee. Less than a week.”

      Less than four days to cram in field testing, complicated laboratory work, clean up of the trees and soil, planting of fresh soil, and growing of acorns. All before Julian could even connect to his tree.

      There was a slim probability that this wouldn’t work out.

      That all of this could fail.

      “You are correct. Did you read the book?”

      Emrys pulled away from his racing thoughts when Bella spoke. “I managed to skim it after my arrival, but everyone’s been talking about it since the carnival’s arrival.”

      “I’m grateful you read the book that I recommend to all our new professors. Not everyone does so the changes hit them harder and they start complaining. Our unusual lunar cycles drive everything within the realm.”

      “Along with the additional months which means longer annuals and even longer days and nights. I’m getting used to the longer hours from my home realm.”

      “It takes some adjustment,” Bella said. “Anyway. Before the arrival of the full red moon—”

      “I’ll need to have all the trees grown to a decent age, standing, and the points anchored.”

      “Correct. That’s when the anchors naturally renew themselves at all compass points. There are four red moons every annual. The original professors used them to create the original anchors and wards because the red moons are the strongest source of natural magic. It connects to the vibrant and rich Scarlet Crystalline Laumeldite that is spread throughout the realm, but even more within the mountains—” Bella waved to the mountains that soared off to the north and east. “They are spread in deep veins throughout the campus all the way to the cliffs that overlook the ocean. Sometimes if part of the cliffs breaks off you can see a glimpse of the scarlet gemstone against the darker natural stone base. It’s a combination of the toughest stone, but luxurious and highly valuable as a gem. The laumeldite is a magical-based gemstone because it can also store and restore magic. Which is why the mines—”

      “Are highly contested and valuable for Lunore Academy,” Emrys said now understanding the significance of what Miller told him.

      “And why Julian and others stand against the Ember Council in Rookbourne City to keep money-hungry mining corporations away. The gemstone is exclusive to Nucira. Our mines produce a small amount of usable laumeldite every season under careful ecological ways. For the most part, the gemstones are kept in a raw state, but some are cut down for jewelry and other applications and exports. There are council members who only see the monetary rewards—” She shook her head. “Another conversation for a different time.”

      “Correct, but it could tie back to what is happening.”

      “I will speak with the investigators. Promise. I’ll manage that side of the investigation. There is far too much happening here for you to manage.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Part of my position as headmistress and this has crossed my mind multiple times. Along with other things that happened.” Bella raised her hand and stopped herself again. “Anyway. During the red moon, with the laumeldite, you’ll notice a red glow in the sky throughout the night.”

      “I can’t wait to experience it.”

      “This last moon is the strongest of the four and lasts the longest. It highlights the end of our annual as we enter the hibernal season, what other realms call winter. Our suns don’t produce as much natural light and energy. Which means our days are a little darker and our nights are even longer for the next few months.”

      “Even more to get used to.”

      “Didn’t really prepare you for all of this.”

      “I can manage.”

      “I don’t mean to add even more weight and immediacy to our situation, but…”

      “I understand the urgency. Now I have the understanding of what is underlying the situation beyond Julian’s life.”

      Emrys could only hope to follow through and meet these next to insane deadlines. Perhaps he should take up Nana’s suggestion of calling in reinforcements. Depending on how long the earlier pieces took to accomplish, he would be on limited time to grow the trees. There would be no time to grow them all. If he tried, his magic could go into a burn-out stage. Then…

      That wasn’t something I want to consider.

      Not now.

      Push forward. I can call later if things get to crunch time.
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      Internal peptalk over, Emrys stepped forward with Bella next to him. “Time for me to get to work. There’s some investigation on my behalf first. Could you deal with…” He waved his hand at the incoming newcomers.

      “The politics and people part.”

      Smiling, Emrys tried to beg with his hazel eyes. He even batted his lashes. “Please?”

      Bella chuckled and smacked his shoulder. “No need to beg, you idiot. That’s why I’m the headmistress. Can you give me anything to pass on to RASI that will get them to back off to let you work?”

      “This was a deliberate act over multiple annuals. Both the poisoning to weaken the land and the grove which allowed the trees to catch fire. Otherwise, dryad trees are naturally immune and protected.”

      “This was done by someone with a magical and chemical knowledge and skilled.”

      “Or a group with collective skills because this destruction has a lot of pieces in motion. There’s no way one person could do all of this over this length of time. There will be someone who knows how to alter the earth to cause such destruction and knew Doerr wouldn’t react. Remember those six lethal plants I located in the greenhouses?”

      “Julian mentioned something about Belladonna. Oh, no,” Bella said. “Please don’t tell me—”

      “Julian and I discovered someone took a cutting from one of the worst ones. Some time ago, before you even hired me.”

      “Which one?”

      “The nastiest one of the bunch. The Lethal Noxious Belladonna. That could be what was used to weaken him.”

      Bella cursed under her breath.

      “Which means that perhaps someone in the Botany department… Rotten roots…” Emrys thought about his assistants. Since Casper’s reaction to seeing Lyford in the carnival crowd, there was something about the mysterious assistant that continued to nag him.

      “What is it?”

      “We are looking at multiple suspects, plus others who would have to finance everything. RASI will have to consider multiple avenues of investigations. I have nothing but questions and guesses.”

      “Gather your evidence, Professor Druid. We’re running out of time. The red moon is arriving. Whoever did this has the same deadline too if their aim is to hurt the academy and steal our mines and gemstones. Keep that in mind. They can’t have another chance to attack our dear dryad again.”

      “Have they only attacked the dryad’s grove and forest?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Perhaps RASI can help us look at the campus. At least Miller gave me a bit of a head start here.”

      “Miller? Your assistant? How?”

      “He took it upon himself to start investigating. Turned it into his graduate thesis and I take over as his graduate supervisor. With Professor de Servian’s assistance, he did some testing over the last few annuals. Miller will be by my side throughout the testing. Then I’ll have him shadow the laboratory part.”

      “I’ll sign off on it. Between him and Casper—”

      “I would be lost,” Emrys admitted. “Until I have all the answers though, we’ll keep our suspicions between us.”

      “I’ll deal with the RASI investigators,” Bella said and turned. “Ahh, just the young man we were mentioning. Hello, Miller.”

      “Hello, Headmistress,” Miller said.”

      “Professor Cadogan mentioned your thesis work. I give my full approval. Shadow the professor during the testing and you can join RASI. I’ll make sure you can see the results. Excellent work, young man. Make sure you keep watch over our professor,” Bella said.

      “Will do, Headmistress, got personal orders from his nana to do the same thing. Umm. Thank you for your approval,” Miller said.

      Bella straightened her shoulders. “Wish me luck with the RASI group. Hope they didn’t assign some idiot upstart investigator who has no clue about protected groves or magical academies to us,” she muttered and strode off.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Miller said.

      “Never is when you’re dealing with government stuff,” Emrys said.

      “How is Professor Scarlett?”

      “I stabilized him. He’s going to disconnect from the oak and the damaged side. It’s only draining him further.” Emrys reached out first to the left side of the oak. Reaching with his magic for permission, he broke off several branches full of large scarlet red leaves. Gathering the armful, he transferred them to Miller. “Take these over to the professor and lay them across his body under the blanket. It’ll help support and ground him.”

      “Will do,” Miller said and raced across the grove.

      Emrys watched Miller carefully lay out the branches and speak with the small group.

      Then Miller returned. “The professor said he disconnected.”

      “Due to his condition and a restricted time constraint, I have less than a week to get everything tested, cleaned, the tree planted and grown for him to bond. If this isn’t done by the red moon, he’ll fade to the point where he can’t connect.”

      “What do you mean he can’t connect?”

      “He’ll pass from this life. Like his tree,” Emrys said.

      The other reason was that the anchors would fail and take the grove with it. If that happens, then Julian would definitely fade and pass from this life. The wards surrounding the campus would collapse and Lunore would be vulnerable to attack.

      “He’ll die?”

      “If he was healthy and strong, we would have more time before he needs a new tree to reconnect. Due to the poisoning and burns, he’s been damaged internally and needs a clean, pure tree to heal himself.”

      “Hence the accelerated schedule. Or we’ll lose him.” Miller glanced over his shoulder and back to Emrys. “Is there another way?”

      “I could call in my family’s dryads. They might know a way to artificially support him, but it’s an uncomfortable situation. Or they would have to disconnect him from the entire grove and transfer him to another home grove.”

      “But that means this grove dies,” Miller said.

      “It does and that’s not a viable option,” Emrys said. “We’re not going to let that happen. Not when I’m here and in charge. If I had a Scarlet Oak sapling to plant, I would, but they are rare. It’s more difficult, but I’ll start from an acorn.” He rolled his shoulders to get ready. “First, I need to get a layout of the grove. Do you have a pad handy?”

      “Actually, I have a layout in my binder. But, wait, that’s not the correct procedure—” Miller said.

      “Work it through.”

      “I’ll make a separate diagram, list for this event, and add it as a separate fact because of the fire. Right?”

      “Document everything as separate incidents. You need to show the progression as it happens and changes. This fire is a total destruction scene and far different from an underground poisoning episode that doesn’t reveal itself except in testing.”

      “Right. That’s right.” Miller pulled out a pen and pad from his pocket.

      “Once we get through the urgency, you can make a cleaner copy of everything for your binder and thesis. That’ll take months to make a finished version.”

      “So I heard. Not looking forward to it.” Miller flipped to an empty page. “Go ahead.”

      “Make a list of one to twelve. I’ll call out the location and common names of the trees. From our center spot next to the oak, north is next to the redwoods and south is behind us. Left is green. Right is burnt. Got it?”

      “Got it. Go for it. Will add a big B for burnt.” He jotted the note to himself off to the side. He drew a circle on the bottom to create the new diagram of the fire episode and noted the cartography.

      “Excellent notation.” Emrys let out a touch of his magic and focused upon the trees. “North. One is a Common Hawthorn. Strong pillar point. Healthy.” He turned to the right. “Next six are burnt. Two is a Sessile Oak. Three is a Common Ash. Four on the west pillar point is an Irish Yew. Five is a Common Hazel. Six is a Common Domestic Apple. Red apples.”

      “Hmm. They were delicious too. Extras were often in the cafeteria.” Miller noted down the names.

      “Really?”

      “Hmm. When the professor didn’t require them for any grove festivals, the apples were harvested and placed in baskets for anyone to enjoy. Nice, crisp, and refreshing.”

      “Seven in the southern pillar point is another Common Hawthorn. That’s the last of the burnt trees.”

      “Got it. The left half are the same main species, but some might be a different sub-species.” Miller quickly filled in the diagram with initials of the trees and a slash through the circle to denote the burnt trees.

      “A couple of them are which offers a slightly different protection and ability to the grove. Still an excellent decision to keep them in the same species. Easier to keep connections and a stronger weaving of the protective barrier and wards.”

      “Go ahead,” Miller said. “Number eight.”

      “Eight is an English Oak. Nine is a White Ash. Ten is the eastern pillar point and a Common Yew. Eleven is a Common Hazel. Twelve is another Common Domestic Apple. With red apples that survived the flames. Strong imaginative choices. Not a wide variety, but Julian doesn’t need them.”

      “Not with an actual Ogham Tree Grove deeper in the forest,” Miller said.

      Swinging around, Emrys focused upon Miller. “Wait. There’s a what… Where?”

      “Ogham Tree Grove. It’s deeper in the forest.”

      “Five groups of five trees each. Twenty very specific trees planted in a specific ancient order. Right?”

      “Yeah, one of the reasons why the professor is caretaker of the forest. It’s all set up according to some ancient tree alphabet.”

      “Holy roots,” Emrys said.

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “It’s extremely ancient and rare. Central Realm ancient. I’ll have to see it for myself, but…”

      “Not now.”

      “Right. Yes. Concentrate here. Still… an Ogham Tree Grove here. Holy roots.” Emrys looked down at the diagram on Miller’s notepad. Then he drew his finger down the line. “Add a special note. The grove created a natural barrier of stones, twigs, mud, shells, and other debris to protect the left side from the contamination along this line just left of the Scarlet Oak’s roots and the healthy north pillar tree and burnt southern pillar tree.”

      Miller scribbled down the note. “Is this unusual?”

      “Extremely unusual. I never felt another like it. We’ll figure out a way to obtain picture documentation. Perhaps when we dig out the soil. Either way, this barrier did the job. Simple but effective.”

      “Right. Smart grove.”

      “They have a wonderful protector.” Emrys studied the grove and the work ahead of them. “We need to get moving. Now that I have the grove mapped in my head, I can figure out what is happening where during my druidic connection.”

      “Where do we start?”

      “In the past. I need to let the oak tell me its story first. It was weak when we spoke earlier. Hopefully, I can get something from the other burnt trees without directly connecting to them. That will help move things along.”

      “How?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Stepping out of his shoes, already in bare feet, Emrys moved back and rolled his shoulders and hands. Allowing Miller to scoop up his shoes to place them on the cart, he removed his large bag and handed that over as well.

      “That is crazy heavy, Professor. I’ll keep this on the cart. What about your vest?”

      “Thought I would be using the items more often in that bag, but I’m not, so yes keep it on the cart. As for the vest, I’ll keep it on. It doesn’t bother me,” Emrys said. He opened his arms. Then he opened himself up to his magic and held out his hand.

      From the fold of his magic and ether, his full-length double-twist yew-ash staff appeared in his hand. The entire staff was covered in more glyphs. New ones carved themselves into the wood when he connected to the central tree on the campus.

      “Okay. You’re a druid-wizard,” Miller said with a low whistle. “That’s impressive.”

      Planting the staff in the ground, Emrys calmed and steadied himself to connect to the cursed and contaminated land to protect himself and the work he was about to do. Tilting his head, he spoke a simple druidic prayer that he said most of his life to center his energy.

      Grant, oh spirit, Thy protection;

      And in protection, reason;

      And in reason, light;

      And in light, truth;

      And in truth, justice;

      And in justice, love;

      And in love, the love of spirit,

      And in the love of spirit, the love of all existences.

      The staff remained standing. The clear stone at the top glowed with a greenish-gold color. It would change as he worked.

      “And no one touches the staff. Got it,” Miller said.

      “That would be a smart idea,” Emrys said. “Bad zap. Like knock you to the far side of the meadow and unconscious for over an hour zap.”

      “Yeesh,” Miller said.

      “Talk to me, Sir Guardian, tell me what happened.” Emrys placed his hands on the once beautiful Scarlet Oak. One palm against the fire-burnt bark and the other on the unburnt side. Then he let his energy and gift sink deep into the tree, down to the roots, and let it spread.

      The oak’s broken voice told him everything that happened from the moment Julian planted the acorn in the ground to the horrifying fire.
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      Pulling back from the grove after an unknown time later, Emrys wobbled a little on his feet.

      “Whoa, Professor, hold up. Here we go. Drink up,” Miller said and shoved an opened drink container in his hands. “It’s that recovery tea Archie added. Drink.” He dug around in the large bag and pulled out another cloth bag.

      Recognizing the tea’s scent, Emrys drank the liquid to restore his energy.

      “There’s also these granola bar things. Eat. There’s a lot more for you to do around here.” Miller handed over three homemade bars from the smaller bag. Then he dropped the smaller bag back on the cart.

      “Yes, must follow my nana’s orders. If we don’t, believe me she will find out and we’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “That’s a nana for you,” Miller said. “No matter what species. All nanas are the same.”

      Emrys didn’t eat the homemade bars, an old Cadogan recipe, in one bite, but carefully munched on them. “Thank you.”

      “Feel better?”

      “Getting there. Appreciate the support.”

      “Get what you need? I managed to write down most of what you talked about.”

      “I’ll fill in the final report with pieces from the trees. They didn’t get a sense of the perpetrator, not even during the fire. It started outside the grove.” Emrys moved toward one of the paths.

      “Umm. Professor.”

      Emrys stopped and looked over his shoulder.

      Miller pointed to the still shimmering staff.

      “Oh, yes, best to tuck that away.”

      “Didn’t think you want to leave it unattended.”

      “No, that would be bad.” Emrys clasped the staff and absorbed the energy, which helped restored his lost levels. Lifting it from the ground, he sent it back into his ether pocket. Crunching on the last energy bar, he returned to outer path next to the burnt Sessile Oak. He waved to Bella and the RASI investigator. “Bella. We need to start here.”

      “Emrys, what did you find out?” Bella asked.

      “The fire ignited outside the ring. The perpetrator couldn’t enter.”

      “What about the contamination?”

      “Even with the contamination, the protective wards remained strong against their ill intent. Julian’s gifted at creating and layering protective wards. As sick as the grove was, they remained strong and determined to protect their dryad. They couldn’t show me the perpetrator’s face. It remains hidden,” Emrys said.

      The investigator rocked back on his feet. “Trees can show you images of people? How is that even possible? Even with sentient plants, I never knew that could happen.”

      “Old trees of connected and sacred groves can, in a fashion, share images with their protectors and druids. A grove with over a century of protection, at least, can begin to communicate with someone other than their dryad. The older the grove, the better the contact. But it’s not what you think.”

      “Could you please explain?”

      “Of course, I am a druid and a professor. I should be able to explain this to anyone,” Emrys said with a grin.

      “Even an investigator with not much knowledge about sentient plants.”

      “Even an investigator of your limited knowledge,” Emrys said. “Though the trees understand our language, they can’t respond in the same fashion. They prefer emotions and sensations. Since we can’t understand those in a reliable way, over generations, they created their own ‘tree language’. It’s a combination of symbols, images, and words. Each ‘language’ varies and depends on their connections. This grove, in my opinion, is one of best tended and highly intelligent. Again, that’s high praise for Julian.”

      “Male dryads are rare?”

      “To most grove families, they’re valuable and revered. To others, they’re reviled and removed. It depends on the family.”

      The investigator looked at Bella. “Julian?”

      “His family didn’t value him. They disconnected him and kicked him out. He became a wanderer. Somehow he made his way to Nucira, connected with Lunore Academy’s original founder and headmaster, and was invited to live in the forest, plant his tree, and create a grove,” Bella said. “Over his tenure, we became his family. He’s a true treasure to the academy.”

      “It’s due to this reason why Julian and his grove remained so strong against this attack,” Emrys said. “It’s why my energy levels got knocked around because their visualization and communication is fluid and clear.”

      “What did they show you? Or were able to tell you?” Bella asked.

      “The fire ignited outside around this point. Unfortunately, the understory planting was more vulnerable.” Emrys moved around with his bare feet, magic, and smell. “Got it. Here. Miller, I need the cart.”

      “Let me get it.” Miller raced back and returned within seconds.

      Emrys went to the cart. “For your records, Investigator—” He looked at the other male. “I apologize. I’m horrible with names.”

      “Same. Circumstances are strange and intense,” he said. “Montgomery. Andre Montgomery. Call me Andre, please.” He pulled out a small leather bound wallet that had a glowing ID and a silver shield. “Realm Alliance Security & Investigation. Chief Investigator of the Eastern Alliance Realms, Grade III, and Wizard. Also a graduate of Lunore Academy.”

      “That’s a mouthful of a title.”

      “Tell me about it,” Andre said with a playful eyeroll. “Stick with Andre. It’s easier.” He tucked the wallet back in his pocket.

      “Emrys Cadogan, Druid, Professor of Botany,” Emrys said.

      “Cadogan? Any relation to the Cad-Wyn Laboratories?”

      “My cousins own it, yes.”

      “Know them well. They do a lot of the testing for our fieldwork and more complicated forensic work.”

      “Excellent—”

      “I swear he’s more of a druid-wizard,” Miller said, sliding in the extra bit. “He’s got this awesome staff thing that appears outta nowhere.”

      “Miller—”

      “It’s awesome, Professor,” Miller said.

      “Back to what is happening,” Emrys said. “Thanks to young Miller here, we have a base knowledge of the compounds, but unable to know the exact chemical mixture. He’ll shadow us through testing in the field and the laboratory for his thesis work.”

      “I don’t mind having a future graduate shadow our work. Welcome as a temporary RASI member, Miller. Thanks for beginning the work,” Andre said.

      “Thank you, sir,” Miller said.

      “Before I came here, I had some free time. At my request, when I kept running into issues and annoyances in the field with the Central Alliance Realms RASI office, my cousins created a simplified fieldwork sampling kit,” Emrys said. He staved off Andre’s question about his mention of Central RASI with a wave. “When I’m deep into a problem, like the one surrounding us, I get impatient and I don’t want to keep running back to a lab to test things. We figured out another way.”

      “Really? How does this kit work?” Andre asked.

      “I add samples in a series of capsules pre-loaded with measured components. Close and shake them. If active for specific compounds, they turn color or give off a reaction. Similar to what you would use when testing for a drug.”

      “That’s intriguing. I’m interested to see how it works.”

      “I would like to test a sample here where the fire originated. Then I want to test samples of the oak, the land within the grove, and a couple of other areas. It’ll give us an idea of what this contamination is and how far it spread. Plus it’ll narrow down your testing in the laboratory with the larger samples. Someone did this in a deliberate and methodical way. It wasn’t started here, but I believe further back down that path,” Emrys said.

      “Right, where they could hide what they were doing, but still control the direction,” Andre said.

      “Perhaps later on, or at specific times, they placed more direct poisonings around the grove, but it started in the forest.”

      “Let’s get started with these kits. Headmistress mentioned everything that needs to happen.”

      “We don’t have a whole lotta time. The oak is our priority. Our dryad needs to connect to a new tree to recover from the fire and poisoning.”

      “Let’s get moving. I’ll take notes.”

      “So will my assistant and I’ll type up a final report of all my findings for your files,” Emrys said. “This isn’t the first time I’ve assisted realm investigators. My skills are unique and my family is often called onto crime sites.”

      “It’s how I learned your name,” Bella admitted.

      “Figured that’s what happened. I’ll explain what I’m doing with the first kit.” Emrys picked up one of the striped boxes, tugged out the package, and placed it on the stand. Then he opened up the medium boxes that held the sample collector scoops. He nodded to Miller, who pulled out a pad and pen.

      “Doesn’t look like much,” Andre said.

      “That’s the whole point.”

      “Keep it small and portable. Got it.”

      “First, I need to prepare the kit,” Emrys said. “There are several tubes with fluids and different compounds. The unique color label tells me what they do. There’s a corresponding card inside that explains everything.” He picked up the collector cup and scoop. “Now I’ll collect the soil sample where the fire originated. I only need a top layer sample.”

      Moving back to the spot, he scooped a minor amount, but left enough behind for the forensics team. He poured it into the small cup and capped it to protect the sample integrity.

      “You’ll want to flag this area. They should move this section to a separate area for testing,” Emrys said.

      Andre waved a hand. “We need a series of orange flags.”

      A young assistant raced over. “ID on them?”

      “Fire Origin.”

      The assistant wrote it on each flag. He placed the flags around the area Emrys traced out. “Thank you, sir.”

      Emrys carried his sample back. “To maintain integrity, I didn’t touch the sample with my hands and kept the cup closed. You can take it a further step and wear gloves and protection equipment.”

      “I’ll discuss further standards with my forensics team,” Andre said.

      Emrys placed the cup down. “Now I need to open the sample tubes with a simple pull back on the blue tab.” He took hold of the kit with one hand, grasped the blue tab, and yanked it. “I have ten minutes to add the samples or the chemicals will lose their vitality.”

      Opening the cup, he used a long thin scoop, and transferred small drops of soil into each tube.

      “Then I use this red tab to seal the tubes back up.” He grabbed the red tab and reversed the pulling motion. “I shake the entire kit six times. Hard. That will mix everything and start the reactions. Then I start a timer for five minutes.”

      Picking up the kit, he shook it exactly six times in a vigorous fashion. Then he placed it back in the holder. Grabbing the timer, he set it for five minutes, used the time to clean his workspace, and pull out a large card from the box.

      “How long did it take to come up with this system?” Andre asked.

      “About seven annuals of various lab trials and fieldwork in different realms. There are some compounds that need a separate kit or a full laboratory testing, but this narrows the list big time,” Emrys said.

      “Could your family make it available to RASI forensics teams?”

      “That is their goal. They mentioned working out some things to make it smoother, but most of my results have been confirmed in my lab work.”

      The timer dinged.

      Emrys turned it off. Then he used the card to check the reactions, though he had most of them memorized. He show it to the others.

      “Looks like there is something in most of the tubes.” Andre moved closer to study everything.

      “That’s incredible,” Bella said.

      “That’s pretty darn amazing, Professor,” Miller said.

      “I suspected there is going to be something biological, but the majority will be chemical based. The fire components will be organic which will cause spikes in the first three tubes. The rest… hmm…” Emrys noted what was happening. “There’s a higher response in alkalinity and acidity, expected with the changes to the soil base. We’ll find that in most of the samples and you should compare it to areas without contamination.”

      “I’ll make a note to do just that to figure out the levels of change,” Andre said.

      “We should do the same tests throughout the campus. There have been changes noted throughout campus. Perhaps whoever did this was testing in various areas,” Bella said.

      “I can easily send my team around campus for a thorough investigation if you allow them,” Andre said.

      “I do give my permission. I want this poisoner, no matter who or how many they are, captured and stopped,” Bella said.

      “That is our goal,” Andre said. “What else does the test say?”

      “As I suspect with an arson fire, we have volatile organic compounds,” Emrys said. “That’s the bright orange color. They are produced and released when substances are burned by accelerants. It’s a common link any arson investigator would look for in testing.”

      “We do the same in RASI – magic or normal based. What else is there?”

      “I believe the rest are all pieces of a very complicated poison. Carbon-based chemicals, heavy metals, inorganic preservatives, along with bacteria and mold. Looks like high levels of carbon dioxide as well.”

      “Which means?”

      “Something is happening with the mycorrhizal fungi that exist entirely underground and grow symbiotically with the roots of trees.”

      “The mycorr what?”

      In spite of the serious situation surrounding them, Emrys smiled at the confused investigator. He repeated the word. “A type of fungus.”

      “Fungus? Do you mean a mushroom?”

      “Yes, a mushroom. An ancient type found in old forests and groves. A very specialized type of fungus. They play vital functions in the health and well-being of a forest. Scientists are only beginning to understand their role.”

      “Like what?”

      “The mycorrhizal fungi act as a cohesive network between the roots, helps everyone communicate, exchange resources and nutrients, and keep everything alive. Or support others when a section is dying.” Emrys gestured around them. “Or in this case, unfortunately, the fungi unknowingly helped to spread the contamination. The high carbon dioxide levels indicate the network is breaking down as the fungi are dying. As they die, they release the carbon dioxide.”

      “Is that how you also communicate with the grove?”

      “In a fashion, but a little different. I can sense the pathways to get an overall feel of the entire forest, but not a direct communication,” Emrys said.

      “How bad are these results?” Andre asked.

      “It means the attacker created a multi-point poison to attack the forest and grove in different ways to break down the magical barriers, the mycorrhizal fungi connection, and the natural environment. All of this took time, skill, and patience,” Emrys said.

      “Five annuals?” Bella asked.

      “Or longer,” Emrys said.

      “Professor Scarlett mentioned the forest was acting strange longer than five annuals when I spoke with him,” Miller said.

      “Why five annuals?” Andre asked.

      “It’s how long ago we suspect Professor Doerr’s illness started, but it could have been longer. He kept a tight control over the Botany department along with his top assistant. Both are—” Bella looked at Emrys.

      Emrys nodded. The one he half mentioned earlier.

      “Are no longer with the department, but the assistant supported all of his decisions and actions. Casper and the new assistants are all well vetted and trusted,” Bella said.

      “I’ve come to trust them as well,” Emrys said, “in my short time here at Lunore.”

      “Aww, thanks, boss,” Miller said.

      “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “Of course not.”

      There was a light chuckle through the group to lighten things.

      “But I think I know who you’re talking about and yeah, he’s not someone you want to tangle with. He could come up with this, but not on his own since he has no chemical skills. None,” Miller said. “This kind of chemical mix is way beyond his knowledge, but he would know about the Belladonna plant. The rest is a little too complicated.”

      “We’ll need to investigate a little more,” Emrys said.

      Miller nodded.

      “What’s the next step?” Andre said.

      “Miller, did you mark down the reactions?” Emrys asked his assistant.

      “I did, sir.”

      “Great. Place it all back in the medium box, along with the sample. Use a pen to mark the test as ‘Fire Origin – 01’. Use the same name on your notes so we can match it to the test.”

      “Will do, Professor,” Miller said and made the notation right away.

      “We’ll take a few samples around the outer grove. Then the earth mages can start removing the trees and dirt to the green tarps. That’s set for the bad soil and trees. The blue is for the good soil that Casper is working on getting a bulk delivery,” Emrys said.

      “Already have a large team of earth and stone mages ready to go on your command,” Andre said.

      “They’ll continue to work out here and we’ll return to the grove. Take multiple deep soil samples around the entire grove and redo the tests. More tests will be done along the path into the forest, but that can be done after we clean this area. The grove comes first. I need to get all this cleared out so I can get new soil dropped in, plant new trees, and begin to grow a new Scarlet Oak.”

      “Professor!”

      Emrys turned to find Casper racing out of the swirly purple portal with a large container in his hands. A sapling tree wavered back and forth with his movements. A tree with a mixture of green and scarlet leaves.

      “Casper, is that… how did…”

      “After getting with our soil guy, who’s setting up our massive bulk delivery after I explained what is happening, I took a step further and called the nurseries. I wanted to see if anyone would have a Scarlet Oak sapling. Remembering what your nana said about how growing an acorn would be near impossible in our timeframe, I figure there had to be a better way for you and the professor,” Casper said. “I found one and they delivered this little fella. They were a few realms away, but they had someone who connected us with a strong portal that wouldn’t hurt our little sapling here. Could the professor connect with this one?”

      “Casper, this is amazing. You went the extra step again and thought of another way to fix our problem. You’re brilliant. Let me see if this one has any sentient values.” Emrys touched the young tree with a bit of his magic.

      There was such a light and eagerness to the sapling, ready for a new life and stretch out its roots. A new purpose. There was magic within it.

      “Oh, this one is definitely full of magic and could easily reach sentient nature early. I think this little sapling may be our answer. Only the professor will know if he can connect to it.”

      “Can we bring it to him like this?”

      “I think so. Can you carry it?”

      “I’ll carry it wherever you want me too, sir,” Casper said with the widest smile.

      “Wonderful job, Casper. Well done,” Bella said and touched his cheek with her fingers.

      “Thank you, ma’am. Anything for Professor Scarlett. He’s one of the best we have at Lunore. It only took six calls and was five realms away. Thought it would take more because Scarlet Oaks are kinda rare and special,” Casper said.

      “Way to go, Casper!” Miller said.

      “Thanks, buddy.” Casper juggled the sapling and they bumped fists real quick.

      Miller looked to Emrys. “Want your shoes, sir?”

      “Ahh, yes, I’m done for now.” Emrys slid his feet back into the battered slip-on shoes. “Let’s go see our dryad. Then we’ll get back to testing around the grove. Time is critical for everything.”
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      Glum about being stuck lying on the ground, Julian wanted to sink deep and disappear into the earth. He hated not being able to do anything to help save his grove. He hated the pain. The discomfort. The basic inability to not even get a full breath.

      Useless.

      Absolutely useless in his grove.

      In his home.

      In his life.

      He detested this feeling.

      “Oh my stars, Julian, you’re not going to believe this,” Solomon said.

      When Solomon shifted around next to him, jostling his sore body, Julian moaned. Then Solomon gently inclined his upper body.

      “Sol, no… leave… Close… to… ground.”

      “Stop acting like a whiny brat. And you don’t have to be on the ground at this moment. You need to see this. Open your eyes. Look, my dear,” Sol said.

      “Oh, yes, you need to see it. It’s a miracle, Julian,” Cicely said.

      “What? No… new… tree… Would… felt… energy. Grove… still… sick.” Julian opened his eyes and looked over.

      Instead of seeing his beautiful oak standing tall and proud, he saw the half burnt remains. He looked away.

      “Yup. Burnt… oak… Grove… hurt… No… change.”

      “Not the old oak, my dear, look at who’s coming and what they have with them. Look at what they’re carrying,” Sol said in an encouraging tone.

      Looking back, this time he focused upon the small group walking toward him. One of them was carrying a large container with a… sapling. A tree. With a healthy mixture of green and red leaves. The red only showed in later seasons, autumnal seasons, unless they were sentient and sometimes the tree wanted to be more colorful and quirkier. The tree leaned a bit to the side and Casper’s face poked around the branches with a wide smile.

      “Hello, Julian,” Emrys said. “Casper, place the container on his left side. Gently, please.”

      “Hello, Professor Scarlett, I found this surprise. I believe this special little sapling was waiting to meet you,” Casper said. After lowering the container, he crouched next to it.

      “Is it…” Julian touched the plastic with his good hand.

      “A healthy young Scarlet Oak. A little over five annuals old and sprouting some scarlet leaves out of season. It’s eager, willing, full of magic, and ready for a new purpose,” Emrys said. “It’s up to you to see if you can connect with this tree or I go with the plan of using the acorn.”

      “Sol, help… Up… more… Please… support,” Julian said.

      “Of course,” Sol said and nudged himself behind Julian’s back.

      Julian raised his arm with more of Sol’s help. He reached out and touched the tree’s thin trunk.

      ::Hello. Hello. Dryad. Oooh. You hurt. I heal. Hello. Special. Home. Home. Home. New realm. I like here. Not feel good though. Need help. I help. I like to help. I heal. You like?::

      Julian smiled at the youthful enthusiasm. /Yes, little one, but you need to be planted and grow a little more before you can help heal me. Before we can protect the land around us. The druid will help. Then we can connect./

      ::Yes. Yes. Connect. Home. Home. Dryad home. Protect. Safe. Heal. I help.::

      /Thank you, little one. We will make a strong partnership and protect Lunore Academy. We have a duty to anchor the protection wards. It’s a very important job and you will be a compass point. Can you do this for me?/

      ::Oooh. Yes. Purpose. Safe. Yes. Protect. Safe. Home. Heal. Yes.::

      /Soon, little one. Soon. Tired. Must rest./

      ::I keep watch. Until roots go in soil. Then grow big and strong. Now you rest. Druid nice. He protect too.::

      “What do you think? Will the connection work?” Emrys asked.

      Julian could feel the little tree give him a touch of energy. “Perfect. Little… tree… perfect. Magical… Can… connect… strong… powerful… partnership. Sentient… under… century… Support… new… grove. Forge… old… new… bond… with… acorn… roots.”

      “Ahh, yes, I understand that trick. My nana instructed that by placing the acorn of a previous tree in the roots of a new tree to connect them. An easy process,” Emrys said.

      Julian smiled at Casper. “Thank you… Casper… for… sapling.”

      “Wonderful! You’re more than welcome, Professor. I’m glad you can connect to the sapling,” Casper said. “We’ll leave the tree here with you. New soil is on its way. I’ll get back to wait for it.”

      “Well done, Casper.” Emrys tugged his assistant in for a hug.

      Casper returned it. “More than welcome. I’m so pleased the idea worked.”

      “Casper, hold on a moment. Miller, rewrite that list of the six burnt trees,” Emrys said.

      “Sure,” Miller said and rewrote the list.

      “Why… list?” Julian asked.

      “If Casper can find one sapling, perhaps he can get more,” Emrys said.

      Miller ripped off a sheet and gave it to Casper.

      “Wow. Some of these, sure, but others…” Casper tilted his head. “I don’t know, but I’ll give it my best shot.”

      “Call back that nursery. See what they have in stock. Work your magic and charm with them,” Emrys said.

      “You got it. I’ll see what I can do.” Casper waved the list. With a grin, he got to his feet and raced off.

      “This will save time during growing, but there is still a lot of forensic and prep work. We need to return to it,” Emrys said.

      “Go. Please. Stay… with… new… friend.” Julian tapped his fingers on the sapling’s trunk. “Approves… of… new… home… Will… keep… guard… watch.” He motioned for Sol to let him lay back a little more.

      “Can you start the bonding process?”

      “Ease… yes… Make… connection ceremony… smoother… on us.”

      “I’ll return for the tree once the land is cleared and the new top soil is in place.” Emrys rose again and left with the others.

      “This is a cute little tree. I’m amazed they could find one in the Eastern Realms since it’s usually known as a Central Realm based tree,” Sol said after they left. He adjusted the branches to lay across Julian’s lower body to continue providing their support.

      “Oaks… hardy… adapt… Little one…special. Sentient… Can survive… anywhere.” Julian glanced over to watch Emrys and the others walk away. “The druid… team… amazing. Like… Casper… Miller… they did… best… Casper tried… under Doerr… Lyford… Now…”

      “Now he can thrive and really show what he can do when give a chance to shine under a true professor,” Solomon said when Julian couldn’t say everything. “To where he can figure out how to give you this wonderful gift for a new start.”

      Julian touched the sapling. Then he remember the tarot reading. “Like… the cards.”

      “With the Knight of Pentacles in the lead. Though he was quite impressive in the greenhouses, seeing him out here in charge and, definitely in his element as a druid, I must say that Emrys is quite handsome indeed,” Sol encouraged.

      “The knight… No…”

      “I second that. He is a handsome man. All those tattoos. The energy running through him,” Cicely said. “Oh, I do like what this tree is doing for your stats, Julian. Much stronger.”

      “He fits the cards. He’s of the earth. Came to the rescue. Emrys Cadogan is your knight,” Sol teased.

      “No.” Julian shook his head.

      “Can’t say no to those cards. Especially turned by Madame Persephone. There was something about that lady.”

      “There was something about that entire carnival,” Cicely said when Julian tried to catch his breath again. “I don’t like your breathing. It’s getting worse. We need to keep you inclined.”

      “True.” Solomon glanced at Julian and Cicely. “There are different pillows in his home. Can help us keep him propped up better.”

      “Get them. We need to protect his airway,” Cicely said and moved to take his place behind Julian.

      Julian fell quiet. His friends moved to keep him safe. He reached up to stroke the sapling’s branch as if the tree lowered it to make it easier for him.

      Oh, yes, this tree would make a strong partnership.
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      “That’s the last test. Confirmed similar results,” Emrys said after reading the results on the last test inside the grove. “And there’s that stronger biological marker that we get closer to the tree.”

      “Why is that significant?” Andre asked.

      “It could be the major piece that’s inflicting Julian if it’s what I believe it is, but I need to have his blood checked. It’ll take a lab test or two to confirm it,” Emrys said.

      “Emrys, excuse me, but something is occurring at the main gate portal. They’re trying to contact you.” Bella walked over. She left earlier to coordinate other arrivals and jostling around for space.

      “What is it? I’m a little busy finishing up the forensics.”

      “Grayson Cadogan and Cormac Wyn, doctors and druids, and owners of Cad-Wyn Laboratories. They claim your nana called them and told them to get their butts here with a portable laboratory to assist with our situation and you can’t do this alone.” Bella wiggled her phone. “You know them?” she asked teasingly.

      “Nana…” Emrys grumbled. “Yes, unfortunately I know them all too well, they’re my cousins.”

      Bella raised the phone to her ear. “Send them through. Madigan, create that hole in the mountain. We’ll place the lab inside.”

      Two tall males dressed in white lab coats over dark blue scrubs and soft shoes moved through the burnt paths and trees. One had golden streak russet hair similar to Emrys, but had it cut in a short, tapered fringe around his face while Emrys wore his long with hazel-green eyes. The other had the dark auburn hair and rich green eyes of the Wyn family.

      “What in the name of roots is going on?” Emrys said. “Really? Yanking you two out of your labs and sending you all the way from the Central Realms to the end of the realms to get here. What is she thinking? Why would she call on you two?”

      “Why wouldn’t she call on us? She knows darn well that we’re more than capable of running field tests and helping the RASI forensics. Since you have an insane amount of trees and plants to root and grow. Plus you’re under some kind of serious time crunch with a special moon or something,” Grayson Cadogan said. “Greetings and love you, cousin. How you been? See your manners still haven’t improved. Should we be talking to Auntie Cairistìona about them?” A wicked grin curled his lips along with a wiggle of his eyebrow.

      “Don’t you dare bring my mum into this or it’s game on, cousin,” Emrys said. He dragged his cousin into a hard hug.

      “I told him that bringing up Auntie Cairis wouldn’t be smart,” Cormac Wyn said. “We already have Nana on all our butts.”

      “We’re all grown men,” Emrys said.

      “And she’s Nana,” Grayson said.

      “Someone I am truly dying to meet,” Bella said with a chuckle.

      All three cousins turned to face her with wide eyes. They all shook their heads.

      “Oh dear,” Bella said.

      “Let’s table this discussion for now. Shall we?” Emrys said.

      “Perhaps we should,” Bella said.

      “Otherwise she’ll pop up outta the ether. Like she’s magic,” Mac said. “I swear. It’s special Nana-magic.”

      Bella blinked.

      Emrys studied his cousins again. “Why are you here, Gray, Mac?”

      “What we said is true, cousin. Nana mentioned someone nasty contaminated a protected dryad grove and its protector and you were trying to track it down. Plus you’re on a tight timeline, like days and not weeks, to get all this done and lots of trees grown to get your dryad back in his new tree and healed,” Grayson said.

      “Less than five days, including this current one,” Emrys admitted.

      “You idiot,” Mac muttered.

      “Definite idiot,” Grayson added. “Anyway, we’re taking over the general testing and assisting RASI with all the laboratory work. Anything that could possibly alter the protections and life of a dryad grove would have to be extremely complicated and not to talk down RASI’s capabilities, but we’re from a dryad family and know what compounds and poisons to look for and how to assist a dryad.”

      “And to offer whatever other support we can for you,” Mac added. “There’s a lot happening here. More than one druid can manage. Even with RASI.”

      “Which as the Head Inspector, I’m more than willing to accept. Thank you for arriving so quickly to help us. I admit that I’m out of my field when it comes to a protected grove, but I learn on my feet,” Andre said when he joined their group. “Greetings, I’m Inspector Andre Montgomery, RASI East, at your service.” He shook hands with the cousins. “I’m impressed with the fieldwork kits. Hope we can talk about getting those in RASI hands after we get through this emergency.”

      “That was one of our initiatives,” Mac said.

      “Andre, can you take them through the rest of the land? Bella, could you or someone else guide them through the path and around the cabins? All of that needs to be tested because I’m sure the source must be there,” Emrys said.

      “Of course and I’ll have agents with us as protection,” Andre said.

      “I’ll guide the way,” Bella said.

      “This is what we’re here for,” Grayson said.

      “Now that I see what’s ahead of you, I’m glad Nana called us. If you need some extra energy, don’t hesitate to holler.” Mac studied the burnt grove with a low whistle. “So much destruction and pain. How could anyone…”

      “That’s what we’re all trying to figure out,” Andre said.

      “Unbelievable,” Mac said.

      “Miller… One of the used kits, please,” Emrys said.

      “Yes, Professor,” Miller said and moved to the cart. He carried back one of the medium boxes.

      Emrys opened it and handed over the pack of tubes with their colors. “It’s quite a mixture. I hope you two and RASI forensics can narrow down the actual components in the larger samples. We located the fire origin outside of the grove. It’s marked with orange flags.”

      The cousins let out low whistles.

      “That’s not a good mixture anywhere, let alone a dryad’s grove,” Mac said.

      “Definitely a lot to pick apart, but we will. Guarantee it,” Grayson said.

      “Whoever it is, did this deliberately over time to break down the protection of the grove. This used to be one of the strongest groves. The communication almost knocked me off my feet and this was after half of it, including the Scarlet Oak was burnt. That’s all due to their dryad, Julian Scarlett,” Emrys said.

      “Who’s hurting and in pain every minute we’re talking and you’re not growing his tree. So we’ll get moving on our end,” Grayson said.

      “Can’t grow anything in this soil. The samples need to be the labs’ priority. We’ll get the trees pulled. The soil needs to be removed or something to clean the contamination before I can think about adding new soil and plant the new tree,” Emrys said.

      “After seeing this mix of chemicals, it’s going to be complicated breaking it down, but between RASI and Cad-Wyn, we can do it,” Grayson said.

      “There is one more thing,” Emrys said.

      “What is it?” Grayson asked.

      “See this biological marker?” He tapped the first tube.

      The cousins nodded.

      “I think it’s a component created from the Lethal Noxious Belladonna plant specifically added to weaken and inflict Julian,” Emrys said.

      The cousins let out a slow whistle.

      “Where would someone come across such a nasty little plant?”

      “In one of my greenhouses,” Emrys said.

      “What?” Grayson asked.

      “Remember I called for some assistance about how to handle some lethal plants I discovered?”

      “Yes.”

      “This was one of them.”

      “What was a Lethal Noxious Belladonna doing in an academic greenhouse?” Grayson asked.

      Andre raised his hand. “What is a Lethal Noxious Belladonna plant? Not a plant person. Sorry.”

      “If the plant is alive and you’re standing in front of it, you’re dead,” Mac said.

      Andre’s eyes widened.

      “Luckily, it’s found only in a collapsed realm and a few locked down laboratories under tight shields.” Mac glanced at Emrys. “Except for one place. Emrys found it hiding in his academic greenhouse. Oh, just hanging around in a hibernated state.”

      “I have no idea how it ended up being there. My assistants and I can find no paperwork regarding its transfer or purchase,” Emrys said.

      “Do I need to add this plant’s origin to my to-do list?” Andre asked. “Is it in a dangerous state?”

      “You might need to add it. For now, it’s in hibernation mode. So, no, it’s not deadly, but someone harvested pieces of it.” Emrys motioned to Mac. “As my cousin suggested during some conversations, I have it isolated along with other lethal plants behind very thick shields and locks.”

      “Harvested pieces of it?” Andre asked.

      “Julian noticed someone sliced an entire stalk and roots from the Belladonna,” Emrys said.

      “Nothing can come from that plant, but death,” Grayson said.

      “Pieces of it could be in our dryad’s bloodstream,” Emrys said.

      “We’ll need to draw blood and test it,” Mac said.

      “If it’s true, we need to administer Julian an antidote before he can go through a connection ceremony. He can’t enter the tree with Belladonna poisoning,” Emrys said.

      “I’ll draw the blood and run the tests. I’m better with bloodwork and the antidotes than you.” Mac looked at his lab partner.

      Grayson nodded in agreement. “I’ll get to the field tests and figuring out those components.”

      “Thanks for being here,” Emrys said.

      “Sounds like a plan is coming together. Our forensics team can use your expertise,” Andre said.

      “We’re ready to jump in and help. We’ll use all the hands you can give us. Especially if we’re on a time crunch,” Grayson said.

      “Days. We have days. They’re long ones in this realm, but still days,” Bella said.

      “That’s a time crunch,” Grayson said.

      “Got several teams ready to go at your word,” Andre said.

      “Moving out now.” Grayson pointed over to Miller. “Miller, right?”

      “Right, sir,” Miller said.

      “We need to transfer all the kits to our cart we left outside the grove,” Grayson said.

      Miller looked at Emrys, who nodded.

      “Go ahead with him. Also, Grayson, it was Miller who did the initial testing. You’ll want to look at his test results when you return to the lab. Show him how things are done. This is for his graduate thesis. Please allow him to be your shadow,” Emrys said.

      “You got it, Em. I can always use a helper.”

      “What about the rest—” Miller said.

      “That’s what Archie is for,” Emrys interrupted. Then he looked around and hollered. “Archie!”

      “Here I am!” Archie raced over. “What’s up, Professor?”

      “Earth and stone mages?”

      “Ready to roll. Tarp area spread out.”

      “Get the mages digging out all the destroyed trees and plants. Everything needs to be moved to the tarps,” he said.

      “Got it. I’ll oversee them.”

      “Miller, you’re with me. Let’s get those kits transferred. Andre, Miss Bella, show us where we need to finish this testing. We need to be fast, but accurate to get through this time issue.” Grayson moved out with everyone following.

      “Let me get some items from our lab and meet you back here. Then we’ll go to your dryad,” Mac said.

      “Thanks, Mac,” Emrys said.

      “Be right back,” Mac said and took off for the mobile lab.
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      With everyone helping out, Emrys couldn’t move forward until the burnt debris was removed. Then they needed to figure out what to do with the soil. Either way, he couldn’t grow the sapling tonight.

      To break this news to Julian, he wanted to bring some care packages to the small group. Waiting for Mac, he went to the makeshift cafeteria and gathered a basket of food and drinks. Everyone needed sustenance, including him, and he was sure Cicely and Solomon would need restroom breaks or time to get up and walk around.

      Stepping out, he saw his cousin walking over with his medical bag. “Ready?”

      “Ready to go. Wish we had time to visit this carnival you mentioned, but I definitely am excited to meet this dryad. Where are the rest of your assistants? There’s four of them.”

      “That’s right. You met Miller. The younger two, Archie and Loukas, are floating around as helpers. The oldest, Casper, remains at the work shed finishing up some other details. Hoping he can locate more saplings.” Emrys took the path through the trees. “We’ll walk across the grove. Let out your druid skills to sense what is happening.”

      “Sure. Is this a test?”

      “No, but see what you can feel.” Emrys led his cousin back through the fire devastated half and across the odd barrier.

      Mac paused and tilted his head. “That’s strange. What am I sensing?”

      “Wondering if you could.” Emrys explained how the grove managed to accomplish this remarkable feat to protect itself.

      “That’s amazing. Considering how old this grove must be, that’s a triumph to our dryad.”

      “For surviving all this time against the poisoning and contamination and now this fire, Julian is quite amazing,” Emrys said.

      They continued their walk.

      Emrys noticed Mac’s smirk. “What?”

      “Somebody is interested in the dryad,” Mac sing-songed. “Nana didn’t tell us about this little bit. Hmm? A little intrigued. Piqued your interest?”

      “Oh, shut up,” Emrys said and stopped by the small group.

      “Hello, Emrys, how are things going? Got someone new with you this time around. Hello there, welcome to our craziness here,” Solomon said when he looked up at their arrival. He yawned, raised his arms, and stretched out his back. There was an audible series of cracks and pops. “Ahhh. Needed that release.”

      “Hello, Solomon. Things should move faster. Got a bit more help. This is one of my cousins, Doctor Cormac Wyn, a druid and scientist, and one of the owners of Cad-Wyn Laboratories. Our other cousin, Doctor Grayson Cadogan, is finishing the testing around the forest with Miller and the RASI investigator, Andre Montgomery. They brought a mobile lab with them and that’ll increase our testing abilities. They’ll be able to figure out how to neutralize the contamination a lot faster than RASI alone,” Emrys explained. He sat on Julian’s left side and motioned for Mac to do the same.

      “Hello, everyone,” Mac said and lowered his bag next to his spot.

      “Hmm…” Solomon leaned forward and deliberately checked out Mac. “Another druid cutie and a smartie scientist. I like that combo.”

      Mac glanced over what he could of Solomon and grinned back. He gave that flirtatious grin Emrys knew that could cause all sorts of trouble. “I also enjoy the combo. Who are you?” he asked.

      “The best friend so I can slug you if you hurt the dryad.”

      “Sol…” Julian whispered, but didn’t open his eyes.

      “What? It’s my right and position to protect you,” Sol said.

      “So it is,” Mac said.

      “Dr. Druid-Scientist, how can you figure out the neutralization stuff?” Solomon asked.

      “It’s one of our specialties. Nothing to this degree, especially with a protected grove, but we work a lot with poisons and contaminations in other ecologies and realms,” Mac said.

      “Thank the goddess someone knows what they’re doing,” Solomon said.

      “That’s the hope,” Mac said.

      “Mac, this is our top healer, Cicely. Solomon is our dryad’s self-proclaimed best friend and another professor,” Emrys said and ignored Sol’s squawk of protest. Then he smiled down at their dryad. “And this fine fellow is our dryad, Julian Scarlett, along with our new Scarlet Oak sapling.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Cicely said.

      “Thanks for coming to help us,” Solomon said.

      “Good to meet you,” Mac said and glanced down at Julian. “Hello there.”

      Julian opened his eyes. It took a moment for him to focus upon Emrys and Mac. Then he smiled. “Hello.” He shifted his gaze to Emrys. “Em.”

      “Hello, Julian. How are you?” Emrys sifted his fingers through Julian’s hair.

      “Same… Sapling… helps.” Then he closed his eyes for a bit.

      Lifting his gaze, Emrys looked at the others.

      “Off and on naps. A lot,” Solomon said.

      “Let him rest a bit,” Emrys said. “I brought tea for everyone and sandwiches for you and Cicely, Solomon.” He pulled back the cloth on the basket.

      “Oh, smells wonderful.” Solomon accepted the bottle of fresh tea and wrapped sandwich still warm from the makeshift cafeteria.

      Cicely did the same.

      “There’s also a couple of sides of salads and chippies in there.” Emrys handed over a couple of smaller containers and silverware. He left another meal for himself in the basket.

      “Ahh, perfect,” Solomon said.

      “This is wonderful.” Cicely opened the containers and created herself a little picnic.

      “Smells… good.”

      Looking down, Emrys noticed Julian opened his eyes again. “Sorry you can’t enjoy it.”

      “Me too.”

      “Can you handle some tea, Julian?” Emrys picked up Julian’s hand and released a few bursts of energy. He noticed the new adjustment of pillows to keep Julian in an inclined position. Perhaps he could do something about that later.

      Some color returned to his face, Julian sighed. A thick cough escaped and he wheezed a bit. “Bit… Nauseous. From pain… Cicely helps.”

      “But we need to keep moving and get you in your new tree.”

      Julian nodded.

      “From my estimate, the testing and lab work will take the rest of this evening. Then we’ll need to figure out a solution to the contamination,” Emrys said to give Julian the truth.

      “Long… time…”

      “We can’t rush this process.”

      “Understand.”

      “Try some tea. Then we need to talk more about why Mac is here. Let me help you up a bit. Mac, can you open that bottle? There’s a straw too.” Emrys adjusted the pillows to help Julian into a steeper incline position. He slid in beside him for additional support and allow the flow of druidic energy between them to continue.

      Mac opened the bottle and inserted a reusable straw. He leaned over and held the bottle in position for Julian to take a few sips.

      “It’s a chamomile tea with a bit of ginger. Nothing too intense or heavy. Ginger should help your belly. Gentle sips,” Emrys said in a soft encouraging tone.

      After a few more sips, Julian leaned against Emrys. “Good… Thanks…”

      Mac lowered the bottle, tucked the straw in it, and capped it. “I’ll leave it here for later. You should keep drinking when you can.”

      “We’ve been giving him sips of water and tea throughout the day,” Solomon said.

      “Have you gotten a break, Cicely?” Emrys asked.

      “Hmm. One of the other healers took over so I could get up, stretch my legs, recharge, and use the facilities. As the main healer, I feel responsible for his care,” Cicely said after finishing her sandwich and most of her sides. She enjoyed her pile of chippies.

      “How about you, Solomon?” Emrys asked.

      “I get up and stretch my legs. Use the bathroom in Julian’s home. I sent one of my students to my rooms to collect a bag of clothes, other items, and leave them in Julian’s place. I’m not leaving him,” Solomon said.

      Emrys glanced down at Julian. “How are you holding up?”

      “Good… in situation,” Julian said. “Not favorite position. Butt nekkid… under blankets… on ground… couple of rocks… Too many people. Half ruined. Not…” He shook his head.

      “Not the best of situations. A little too much overwhelming your senses on top of what happened to your trees,” Emrys said.

      Julian nodded.

      Mac opened his bag and unpacked a few things. “I’m sorry that I need to invade things a little bit more.”

      “Now what?” Julian asked.

      “Remember that Belladonna plant?” Emrys asked.

      “In… greenhouse… testing…”

      “I believe that’s what was popping the biological part, but we can confirm it with tests. It’ll show the strongest in your bloodwork. If you consent, Mac will need to extract a couple of vials,” Emrys said.

      “If positive?”

      “Then I’ll work up an antidote that you can drink or via an infusion before your connection ceremony. That’s a gorgeous new sapling,” Mac said. He pulled on a pair of protective gloves. “May I take your blood?”

      “Thanks… Casper found…” Julian nodded. “Go ahead. Might be hard… Dehydrated…”

      “We’ll manage without causing you additional pain, but hold up a moment.” Mac glanced at Emrys and Cicely. “Noticed his breathing and talking is off.”

      “Heart and lungs are damaged. Emrys mentioned his oak’s heartwood was severely damaged. The fire made things worse,” Cicely said. “There isn’t much we can do to help.”

      “Hmm. Do you mind if I take a listen to things? Along with my medical training, I have some healer abilities with my druidic ones,” Mac asked.

      “Go ahead…” Julian said.

      “Whatever you can do to assist us, please,” Cicely added.

      Pulling out an old-fashioned stethoscope, Mac placed the tips in his ears. He warmed up the larger diaphragm end and slid it under the blankets. Then he created a healer’s rune circle to open a different view inside Julian’s body. He moved the diaphragm around Julian’s chest and asked him to breathe in deep and release at different times. Removing the ear tips, Mac slung the scope around his neck and closed his rune circle.

      “What’s… damage?” Julian asked.

      “What did you find?” Emrys asked.

      “As you said, Cicely, there is considerable damage. Some long-term disease is present and due to the poisoning. The fire and smoke added inflammation and tissue damage resulting in pulmonary dysfunction,” Mac said.

      “How could I miss all this?” Cicely altered her runes to peer into Julian’s chest.

      “There. Alter that rune. It’s a minor change that alters what you see. It’s not a usual rune that’s taught,” Mac said and pointed out the change.

      Cicely altered the rune to match Mac’s circle. Her eyes widened and she gasped when she saw the damage inside Julian’s body. “Oh, Julian, I am so—”

      “This isn’t your fault, Cicely. You couldn’t see it out here in a field emergency,” Mac said.

      “Tell… me…” Julian said.

      Studying Julian, Mac said, “Right now, you’re in acute respiratory distress syndrome. We could be looking at respiratory failure if things don’t change soon.”

      “Not… good.”

      Mac shook his head and glanced at Emrys.

      “It’s why you can’t maintain your breath or energy—”

      Julian waved his hand to stop Emrys. “I know… how… functions…”

      “Sorry. Babbling a bit. Worried and concern,” Emrys said.

      Cicely dropped her rune circle. She held a hand to her lips. Tears filled her eyes. “This is out of my ability to heal. At least in this setting.”

      “Out of most healers abilities. Especially with a dryad patient,” Mac said.

      “Can… fix? Or… adjust a bit?” Julian asked.

      “You’re a dryad. You don’t respond to our healing,” Cicely said.

      “Not all… dryad… father…”

      “Do you know who he was?” Emrys asked.

      “Celtic King… Gwydyon Llewellyn… Welsh… Small clan… No magic… Human…”

      “We can work with the human side to remove some of the infection and inflammation,” Mac said. “It’ll narrow our focus a lot, but we can finite the runes to make it work. It’ll give him a chance.”

      “Do it,” Julian said.

      Mac nodded.

      “How?” Emrys asked.

      Mac studied their small group. “I’m the focus as a healer. Got the air magic with Cicely. You, Emrys, can weave us together and provide a base as the druidic power.”

      “We’re missing a critical piece if you’re thinking of the rune circle I’m guessing. We need pure arcane magic,” Emrys said. “I can dampen the dryad side, but the arcane needs to waken the human to allow you to heal. I don’t know all the powers of the mages.”

      “No mage would outright tell you if they wanted. Thanks to all the nasty changes by various councils, be twisted and used horribly,” Mac said. “Then anyone with the ability can be yanked away by the council and by under their control.”

      “Imprisoned. Used. Or hundreds of other nasty ways,” Solomon said.

      “Why are you bringing this up?” Emrys asked.

      Solomon glanced at Julian.

      “Tell ‘em. Good… mages… Trust…” Julian said.

      “Don’t have to look far for that arcane mage,” Solomon said. He waved his hand. A pure white swirl of sparkles and smoke rose. “Pure arcane magic. A little more potent thanks to all the gemstones.”

      “I thought you had lighting and air magic,” Emrys said.

      “Those are my other magical attributes, but my arcane is stronger.”

      “And you need to keep it hidden.”

      “For the obvious reasons that Mac listed. Throughout most of the academy and pretty much the realm and beyond. I learned to keep my power a secret. Pure arcane can…” Solomon shrugged.

      “And the mages can be horribly abused if captured by the wrong people,” Mac said.

      “For my continued protection, I decided to remain here after graduation. One of the reasons why I’m a quiet Professor of Literature and Mythology and not a magical class,” Solomon said. “I teach all students with the arcane gifts. Then the headmistress and I create a special series of classes to add to the students’ schedules. Pure arcane gifts are rare. As you mentioned, Emrys, my minor attributes are lightning and air are indeed strong and I’m able to present those more often.”

      Cicely rubbed a hand over his back. “To those of us who maintain the secret, he’s a prized treasure of the academy. And a wonderful friend.”

      “A well-kept secret within a tiny group, so if you would please—” Solomon drifted off and stared at the cousins.

      “On our honor and vow as druids, you have our promise to keep your secret,” Emrys said.

      Mac repeated the same vow.

      “Thank you,” Solomon said.

      “Told you… Trust… Good… druids…” Julian smiled.

      “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. Smart aleck dryad,” Solomon teased.

      “What is this about a weave?” Cicely asked.

      “My well-kept secret and a weird offshoot of our families’ mixed bloodlines,” Emrys said and wiggled his fingers. Instead of his usual green-silver tinged magic, this time it was golden-tinged. “Weaver. Another one of those rare gifts. I have the ability to weave a variety of other mages’ magic together into a stronger spell or strands of raw magic into a spell or enchantment. It made learning other spells a little difficult because my weaver magic didn’t always adjust. I often had to alter well-known spells or runes to fit my magic. As I grew older, my weaving slid into a minor attribute, but still powerful.”

      “That’s… rare…” Julian said.

      “Yes, like Solomon with his arcane gifts, I learned to keep it secret and hidden,” Emrys said.

      “Until now when we need both gifts. Here’s what we need to do to help give Julian a bit of healing for his lungs,” Mac said and explained his plan.

      Cicely threw up a shield to hide their work and the rare magic they were about to do.

      When everyone agreed, Mac created the new healing rune circle and added the altered runes. Cicely added her magic first and Emrys wrapped his woven magic around them along with adding his druidic power to calm down Julian’s dryad side. Then Solomon released his arcane magic to power everything, Emrys wove in the brilliant pure magic until the entire circle glowed a golden color around the bright white center.

      “Release it and control it, Mac.” Emrys transferred control of the spinning circle to his cousin.

      “Got it. Good work, Emrys, nice and stable,” Mac said. “Here we go, Julian. This might feel a little strange, but there should be no pain. Got some numbing runes mixed in with this.”

      “Ready…” Julian said.

      “Keep still for me. Breathe in deep…” Mac lowered the circle. “Now.”

      Julian breathed in as best he could.

      Mac sent the circle into Julian’s body.

      As the magic spread through his weakened body, a sort of bliss overtook Julian’s face.

      “Is it working?” Emrys whispered to his cousin.

      “From what I can sense, yes, it’s clearing some of the inflammation and pus.” Mac created a second rune to view what was happening. “We can’t heal everything, but enough to allow him to breathe oxygen and circulate it. Still, he needs to remain as he is, though in a better resting position. Even with all these pillows, it’s not helping him to be lying inclined on the ground. We need to figure out a better position.”

      “I’ll figure out something.”

      The circle rose out of Julian’s chest and disappeared with a soft pop of magic.

      At Mac’s nod, Cicely dropped the shield.

      “That’s it. How do you feel?” Mac asked.

      Julian opened his eyes. He pulled in a fresh breath. “Better. Less pain… Feel more… open.”

      “It should get a little better over time. The spell will continue to work over a few hours.”

      “Thank you,” Julian said.

      “More than welcome.” Mac looked at the other two. “Thanks for your bit of magic.”

      “That was amazing,” Solomon said.

      “I can’t believe that spell,” Cicely said.

      “Something our family created over years. It doesn’t work without a weaver and an arcane mage,” Mac said.

      “So not always available,” Emrys added.

      “I’m grateful it was available now, even if we can’t completely heal Julian with it,” Cicely said.

      “Only his tree can do that magic,” Emrys said.

      “Need tree,” Julian said.

      “Working on it, I promise,” Emrys said.

      “For that, I need to torment you again. Bloodwork time.” Mac reached in his bag and pulled out a cotton band. He tied the band snug around Julian’s upper left arm. Then he opened a package and used the cloth to clean and sanitize Julian’s skin. “Open and close your fist a few times. Get things pumping. Let’s see where a good vein pops.”

      Julian opened and closed his hand as ordered.

      “I’ll see what I can do to help. He remains a bit dehydrated, even from the spell. We’ll need to pump up his volume a bit.” Cicely manipulated her healing runes over Julian’s body.

      “And here’s a bit more energy from me to support him,” Emrys said.

      “A-ha, got ya. Keep it up, you two. I see one. Come here, vein, I see you.” Mac grabbed the needle. He released the cap, counted down for Julian, pressed his finger on Julian’s skin, and slid the needle straight into the vein in one strike.

      “Not bad, barely felt it,” Julian said. This time his speech was a little smoother, along with his breathing.

      “Didn’t lose my touch then,” Mac said. There was a bright burst of blood in the needle. “And we got a hit. Woohoo. Got the vein, oh yeah.” He released the band, then pulled the needle to leave the flexible cannula in the vein, and connected it to the blood draw mechanism. He placed the used cleansing pad, band, and needle in a container. Then he connected the first of two vials to collect the blood and flipped the butterfly switch to let the blood flow.

      While dryads had the same deep scarlet blood, theirs often had a glistening tone. It was a stronger glistening when healthy. Julian’s was a little faded. Even Emrys could tell it was cloudy and he didn’t deal with a lot of blood.

      Finishing the first vial, Mac switched it for the second vial all without losing a drop of Julian’s blood or causing a mess. He lifted the first toward the moonlight to check the glistening. “Hmm. Glistening is a little dull. Same with the viscousness. Definitely something wrong. Will need to get it under the microscope and through the various machines.”

      Emrys set up the cotton squares and roll of bandages. “Hopefully, it’ll give us some clues. Along with the rest of the field tests.”

      “I’ll give one vial to RASI for the comparison tests and what to look for and maintain viability for their investigation. I only need the one vial for my tests and to figure out the antidote. There’s the second vial,” Mac said. He pulled away the second vial and flipped the butterfly switch to close the cannula. “That wasn’t too bad. Right?”

      Julian shook his head. “Not at all. No pain.”

      “Your breathing sounds better. Same with your voice.”

      “Spell working better. Less strain.”

      “Don’t push yourself though. Can’t get up and run around to help us.”

      “Still?”

      “The spell gives us more time to get all this testing and work done before Emrys can grow your tree. It’s not a miracle to let you get up and run around,” Mac said. “Time to pull this needle out.” With the same care, he pulled the flexible cannula free from Julian’s vein and pushed his fingers down for pressure. Then he set everything in a medical waste bag to be discarded.

      Emrys placed a cotton pad over the needle mark after Mac pulled his fingers away. Then he wrapped a bandage around Julian’s arm to keep the pressure to allow the vein to heal. “We’ll remove that before the ceremony.”

      “That would be helpful,” Julian said.

      Mac swished the vials back and forth a few times. “Perfect draws.”

      “Thanks for making it easy,” Julian said.

      “You didn’t flinch or pull back, so that helped me. Otherwise I would need reinforcements,” Mac said with a grin.

      “His vitals remain the same. Blood oxygen levels are improving,” Cicely said and altered her runes again.

      “I’ll get all this to the labs and start running the tests. I know my way,” Mac said. “I’ll be back with the results.”

      “Thank you,” Julian said.

      “Thank me when I have the results and a way to help heal you.” Mac cleaned everything up. Then he rose and walked off.

      “I can keep an eye on Julian if you two want another break,” Emrys said. “I can use one myself. Figure I can spend it with him and get something to eat.” He pulled out the last sandwich, bottle of tea, and other pieces. Settling close to Julian, he spread out the makeshift picnic.

      “Jules?” Solomon asked.

      “Go on,” Julian said.

      “We’ll be back in a bit,” Solomon said. He helped Cicely to her feet after she closed her runes. “I’ll get this back to the cafeteria too.” He placed their picnic debris in the empty basket, scooped it up, and they left them alone.
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      “All alone. Whatcha gonna do with me?” Julian teased.

      They both heard a low rumbling sound from Emrys’s belly answer the question.

      “Excuse me.” Emrys pressed a hand to his belly.

      “You’re doing nothing to me.” Julian pointed to the picnic meal. “Eat.”

      “Not in front of you.”

      “Eat.”

      “Very well.” Emrys opened up his picnic meal and laid it out on the fabric napkin that he added. The light heat charm remained on the sandwich of a turkey and bacon with a sharp cheddar and mustard sauce on thick sourdough bread. There was a simple pasta salad with sun-dried tomatoes, herbs, olives, and a light dressing, and some roasted vegetables to fill out the meal.

      “Not bad for makeshift cafeteria.”

      “Think it’s all made in main cafeteria and they transfer it up here. They’re still taking care of the rest of campus. Keeping everything else going while we take care of you.”

      “Anything happen with the carnival and my flaming act?”

      “Not that I heard, but that would be Bella’s position.” Emrys picked up the sandwich and ate a few bites.

      “What did you think of the carnival? What did you see?”

      “Went to the Big Tent for The Flying Galliers. Beautiful show.”

      “Missed that one. Tell me about it.”

      In between bites, Emrys talked about the various members of the family and the different crazy tricks that happened high in the air.

      Julian could almost see the act happening right in front of him at how Emrys explained it. It was wonderful.

      “Then there was these crazy fish,” Emrys said.

      “Fish?”

      “Sentient fish with telekinetic charms.”

      “No.”

      Emrys nodded. “Part of the ring toss fish bowl game.”

      “Tell me,” Julian said.

      Emrys talked about some of the crazier games that he witnessed. The flying rings going in a dozen directions. Beady fish eyes following the rings. And most rings not dropping in the bowls.

      “That will drive Bella bonkers if they end up in the fountains,” Julian said. He wheezed a light laugh, but couldn’t go deeper.

      “Thought the same thing.” Emrys finished the lunch and wrapped up the debris inside the napkin. He drank more of his tea.

      “Feel better?”

      “Yes. Thank you for telling me to eat.”

      “Forget the little things.”

      “Yes. Rather notorious for it.” Emrys moved and shifted his position to look over Julian’s spot on the ground.

      “What is it?”

      “Mac is right that you can’t lay flat with those bad lungs. We need to fix that. How about I make you a bit more comfortable?”

      “Don’t think that’s possible. But you could remove a few of these rocks digging into my back.”

      “Ahh, I can do a bit more than a few rocks. You’re talking to a druid.” Emrys moved the bigger pillows and sofa cushions away. He slowly laid Julian back to the single layer of pillows around him. “Hang on, little sapling. Need to move you for a few moments.” He shifted the tree a little to the side.

      “For what?”

      “This…” Emrys placed his hands on the ground.

      Then Julian felt a different wave of magic surround him and flow through his grove. It was a gentle warmth and energized things.

      Then the ground lifted all around him.

      “What—”

      Instead of lying flat, he reclined in a lounger-type chair made out of the earth.

      “There we go. How does that feel? Any uncomfortable bumps or roots?”

      Julian wiggled and shook his head. “No. It’s… wonderful. Less pressure on everything. Ugh… Rocks in lower left back and hip.”

      Emrys moved his hands. “Ahh… Got them.” The green-silver magic flowed around his fingers once more.

      The annoying rocks and pebbles dropped from his skin. Then a cushioning of the silkiest and softest moss and lichen rose underneath him like a natural blanket or mattress.

      Julian sighed from the new sensation against his crackled skin.

      “There we go. Moss and lichen make a better mattress than grass. Less scratchy. Let’s get them a little thicker on this side.” Emrys added a touch more moss on the damaged right side. “Better?”

      “Much. Oh, so much better.”

      “Your grove is quite cooperative and pliable to my magic. Very responsive and eager to assist you.”

      “They’ve been worried over everything and grieving their fellow trees. I can only reassure them so much in my condition,” Julian admitted.

      “I’m doing what I can for them too,” Emrys said. “Let me readjust your blankets, pillows, and these branches. These other cushions can be returned to your home. Hmm… The branches would be better under the blankets. Give you more connection to them, a little uncomfortable, but better for you.”

      “Go ahead with the change. I’m used to them. The moss mattress makes up for it.”

      Emrys made the switch with ease and not flashing his bare skin. Then he adjusted the pillows to conform around his burnt joints that were swollen and tender along with minor modifications to the moss piles. “Hmm… Try this…” He moved his fingers and whispered a few words.

      An ice blue rune sparked and settled into each pillow. Then the pillows offered him an instant cooling sensation under his hot swollen joints. A sigh escaped at the relief.

      “Oh, yes.”

      “That should last a bit. An easy rune to show Solomon to replicate,” Emrys said.

      “Full of surprises.”

      “None of this should have happened. If I saw those messages within the first week I entered this campus or someone dragged me here to walk the lands, I would have known the moment I stepped out of that portal. I knew…” Emrys shook his head. His hands clenched into fists. “I could have done something to prevent this. Strengthen something…”

      “Hey… Hey…” Needing to calm down his… wait a minute… nope, definitely his… HIS Druid… Julian placed his good hand on Emrys’s arm and squeezed.

      Emrys looked down and crouched. It was an easier reach for him to touch Julian’s hand. He tugged the sapling closer.

      “Could have. Should have. Would have. All in the past.” Julian shook his head. “None of it matters. Now. This was NOT your fault.” He put as much effort into that word as he could. Grateful he could finally speak all the words, he used them with Emrys. “There was much for you to heal. Greenhouses mess. Grove mess. Campus mess. You are one druid.” Shaking his head, he licked his lips. His lungs were a little ticked. Perhaps he needed a few more moments to let the spell continue to heal him.

      Emrys picked up the bottle of tea and fixed it. He held the straw closer for Julian to drink. “You need to let the spell continue working. You heard Mac, don’t push yourself.”

      Sipping again to satiate his thirst and clear the dryness, Julian pulled back. Then he focused on Emrys. “Needed to say those words. You needed to hear them.”

      “I heard them. Promise.” Emrys lowered the bottle a little. “You should get some more rest. The spell will take some energy from you. There isn’t much inside you to expend.”

      “No. I can sleep later when you return to your work. We need to talk now. Please.”

      Emrys muttered a few words — a couple of them being ‘stubborn’, ‘brat’ and other things directed at Julian — and raised another small block of earth into a side table. He set the bottle of tea on it.

      “Yes, I’m all that and more. Dryads take after their trees.” He waved to the dirt table. “You’re a bit of a show-off.”

      “Impressed?”

      “Yes. Never met druid.”

      “I’m… a little more than a druid.”

      “Figure that once you talked about being a Weaver. Thought that magic was all a myth. There’s a lot more magic in you. Could sense it in you earlier.” Julian hooked his finger around the straw, took a few more sips, and let his lungs catch up. “Knew there was something when I felt you connect to the ancient live oak. You’re almost like that carnival owner. He’s another mystery along with his traveling carnival.”

      “Hmm, oh I met and spoke with him. That’s an interesting group of characters led by an intriguing leader. Definitely an immortal one.”

      “Wish I could visit it again. Definitely left it in a bad way. In flames… They’ll leave by tomorrow so it won’t happen. At least I got my first carousel ride.” Julian shook his head. Then he grimaced at the movement. He adjusted his burnt shoulder on the cooled pillow.

      Emrys cupped his hand to Julian’s face. He leaned closer. His thumb stroke Julian’s skin. Then he skimmed his fingers through Julian’s hair.

      Though they only met earlier, Julian felt safe under Emrys’s touch and in his company. Unlike other magic users, the druid called to his dryad senses. He leaned against Emrys’s gentle touch.

      “You’ll return to us. Be stronger than ever with this new oak. The anchors will be reset.” Emrys lowered his fingers down Julian’s side until he reached Julian’s hand. Then he entwined their fingers together.

      “Is it the druid and the dryad connection?”

      “What’s drawing us together?”

      Julian nodded.

      “Perhaps. But doesn’t have to be the only thing.”

      “Can’t do much right now.”

      “No.” Emrys rubbed his thumb over Julian’s knuckles. “We can pick things up after you and your oak connect and heal. I’ll be around. A lot.”

      “To finish healing my grove.”

      “To make sure you are strong. And… to learn about you. Guess I found one way to leave my greenhouses.” Emrys smiled.

      Julian chuckled.

      “Oh, wow, now this is impressive. Look at what you got. I love it. A dirt lounger,” Solomon called out.

      “That is wonderful. Looks comfy,” Cicely said.

      “Complete with a moss mattress. No more rocks digging in either. Even got a dirt table,” Julian said.

      “And you’re talking and breathing so much better,” Solomon said.

      “Your color alone is much improved. I this this raised position is helping,” Cicely added.

      “All our druid’s doing,” Julian said.

      “Now I need to get a comfy chair to match,” Solomon said. “Didn’t want to use one earlier when you were stuck on the ground. It wasn’t fair for me to be comfortable.”

      Julian met Emrys’s gaze as their alone time came to another end, but it wouldn’t be their last one. He turned his gaze back to his best friend and said, “Foldable chairs in my home. Go get one. Stop complaining about your sore arse, Sol. Get one for Cicely.”

      “Good idea. I’ll get them and a couple other things.”

      “You can also take those cushions and extra pillows back to his home. He doesn’t need them anymore,” Emrys said.

      “Right. Right.” Solomon scooped up the cushions and pillows and carried everything back toward Julian’s redwood-based home.

      “Good thing he’s my best friend, I can put up with his whining. I know it’s all teasing and he wouldn’t be anywhere else,” Julian said.

      “He’s a wonderful man with a pure heart. I can see that in him. Reflects in his magic.” Emrys rose to his feet. He pointed out the cooling runes to Cicely in the pillows and blankets.

      “Why didn’t I think of that? How simple,” Cicely said and repeated the rune creation. “Yes, I got it. Excellent.”

      “Should last… well, in regular realms, about four hours each time. In this realm…”

      They all chuckled.

      “Takes some getting used to,” Cicely said.

      “That this is still the same day from when I first spoke with Solomon and Julian in the greenhouses after breakfast. Yes, and we still have several hours until full darkness.” Emrys studied the sky and position of the golden moon. “Though it’s excellent to continue to get all this work done, it drags on for Julian…”

      “Don’t worry. I’m managing the pain. Tolerating it. Know what is coming at end,” Julian said and coughed a little. His lungs had become a touch ragged from their conversations, but he didn’t regret it. Not with all he learned about Emrys.

      Emrys turned in concern.

      Julian waved him off. The spell continued to heal some of the damage to his lungs, he hated the back and forth of his speech. Sometimes he returned to shorter sentences. Sometimes he could get full sentences. It was all due to the internal pain and destruction done to his lungs and body from the poison and fire. Only the connection with his new oak would full heal that type of damage to his body, no matter how strong of druid Emrys might be his magic couldn’t heal him. His body was breaking down. Fast.

      “Here we go. Bringing out some comfort items for all of us,” Solomon said. He returned with chairs and other items he stuffed in a reusable tote. Always a gentleman, he set up a folding lounger for Cicely and handed her a blanket. Then he unfolded a lounger on Julian’s left side for himself along with another blanket. He dropped a basket with a few books, an unlit lantern, a few more bottles of tea, and some snacks. Dropping into the lounger, he wiggled into the cushion. “Ahh… So much better.”

      “No more sore arse.”

      “Nope. Sorry, but your grove is hard on the arse.”

      “Try having a nekkid arse and lots of little pebbles and rocks. Digging in. For hours.”

      “True. True. I did try my best to remove all those pebbles.”

      “Got a little too uncomfortable there.”

      “For both of us,” Solomon said with a wicked grin. “Need more pillows? Blankets?”

      “No, Emrys gave me lots of moss and took away all the pebbles and rocks. Nice and soft under my nekkid arse. Like a baby’s bottom.”

      “Bathroom?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      “We need to work on that hydration a little more.”

      “Yes, I know, but belly still rolls a bit.”

      Solomon nodded and leaned back. “By the way. That’s a mighty fine lounger, druid. Excellent work.”

      “Thank you for the compliment, sir mage, but you’re not getting one,” Emrys said with a shake of his head.

      “Darn. Thought I give it a try,” Solomon said.

      Julian rolled his eyes.

      “Should have thought of it sooner for him. Mac suggested we get him in a better position to help his lungs. Didn’t make sense to keep having one of you act as a brace for him the entire time or stack up even more cushions that would keep sliding out of place.” He glanced down at Julian, who met his gaze for a long quite moment.

      Julian felt that wonderful flow of druidic energy move through him.

      Then Emrys moved his gaze to the others. “I’ll leave him to your care.”

      “We’ll take the best of care of him,” Solomon said.

      “Why the worry?” Julian asked.

      “We’re going to remove the oak now. You might still sense its removal, Julian. I’m sorry for the pain, but…” Emrys trailed off.

      “The grove will still feel the pain of losing their center. And I will feel it through them.” Julian nodded. “Still it must happen.”

      “In order to rebuild things, yes.”

      “Go. My good oak had long life. He’s more than ready to go. Sick. Pain. Tired. Take care of him and help his transition be a smooth one. Help him go.”

      “I will. Promise.” Emrys glanced at him. “Don’t talk so much. Your lungs are still healing. More you talk, less breathing and you’re back to choppy sentences. Keep quiet for a bit. Let the spell work.”

      Julian narrowed his gaze in a teasing fashion.

      They held hands again.

      Julian felt another wave of energy from Emrys. He squeezed his hand. “Go. Take care of grove.”

      With a nod, the druid walked off and called out his orders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 15

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Professor, you’re never going to believe this! I got them! Professor Cadogan, look!”

      After overseeing the removal of the Scarlet Oak’s root ball from the ground, Emrys looked around when someone called out his name.

      Casper moved through the earth mages with a mag cart. If what he was seeing was true, Casper was a miracle worker.

      “Casper…” Emrys waited until Casper stopped the cart next to him. Six young healthy saplings were inside. “This is amazing. Absolutely incredible. How did you accomplish—” He shook his head. “How…”

      “This nursery should get all of our business from here on out. They were so marvelous throughout my inquiries. I can’t believe everything they did,” Casper said. “What they didn’t have, they helped me find. The Sessile Oak and Irish Yew were almost as rare, but we located a pair of healthy saplings. All of them have some sentient ability. Should I bring them over to Professor Scarlett for his inspection?”

      Emrys tugged Casper into an embrace. “You are a wonder! You saved everyone so much time and energy. You may have saved the professor’s life by all of this effort.”

      Casper hugged him back. “I was more than willing after all those missed chances under Doerr’s issues and problems. We would lose either you or the professor before—”

      “Stop. Stop. Stop,” Emrys interrupted. “We don’t have the time for regrets and reminiscing on problems. All we can do is to do it better and move forward. Be proud of your accomplishment.”

      “Seeing these saplings, I am, sir.” Casper wiped away the tears from his eyes and sucked back any more words of regret and lost chances to prevent the illness and fires.

      “Look at what you did here. These are strong healthy saplings. Thanks to all the extra help, we’ll have ourselves a new grove soon.”

      Casper looked around. “A lot has been accomplished.”

      “There is far more to do. Please bring these beautiful healthy saplings to our dryad. He’s struggling. We did a spell to help his lungs, but he’s still weakening. Our professor isn’t used to laying around and doing nothing. Especially when others are trampling around his grove. It’s probably giving him itchy fits. Either way, I need to hurry with all this removal,” Emrys said.

      “Can we get to planting?”

      “Still need to deal with the soil.”

      “What about the testing?” Casper said. “Can I jump in somewhere?”

      “Extra help arrived in the form of my cousins and their lab. One cousin is taking over the field testing so I can concentrate on Julian’s care and the debris removal. Miller is with him. My other cousin is working on the Belladonna antidote for Julian.”

      “Oh no! Did this bastard use the Belladonna? The one from the greenhouse. The really nasty one, I mean.”

      “I believe so according to the field kit results, but my cousin is testing Julian’s blood now.”

      “Just gets worse the deeper we investigate.” Casper shook his head. “I’ll get these saplings to the professor. Hopefully, their presence will perk him up a bit. Then I can return to help with the removal. I can move dirt with the best of them. Unless you need me to order anything else?”

      “No, you got everything I could ever need. Go bring those to the professor.” Emrys patted Casper on the back.

      “Happy to make this delivery.” Casper pushed the cart along using the mag function to skim over the uneven land.

      Relieved he wouldn’t have to grow from nut and seed, Emrys returned his attention to the Scarlet Oak. It was the last tree to be removed. He placed his hand on the tree and said, “Come along, old fella, it’s time to let go. I promise you that Julian and the rest of the grove will be safe. There’s a strong young scarlet sapling. I’ll grow the young tree straight and true.”

      With those words, the oak released the grip of his last roots from the soil.

      Julian cried out from his position.

      “Julian?” Emrys called out.

      There was no reply from the dryad.

      “Julian, please, are you all right?” Emrys called out again. “Do you need me over there? Solomon?”

      “He’s okay. Still with us,” Solomon called back. “Continue. He said to continue. Just a reaction from the grove rolling through him at the loss of their center. He’s going to calm them down.”

      Emrys sighed and motioned to the mages. “Keep moving the tree.”

      “Thank you, Professor, for the assistance. This old oak wouldn’t listen to us,” Hugh, one of the two earth mages, said.

      “He guarded and protected this grove and his dryad for a very long time. Sir Guardian, a knight of a long-standing guard. Part of him felt ashamed for not holding on a little longer against the damage and fire. Even sentient flora can experience the same emotions as humans. This is something for everyone to remember and to carry from this horrible evening,” Emrys said. “Even the simplest looking flora, especially a sentient flora, can feel the same as us. We stand as their guardians, some flora stand for us. It’s a partnership we need to remember and cherish.”

      Everyone around him fell quiet and listened. Emrys heard a few sniffles and whispered prayers for Sir Guardian, the ancient Scarlet Oak guardian.

      Another mage, Sarra, wrapped a burlap covering around the exposed roots for protection and secured everything with a bit of twine. She motioned over to other mages. “Ready to move. Take care with our guardian oak.”

      Then three mages with more precision locomotion ability took over the move. Combining their telekinetic gifts, they lifted the tree a little higher and guided it across the land toward the tarps.

      “That’s the last of the trees. All of the smaller plants and debris is gone,” Hugh said. He pulled a drink container from a pocket and took a few sips.

      “Except for what is damaged in the forest, but that’s another day of work,” the second earth mage, Gilbert, said.

      “That’ll take more investigation and a different… I can’t think about it now,” Emrys said with a wave of his hand. He drank from his own container of recovery tea.

      During the long night, he mentioned to all the mages to fill their containers with his recovery tea if they needed a magical boost. Archie made sure to keep the main container filled with fresh tea.

      “This is more than enough work to figure out and manage. Add a forest on top of that, that’ll knock anyone for a loop,” Gilbert said.

      “What’s next?” Hugh said.

      “Time for the soil. I need to see how far the contamination goes. Let’s start where the grove built their barrier. They created it there for a reason.” Emrys led the group and used his magic to slice a line through the ground next to the magical barrier created over the annuals. “Start pulling the earth away from this line. Just dig it up and drop it on top. All of this is going into one big pile on the tarps so no need to be careful. The labs will take their samples from the pile.”

      The mages worked on carving out a decent ditch along Emrys’s line. They called over six younger students with strong earth magic to assist them under their watch.

      “See the unusual barrier of rocks, branches, and other debris,” Emrys said and pointed out the unique creation.

      “That’s interesting,” one of the students said.

      “There’s even bugs mixed in,” another said.

      “It’s an unusual and unique find. I don’t believe we’ll never see another case of this anywhere,” Emrys said. “Does someone have their phone handy?”

      Six students pulled out their phones.

      “Of course. Kids.”

      The younger group chuckled.

      “Please take pictures all along this barrier as documentation as we reveal the entire length. And email the photos to the general botany email. I have a graduate student who requires the pictures for his thesis. Plus, I will share them with Professor Scarlett,” Emrys said.

      “Sure, we can do that,” one of the students said.

      “Why is it unique, Professor?” another student asked.

      “The grove created it on its own. It knew something bad was happening and wanted to try and protect at least one half of it, especially after the center tree became ill.”

      “No other grove has done this?”

      “Since I’ve never heard of another grove being contaminated, there is no documentation to research,” Emrys said. “Please go down to the bottom of it. That should be where the soil is clean. I need to figure out the depth. That’ll depend on the next steps.”

      With a nod, the students continued to dig. Emrys advanced the line down the entire barrier. The students documented everything. He hoped for a few decent pictures. When he finished, he waited for the students to finish taking their photos.

      “Got everything?” he asked them.

      “Yes, Professor. We’ll wait until we get back on campus for a better signal, but we’ll send everything to you,” one of the students said.

      “Appreciate the help.” Emrys peered down the ditch. He cursed under his breath. This was not the answer he wanted to see. He pulled out his phone, dialed Grayson’s number, and put it on speaker.

      “Hey, Emrys, what’s happening?”

      “The trees are removed. I finally got a team to dig down. We’re next to a unique barrier in the center and found a healthy swath of soil underneath. I have an estimate of the depth to clean soil,” Emrys said.

      “From your tone, I’m not going to enjoy the answer.”

      “It’s not good news. Could all of you swing back here?”

      “What did you find?”

      “The contamination goes down over two meters. Over a ten acre area that covers half the grove and beyond. The two truckloads will fill half of the depth. There…” Emrys pulled in a deep breath. “There is no way we can remove all of this soil and replace it. It’ll take far too long. Julian doesn’t have that kind of time. He’s weakening. The red moon is going to rise and grove will collapse under it’s magic. He’ll die if that happens. I can’t… I don’t—”

      “Whoa… Easy, Emrys, hold on there, breathe, cousin,” Grayson interrupted. “Breathe.”

      Emrys pulled in a deep breath.

      “Good. Good. Breathe again.”

      Emrys pulled in another breath.

      “I know this is stressful. We’ll figure out a solution. It’s an impossible and time-consuming task. We need a better way to neutralize the contamination below…” Grayson paused on his end, then continued, “How about removing the soil to below the roots level? That’s barely a quarter of a meter down, perhaps a little deeper in the center because the Scarlet Oak was the biggest tree. You can remove that across the entire area. That level would contain the worst contamination and destruction of the mycorrhizal fungi. You have enough top soil to fill in that amount. Correct?”

      “From what testing I could do and suspect, yes,” Emrys said. “There’s enough fresh top soil to replace what we take out if we’re able to neutralize the rest. We can till the rest to combine it.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll have to do. It’ll cut down on the soil removal time.”

      “There’s still other problems,” Emrys said. “Mac is still working on the Belladonna poisoning. Even with the saplings my assistant found, I can’t regrow anything with all this contamination and expect a dryad to reconnect. He’ll never survive in his current condition. Even if Mac can create the right antidote, the poison and fire did a lot of internal damage to Julian. He’s real weak. More hours I waste, the weaker he becomes.”

      “We’ll figure this out. If we have too, we’ll bring in Nana and the aunties. They’ll support him and keep him alive. They have the ability to do that, even temporarily connect him to another tree to begin healing,” Grayson said.

      “I’m trying to avoid that option because of the time constraints and the issue with this incoming red moon.”

      “We all are, but…”

      “If we can’t remove this destruction—”

      “We’ll figure out something, Em,” Grayson interrupted to calm him down again. “Our family doesn’t give up. Don’t forget that.”

      “I’m not allowed to forget that.”

      “Mac and I will not let you,” Grayson said. “Pull in a deep breath. Calm down. Keep your rational and thinking head in place. That’s what Julian needs.”

      Emrys calmed down his rapid thoughts and concerns.

      “Hang in there,” Grayson said. “By the way, I wanna keep your assistant. Permanently.”

      “Nope. Let him finish his degree first. Then you can hire him. Perhaps my other top one too.”

      “Come on.”

      “Nope. Degree first. You know the rules.”

      “Fine. We get first dibs on them.”

      Emrys recognized Grayson teased him to lighten his energy. “Take care of my assistant, please.”

      “I am. I am. He’s still intact.”

      “I’m still alive, Professor,” Miller called out.

      “Stay that way, Miller,” Emrys said.

      “You called at the right time. We finished our last bit of testing out here. We’re on our way back,” Grayson said. “I’ll get to the lab and work with the RASI forensics about a neutralization solution spray. I’ll see where Mac is with his Belladonna testing and antidote too. Concentrate on pulling back from half a meter to at least a meter within the grove if you feel safer. We’ll work there first to see if the spray works.”

      “Thanks, Gray.”

      “It’s why we’re here to help. Nana knew you needed us even if you didn’t want to admit it. We’re family. We’ll figure this out. Together, cousin,” Grayson said.

      “Together, cousin,” Emrys echoed. He slid his phone back in his pocket.

      “What’s the decision, Professor?” Casper asked. He moved the empty mag cart over to where Archie and Loukas waited with the other cart and left it there. “We’re ready to move the earth.”

      “How did it go with Julian and the new trees?”

      “The professor connected to all of them. They all had that spark. He requested that we plant each one with a nut from the old tree like the oak. He said you would understand,” Casper said.

      “It’ll help stabilize the connection. Solomon has the red box and he’ll help when we get to that point.” Emrys shook the dirt off his hands. “The contamination runs far too deep for total removal and replacement.”

      “So your cousin mentioned a partial removal and then a neutralization spray for the rest,” Archie said.

      “Correct. The testing team is on their way back to the lab to begin that process. If they can create a solution, we’ll move forward with it. If not…”

      “We’ll get everyone, grab whatever shovels and equipment, and do it the old-fashioned way. No matter what happens. Full speed with removing all the soil within the grove and fill it with the new top soil that got delivered. Create some kind of physical barrier against the outer area. We have some liner back in the shed, we could use that as a protective barrier,” Casper suggested.

      Emrys shoved a hand through his hair. “That will be our last ditch option to save Julian’s life. We’re under a time crunch. All the trees must be planted, grown, and connected to Julian before the red moon rises.”

      “That’s a crazy time crunch,” Hugh said. “I can see why you were going crazy earlier.”

      “One of the reasons. Along with trying to figure out who is the psycho behind all of this destruction,” Casper said.

      “That’s driving all of us insane. Especially if he came out of our department,” Archie added.

      Loukas smacked his hands together. “We all want a piece of the bastard.”

      “Easy now. That’s the job for RASI.” Emrys looked around at his assistants and the earth mages. Archie and Loukas waited with the two carts.

      Six more students walked over with three more mag utility carts.

      “Hey, the Maintenance and Utility crew told us to grab their carts, some equipment, and use them for whatever you need. We’re to return them when we’re done,” one of the students said.

      “You’re a wonderful sight. Please thank the Maintenance crew for their generosity,” Emrys said. “We need to remove the soil one meter down from where we took the six trees out to this barrier line. Everything gets dumped on the green tarps.”

      “What’s the best way to do this?” one student asked.

      “At this point, it all has to get moved,” Emrys said.

      “Perhaps I can suggest that we use a deep sod-cutting magical operation. Some of my family runs a nursery and sod farm. This is what they use to cut all the sod. We’ll need to increase the depth. It doesn’t use a lot of energy,” another student, Rowland, said. “If I could show the procedure?”

      “Go ahead, Rowland,” Emrys said.

      “Start from the barrier line. Create a saw a meter long in your mind and send it down.” Rowland created it with his magic. He demonstrated how to use the magical saw to create a long line all the way down. “Someone should be to one side to keep you straight.”

      “Got it. You’re on target,” his friend said and moved into position. “We’re going to where the apple was dug out.”

      “Right. A couple of us work the vertical lines. Then the others should start the horizontal lines. Create small blocks otherwise it’ll be too unwieldly to cut underneath and too heavy to lift. Probably should create multiple layers of blocks to get everything out. Other teams can either use shovels or magically cut under the blocks and lift them up and into the carts. It’ll be more organized and we’ll be sure to get everything within the area removed then randomly digging,” Rowland said. “The saw uses less energy too since it’s thin, sharp, and more precise. You can switch off with your partner.”

      “Perfect. Excellent idea, Rowland. Everyone, match up to where your skills are more useful. Teams with the carts station around the grove. Move in when we’re starting to lift the blocks,” Emrys said. “As you’re all aware, there will be the sickly pinpricks pulsing against your magic. Please put up the protective barriers against it. Maintain your nutrition and drink tea that Archie handed out. If you need refills, we have more on our cart. It’s a brew designed to restore our energy and magic. Don’t hesitate to ask for more.” He looked to Archie and Loukas. “If that’s running low, someone from my team can run back to Botany and brew more. If it’s easier, bring the tea and brewer to the makeshift cafeteria, and explain to the staff how to brew everything.”

      “I think it would be easier to bring it here. I can grab everything. I’m not up to that skill set,” Archie said.

      “Go ahead,” Emrys said.

      Archie took off running for the portal.

      “And remember, we’re doing this to save Professor Scarlett,” Casper added. “He’s weakening on the other side. We have to lay down new soil, plant the saplings, and Professor Cadogan has to force grow a new Scarlet Oak along with six more trees. Time is of the essence, everyone.”

      “For Professor Scarlett!” someone called out.

      All the students echoed those words.

      The words echoed from others throughout the area.

      Emrys looked over and saw Julian lift up a little more from his newly raised earth lounge chair. Their gazes connected and held. Even from this distance, he could see a smile on the dryad’s face.
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      Hours later, fatigued and drained, Emrys laid out to recharge his energy and magic. To drained to even shower, he removed his vest, shirt, and boots to set them aside and allow as much skin as possible to touch the healthy ground. Not even his tea was enough to restore him. He needed a deep connection to the earth for some time.

      Between the last of the golden moon and healthy ground, Emrys felt his magic levels stabilizing. He continued to acclimate to this unusual realm and how it affected him and his magic. It definitely wasn’t like his home realm or others he visited.

      “You pushed yourself too far. Didn’t you?”

      At the soft accusing tone, Emrys met Julian’s forest green gaze from where he looked down from his raised lounger. With Solomon’s assistance, he adjusted his position on the pillows enough to peer over and get a line of sight to Emrys.

      “Hmm. Just a little bit.”

      “Multiple people warned you not to go too far.”

      “Not an option at this point. Running out of time.”

      “Emrys.”

      “I know what I’m doing, Julian. I’m fatigued, that’s all, and my tea doesn’t help. Need to connect to the earth for a bit and your grove is a natural battery. My tattoos are designed to assist with this recharge, but they need to touch the ground,” Emrys said. “How are you holding up?”

      “Also fatigued. Sleeping doesn’t make it go away.”

      “Need a boost?”

      “Not from you. Please. You have done more than enough. These sweet saplings are helping. Along with the spell for my lungs.” Julian licked his lips. He looked to Solomon.

      “What’s the next step?” Solomon asked.

      Emrys wished he could give them a definite answer, but he didn’t have one. “See if Grayson and RASI have created a neutralization solution spray for the soil. If they can do it—”

      “Grayson and a couple of scientists from RASI figured out what made up that crazy concoction. They backtracked it and figured out the neutralization solution.” Mac walked over with a large bag on his arm. He stared down at Emrys. “Pushed yourself too far. Didn’t you?”

      Emrys stuck his tongue out at his cousin.

      “Manners. Sheesh.” Mac waved at the others. “Hello, everyone, did you miss me? Nope. Oh well. I missed all of you.”

      “Oh, would you stop all that, you incorrigible flirt,” Emrys snapped.

      “Being fatigued makes you a wee bit snippy, doesn’t it?”

      “I’ve been cutting sod and dirt for the last few hours. How do you think you would feel after all that?”

      “Hmm. Mess up my manicure? Pass. Thanks.”

      Solomon chuckled from his prime watching spot in his chair. “Should we be charging for this show of bantering cousins?”

      “Nah, we give it for free all the time. Guess that’s why he leapt at the chance to come all the way out here. Couldn’t wait to get far away from my pleasant company,” Mac said.

      Emrys snorted. “Pleasant company, my arse.”

      Solomon laughed at Mac’s fake look of audacity at Emrys’s comment.

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t tell you anything,” Mac said.

      “Perhaps I can knock you on your arse and zap you until you do.”

      “Hmm… Let me consider my options.”

      “Considering my life hangs in the balance. I would like to know,” Julian piped up.

      “Good point, dear dryad,” Mac said.

      “Mac… Just tell us what happened. Please.” Emrys pushed himself up. “Did they test it? Did it work?”

      “In laymen terms so the rest of us can understand,” Solomon added.

      “I give. I give. I will tell everything,” Mac said. “Yes. They set up different test areas and used different levels and amounts. Each test worked like a dream across all the test samples. Full neutralization back to pH zero soil. Maintenance crew is bringing over their heavy-duty landscape sprayers that they cleansed per Gray’s specifications. He’ll fill them up and spray them over the entire grove.”

      “How long does the solution need to saturate?” Emrys asked.

      “They estimate about an hour, but it could be longer. Then you can dump in the new soil. Grayson ordered your assistants to have two tillers to mix everything together along with another machine to dig all the holes for the trees. Casper and Miller are organizing everything. One of the others, Archie, is brewing more of that tea and gathering more energy bars.”

      “Great. I’ll…” Emrys reached for the pile of clothes.

      “Nope. You overdid it and are fatigued. I can see the circles under your eyes from here.” Mac pointed his finger at Emrys and motioned to the ground. “Keep your butt there and charge up. You still have a lot of work to do with the trees. We’ve got this covered.”

      Emrys grumbled, but stayed put because his body wouldn’t cooperate. “What else happened while I was digging in the dirt?”

      “Grayson finished the last of the testing. Oh, more good news,” Mac said. “He and Andre located the source of everything. Even found the leftovers of the lab.”

      “What? Where?” Emrys asked.

      “Where the hell did all this start?” Solomon asked.

      “Somewhere up in the forest,” Mac said, “but there’s more important stuff happening.”

      “What can be more important?” Emrys asked.

      “Like setting up this infusion,” Mac said. He wandered over to the left side of Julian’s raised earth lounger. He settled down on the earth and lowered his bag next to him. “How are you holding up, Cicely?”

      “Doing okay, but I could use another break soon,” she admitted.

      “You’re looking a little tired. Can you hold up for a bit long? I need to set up this IV. Then I can take over the watch. You can grab some food and shut-eye. Perhaps send over another healer for the night shift,” Mac said.

      “That sounds wonderful. I’m considering adding a rotation of healers if this wait continues,” Cicely said.

      “From what Mac said, Julian can’t connect until tomorrow evening. You should get more healers here.” Emrys rolled up into a sitting position and leaned his arms around his raised knees. “You discovered Belladonna in his bloodwork if you figured out the antidote, Mac.”

      “I did and you’re correct. The bastard used the Belladonna plant in the mix. With the levels in Julian’s blood, we need to be aggressive with the treatment.” Mac spread out a sterile pad across the ground and unpacked his bag.

      “Which means?” Julian asked.

      “An IV infusion mixture of the antidote and neutral fluids directly into your bloodstream to flush it out. It’s the safest way in your fragile state. I’m happy we did that spell earlier.” Mac set up a makeshift IV stand, connected the machine that ran on a solar-charged battery, and hung an IV bag filled with clear fluids. Then he set two bottles of a purplish liquid on the table. “That’s the antidote. I’ll inject the antidote into the IV solution and let it drip.” Then he pulled on a pair of sterilized gloves.

      “More needles?”

      “Sorry, yes, I need to poke you again. This one will stay put in your hand.” Mac prepared another sterilized package that held all the pieces.

      “We removed the bandage on his arm. He healed fine.” Cicely adjusted her runes.

      Emrys released another flow of druidic energy.

      “Hopefully, I can hit the vein quick again,” Mac said.

      “Solomon, move so I can assist Mac,” Cicely said and exchanged positions. “Do you have another pair of gloves?”

      “Sure, appreciate the assistance,” Mac said and handed over the gloves.

      She pulled on the gloves and took over charge of the sterilized kit.

      With her assistance, they strapped Julian’s arm, cleansed his skin, and worked to raise the vein. Mac slid the needle in place without the delicate vein blowing on them. They taped everything down, connected it to the IV tubing. Then they carefully rolled the antidote bottles to mix the solution. Drawing out the liquid in large needles, Mac injected the solution into the IV bag. The clear liquid gradually took on a light lavender shade. He adjusted the flow and timing on the machine until the drip began.

      Cicely checked Julian’s hand and arm with another rune. “The cannula is in place. The solution is flowing into his system.”

      “Perfect. This will give you some needed dextrose and other hydration along with the antidote, Julian. We’ll let this go until the bag empties. After this gets into your system, we’ll help you with emptying your bladder. Sorry to say, but I’ll need to test that and your blood again.” After cleaning up the area, Mac removed the gloves and added everything in a medical waste bag.

      “Make sure the antidote worked and everything is gone,” Julian said.

      “You got it. Don’t want to bring any Belladonna with you to the new tree,” Mac said.

      “Thanks for doing all this, Mac,” Emrys said.

      “Of course. All part of why I’m here.” Mac nodded at Cicely. “Go ahead and close up your rune. I can create my own and keep track of Julian.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “Not at all, darling healer. Find another to cover the night shift and I’ll let them know what’s happening. You need a good sleep.” Cormac exchanged a few details with the exhausted healer and created a magical rune circle. “I’ll keep an eye on his IV and make sure he doesn’t have a reaction, not that I’m expecting one. Plus, Julian, I can give you a bit of that extra druid energy. Looks like you could use a bit of earth juju.” He released a light flow through the earth lounger.

      “Hmm. Thank you,” Julian said with a sigh. He flexed his fingers under the bandage. “Feel a little cold.”

      “In your hand from the fluid?”

      Julian nodded.

      “Hmm. That’s probably the antidote. Sorry I can’t warm it up or anything. It might break things down.”

      “I can manage it. Long as it works.”

      “That’s the hope. Here’s another boost of energy. You’re running a bit low.” After another release of energy, Mac adjusted the blankets to cover Julian’s hand. “Let’s keep your hand tucked under the blankets. Don’t need to watch the drip.”

      “Didn’t want to take more from Emrys. Did too much,” Julian said.

      “He would keep on giving it too,” Cormac said. He shooed Cicely with his hands. “Go on, Cicely, I got this covered.” The circle continued its spin, he pulled out a phone and texted. “Gotta text Gray to let him know I’m keeping watch. He figured I would to keep an eye on any reactions. And there we go.”

      “Thank you.” Cicely pushed herself to her feet, wobbled a bit, but wound her way to the classroom building.

      “I should have sent her off sooner,” Solomon said.

      “I discovered you lot are truly stubborn,” Mac said. “I doubt she would have gone unless she heard it from another healer. I’ll make sure we set up a rotation of healers.”

      “Go ahead and take that chair. I’ll take over this one,” Solomon said and dropped into the lounger on the right side. He draped the discarded blanket over his lap.

      “Appreciate it.” Mac tied off the medical waste bag and left it next to his main bag. “What’s the red box by this dirt table?”

      “Seed and acorn box for the grove,” Solomon said.

      “A precious commodity,” Mac said and adjusted the box to be safer between the table and lounger. Then he dropped into the regular lounger with a sigh. “Ahh, so nice to get off the feet. I like this. Good idea.”

      “Best things I pilfered from Julian’s home,” Sol said.

      “What about the location?” Emrys asked from his spot on the ground. He still required a little more restoration of energy.

      “Huh?”

      “You mentioned Gray and Andre found the source, but you stopped. What about the location of the source of everything. Tell me where it is.”

      “Oh, right, that,” Cormac said.

      Emrys rolled his eyes. “This is why you’re stuck in a laboratory. You get squirrel-brain out in the field.”

      “True. True.”

      Solomon and Julian chuckled.

      Mac shrugged. “I got the basic details from Gray, Andre, and Miller.”

      “Oh, will you get on with it and tell us,” Emrys said. “Stop drawing it out like some drama queen.”

      “Sheesh. You’re truly a grumpy arse when you’re exhausted.”

      Emrys wiggled his fingers and a mage globe sparkled. He let it spin in a quiet taunt.

      Mac held up his hands.

      “Umm… What am I missing?” Solomon asked.

      “More cousin taunting. Magic version,” Julian said with a grin.

      “Talk, cousin mine,” Emrys said.

      “You were right about following the path. They used one of the abandoned cabins. The first one is here…” Mac used his magic to sketch out a map in the air for everyone to follow. “According to Andre, they followed this path and found at least these three cabins.” He drew out the path and marked off the location of the cabins. “The lab was discovered here in the third one. Rudimentary, but decent. All of the stuff stolen or hand-created. Nothing sterile or new. I’m amazed it didn’t explode because there were some nasty and dangerous chemicals. Grayson, Andre, and some RASI forensic members had to go in full PPE after one almost passed out. They documented everything, collected all of it, and reset it all up in a section of the classroom building to figure out what was happening. Thanks to that finding, it saved on a lot of the lab work and narrowed down what they needed to test. It helped in creating the solution a little faster.”

      “Still don’t have an identity.”

      “There were lots of scattered paperwork and notes tucked away in drawers, boxes, and other places. Andre has agents meticulously going through everything. Obviously, there was nothing with their name written down or incriminating out in the open. That would be too easy if something had arrows pointing at it.”

      “Far too easy” Emrys laid back down. He played out the facts within his head. “I’ll have to take a look at that recreated lab.”

      “You might find something they overlooked. Andre finds it all interesting, but he doesn’t understand the chemistry. Gray and RASI are coordinating resources for that part of the investigation. RASI cordoned off the entire cabin, but they might transport it to their headquarters. Gray is certain the spray will work. We’ll continue testing throughout the forest to see how far the damage spread. From what Grayson could sense, the majority of the trees remained strong with no illness,” Cormac said.

      “Perhaps a spray as a protective measure.”

      “We can leave more of the solution and you can work with the landscapers and maintenance crew on a schedule. Now that we have the recipe, we can always create more and send a bottle.”

      “It’s something Casper and Miller can set up,” Emrys said. “What about the Belladonna plant?”

      “What about it?”

      Emrys rolled his eyes. “Did they find any remnants of it in the lab?”

      “They found some root pieces in a glass container, but not the amount that you mentioned was taken,” Mac said.

      “Which means either they used it all or…”

      “There could be another lab,” Mac finished.

      “Worst case scenario,” Emrys said.

      “Do we know anything more about who did this?” Julian asked.

      “Andre is still working on it, but not yet,” Mac said. “From the complexity of the chemicals Gray and Andre discovered, the person would need to know how to mix them to cause the contamination in a slow methodical way from the fungi destruction and up to the trees. Along with the knowledge to add the Belladonna extract to make you ill was something unique. And not to make things go boom.”

      “Boom?” Solomon asked.

      “Some of these chemicals can become volatile. It wouldn’t take much of a spark or the wrong drop. Very easy for anything in there to go boom.” Mac moved his hands to indicate an explosion.

      Solomon’s eyes widened. “Oh! That kind of boom.”

      “Big bad boom.”

      “Mac…” Emrys said.

      “Could have been a good thing if this person was caught in it—”

      “Mac!”

      “What?” Mac raised his hands in an innocent gesture. “Just putting it out there.”

      “I woulda said it without an ounce of guilt,” Solomon said. “Would have saved Julian and his grove from this fire.”

      “But not the sickness. All of that would still be here,” Julian said. He wiggled his hand with the IV cannula in it. “I would still be sick.”

      “But the moment I walked across this area, I would have noticed the contamination and done something. Since we spoke that morning, we had plans to meet up and fix the problem,” Emrys said.

      Julian blinked slow. “You would have listened to me. No matter what was going on.”

      “And follow through by doing something. No matter how small the matter,” Emrys said.

      “He guarantees that. Any of our family would follow through on a promise to help a dryad and sickened land. It’s in our bloodline to help.” Mac looked back across the grove. “Ahh. I see the sprayers are here. Great! That means there’s progress happening in the lab.”

      “The maintenance crew have been on top of things,” Emrys said.

      “I noticed that. It helps a lot,” Mac said. “Grayson and the others will get those filled. Then we’ll get the grove sprayed. Let it saturate for an hour or overnight for maximum effect. New soil will be dropped in, tilled, holes dug, and we should have your trees in by morning.” He looked up at the sky. “That’s odd.”

      “What’s odd?” Solomon asked.

      “You’ve got one strange realm.”

      “So we know. What do you mean this time?”

      Mac pointed up at the sky. “When does the sun come up?”

      Solomon raised his wrist and checked his watch. “Didn’t realize it was that late. Been running on adrenaline since Julian went up in flames at the carnival.”

      “Carnival?”

      “Remember when you called me that I said the Carnival of Mysteries was visiting. They’re in the lower meadow.” Emrys waved a hand toward a distance. “Oh, you’ll love this one, Mac. Nana just had to tell me how she knows the mysterious carnival owner in her wonderful over-sharing Nana-way.”

      “Gross,” Cormac said. “Don’t put that image in my head.”

      “Had to share what got stuck in mine, cousin.”

      “Gross. Yuck. Ick. Didn’t you tell her not to share that stuff?”

      “It doesn’t stick.”

      “Gross.” Cormac made sick noises.

      “Umm… Time?” Solomon chuckled and wiggled his hand.

      “Yes, please, anything to scrub my brain,” Cormac pleaded.

      “Less than three hours to main sunrise,” Solomon said. “Time is stretched out for this realm.”

      “I noticed that. How much longer?”

      “Compared to most realms, we have an additional six hours to morning and evening which equals thirty-six hours for a full day. Yes, our students whine about longer school days. There is a single moon that circles around the realm and changes throughout the sixteen months for every annual. We have four red moons, six golden moons, and six white moons. Red moons are full strength and powerful magic, but do not last a full month. Some reds last a week, but others can rise for two weeks. Golden moons are medium strength and magic and last full months and cycles. White moons act like regular moons and cycles and are the cleansing and recharging lunars, especially wonderful for certain gems and stones,” Solomon explained. “There is one large sun which is what we based our clocks upon and twin smaller suns that circle around it. The smaller suns don’t add anything to solar energy or heat. They’re caught in a gravitational field around the larger sun in elliptical patterns.”

      “That’s incredible. Have scientists been here to study the realms? Beyond the professors who live and teach here?” Mac asked.

      “All types and studies constantly visit,” Solomon said.

      “There have been so many papers. They all say the same thing about Nucira Realm and her many moon cycles, the unique magical gemstones, and extended timelines. Something about being the farthest realm away from the center with the seas surrounding us. They suggested something altered the ancient barriers a long time ago to alter our moons and timelines, but no full explanation is given,” Julian said. “Most stay away from forest. Yay. Not in my grove.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Emrys said.

      “Keeps out strangers,” Julian said.

      “That’s incredible. It gives us more time to plan the next few steps and call in additional support,” Mac said.

      “Support? What support?” Emrys asked.

      “Grayson is calling in more cousins to help with the growing.”

      Emrys rolled back up and leaned his arm on his knee again. He planted his hand on the ground to brace himself. His head spun to let him know he wasn’t fully charged. “That’s my call.”

      “Riiiiiiight,” Mac drawled out. “We know your plan. So stubborn to go forward with the idiotic plan to grow everything on your own, cousin. Are you insane?”

      “That was his plan,” Julian said. “I need a tree older than ten annuals to connect.”

      “From an acorn,” Solomon added.

      “In less than two days? Even on an extended day, you’re only one druid with magic running on empty. Are you insane?” Mac’s voice rose on the last note.

      Emrys let out a disgruntled noise. “Nana knew what I was doing. We didn’t have many options at the outset. I had to grow a new tree.”

      “You are crazy. No druid can grow a ten annuals tree from an acorn in a few hours. No matter how crazy long timespan a realm has,” Mac said.

      “There were no other options,” Emrys said.

      “Then you need to figure out what to do with the other trees to age them enough to hold their anchors. Yes, we felt that little special extra stuff when we walked the land,” Mac said.

      “Ahh. Keep secret. Please,” Julian said.

      “Sorry, will do, but, he’s an idiot.”

      “Yes, yes, keep yelling at him,” Julian said.

      “Thank you,” Mac said.

      “Not helping,” Emrys said with a glare at Julian.

      “You need to hear it,” Julian said.

      “Still yelling at you,” Mac snapped. “All of that increases the demand for energy upon a druid to grow the trees to such an age. It helped that your assistant found the saplings, but still…” He waved his hands. “It was an insane plan. Of course it would come from Nana, but she’s a dryad, not a druid.”

      “I can do this,” Emrys said.

      “You’re brilliant with growing and stabilizing plants. The entire family knows your capabilities and skills, Em. You don’t need to prove it. But this is beyond your magic. Doing something this stupid would give yourself a good case of magical burnout for weeks,” Mac said.

      “Is this true?” Julian asked.

      Emrys fell silent.

      “Emrys? Is it true? Would you burn yourself out to grow my tree?”

      “Partially, yes, but I would have done it to save your life. I planned for it. I would eventually recover from the burnout with rest. It happened before,” Emrys said.

      Huffing and mumbling something about stubbornness, Julian looked at Cormac. “Is there another way?”

      “Of course,” Mac said. He glared at Emrys. Then he looked at Julian. “We bring in our druid cousins and some who are Wiccan priestesses to create a special circle. They’ll create and power a growing spell that joins all of our magic. It balances all of our magic and spreads it out to all the trees. Emrys will be the center focus. As I mentioned, Grayson is working on the plan.”

      “I need to find Grayson. This was not what I wanted to happen. There has to be something—”

      “Nope. Plan is already in motion. Not changing it, you’re outnumbered and outvoted,” Cormac interrupted and drew a rune.

      Emrys moved to push himself up and get back on his feet. He needed to scoop up his clothes, splash water on his face, and get moving. Only there was a bit of trouble. His body didn’t want to cooperate.

      Cormac added another rune and circled it. “You know what. It’s past time all three of you take a good nap. So…”

      “Cormac, no—”

      “Sleep tight, cousin,” Cormac said and activated the rune.

      Emrys dropped back and fell into a deep sleep when his cousin pushed his magic into the sleep rune. He would kick his cousin’s arse when he woke.
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      Awakening with his mind clear and his energy recharged, Emrys stretched out any lingering kinks. Part of him hated his cousin for sending him to sleep like that, at least Mac used the right runes to not leave any lingering aches or shadows. Opening his eyes, he noticed someone had tucked a blanket around him, a pillow underneath his head, and softened the earth. He sensed the energy flow as his family druids and Wiccan priestesses were at work.

      Rolling to a sitting position, he pushed the blanket to fold around his lower body. His upper body remained bare to the cool morning air, but he wasn’t chilled. The realm remained a pleasant temperature as the large sun began its journey above the distant horizon. The two smaller suns began their spirals around the larger orb, caught in the endless gravitational loop. He scrubbed his hands through his hair. Knowing it wouldn’t do anything, he located a hairband in a pocket and used it to pull his hair back in a ponytail. Though he craved a shower, he knew there wasn’t time. There was a tree that needed growing and a dryad to save.

      Julian!

      Sitting higher, he looked over at the earth lounger. Leaning to the side, he got a better view.

      Julian slept underneath the blankets. The IV stand remained with a hanging bag, but the fluid was clear.

      A different healer and one of his cousins sat with a low table covered with supplies and cups of steaming liquid. They quietly spoke, not noticing that he was awake.

      “Ahh, sleeping beauty awakes.” Mac walked over with his familiar bag. “You had a good nap.”

      “Thanks to your sneaky sleep runes.”

      His cousin leaned back in his chair, smiled, and waved. Though he returned back to his conversation with the healer after Emrys waved back.

      “Hey, you needed it. You were grouchy. The neutralization spray and antidote required time to do their jobs. Plus, Gray needed time to bring in our cousins and get that plan working without your interference. You know the spell is the correct way.” Mac reached into his bag and pulled out a large thermal cup. He unscrewed the top. “Drink up. Lots of caffeine for you. Lots to do today. Hopefully, if all goes well with the growing ring magic, we can get our dryad in his tree before this last golden moon finishes its trip.”

      Emrys took the cup and sipped slowly. Tasting his familiar black tea, perfectly sweetened, he sipped longer. He dropped his knees into a lotus position.

      “What? Don’t trust me? Come on, cousin. You’re too important to knock out again. We need you to make all this work.” Mac grinned, pulling out a few more items. “Fresh from the cafeteria. Breakfast sandwich. Delicious pear and ginger muffin. Enjoyed a pair of them earlier. So did Grayson and he’s picky with his muffins.” He laid out the breakfast on the napkin across Emrys’s lap.

      “Thank you for my breakfast. How’s Julian? Is that the same bag of IV fluid?”

      Mac shook his head. “No, that’s a second bag of fluids. Just a saline solution with additional nutrients. He absorbed the antidote fine. Then I took some blood and helped him pee. All the tests were clear of the Belladonna poisoning—”

      “I hear a but in there,” Emrys interrupted.

      “Because you interrupted me,” Mac said. “But his sugars and other vitals dropped on us. When Cicely, a second healer, and I couldn’t stabilize him, I called Nana. She suggested this different mixture in a new IV solution. So I mixed it up and started the drip.”

      “What?” Emrys almost shrieked.

      “Ssh! You’ll wake him. He needs to sleep,” Mac said.

      Emrys glowered at him. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “You couldn’t help,” Mac said as if it was obvious. “He needs his tree to heal. Or a grove of dryads to support him. Once the new IV solution got into his system and went where it needed, he stabilized like Nana said. It’s giving him the nutrients he usually absorbs through the tree. I tested his blood a couple of times and it’s looking better. I’ll take him off of it before he connects. I have another bag mixed if he finishes this bag and we’re still growing the tree. Nana said keep it going until he connects otherwise he’ll crash again. I have to give her updates every few hours. With the solution flowing, he’ll be strong enough to connect. If we can’t get the tree grown by tonight, then she’ll portal in with the other dryads and keep him alive.”

      “And the healer and our cousin?”

      “That’s a back-up support Grayson suggested. Something Cicely and I talked about, but Grayson pushed it forward. An exhausted Cicely supported it with Bella’s back-up. I like that headmistress. Strong lady in charge,” Mac said with a wicked grin. “We’re rotating out a healer and a druid every few hours. They’ll keep up on the healing rune and druid energy. Cicely will manage overall care.”

      Emrys finished the sandwich and picked apart the muffin.

      “Morning, Professor. Hello, Doc Mac.” Casper walked over with caution. Then he dramatically paused and lifted an eyebrow. “Is it safe? Did he have his caffeine?”

      Mac chuckled and waved him closer. “He’s been caffeinated and almost fed. Still working on that part. It’s safe to approach.”

      “Good to know,” Casper said.

      “Ha. Ha. Ha,” Emrys said.

      Grinning, Casper wandered closer. He lifted a bundle in his hands. “Figured you might want a fresh shirt. I can grab pants.” He gracefully sat down and laid a folded shirt on Emrys’s lap below the napkin. “Hope you don’t mind I went in your apartment for it.”

      “Not at all. Thanks, Casper. Just a shirt is good.” Emrys set aside his breakfast next to the cup. Then he tugged on the fresh shirt and rolled up the sleeves. He adjusted things, picked up his cup to swallow the last of the tea, and finished his muffin. “Did everyone else get some rest?”

      “We took turns throughout the night. Miller scribbled notes like crazy in his notebook. He’s so excited about working with your cousin, Doc Grayson. A lot has happened around the grove too,” Casper said.

      “Good to hear about Miller. Hope you learned from them too.”

      “Though I missed the field testing, what I saw within the lab was real eye-opening. I went in both the RASI and the Cad-Wyn labs. Watching the RASI investigator and your cousins helped me figure out what I want to do after my graduate program ends. It’s fascinating to see what they can do with bits and pieces of information. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle without the picture on the box,” Casper said.

      “It was a pleasure having you in our lab. My cousin called dibs on Miller. I might call dibs on you if Andre hasn’t done so,” Mac said.

      “I haven’t heard anything from him yet, but I’m not sure about the investigation side. There’s so much you can do, but you need a different type of magic. More abilities than I might have access too,” Casper said.

      “I suspect Andre might run closer to arcane magic than elemental,” Mac said.

      “With the various spells and abilities, I suspect that too,” Casper said.

      “What else happened after you forcefully sent me to sleep?” Emrys asked.

      “Oh, will you drop that part, grumpy butt. You slept deep. Your energy is charged. Magic is solid. You’re ready to roll. Get over it,” Mac said with a shake of his head.

      Casper chuckled.

      Emrys lifted an eyebrow.

      Muttering under his breath, Mac filled him in on how the neutralization spray was a success. It took a little longer than expected, but the testing proved the soil returned to a neutral pH.

      Thanks to a few machines, they refilled the entire grove with the new top soil. Several cultivators were used to mix and stir everything together. Their druid cousins encouraged earthworms, beetles, and the micro-fungi to return and rebuild those delicate, necessary, and vital connections. They sensed when the grove slowly removed the barrier and reconnected the two halves.

      Emrys held up a hand to stop Mac. He placed his hand on the earth and searched with his magic. His eyes widened.

      The natural unique barrier was gone.

      “Good news, right?” Mac asked.

      “The grove knows it’s safe to remove the barrier. I think there’s another one against the forest though,” Emrys said.

      “We sprayed the closest section of the forest near Julian’s redwoods and the path,” Mac explained. “We didn’t want the contamination to spread again. Another team placed flags and markers so everyone knows where to continue the spraying. It’ll take a little longer to clear the rest of the forest.”

      “What else happened?” Emrys asked.

      “We used a combination of magic and augers to dig the six holes in the outer circle in the precise locations to match the pattern of the living trees. Yes, we used lines and everything. Solomon oversaw everything since he knew the layout. After finding the grove’s center, we dug the hole for the new oak. Sol carried over the red box and handed over the correct seed and acorn to graft the trees together,” Mac said.

      “We tried our best to see if we could cut a healthy portion of the roots for the grafts. Every tree was ruined down to the heartwoods,” Casper said. “It was such a sad sight. So much pain and hurt. All we could use was their seeds and acorns.”

      “Nana said it would be enough for a graft. They wouldn’t grow into a new tree underneath the saplings, just magically blend when Julian connects,” Mac added.

      “We moved all the outer saplings into their correct placement. Miller checked everything along with Solomon,” Casper said. “We mixed the right amount of fertilizers for each tree. The mixture of nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium creating the right balance and release. A couple of them also required iron, calcium, and magnesium according to the recipes. We poured each specific mixture into the correct holes and stirred it.”

      “That’s my assistants,” Emrys said with a grin.

      Mac chuckled. “You taught them well. They stopped everything and hollered out they needed the correct fertilizer recipes. Casper and Miller took charge, got teams to race back and forth to the work shed for supplies and everything. It was a crazy dance, but they got the job done.”

      “Well done. Give the saplings their best chance at life in their new soil and homes. They have a lot of work ahead of them. Important work,” Emrys said.

      “According to the recipes, they’ll need another fertilization in six moons,” Casper said.

      “Make sure to note it on the work shed calendar,” Emrys said.

      “Will do.”

      “What happened next?”

      “Then your cousins transplanted all of the saplings, covered them with the right amount of soil. Water mages added all the moisture. As an additional support, we poured some compost tea for extra nutrients. There was a note in the recipes for it too. Your cousins are transplanting the Scarlet Oak. We doubled the amount of its fertilizer mixture because you need to increase its growth more than the outer circle and stirred it into the soil.”

      Emrys shifted his position and saw his cousins working with the sturdy young sapling.

      “Nana helped Grayson worked out the spell and protective circle. One of our cousins brought the powder chalk in multiple bags. Since they’re stronger, Aliyah and Pippa are in charge of casting the protective circles and creating the runes. Grayson transferred the power of the spell to them. They’ll stand in the center with you to focus the magic and spread it out. They have more knowledge and experience with this type of spell,” Mac said.

      “I agree with the change and giving the priestesses power over the circle and spell.” Emrys placed his hand on the ground. “Yes, the grove approves the feeling of the priestesses and welcomes them. Tell them to draw the circle. Let’s begin the spell.” He cleaned up his mess and handed it back to Mac.

      Tucking everything back in his bag, Mac got to his feet. He walked off to talk to the priestesses.

      “You have priestesses in your family too?” Casper asked.

      “One of the branches split and followed the Wiccan way. A similar nature line of magic. We discovered the two types blend well, but only if we’re the only ones within the circles or spells,” Emrys said.

      “That’s an interesting family.”

      “Reunions can be a bit insane.”

      “I bet.”

      “I need you, Miller and the others to stay on the outside. Keep watch on Julian and the others. Including Andre, explain what’s happening to him, please.” After standing, Emrys folded up the blanket and set it near the earth lounger along with the pillow. He left his shoes along with his work vest.

      “Sure you don’t need me? I’m strong,” Casper said.

      “From what I can tell, they switched the spell to only include our bloodline. My family can step in and out with special runes because we’re connected by blood. This is a powerful spell and if something happens it can cause a wicked backlash,” Emrys said.

      “I promise to keep watch on everyone,” Casper said.

      Emrys placed a hand on his assistant’s shoulder. “Thank you.” He walked over to where Julian continued to sleep.

      Solomon wandered back with a cup of tea and sat with Emrys’s cousin and the healer. “Morning, Emrys,” he said. “Looks like some activity is happening.”

      “It’s a combination spell. My Wiccan cousins are creating the protective circle for the growing spell. Once drawn, no one but someone of my bloodline can cross it. Please work with Casper and Andre to make sure everyone understands,” Emrys said. He smoothed his fingers through Julian’s auburn hair.

      Julian stirred and opened his eyes. “Em…”

      “Hello. Ssh. Heard you had a bit of a rough night,” Emrys said.

      “Hmm. Not my best one. Could use my tree soon. Sorry… More pressure on you,” Julian said.

      “Ssh. Don’t mind the pressure. There’s a lot of pieces spinning around.”

      “Need to do it right.”

      “Can’t let this fail,” Solomon said.

      Julian nodded.

      “Which is why things are taking a bit longer,” Emrys said.

      “Take time. Best that way. But trees are in ground. I can feel the grove welcoming the newcomers,” Julian said.

      “You can feel them already?” Emrys asked.

      Julian managed a small smile. “My grove can feel them. I feel the grove. Saplings are strong. Eager. Happy.”

      “That’s wonderful Concentrate on that sensation. You’ll feel more soon.”

      “What’s next?”

      “We’re going to start growing your trees soon. You’re going to sense a lot of energy. Let it flow through you. Use it,” Emrys said.

      “Hmm… Tired.”

      “A lot of energy will be pulsing through your grove. The protection spell should give you a bit of a buffer,” Emrys said.

      “When will tree be ready?”

      “I hope by moonrise. Tonight.” Emrys squeezed Julian’s hand. “I hope.”

      “Em…” Julian squeezed back. “Stay safe.”

      “Sleep. Keep your strength.” Emrys leaned down and pressed a kiss to Julian’s temple. “Let the energy flow through you.”

      “Hmm.” Julian slid back into a deep sleep.

      “This last bad turn took a lot out of him,” Solomon said.

      “It did. We’re running out of time,” Emrys said.

      “Your cousin said this new IV stuff will keep him going.”

      “Like the spell we did for his lungs, it’s a stop gap. Something to help for a bit. It’s not a long term solution though. Just enough to keep him going. He needs his tree or other dryads.” Emrys straightened. “That’s what I’m going to give him. Casper…”

      “I’m going to find Andre and return here,” Casper said.

      “Time for me to get busy.”

      “Get growing, Druid,” Solomon said. “Or… whatever it is druids do.”

      “Nice try, Professor,” Casper said.

      Solomon shrugged.

      Walking away from them, Emrys inspected everything. His cousins created a double wall protective circle around the right half of the grove and all seven saplings. Along with the chalked circles and runes, there were colored candles and clear hematite stones that would assist with the growth magic.

      Bella stopped him. “Are you sure this will be safe?”

      “This is a combination of Wiccan and Druid magic. If my bloodline remains connected to the circle and the spell, yes. This isn’t the first time we wove our magic together,” Emrys said.

      “What can we do?” Bella asked.

      “Please have your mages continue to work with the RASI team throughout the campus. They can use the field-kit tests and the neutralization sprays once confirmed.”

      “And keep watch over the carnival,” Bella said. “The crowds are from all over which is great for the carnival, but not if they want to test our shields. A thicker shield is around the grove to maintain privacy. Other than rumors about the fire, no one knows the extent of what happened. Air mages kept the smoke away from the meadow and Rosemire Village.”

      “The trees will be grown before moonrise. When do you need to have the anchors done?”

      “Before Julian connects. The mages assure me it will not take long.”

      “Soon as the priestesses break the outer circle, your mages can enter and move the anchors. Mac will unhook Julian from the IVs. Then I’ll carry him to the oak.”

      “The mages will have the anchors in place. I’ll let them know about the timing,” Bella said.

      “Then if everything goes according to plan, Julian will be connected with the last night of the golden moon,” Emrys said.

      “I hope so. I hate seeing him so weak. All my time here, he’s been so strong, such a vital part of the academy, almost like its heart,” she said.

      “Now everyone realizes how vital of a part he truly is, no one will let anyone ever dare to harm him again,” Emrys said.

      Bella squeezed his arm. “Thank you and your family for being here. Best day ever was finding you.” She released him and stepped back.

      “Em, we’re ready. Take your place by the oak,” Grayson said. “Then we’ll set the locks.”

      “Time to get to work,” Emrys said.

      “Good luck.” Bella looked at all of them. “Good luck to all of you.”

      Emrys stepped over the chalked circles and through the rich loamy soil. He felt the healthy dirt and the life teeming underneath his bare feet. The new saplings loved their placement. He stopped next to the rune chalked by the Scarlet Oak sapling and dug his toes a little deeper into the damp dirt.

      “Everyone, take your positions by your saplings or your runes,” Grayson called out to their family members.

      Everyone moved into position.

      “Aliyah, Pippa, place the locks and call to the spirits,” Grayson said. “We release our magic and control into your capable hands, Priestesses.”

      To set the outer circle first, Aliyah stood near the locking rune and pulled her hawthorn wand. She focused on the North and ground herself to the grove and the earth. Emrys could feel her energy flowing down and connecting to the grove and he sent it back to her. She allowed her energy to course through her from the earth, touched on each member of their bloodline, each eager young sapling, and back through her body. As a powerful trained Wiccan priestess, she contained the energy, focused on the task, and began the ritual to cast and lock the large circle. She spoke, “Earth, I call upon your power to create and reinforce this circle. Hail and welcome, Earth and her Goddess.”

      She turned to the East, repeated a similar casting statement for Air, and went on until she spoken to all four elements and finished with the last, the Spirit of the Realm. Then she traced the locking rune into the pile of chalk. Stepping through the circles, she went to stand in the far interior by the Scarlet Oak and Emrys to help anchor the spell and provide him the energy to grow the tree to the stage Julian needed.

      Taking an extra moment, she tugged Emrys into a long embrace and transferred some gentle energy and warmth to him. “Love to you, dear cousin, on this journey you will travel with this remarkable sapling.”

      “Love to you, dear priestess, and thank you for leading this journey,” Emrys responded along with returning the embrace.

      Aliyah stepped back and returned to her place. She nodded to her sister.

      Pippa drew her yew wand in the interior circle which they created as an extra measure due to the amount of magic and power they would be drawing down into the grove and saplings. She ground herself through the same way as her elder sister. Facing the North, she lifted her wand and casted her circle to call upon the elements. When she returned to the North, she finished the locking rune and joined Emrys and Aliyah at the center.

      Pippa smiled and winked at Emrys.

      Emrys winked back.

      “Begin the spell on your mark, Aliyah, Pippa,” Grayson said.

      Aliyah waved her wand and all the green candles placed around the inner circle lit with flames. She spoke, “Spirits of the Nucira Realm, infuse these candles with love and light while we empower these trees with vitality and growth for your blessed dryad. Oversee and bless our working. These are my words. This is my will. So mote it be.”

      Pippa swirled her yew wand around to activate the various runes for vitality, life, growth, health, and connection that were scattered throughout both circles. Along with the runes of their ancient bloodlines and their Wiccan and Druid teachings. Magic and energy flowed through everyone, coursing between them, the earth, and the eager saplings that dug their roots deep into the loamy soil.

      “Now it’s your turn, little sapling. Time to grow for our dryad.” Emrys placed his hands on the trunk and sent his energy to the young oak.

      /Time to grow. Grow strong and true. Become an anchor./

      With a smile, Emrys began to pour all that energy and vitality carefully into the oak’s heartwood under his cousins’ guidance.
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      When the last golden moon rose over the horizon, the growth spell finished and the priestesses carefully unraveled the spell so no magical backlash would be created. First, Pippa left the now tall and elegant Scarlet Oak to the inner circle and reversed the locking spell. She opened the lock and lowered the protection. Then her older sister, Aliyah, moved to the more powerful outer circle. With her hawthorn wand, she reversed the protective circle and locking spell. The sisters thanked the spirits and guardians of Nucira Realm for overseeing their spell and blew out all the candles. Then Aliyah opened the lock.

      “These are my words. This is my will. So mote it be.” Aliyah looked around at everyone and smiled. “Our spell is done. The grove has been grown.”

      There was a soft clapping and cheering.

      “Cousins, please bury the chalk into the soil. You may only pick up the candles. Leave the stones for Pippa and I. Take care when moving from your trees and runes. A lot of energy was transferred and passed around. Our family recovery tea and other food is available in the classroom,” Aliyah said. Then she gathered a large black velvet bag to store the stones that helped carry the spell.

      Emrys leaned against the oak. His energy wavered and recentered.

      “You pushed yourself too hard, cousin.” Pippa returned to the center and his side.

      “There were no other options. The tree had to be grown to a proper age and size. This oak is quite agreeable and cooperated with my magic. Doubled my expectations. We both pushed things a little further,” Emrys said.

      “And now you came close to burn out. Again. Something we tried to prevent with the spell,” Pippa said. “When your dryad needs you the most—”

      A rumble through the ground stopped her scolding.

      Emrys stepped away from the oak and looked around.

      “Em—”

      He held up a hand.

      There was another rumble. A louder one.

      “Professor… There’s something happening down on the campus,” Casper said as he rushed across the grove.

      Emrys tried to move again, but almost collapsed.

      “Professor!” Casper caught him.

      A massive explosion roared across the campus. A fireball lifted high in the air along with smoke and debris.

      Then there was the distinct mixed colored sparkle and use of multiple types of magic controlling the explosion and fire.

      “Oh my leaves,” Casper said. “Please don’t let that be anywhere near our greenhouses or work shed.”

      “With the concussive blast, I’m sure there’s some damage,” Emrys said.

      “What happened to you?” Casper asked.

      “He pushed himself too far, even with the spell,” Pippa said.

      “Here’s the recovery tea and some of those energy bars. Archie is making sure the rest of your family is drinking and eating.” Loukas raced over with a thermal cup and bag. He opened the top of the cup.

      Casper helped Emrys drink the tea and eat the bars.

      “He needs time to recover his energy and magic. Again,” Pippa said.

      “We’ll make sure it happens,” Casper said.

      Pippa left to help her sister. She stopped and looked at them. “Everyone needs to leave this side. The other mages need to work before Julian can connect.”

      “We’ll help the professor move,” Casper said. “Give me a hand with him, Loukas.”

      “Got him,” Loukas said.

      Together, they moved Emrys.

      After everyone cleared away, another set of mages entered. One spoke with Julian. Then they moved around the grove from the left side to the newly grown right side.

      Emrys knew these were the mages who would move the anchors.

      Outside the grove, he saw a portal open.

      Bella rushed over to it as Andre and a couple others stumbled out.

      “I need to see what happened. Loukas, stay here with Julian. Casper, get me over there,” Emrys said.

      “You need—” Casper stopped at Emrys’s glare. “Yes, Professor.”

      “Let me look him over before you start interrogating Andre,” Cicely ordered. She raced over to start checking them. “Send a team through a portal back to the explosion site. Look for any injuries.” She waved to other healers to go through the portal with the orders.

      Andre ran a hand over his disheveled hair. His face covered with smoke, flecks of debris, and blood. His eyes were bloodshot from the smoke. He coughed a few times. It was more than obvious he was close to the explosion when it happened, perhaps right next to it.

      “May I look you over with my healing runes?” Cicely asked.

      Andre nodded.

      Cicely created her glowing healing rune circles.

      “What happened?” Emrys asked when he reached them.

      “Andre, is your team all right? Is anyone hurt? What happened to the campus?” Bella asked.

      “What did I say earlier? You can’t harass him with questions. Give him a moment, please,” Cicely said with a sharp healer’s tone. “There’s smoke inhalation damage to his lungs and eyes. He was quite close, if not, within the range of the explosion. I need to heal him a bit more.”

      “Anything chemical-based in his damage?” Mac asked as he joined them. “Should I grab my bag?” He drank from a thermal cup of tea.

      “Do I need to send a team over there for clean up?” Grayson asked after sipping from his own cup.

      “From what I can sense with the runes, Andre didn’t get hit with chemicals, but I’m sure there was something chemical-based in the explosion. It was way too big to be simply fire based,” Cicely said. “There. Got the worst of it. Take a breath in, Andre.”

      Andre pulled in a deep breath. He held it for a few counts. She checked her rune circle. Then he released it on her order.

      “You’ll need a more thorough healing. A couple of potions will help clean up the internal stuff. But I know you have more important things to manage,” Cicely said.

      “Appreciate it,” Andre said, his voice rough from the smoke and coughing.

      “That soreness will remain a little longer. I have a good honey-lemon potion that you can sip tonight to soothe your throat if it lingers.”

      “I’ll manage.” Andre looked at the others.

      “Take your time.” Bella stepped forward. “First. Is your team safe?”

      “Yes, my team is safe. No one was seriously hurt. Like me some cuts, bruises, and smoke inhalation. We managed to control the explosion right away,” Andre said.

      “That’s the main thing. Was there loss of life?”

      “One. A possible suspect. I have members of my team still investigating what is happening, including the… corpse,” Andre said.

      “How much can you tell us?”

      “Considering what is happening? I’ll indulge in what is happening. This is entire investigation is a bit out of the norm. My superiors gave me leave to be more open,” Andre said. He shifted his head and coughed a few more times.

      Cicely called out an order. Someone ran off to the classroom and quickly returned. She handed over a steaming cup. “Drink this. It’ll help. A cup of lemon tea with a bit of honey. Not a potion, but it’ll help.”

      “Appreciate it. Again.” Andre sipped from the tea. Nodding in appreciation of the soothing results, he continued to sip a few more times.

      “Where were you on campus?” Bella asked.

      “We ended up on the eastern side of the campus, behind the chemistry and potion buildings. Not far from the wall. At first, it appeared completely empty to us, but there was a bush with some yellow leaves. Along with some dead plants. So a member of the team tested it,” Andre said. “It was one of the signs Miller said to look for.”

      “Miller would be correct,” Emrys said.

      “He was. Didn’t have all the key points, but a lot of the tubes were colored.” Andre sipped some more tea. “Then three of my team stopped and waved all of us to stop. They motioned and a shimmer appeared. There was a series of camouflage shields. Damn good ones. Large ones. We reorganized ourselves around the shimmer in a defensive position and set up our shields. Who knew what was behind them.”

      Bella looked around and realized only she, Cicely and Emrys represented the campus professors along with others. “Did anyone sense these shields?”

      Emrys shook his head. “Casper?”

      “Not my area. Would have to ask around,” Casper said.

      “Same here,” Cicely said.

      “This is quite disconcerting to discover something was hiding on my campus,” Bella said.

      “Same here,” Andre said. “My team undid the magic and released the shields. We discovered a medium-sized cabin. A little disheveled and ramshackle. Think it was originally a work shed and added onto at one point. Perhaps it was abandoned at one point and repurposed by whoever created the shields. It was tucked up against the wall. We were north of the greenhouses.”

      “Yes, now I believe I remember the building. Though it was a shed for the chemistry and potions departments to store old equipment and liquids before final destruction. It needed to be kept away from the classrooms for safety reasons. But a few annuals ago, we purchased a safer unit and the shed was scheduled to be emptied and destroyed,” Bella said.

      “It definitely wasn’t destroyed. Someone wrapped shields around it to camouflage it, then expanded it into a livable cabin. They occupied it for several annuals. Perhaps there’s more than one occupant, but we couldn’t enter because there were multiple ward lines. Various wards that were defensive and protective, some gave shocks, and others could set off traps. We didn’t dare test them.”

      “Was someone inside?”

      Sipping the tea, Andre nodded. “They tried to raise the shields again, so yes, we know there was someone inside. We hollered out that we were RASI agents. They replied they didn’t give a shit.”

      A few in the crowd mumbled and snickered.

      “Definitely a male occupant. The conversation went down from there. Negotiations didn’t work. He refused to come out or comply with our orders. He refused all orders from any government except for an Ember Council member. A very specific Ember Council member. When we requested a name, he refused to give us a name to protect what we suspect is the financial supporter.”

      “This doesn’t end well,” Emrys said.

      “No. We tried to get him to come out with magic and other means, even psionics. He continued to fight and argue against us. Instead, he continued to rant and rave about Julian and the grove. It was all about Julian and the grove,” Andre said. “It’s all connected around Julian.”

      “What do you mean?” Emrys asked.

      “According to this fellow and his rants, that no matter what we tried to do to save the grove, it wouldn’t be enough. When the red moon rises the first night, the entire grove will be completely destroyed. They made sure of it.”

      “He said ‘they’?” Bella asked.

      “This time he used a multiple version which means there’s definitely more suspects out there,” Andre said. “Plus, their financial supporter made sure of it. One final decisive strike against the grove and its annoying dryad. No matter what, Julian will no longer be around to stop them from getting the laumeldites.” He looked around at everyone. “What is it about these gemstones?”

      “It’s one of the magical gemstones that help stabilize the realm and the magic flowing through the academy and its students,” Bella said.

      “Someone is trying to fight against ancient, ancestral laws regarding magical academies created by the Utopian Alliance Consortium?” Andre asked.

      “Several members of the Ember Council in Rookbourne City are trying to gain mining rights to the Scarlet Crystalline Laumeldites not only on Lunore Academy land, but across all of Nucira, yes,” Bella said.

      “And Julian has been arguing against them?” Andre asked.

      “During council meetings as a representative of Lunore Academy and he stated the ancient laws multiple times to the council,” Bella said.

      “Yet they keep trying,” Andre said.

      “Mining companies have a lot of money, power, and ego. When they focus on a particular gem or stone, they’ll stop at nothing until their drills are in the ground,” Bella said. “Unfortunately, they turned their attentions to our land and our protected gemstones.”

      Andre shoved his fingers through his hair and dislodged some ash. “That’s what all this is about?”

      “That’s been our… best guess,” Bella said.

      “And someone managed to get their claws into perhaps Professor Doerr and students or assistants with access to chemicals, plants, and various areas on campus. People who blend into the student population and no one questions them. They can carry out these long-term plans,” Emrys added.

      Andre handed the empty cup to another team member. Then he paced away in a frustrated fashion, muttering and huffing. His magic sparked and glowed a bright silver. Spinning up a strange small portal, he spoke into it and explained everything that happened and what Bella and Emrys told him.

      “What in the name of the leaves?” Emrys asked.

      “It’s an inner realm connection portal to speak to another person. Intricate magic. Rare magic,” Bella said. “Looks like things are being escalated.”

      “About time. Are the anchors in place?”

      “They will be soon. I can feel them moving,” Bella said.

      Emrys looked to Mac and motioned to him.

      “What is it, cousin?” Mac said.

      “Anchors are being moved. We’ll need to get Julian freed from the IV and ready to initiate the ceremony,” Emrys said.

      “Soon as we figure out what the hell happened,” Mac said.

      Andre closed the portal. “They’re going to send a team of undercover investigators to Rookbourne City to investigate the Ember Council and the mining companies. They’ll figure out that end of what is happening and discover this mysterious ‘financial supporter’.”

      “Thank you for listening to us about our concerns,” Bella said.

      “Of course, that’s part of my job as an investigator. I should have asked about all of your concerns and possibilities earlier,” Andre said.

      “What did this suspect mean about what happens when the red moon rises? How will the entire grove be destroyed?” Emrys asked.

      “There were more details. I didn’t get to that point yet.” Andre held up a hand. “We got off track. I’m going to have investigators go back through the forest.”

      “For what? What happened next?” Bella asked.

      “Boom,” Mac said.

      Andre nodded. “He set off something inside the campus when he heard me give the order to enter. I was done listening to him rant and rave.”

      “Definitely used chemicals to create that kind of explosion. There were earlier rumbles before the actual explosion. We all felt it,” Mac said.

      “I better send a team along with the RASI team,” Grayson said.

      “Probably would be best,” Andre said. “The other investigators and I managed to use our skills to keep the explosion and fire contained to the cabin and the area. We were able to lower the heat of the fire and move it away. That way most of the cabin and the body didn’t completely burn away. I ordered a necromancer to be brought in to conduct a thorough interrogation. I want to know everything we can about this suspect.”

      “That seems a wise option. Unless there is something in the documents you recovered from the forest cabin or in found in this place,” Bella said.

      “There’s another investigator who can recreate the image of the suspect as a holographic image. I would like anyone from the academy to study the image. Perhaps you can identify the suspect.”

      “We’ll do anything we can,” Bella said.

      “There is another piece to the investigation.” Andre studied all of their faces. “There are devices buried in the forest as part of the final event to destroy the grove. I need to gather more investigators to begin an immediate search.”

      “Devices? What kind of devices How will the grove be destroyed?” Emrys asked.

      “Between all the rants, we did get some decent information. The suspect talked at length about these buried ‘poison bombs’ located in multiple positions along the forest border, perhaps with a piping system to send the poison deep into the grove. He didn’t give us the timing, but others around here mentioned a special red moon so I’m guessing that has some significance to these devices,” Andre said.

      “I should—”

      “No, Emrys, let my team do this,” Andre interrupted. “You need to finish in the grove with Julian. The trees look grown. Job well done. Let him connect. I believe this is the last golden moon. Right?”

      “That’s right,” Bella said. “We’re dark for two nights. Then the red moon rises full for the next two weeks.”

      “We have less than two nights to find these ‘bombs’. One suspect is down. I fear there is at least one more out there. Either they are hiding somewhere on campus or they fled to their financial supporter for protection. No matter what, I want to find them before the red moon is done,” Andre said. “That’s my personal goal.”

      “The Jubilee will draw an enormous crowd from multiple realms and will complicate matters,” Bella said.

      “It will complicate matters. We’re getting a peek of it with the carnival.” Andre glanced to Emrys. “Concentrate on Julian. Leave the hunt for these devices to my team. When I need your assistance, I’ll holler for you. I promise that, Druid.”

      “Hold you to it.”
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      “Time to wake up, Julian. Looks like it’s your turn to do something.”

      Groaning at Solomon’s voice, Julian opened his eyes. With his good hand, though there was still an IV stuck in it, he rubbed the sleepy crusties away. Then he opened his eyes and looked around. There was a lot of activity.

      Then he saw the trees.

      Full grown and mature trees. All around the entire grove.

      And in the center.

      His jaw dropped.

      A full grown Scarlet Oak with branches reaching high into the night sky with the golden moon moving through the darkness. The leaves were a mixture of green and scarlet. He could wrap his arms around the trunk for a full embrace that was wider than his chest.

      How could Emrys and his family create this wonderful sight in a day?

      “How long was I sleeping?”

      “The entire day and early night. Emrys and his family started growing the trees soon after he left you,” Solomon said.

      “The anchors?” Julian asked in a lower tone.

      “Moved and accepted by all the new trees. Just need you to connect all the trees to yourself and the oak to join them.”

      “How long to the first red moon?”

      “This is the last golden moon. We need you to connect and heal fast, Julian,” Solomon said. “Can you accomplish it and return to us?”

      “Don’t have much choice.” Julian looked at the majestic oak waiting for him. With his injuries, he thought it would have taken weeks if not longer. With this young tree, perhaps he could have a small miracle.

      The anchors wouldn’t be rejuvenated by the red moons if he was inside his oak.

      “Here comes Emrys and his cousin, Mac. Hmm…” Solomon trailed off with a wicked grin. “I do enjoy the look of that scientist. A bit of a nerd. A bit of hottie. I do like that combination.”

      “Cool it down, Solomon. Flirt with the scientist, later. Ask for a date after,” Julian teased.

      “Not letting him go without one. Even if we’ll have the long-distance dating scenario, he’s a special one. I can tell, strong and easy-going. Me likey. Gets all my bells and whistles ringing,” Solomon said. “Hello there. What happened at this pow-wow? That RASI fellow was looking a little rough.”

      “There was a complication on campus. One of the suspects was caught. Dead. Unidentified at this time, but they’re working on it.” Emrys crouched next to the lounger with Ma.

      “What?” Solomon asked.

      “Hello there. How are you feeling, Julian? Strong enough to initiate the ceremony?” Mac opened his bag and pulled on new gloves.

      “Wait a minute…” Solomon waved his hands. The cousins looked at him. “That came from extreme opposite. Like wham. Some guy is dead. Oh, hey, how are you feeling. What in the roots?”

      “We’re on a limited time. Had to hit it from both ends,” Emrys said.

      “Time to get this IV out of you and get things moving forward,” Mac said.

      “Again. Double attack,” Solomon said.

      “Stop, Solomon. They need to move forward. No time to stop and explain,” Julian said.

      “I promise we’ll explain after we get Julian into his tree,” Emrys said.

      “Please do,” Solomon said.

      “Go ahead, Mac. Get this thing out of my hand.” Julian moved his hand toward Mac.

      “Thanks.” Mac pulled a few more items out of his bag. He folded up a small square of gauze and set it aside. Then he turned off the pump, closed the upper drip mechanism, and disconnected it from Julian’s hand. Removing the medical tape, he took hold of the cannula base. “Ready?”

      Julian nodded. Mac counted down and slid out the cannula. He pressed down the gauze square to stop the bleeding. Then he whispered a simple clotting spell to help Julian’s blood clot since he couldn’t use a bandage or wrap.

      To take his mind off the blood and pain, Julian looked over at Emrys. “You look exhausted. You drained yourself again. Didn’t you?”

      “Stupid idiot pushed himself too hard. Even with the spell,” Mac said.

      “Shut it,” Emrys said.

      “Ahh. Cousin love,” Solomon teased. “I swear you two need to charge for this bantering show you two give every time you get together. It’s a hoot. It would be a hit.”

      “I would be a star!” Mac offered a playful flatter of his lashes in a flirtatious fashion.

      “Of course. With your striking looks. The star of the show. He’ll be the grumpy sidekick,” Solomon said.

      “What?” Emrys squawked.

      Mac and Solomon chuckled.

      “Knock it off you two,” Julian said. He concentrated on Emrys again. “Why push yourself?”

      “You needed your tree and it was cooperative with my magic. We pushed together.” Emrys shrugged. “I’ll be fine with some rest.”

      “Then please rest the next few nights. There’s no moon to support you,” Julian said. “You can stay in my grove or even in my home. It’ll welcome you.”

      “Thank you, Julian. I’ll take care of myself after I help you meet your tree,” Emrys said.

      Mac snorted. “No you won’t. You’re incapable of taking care of yourself. That’s the problem.”

      Emrys rolled his eyes. “I’m sure Casper and the assistants or my cousins will all kick my arse if I don’t get some down time.”

      “Now he learns the consequences,” Mac said.

      Julian glanced over at the beautiful mature oak awaiting him. “You did a marvelous, almost miraculous job with my Scarlet Oak. I almost can’t believe it’s standing there. Waiting for me. I can feel how eager it is to connect.”

      “That’s the magic and power of my family. I couldn’t have done it without them,” Emrys said.

      “‘Thank you for having Grayson call them, Mac, because I was an idiot going to attempt it all by my stubborn self,’” Mac teased again. Emrys rolled his eyes. Julian smiled. “There we go. No bleeding. We’re okay to move.” Mac wiped Julian’s arm with a few moist towelettes and a final swipe of gauze. “You’re cleared to meet your new tree.”

      “Thank you for helping me make it to this point,” Julian said.

      “More than welcome.” Mac dropped everything into another medical waste bag and moved out of the way.

      “All dressed underneath?” Emrys said.

      “Yes, we took care of it earlier,” Solomon said. “Simple pair of loose trousers and tunic. Like you suggested.”

      “Ready to meet your tree?” Emrys asked Julian.

      “Yes. So ready to meet all of them. Get rid of these burns.”

      Emrys pulled back the blankets.

      Solomon helped to remove the branches and set them aside. He folded the blankets and stacked the pillows. “I’ll carry all of this back to his home and get it out of the grove. We’ll need to do some cleaning up too.”

      “The less distraction within the grove will help with the connection,” Emrys said. “Same with the people. We’ll keep it to the bare minimum number while we finish.”

      “Not too much planting without my input. I might make changes,” Julian said.

      “Of course we can change anything,” Emrys said. “This is your home.”

      “You’re in charge as always,” Solomon said.

      Emrys placed his arms underneath Julian’s shoulders and knees. He carefully lifted him up and cradled him.

      Sighing, Julian leaned against Emrys and buried his face against Emrys’s neck and shoulder. He breathed in the druid’s enticing scent of earth, forest, and the spicy scent of magic.

      “You will connect to your tree, heal your wounds down to your soul, and join your old and new trees together. Connect your grove together. Restore the protective barriers throughout the area. Set the anchors in place. Then return to us. Do not stay with your tree,” Emrys whispered to Julian.

      “So much pain… Loss…”

      “Do not stay in your tree. We gave you a new beginning. Use it to build something spectacular here. Your grove loves you, now expand it to the new side. Everyone at the academy respects and loves you. Look at all the work they did to save your grove. RASI is close to figuring out who is doing this to you. And…”

      Julian leaned back a bit to look at him.

      Emrys stopped at the majestic oak. “And I want a chance to learn more about you.” He carefully placed Julian on his feet. Then he brushed his fingers along Julian’s cheek. Dipping down, he brushed his lips against Julian’s.

      “Oh no… Kiss me for real.”

      “Julian…”

      “For real, druid.”

      Cupping the left side of Julian’s face, Emrys leaned over and captured Julian’s mouth in a slow gentle kiss. Their lips met, separated, and met again. Then Emrys slipped his tongue just inside.

      Julian moaned at the sensation and chased after him.

      “Ahem…”

      They pulled apart at Bella’s gentle interruption.

      Their gazes met and settled.

      “I want more of that,” Julian said.

      “I’ll be here when you emerge from your oak. Healed. Back to full power. And brimming with your full dryad energy,” Emrys promised.

      “Connect to your new oak. Return to us, my friend,” Solomon said after he stepped forward with Mac next to him.

      “I’ll like to see you kick a little arse as a full-fledged dryad,” Mac said with a wink and grin.

      “We consider you part of the family now, Julian. Connect to your grove and become strong again,” Grayson said as he stepped forward. He placed a hand to his heart and bowed in respect.

      “I look forward to experience what you truly can accomplish with your grove intact, Sir Dryad, for you are the first one I met. I will make sure no one will ever harm your home again. On my honor and oath as a RASI Investigator.” Andre stepped up to stand next to Grayson. He offered the same bow of respect.

      “As the protector of the grove this will forever be your home. We’re here for you, Julian Scarlett, Protector of the Grove. Always,” Bella promised.

      Julian smiled to all of them. Then he lifted to his gaze and looked all around the grove. Everyone who helped over the last few days since he caught fire at the carnival stood outside the newly grown trees. Even the RASI investigators and the scientists and techs from the Cad-Wyn lab gathered.

      “This goes out to everyone for all the dedication and hard work to figure out what happened, to neutralize the devastation, and regrowing all of these beautiful trees. All of you have saved my grove and, in turn, me. From the bottom of my heart,” Julian said and paused to study the crowd again. “Thank you.”

      Soft clapping and cheers was the response.

      Emrys motioned everyone out of the grove, but he was the last one to leave. He kept his gaze upon Julian. His fingers brushed against the outer trees with a gentle flow of his energy as a final touch of his energy to support them in this journey.

      Julian smiled. He gave him a nod to let him know he could do this. He was strong enough thanks to all their wonderful care and support.

      /Return to us, dryad,/ Emrys mouthed.

      Letting out a breath, Julian released the lingering strands of his dryad’s energy into the new soil. He stretched it out to meet all the new trees. Then trigged his connections to the older trees.

      Placing his hands upon the smooth bark, Julian connected to the vibrant young Scarlet Oak’s energy.

      /Are you ready, little one?/

      ::Not so little anymore. I am ready for my duty. Let us bond, my dryad. I am ready to stand and become guardian of the grove,:: the oak replied.

      Lifting his voice, Julian spread out his energy to connect to the entire grove – old and new trees. Then he spoke an ancient spell, one he altered over the annuals to adjust to his energy and skills. “Dearest grove, the time is now. It is time to blossom and rise again. The time is now. Provide the change, a change that will come from all of my trees. Dearest trees, you are my grove. Connect to me. Shelter me. Protect me. Protect these anchors. Do not be scared. You will be the Guardians to all. The time is now. This is the reason you were planted here. Your purpose. Your guide. Your duty. The time is now. Dearest Scarlet Oak, you are my mate, my guardian, my sacred connection. Raise your branches high and spread those roots out wide firmly holding onto the ground. Dig deep and connect to this realm. Become the center and heart of this grove. Join our home. Join our grove. Join our souls. Join our lives. Join our spirits. The time is now.”

      ::The time is now. We connect to you, Dearest Dryad. Step into the Scarlet Oak, the First Guardian, and become One with us,:: the grove responded as one.

      With a deep breath, Julian let his physical body fade away. Then he stepped into the oak’s trunk and disappeared into the metaphysical world of the dryads.
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      Emrys watched as Julian faded and disappeared into the Scarlet Oak he matured into a safe haven for him.

      “Now the wait begins,” Solomon said.

      “With luck, he’ll be out before the red moon rises. Julian has never been in his tree during a red moon,” Bella said.

      “Either way, the decision is up to him and his tree,” Emrys said. “It is our job to continue the clean up process. Assist the RASI investigation along with anything their lab or my cousins’ lab requires to hunt down the other perpetrators of this horrendous crime. Other than that, we can restore his grove to what it was before the fire. Or as close as we can before we need his decisions.”

      “He mentioned something about changing the paving stones. Might as well do it now since most of them were ruined. Same with the solar lights. Half of them were ruined and melted,” Solomon said.

      “Did he pick out any options?”

      “We went through some on my phone. He chose these solar ones because he mentioned them multiple times,” Solomon said and tugged out his phone. He selected the picture on the site and showed it to them.

      “Order them with your account, Emrys. Along with anything else required to finish the grove. The academy will cover all expense,” Bella said.

      “Madame Headmistress,” another professor said after exiting a portal.

      “Yes, what is it?”

      “Master Ame is closing down the carnival tonight and wanted to speak with you, if possible. He felt the fluctuation of magic with the grove and saw what happened with Professor Scarlett. Considering the magic he can use…”

      “I’ll speak with him. Need to talk with him about those crazy fish anyway,” Bella said. “Can you two?” She motioned around the area.

      “We’ll keep things under control,” Solomon answered her unspoken question.

      “Thank you.” She motioned to the professor and they disappeared through another portal.

      “Crazy fish?” Solomon asked.

      “Didn’t you realize the fish prizes in the ring toss game had telekinetic gifts?” Emrys asked.

      “The fish?”

      “The fish. Their eyes watched each ring and sent them a dozen different ways but into the bowl. Sometimes the ring hit the bowl and the player wins a fish.”

      “We walked past it along the midway, but we didn’t actually stop and watch a few rounds.”

      “It was kind of creepy.” Emrys sighed. “I wanted to do a little bit of magic and bring Julian to the carnival one more time, but guess that can’t happen if the carnival is leaving now.”

      “How could you do that?”

      “Weave a little magic. Takes a little bit more than the spell we did before, but I doubt I could get past the carnival’s magic. Errante Ame’s magic is different and strong. Immortal.” Emrys glanced at Solomon.

      “Your nana knew him.”

      Emrys winced.

      “Bad memory. Sorry.” Solomon socked a fist lightly into Emrys’s shoulder. “I set up the order for new solar lights to be delivered by portal. Just need the payment information.”

      “Don’t have that… umm…” Emrys looked around. “Casper!”

      “Coming!”

      “I need an assistant to do my every bidding,” Solomon whined. “Darn roots, my tiny department doesn’t qualify unless I get more arcane students.”

      Emrys chuckled.

      Racing over, Casper teased, “You bellowed, sir.”

      “Help Solomon purchase solar lights for the grove. Headmistress gave permission to use our account. The academy will reimburse us for everything,” Emrys said and waved a hand toward Solomon’s phone. “I need to lower the earth lounger and begin the clean up. Time to turn all this dirt into an actual meadow.”

      “But—” Solomon said.

      “He doesn’t deal with money stuff, Professor, that’s me. Show me what’s happening,” Casper said. “Ooh, I like those lights. What else does Professor Scarlett want for his home? I noticed the lights by the classroom are a little funky sometimes. Should get some to match these. Might as well add anything else he needs to the cart.”

      Emrys returned to the other side and connected to grove. It was in a happy state to have its dryad connecting to them. He lowered the earth lounger back down and let it all smooth out.

      Starting on the healthy side, he encourage the meadow and wildflower turf to continue across to the dirt side. With the wildflower turf, he knew it would encourage more pollinators, native insects, birds, and other critters to visit. It would provide them with shelter and food along with the surrounding forest. It would assist Julian with teaching his students in the ecological classes how a well-balanced system worked.

      There was a beauty and biodiversity to the meadow and wildflower turf when in full bloom. It was a little lowered because of all the poison destruction, but hopefully things would bounce back. Emrys encouraged things with his energy and magic to the hibernating seeds of the natural grasses, flowering herbs, various wildflowers, and mosses. His druidic cousins joined him to walk backward. They bloomed and created multiple versions of the seeds to cover the entire soil. Leaving, Emrys hugged and thanked them for the assistance.

      From the outside, water mages sprinkled everything with a good rain.

      “We heard about the difficulties in your greenhouses from your assistants,” his cousin and Grayson’s younger brother, Ronan Cadogan, said. He had the same golden-streak russet hair that he left down to his shoulders. His eyes were a pale green. His build was a little more robust since he worked in the gardens and fields instead of a lab like Grayson. “Would you like us to help? We can take your younger assistants, Loukas and Archie, since they know what they’re doing.”

      “It’s the reason why I was hired…”

      “There’s no way you and those young fellas can accomplish such a task along with teaching classes and manage to save all those plants, Em. Not even super-druid,” Ronan said. “You’re brilliant with plants, but no one can save almost a thousand plants. We know your systems. The lads can tell us the rest. We’re here. Use us.”

      “You can’t use magic to fix everything. It’s to be done the old fashion way. Replanting everything from scratch.”

      “I know. It’s an academic greenhouse. No shortcuts,” Ronan said with a chuckle.

      “Ro—”

      “I promise. No shortcuts.”

      “We’re missing a lot of ingredients. There are no large composting units. I have a small composting tea maker. The Potions and Chemistry departments are supplying our chemical bases for the recipes. It’s…”

      “A makeshift chaotic mess,” Ronan said.

      “I’m doing the best that I can. It took over a month just to reorganize all the plants and reset the realm barriers. They were all mixed in together. We had just gotten started the actual repotting in the second greenhouse when—”

      “This emergency threw you out of whack.”

      “Yes.”

      “Understood.” Ronan studied him. “How about letting us go investigate what’s happening with your greenhouses and work shed? We’ll see what you need. Then we’ll hit up Cad-Wyn for supplies. Big brother can get us the composting stuff. They always have extra units. I’ll get the family discount too.” He chuckled. “Your lad, Casper, found an excellent nursery supply fella. Right?”

      “Yes, yes, he did. It’s how he found all the saplings,” Emrys said. He let out a breath. “We can pay Cad-Wyn for their stuff. The headmistress gave me full access to funds.”

      “Gray can create an invoice or something. Let your family help. Your headmistress will understand,” Ronan said.

      Emrys nibbled on his lower lip. He knew Ronan spoke the truth. Most of the plants would perish before they could get to them. It would be a devastating blow to the academy to lose the plants. His cousins would be a huge help in their survival. He looked around and hollered, “Archie! Loukas!” He waved over his assistants.

      His younger assistants ran over.

      “Hey, Professor, how you feeling? This is all incredible,” Archie said. “Hello. Wow. All of you helped with that wild spell.”

      “Hello. Yes, we did,” Ronan said.

      “Archie, Loukas, this is Ronan. One of my cousins.”

      “Hey there, Grayson, the scientist, is my big brother,” Ronan said, “if you’re trying to keep us all straight.”

      “I think that’s impossible for now. Anyway, Ronan and our other cousins offered to help with our greenhouse project and I’m taking them up on it to concentrate here,” Emrys said.

      “Really? Oh, wow, that would be awesome. We could really use the help,” Archie said.

      “Yeah, there’s a whole lotta plants that can use your help,” Loukas said.

      “That’s why we’re offering. Can’t stand to hear about plants in need. We know Emrys needs to remain here until the dryad reappears. We can continue to work on the greenhouses so the project doesn’t fall behind,” Ronan said.

      The young assistants did a little wiggle dance of happiness.

      “Could you two show them around the greenhouses and work shed? Stay there with them? I’m sure my cousins at Cad-Wyn can get us the extra supplies and nutrients that we can’t get from Potions and Chemistry. Ronan can help us connect with them. If we need nursery supplies, get with Casper and his new nursery contact. But I need you two to take over for a bit,” Emrys said.

      “Oh, wow, really? Yeah, sure, we can do that. We’ll step up,” Loukas said.

      “Um… I heard there might be a couple of cracked and broken glass pieces from that explosion,” Archie said.

      “We’ll take a look at that when we get there. We have a few tricks up our sleeves to fix glass and other structures,” Ronan said.

      “Really? That’s awesome,” Archie said.

      “If you have any questions, call Casper or Miller,” Emrys said. “I’m counting on you two.”

      “We got this. Promise, Professor,” Archie said.

      “We’ll get this done,” Loukas said.

      Emrys tugged Ronan aside. “Greenhouse Four at the end. Double shielded and locked. Toxic, deadly, and venomous plants. Including the Belladonna that helped poisoned Julian. All are in hibernation status. I was going to keep a couple for potential use by the healers or in potions, but I might want to transfer them all to Cad-Wyn for safety and security purposes.”

      “Understood. I’ll speak to Grayson and Mac about the transfer. Should I speak with the healer, Cicely, also?”

      “That would be a wise thing. She can collect what she needs from the Cad-Wyn labs instead of the greenhouse. I don’t feel comfortable keeping them in an academic greenhouse. I’ll transfer my protective lock spell to you. It unlocks all the doors. Then there’s an extra one for those plants.” Emrys created the locking spell and transferred it to Ronan, who accepted it. Then he designed the second one and sent that one to Ronan for the dangerous plants.

      “Got them. Thank you for entrusting me with your work.”

      “Thanks for taking care of my greenhouses and my assistants. Don’t break them. Please. I got them where I need them.”

      Ronan chuckled as he walked away.

      “No magical shortcuts, Ronan!” Emrys warned his cousin again.

      Ronan waved his hand.

      “We’ll make sure he doesn’t do that,” Archie said.

      “Call me if he tries anything funny, Archie,” Emrys said.

      Before Archie could reply, Ronan collected the eager assistants and the other Cadogan and Wyn cousins. They all disappeared through a portal to the greenhouses to begin their own work.

      “Where did they all go?” Casper asked.

      “To do our work at the greenhouses. Ronan knows as much as I do about rescuing almost-dead sentient plants in greenhouses. He’ll save us a lot of time,” Emrys said. “Until RASI finds all the conspirators behind this attack and Julian safely leaves his tree, I can’t leave.”

      “Really? That’s wonderful.” Casper bumped their shoulders. “I wouldn’t expect you to leave until both those things happened, Professor.”

      “They might call you with a request for that nursery place or a work shed question.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Casper said.

      “Emrys! We need you out in the forest,” Solomon called out and waved. “We found the devices.”

      “Blast the darkness! Will this never end?”
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      By the following morning, five devices were discovered in the forest by the RASI investigators. Then to everyone’s horror, two smaller devices were found buried underneath the entrance by the classroom.

      Wrapped in several protective wards, the poison-filled containers rested in RASI designed crates after being carefully de-armed from their timing and detonation connectors. There were other components that confused the investigators. Instead of trying to untangle everything, they took pictures and created magical maps of the entire device and the components in situ for further study. Then they placed everything within the box, along with the maze of pipes that would have sent the poison straight to the grove and the redwoods. Everything was sent through the last stable portal to the RASI East office for a full investigation under the strictest of shields and protection.

      Emrys couldn’t believe it when he finally sat down, leaning against the oak. It was the first day of ‘darkness’ before the last red moon.

      Swinging by to check in on him, Casper handed over a wrapped sandwich and bottle of tea. “Figured you might be hungry.”

      “The leader of my caretakers. I’m sure Mac sent you, but thank you.”

      “Promised not to tattle on who. Did you say hello to our dryad?” Casper dropped into a sitting position with his own lunch.

      “Was about to. Let him know what was happening. That we’re making his home safe,” Emrys said. “Dryads can hear what is happening outside their trees.” He unwrapped the sandwich and took a big bite. Swallowing, he took a few sips. “I’m feeling low in my magic. Is that normal?”

      “With the dark days before a red moon, yes, we’re all running low on magical energy. It’s going to be harder to recharge too. The RASI portal will be the last stable portal out of here except for the ones connected to a different type of anchor or energy point. Forgot to mention that to you.”

      “A lot has been happening.” Emrys shoved his legs out and leaned back.

      Solomon walked over with his own lunch package. “Didn’t see your assistant grab some chippies for you. Since I’m such a nice fella and all that. Here ya go.” He dropped a small sack on Emrys’s lap.

      Emrys looked down and smiled. “Thank you. Ahh, salt and vinegar. One of my favorites.”

      “No problem. Got one for you too, kid,” Solomon tossed another sack at Casper.

      “Oh, thanks! Ran out of hands.” Casper broke into the package and nibbled on several chippies.

      “How’s our dryad doing?” Solomon asked.

      Emrys closed his eyes and listened to the oak and in essence to their dryad. Luckily, this connection didn’t require much magic. “Still healing. The protective wards are weaving back together and building. Which means Julian and his oak are connecting. It’s a strong partnership. Stronger than his old oak.”

      “I found him the best of trees,” Casper said with a grin.

      “Yes, you did find him an excellent sentient sapling.”

      Casper crunched on his chippies.

      “Any notion of our dryad coming out?” Sol asked.

      “Not yet, Sol,” Emrys said.

      Solomon rapped his knuckles on the oak’s trunk. “Hello, buddy. We really need you to come on back out here. Getting close to the red moon. You hear us in there?”

      “Don’t think it quite works like that, Professor,” Casper teased.

      “Shush, youngster,” Solomon said.

      A branch lowered and flicked Solomon’s ear.

      “Oww… Hey?” Solomon looked up at the branches.

      Casper cracked up laughing. “You tell him, Professor Scarlett.”

      Emrys leaned to the side. He lifted an eyebrow. “Uh-oh, this doesn’t look good.” He lowered his bottle and finished his sandwich before whatever happened next made him lose his appetite.

      “What?” Casper twisted and his laughter stopped. His eyes went a bit wide. “Uh-oh.”

      Solomon rubbed his abused ear. “Oh dear lightning.”

      Bella and Andre walked across the grove with Pierre de Servian and Cathrène Bordel. The other professors did not look well.

      “There have been some developments in the case. May we join you?” Andre asked.

      “Of course. Julian can hear you from within the tree,” Emrys said.

      “He should be aware of what is happening as all this concerns him,” Andre said.

      “Guess I should leave?” Casper asked.

      “You might have some answers we older professors don’t, Casper. If you could keep this discussion to yourself and perhaps Miller, that would be my preference and my request,” Bella said. “Then you can stay.”

      Casper glanced at Emrys. “Of course, ma’am.”

      The four settled around in a small circle.

      “One of my investigators managed to create the holographic image of the suspect from the cabin.” Andre moved his hands and a hologram of a young male appeared between his hands and spun around as a full 3D image. It was almost lifelike. The young male even blinked and moved in lifelike motions.

      Casper gasped in surprise. He looked to Professor de Servian, who nodded.

      “Who is he?” Emrys asked.

      “He was one of my assistants,” Pierre said.

      “One of your assistants?” Emrys asked.

      “Terence Sellen,” Pierre said.

      “Excuse me,” Casper said on the end of a gasp. He dropped his food and raced off to the edge of the grove. Unfortunately, he bent over and lost everything he ate. Noisily. Then he dropped to his knees and lost another round to the bushes.

      Emrys leaned forward. “What…”

      Miller rushed over with a bottle of water and some rags to Casper’s side. He rubbed a hand over Casper’s side and spoke with him.

      “Give him time, he’ll return,” Bella said. “Pierre, continue, please.”

      Pierre continued his explanation of Terence Sellen. “He was a young man from the Northern Realms and quite a brilliant alchemist. I relied on him a lot over the years. There was never any hated in his eyes, in his behavior, in his magic, or none that I saw over our time together. Yet…” He ran a hand over his face. “He managed to hide all this from me. The majority of the components of the poison came from my inventory.”

      “With the professor’s permission, we did a full inventory check and confirmed the missing components were from his stockroom and the upgraded storage unit. Psionic mages also checked all the chemistry assistants who had access to the inventory,” Andre said. He waved his hand and the hologram disappeared. Then he pulled a tablet from a pocket and used it to read off some information. “There were no others within the Chemistry department involved with Terence’s duplicity and deceit.”

      “Only his deceit is enough to break my heart and trust,” Pierre said.

      “There was only one dead in the cabin though. How could you learn anything more?” Emrys asked.

      “My necromancer raised Terence and did a thorough interrogation. It took some work to break down his fears, even in death, but my investigator is one of the best in his magic and skill. Terence gave us two more names. His fellow conspirators here on campus,” Andre said and looked up as Casper returned.

      Still a little green and pale around the edges, Casper sipped from the water bottle. He lowered himself back down next to Emrys. “Please excuse my behavior.”

      “Are you well?” Emrys asked.

      Casper shook his head. “Last time I saw Terry was the early dinner when the carnival arrived. He was exactly the same. We bumped fists, said hello, and chatted. You saw it.”

      “I did,” Emrys said. “You mentioned his name to me.”

      “What I didn’t tell you was that Terry and I… We…” Casper swallowed hard. “When we were undergrads, we were close. Lovers. We were lovers for a time. After a time, we separated to follow our different paths. Seeing his face… learning he could do all this… Twist his love of chemistry and alchemy into this destruction…” A painful wince crossed his face.

      “It’s something you simply can’t believe,” Bella said. She reached over and took Casper’s hand and squeezed it.

      “I simply can’t believe I didn’t see what was happening. I would have done anything to turn him away from this dark path,” Pierre said.

      “I know you would, sir. You loved him far more than a simple assistant,” Casper said. He licked his lower lip. Then he glanced at Andre. “I apologize. You mentioned his… corpse gave you names.”

      “He was quite apologetic for what happened. Not all who speak to a necromancer are like that,” Andre said. “He was remorseful for his actions and knew his actions were wrong, but he couldn’t walk away. His family was being threatened along with his life. Now, in death, he swore to give us everything so we can end this dangerous situation. He doesn’t have the name of the financial support, the one down in Rookbourne City, or the mining corporation. Only one conspirator has that information, but he gave us that name along with one other. The second person we located here on campus and is now in custody,” Andre said.

      “There’s another one on campus. Now?” Casper asked.

      Andre glanced at Cathrène.

      “Which explains why I am here, in shock at the betrayal within my department,” Cathrène added. “He is talking about one of my assistants, Margot Kitcher, a young lady from one of the Eastern Realms and another alchemist with some gemologist attributes.”

      “Margot?” Casper asked.

      “Do you know her?” Emrys asked.

      Casper thought about it. “Yes, bright blonde hair, blue eyes. She acted friendly and eager, but… There was something off about her that rubbed me wrong.”

      “Wish I knew about that,” Cathrène said. “Margot’s a recent addition, only within the last two annuals, but quite brilliant in her work. She was eager to assist.” She shook her head. “When the RASI team arrived, I was in complete shock when they went to arrest her. But she knew why they were there. You could see it in her expression. It completely changed. The Margot I knew was a complete fake.”

      “From the genealogy bloodline search, she’s the niece of one of the mining corporation families the other team is researching in Rookbourne. Perhaps she was sent here to assist Terence because his results did not meet expectations,” Andre said.

      “That could be what was happening,” Cathrène said.

      “Who is the last one?” Solomon asked.

      “Russell Lyford,” Andre said.

      Casper cursed loud and low. Emrys and the others looked at him. Then the oak rustled its limbs to set all the leaves moving.

      “Whoa…” Solomon looked up at the talking leaves. “Looks like Julian doesn’t like the fella either.”

      “That would definitely be a disgruntled answer from a dryad.” Emrys studied the moving leaves. He placed his hand on the trunk. “Yes, definitely not happy. A bit distressed.”

      “Nor would Julian be pleased to know he was his tormenter and attacker,” Bella said. “Since the moment Russell Lyford stepped foot on Lunore Academy land, it has not been a good thing. For anyone but Russell Lyford.”

      “Yet no one has been able to do anything to remove him?” Emrys asked.

      “There were multiple issues behind that very problem,” Pierre said.

      “More than multiple issues,” Bella said.

      “Then it appears this fella is very well known. Other than Emrys, who is new to the campus.” Andre looked at Casper. “Could you tell me about him?”

      Bella placed a hand on Casper’s shoulder. “Tell them. He can’t hurt you.”

      “I’m sure there are ways. He threatened to find all types of them. A lot,” Casper said. “I thought he was gone.”

      “I did my best to remove him from campus, but I couldn’t get through his connections. Someone kept pushing back against the academy council and me. He kept reappearing on campus,” she said.

      “With that ridiculous smug superior look on his face,” Casper said. “We saw him at the carnival the first night.”

      “What?” Bella and Andre asked.

      “He was mixed in with the crowds. Shocked the hell outta me. I knew it was him. He changed a bit. Longer hair. Dressed all in black. Thin in appearance like he wasn’t eating well. Still those hard dark eyes that looked straight into you. But it was him.”

      “Can you follow his tracks from the carnival?” Bella asked Andre.

      “There’s no way we can track him now. There’s too much interference from the carnival’s magic,” Andre said. “He’ll return to his hiding space, but I’m sure he wanted you to know he was there.”

      “If not me, then he wanted to spook Professor Scarlett,” Casper said.

      The leaves rattled again.

      “Julian didn’t see him,” Emrys said. “Tree talk is hard to decipher, but there’s no image of a male in black in a crowd.”

      “Outside of this recent encounter, can you tell us about Lyford?” Andre asked. “I need to know a bit more about him. Whatever you can tell me.”

      Casper let out a long breath. “Lyford was Doerr’s head assistant for a long time before I joined the team as an undergrad junior assistant during my higher levels. He was in charge of all of us and made our lives a living hell. There were times we almost had no time to study for exams because he kept us late for one ridiculous reason for another. As Doerr became more ill, Lyford took over more control within the greenhouses. He let the shields fails. The plants became scattered. There was no care. Yet he gave us other chores that did nothing. If we tried to tell other professors what was happening, he threatened our grades, our diplomas, our positions, and whatever else he could to keep us quiet.”

      “Until you finally couldn’t stand it,” Emrys said.

      “By then Doerr was so lost in his illness, he didn’t know who he was anymore. After his time as an undergrad assistant, Miller was the newest graduate assistant for almost an annual. Loukas and Archie were new undergrad assistants. There were three others who were ready to graduate with their masters and doctorates, but they wouldn’t leave us to Lyford’s threats. With the TAs, we went to Headmistress Thalberg’s office.”

      “I knew something was happening, but didn’t realize the extent of his exploits or threats,” Bella said. “There were other complaints about Lyford that went beyond the greenhouses. I was trying other ways to remove him from campus, but…” Her voice trailed off and trembled.

      Emrys could only imagine the amount of difficulty she faced as headmistress against this kind of foe with the kind of power money could bring to the table.

      “Now we knew what he was truly doing on campus,” Andre said. “Just not all the details. Just the account of a dead man. Some of the recent events are being filled in by Miss Margot Kitcher and her interrogation. She might have a family connection to the mining corporation, I believe only Lyford has the name of the financial supporter, this hidden council member in Rookbourne. To truly end this attack, we need to find that councilor, any evidence against them, and arrest them.” He tapped the screen and frowned. “She asked for a solicitor. According to the laws, her interrogation stopped and she was returned to the locked room. Not a cell, but best we can do on campus. Since portals are down, it’ll take time to get her solicitor here from Rookbourne.”

      “A brilliant mind, if devious and cunning,” Cathrène said. “Margot knows exactly how far to push and the laws of the realms. She’ll say enough to keep herself safe and who to bring down.”

      “We’ll get enough to make sure she’s charged for her role in the conspiracy. She corroborated most of Sellen’s story, especially how Lyford is in charge of everything happening on campus. She was brought in because of her knowledge of campus and her special attribute for gemstones. When everyone was distracted on the grove, she was supposed to go search for the laumeldites and collect enough to bring to Rookbourne for her family’s company to test and inspect. That’s intriguing, but corroborates some of what you suspected.” Andre glanced at Emrys and Bella. Then he studied the tablet again. “No matter what happens with the solicitor, we don’t make deals for those who dare who threaten dryads and their protected divine groves. Dryads are rare. Protected groves, especially ones as ancient as this one, even rarer.” Andre glanced up at the limbs that moved a little. “News of this attack and the investigation has gone up the chain to the RASI Office of the Consortium. Not just the realms are involved and watching.”

      Bella’s mouth dropped a little.

      Emrys brought his hand up. The tree rustled behind him. He moved his hand to stroke the trunk. “This is not your fault, Julian. You were attacked. You did nothing wrong.”

      Andre glanced up again. “Listen to our druid, Sir Dryad. This was done to you. Now we will focus on finding the ones who caused this destruction and punish them to the fullest extent.”

      The tree rustled again. A single scarlet leaf twirled down until it landed upon Andre’s tablet.

      “A thank you and a gift,” Emrys said.

      “Thank you, Sir Dryad.” Andre picked up the leaf by the stem and swirled it around. Then he tucked it into a pocket.

      To change direction of the conversation and wanting to know more about their adversary, Emrys glanced back at Bella. “How did Lyford come to be at Lunore?”

      “He applied as a transfer student during his higher levels. I was sitting on the selection committee and looked through his academic records, his entrance examinations, essays, and recommendations from previous professors and other academies. All of which were not up to Lunore’s current standards for transfer students. There were numerous notations about his attitude issues, disciplinary issues, and low magical aptitudes. I don’t know why he continued to apply to a magical academy when there were other academies where he could study for a regular degree, then I saw his genealogy,” Bella said. “I pushed to not include him, there were other professors who accepted him regardless of what they read. Most of those professors retired within the last five annuals and living a higher lifestyle than a retired academic should.”

      “Currency exchanged hands,” Andre said.

      “There had to been currency exchanged. Multiple times throughout the academies he moved in and out. I’m sure there were far more hidden in his records than what was passed on to us. Only the kind of money his family threw around could hide it,” Bella said.

      “Do you remember the names of the professors?”

      “Yes, I believe I can give you a list. Why?”

      “RASI can search certain information if it pertains to an investigation. I will send it up the chain, but I believe this can connect back to what is happening. If Lyford never stepped foot on the campus, perhaps this wouldn’t have happened. Things might have gone a different direction, perhaps, but it wouldn’t have included Lyford, Sellen, and Kitcher.” Andre tapped out something on his tablet.

      Bella gave him the names of the professors she suspected of taking the bribes.

      “I’m sure our forensic financial analysts will find multiple hefty donations in their accounts, even hidden ones, to support their new lifestyles. Greed is very hard to hide. And it might connect back to Rookbourne with the council member and the mining corporation family,” Andre said.

      “But why did Lyford focus so hard on Julian and the grove?” Emrys asked.

      Bella looked at him and said, “Because Julian wouldn’t take a bribe.”

      “Because Julian said no to the little bastard when he applied to the magical ecological graduate program. Only Julian can approve those applicants. There’s no committee to bribe,” Solomon added. “Julian saw through the bastard’s brash front to see his weak magic, nasty attitude, poor grades, and refused to let him into the program. Told him he wasn’t right for the program and to find another line of work that would suit him.”

      “And that pissed him off big time. Ranted and raved for weeks,” Casper said. “Off and on. Never ending. You should have heard what he said.”

      The limbs rustled again.

      “And there’s our reason for this madness,” Andre said. “Now we need to pull together all the evidence and figure out the rest of the puzzle.”
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      Awakening within the cradle of his new Scarlet Oak, Julian felt stronger. No longer in pain. He knew the burns healed. The love and connection with his new tree empowered him. Aware of conversations outside the tree, it took a lot to reply to them. Most of it was his new oak’s response thanks to their newfound-shared memories.

      ::Greetings, my dear dryad. You sleep and heal. I make you strong. My roots sink deep in grove. All connect to trees. They all happy and strong. Protective barriers rising and weaving in place.::

      /Greetings, my dear oak. I am all healed and strong. Thank you for your tender care and love. I feel the happiness of our grove and trees. The wards and protection are strong once more. I can feel the strong weaves./

      ::The druids and mages have powerful clean magic. Grow us strong and true. Good soil.::

      /Are they all still here?/

      ::Most have left during dark days. Some remain for protection. And… inves… They search?::

      /Investigators from RASI. They are trying to figure out who hurt my old tree and grove. And to capture the bad ones, the ones with the evil magic and thoughts, before they attempt to do it again. We need all the trees to keep watch for them. Keep them away from the grove./

      ::Ahh, then I like having them here. Until they find the bad ones. I listened to your friends talk. To the RASI man talk. One bad one died. Another one captured. Lead one still free. There are others far away still free. We will find them. Help stop them.::

      /What is the moon phase?/

      ::I know about moons. I listen to your friend Solomon explain to others and learn. Plus I listen to animal friends. And fungi connection. New realm. Lots to learn.::

      /Thank you for learning, my oak. It helps to become a perfect guardian of the grove and realm. The moon?/

      ::Yes. Lots to share with you. The two dark days pass. The large sun rises with a red ring around it which announces the first night of the red moon. The small suns rise as well. This is the day you must leave my tree. The anchors must be renewed. Correct?::

      /Yes, when the red moon rises, it will charge all the realm’s magical energy. This will secure you to the anchor. We are one of the legacy anchors that holds the wards to protect the entire academy and the realm from dangers. If our anchor falls…/ Julian paused at the thought of failing the academy, his home.

      ::This is what the bad ones wanted? Why they hurt your trees? All the grove? And you?::

      /This is what I suspect is the motivation for their actions./

      ::You should ask your druid.::

      /My druid?/

      ::He is taking a nap against our trunk. Others made him cleanse and sleep in a bed a few nights, but he has not left the grove since our connection ceremony. He refuses to leave us alone until the bad ones are captured and you step away from me and healed. As he promised. He is a good druid. A good male. He’s… concern you haven’t stepped back out.::

      /It takes time to heal./

      ::You are hiding now. We are connected. You heal yesterday. I am young and strong so healing is quicker. You are stronger than with older oak. Stretch out our magic and try. See what we can do. Strong. Step outside. We stand strong together. Fight against the bad ones with your druid. Like that lady in the tent told you in those fancy cards. I saw in your memory. He is our knight. Your knight like in that pretty card. He protect you out there. I protect you here.::

      /Nosy tree./

      The tree rumbled around him in its version of a chuckle.

      /Reveal to me what I can do./

      The oak happily did that and more. The sun continued its journey through the sky. Julian enjoyed stretching his magic and learning new skills.

      The most interesting was learning about the unique symbiotic relationship between the Scarlet Crystalline Laumeldites, the very unique gemstones spread throughout the entire realm in thick seams, especially underneath the academy, and their very protective sentient Spiny Leaved Gloriosa Vines. A vine plant that had half-meter leaves that unfurled with spiked edges, but hidden underneath each leaf was a meter long spike that could puncture anything. The vine could send either a varying mixture liquid that had a range of reactions from a simple allergic reaction, to a toxic overdose that requires immediate medical attention, to an insidious creeping venom that happened over time with a variety of symptoms, and finally instant death. The insidious venom was by far the worse because the victim didn’t know what was happening because the venom lowered blood pressure, induced shock, prevented clotting, and there was a slow rotting from the inside out until a very painful death. Wherever the laumeldites were found, the vines grew and protected.

      And the vines were sentient and reactive.

      And they answered to the protector of the forest.

      Which meant they answered and obeyed the call of the Dryad of the Grove.

      Him.

      Julian reached out to the vines through the oak’s roots and called them to travel underground and touch the oak’s roots.

      Sure enough, the vines responded with ease and caressed the oak’s roots. They even trilled. ::Protector of the Forest. Dryad of the Grove. Protector of the Laumeldites. Finally you call to us. We have waited for your call. So many annuals we wait. We protect our own. Finally we heed your call. Did you not know we answer your call?::

      /I apologize, dearest vines, Guardians of the Laumeldites, I did not know of your relationship and presence in all this time. I believe my elderly oak was not capable of assisting me to speak with you. Lately, we have been quite ill./

      ::Call us Gloriosa. That is our name.::

      /Gloriosa. A fine proud name./

      ::Dear Guardian, we have felt this illness. Felt the darkness that touch your land. We know their evil taint. We could not assist in cleansing the land of the illness. Nor could the gemstones absorb it. Our brethren felt the darkness elsewhere on campus and far in the distance on the realm. We can guide you to them.::

      Julian paused to digest the vines’ words. /Does this evil walk the land now?/

      The vines fell silent. ::One is gone. By fire. One is surrounded by stone and iron. Captured. One… One left the southern city and returned north. He is back in a hidden cabin in the forest. Anger taints their magic. Hatred fills them. They desire to harm you again. And the one who rests against your oak. Others are far away, but we can guide you to them. Or assist those who you request to them.::

      /One is stalking me? Now? Here?/

      ::Not on the move, but can sense he will return to the grove. As the sky darkens and the red moon rises. He wants to fulfill his death promise to raze the grove to the ground. His hatred burns through the cabin and filters through the ground to us.::

      /He hasn’t moved though./

      ::He prepares. We keep watch.::

      /You will alert me when he leaves the hidden cabin in the forest./

      ::Soon as he leaves. Yes, dear dryad.::

      Julian felt the anger rise through him and his oak. It was time for this darkness to end. No more will their lives be threatened. Especially not by one who continued to think they could control everything just because they wanted more than anyone else. Or thought they were from a higher position in the realm. For they were not. Not this time.

      The vines swirled the dirt around them, restless. They surged with his energy.

      How did Lyford manage to get back here? Wouldn’t the others have been prepared for him?

      /Do you know how he arrived here unnoticed? Can you trace his path?/

      ::Yes, we remember all and can tell you.::

      /Tell me all of it./

      ::He was in Rookbourne with the council family. We still watch that family, they are cruel. Along with the mining family. Before all of the lockdown procedures happened, they sent him through a portal to another village. Then he joined a group that traveled to Rosemire for the celebration through the portals. Slipped in the crowds unnoticed. No one checked the exit papers. He left before the security checked his entrance papers at the gates.

      ::He learned how to hide over the annuals. Move through crowds and use them to his advantage. Even with the increase security, the Jubilee crowds are intense and varied. This is opening night and chaos reigns. We discover the clue to his ability.::

      /What is it?/

      ::His magic is unusual. It absorbs other attributes and reflects it. Copies it. Uses it. Rare. Dangerous. Why you didn’t recognize it except as dangerous.::

      /An absorber and copier. That is rare and why he never properly tested in any classes. Why Doerr kept him close. How close does he need to get to capture another’s magic?/

      ::Do not know.::

      /What happened after he left the meadow?/

      ::Walked through the western mountains, climbed the lower hills and forest through the tunnels before it was all shut down. He knew all the tunnels. All the hidden paths. He remains within the western forest, hidden in the old cabin.::

      Clever, Lyford, clever to use the old entrance and exits that most didn’t remember.

      Julian remembered the tunnels. He was there when they were created when the train company suggested a small station for the academy dedicated for the students and professors. It was carved underground and the entrance came up near the western mountain gate. Later annuals, the air-ship terminal perched high in the mountains also exited at the same gate.

      /Thank you, Gloriosa, for all this information. It is most helpful when it comes to preparing the academy. We will not forget these forgotten tunnels or hidden passages./

      ::At another time we will be here to grow across the passages and create a living barrier. We can do so now to prevent him from leaving.::

      /Once he confronts us. He will not be escaping./

      The vines rustled underneath the soil in agreement. ::No. We will not let him escape. Though we can prevent anyone else from trying to assist him.::

      /Yes, grow a low barrier as a trip hazard to test anyone who tries to enter those passages. If it happens, entangle them and alert me. The headmistress and I will test them through your vines./

      ::We can do this now.:: The vines rustled with his simple request. ::And the evil one?::

      /When he leaves, then we’ll be ready to fight. Be ready to rise to my call, Gloriosa. It’s time to end this. On our terms. Time to show them what a dryad can do./

      ::Yes, Protector of the Grove. Yes.::

      /For now. Stay quiet. Stay calm. Stay close. Protect those who care for the grove from harm./

      ::Yes, Protector, we will rise when you call. Even when far away, our vines will rise. Strike to the death?::

      /No. Not this time, dear Gloriosa. They deserve a slow painful end to their miserable lives for all the pain they caused, but we shall speak to the others who fought to save our grove and laumeldites./

      The vines pulled back and fell quiet.

      The oak gave him a gentle push. ::Time to leave, my dryad. Face the darkness. The time of The Tower comes. Your druid will be your knight. There are those who will stand by your side. The RASI investigator approaches.::

      Feeling the oak’s version of a pushing motion, Julian remained hidden from the activity he felt and stepped out and reformed his body on the far side of the oak. Strong and sure, no burns covered his body, his auburn hair full around where it skimmed along his chin, he was back in the tunic and trousers Solomon helped him wear. Lifting his face up to the last rays of the large sun wreathed in the scarlet ring, he flexed his bare feet in the meadow that filled his grove.

      After all the destruction, now he took in the changes. The vitality and scents almost overwhelmed him. Teeming with all kinds of sentience that it lacked before from the drowning in the pain, illness, and almost death of the land he loved and cared for since his arrival in this realm. The variety of the meadow brought in all kinds of insects and critters.

      Insects buzzed, zipped, and burrowed throughout all the flowers and grasses. Critters and birds tunneled, chirped, and flew around to collect fallen seeds, enjoyed bits of grasses, or created new nests. His grove became a new sanctuary and home.

      Trees sent their greetings. He needed to fill in the gaps with new understory plantings. Fresh stones created paths all around, toward his redwoods home, the forest, the classroom, and one that lead to the main academy campus. There were even the solar lights he selected with Solomon.

      Now able to feel the vines, he wondered how he could miss their additional energy and voices mixed in along with everything else. One of the vines punched up through the ground, spiraled around his leg, and tapped his knee. Julian reached down to stroke the glossy vine in return. His secret ally. A new friend. Of sorts. Then the vine dropped back into the ground.

      Julian prepared himself to enter this revised version of his life and enter the fight for the academy. Only this time, he brought a different energy and set of skills. And a secret ally.

      “Emrys, there’s news…”
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      Deciding to get the news himself, Julian walked around the tree as others entered his grove. By then, Emrys rose from his napping position and back on his feet to speak with Andre and others.

      “Julian! You’re back and… Holy lightning!” Solomon shouted with glee.

      Emrys spun and stared. “Julian,” he breathed.

      Julian kept his gaze upon his druid. Upon Emrys and those changeable hazel eyes. He strode over to the gathered group of friends, old and new, as he now thought of them. His steps solid and sure through the soft grasses and flowers that brushed against his bare feet.

      Emrys took a few steps toward him. They met in the middle. Away from the others.

      Tilting his head to meet Emrys’s hazel eyes, Julian smiled. Only a few days in his tree, but he missed those beautiful eyes. “Hello there. I felt you sleeping against the tree earlier. Not taking care of yourself again?” he asked in a low tone. He lifted his hand, this time able to use his right hand, to caress Emrys’s cheek.

      “Those dark days without one of the moons are a little brutal. Not fond of them,” Emrys said in the same hushed tone. He tilted his cheek to lean into the touch. His eyelids lowered a little. His hazel eyes darkened. “You’re healed. Stronger. Refreshed. Younger.”

      “I’m all healed. Younger, yes, like my wonderful tree. Promise. So is my grove and I have you and the others to thank for—”

      Emrys tugged him into a tight embrace that ended their conversation for a moment.

      Julian returned the embrace. His arms wrapped around the druid’s body and he locked his hands at Emrys’s lower back. No longer in pain and hurting, he could press his entire body against Emrys. Then he buried his face against Emrys’s neck and breathed in the druid’s scent.

      Emrys moved his fingers through Julian’s hair. His other hand stroke Julian’s back. “I can feel the energy flowing through you. The power and strength hiding within you. It’s the same, but there is a difference. There’s an edge to it. A powerful edge.”

      “Yes. I picked up a few skills too. This new tree gave me far more abilities than I could ever believe. My reach is further beyond the campus. It’s going to take some time to get used to and a bit of training.”

      “You’ll get used to it. I’ll be here if you need me.”

      Julian adjusted his face a bit. “Decided to stick around a bit longer?”

      “Not going anywhere. That I can promise.” Emrys leaned back and framed Julian’s face with his hand. Their eyes met and held. Then he tilted down and captured Julian’s mouth.

      At Emrys’s lips touch upon his, Julian moaned softly and leaned into Emrys. Every inch of his body opened to the gentle sensation. It had been so long since another gave him such emotion.

      Their first kiss was rushed. The touch painful because of his burns. But the connection between them was there. Now…

      Now everything blossomed between them.

      It was everything and more.

      Oh, he wanted more from this druid.

      Except… danger lurked in the shadows.

      One more battle lay before them.

      Perhaps Emrys was aware of this danger too, because he pulled back from the kiss. Plus, they had an audience.

      Solomon would never let this go. Ever.

      Emrys touched their foreheads together.

      “I want more of this. Without the audience. Without the lurking danger,” Julian said.

      “That’s a promise… Lurking danger?”

      “Those extra skills I mentioned. They gave me a bit of an advance warning. I’ll explain in a moment…” Julian tilted his head to glance at their captivated audience. “We’re about to be pounced upon.”

      “Speaking of skills. I have a suggestion about training.” Emrys leaned back until their arms lowered until they held their hands together. “Once we clear out all this danger, Nana wants to visit with some aunties and cousins. They would like to offer you a chance to join the family grove. They will train you in anything you wish. Joining the family grove will continue to expand your strength and abilities.”

      “Truly? Join a family grove?” Julian fell silent for a bit. It had been annuals since his origin grove, his birth grove, excised him from his first tree and banished him, causing him to run to this furthest realm of their known world without boarding a ship for the islands. Dryads weren’t known for their fondness for vast open bodies of water.

      “My family cherishes all dryads, especially male dryads.” Emrys brought one of Julian’s hands up and kissed his knuckles. “We actually have a few of them. Males are unique because you have different traits and skills that females do not have.”

      “Perhaps your family could assist me in creating an heir for my grove and position.”

      “We could ask when it comes to that time.”

      “Look at us. Planning for a future.” Julian grinned. “As if we were potentially dating.”

      “I believe I would enjoy that.” Emrys kissed Julian’s knuckles again. “How about our first date could be attending the Jubilee?”

      “That would be wonderful. Especially since this is your first Jubilee so I shall have to show you all around to the finest stuff and what vendors to avoid. Roots forbid you visit certain ones and waste your krepham marks on junk or fakes,” Julian teased. “Brace yourself for the pounce—"

      “Holy lightning! How do you look twenty annuals younger?” Solomon demanded when he broke into their tender moment with Cormac, Grayson, Andre, and Bella behind him. He poked a finger at Julian’s temple.

      Julian smacked his annoying finger away. “What are you doing? Get that finger away from my face, you idiot. Please, I stepped out of my tree and you already find ways to harass me.” He brushed away Sol’s hands in a teasing fashion that spoke of their long friendship. “Excuse me. Young tree. Healed. Refreshed dryad. You know the lore.”

      “Not fair,” Solomon said. “Give me a tree to connect too.”

      “Doesn’t work like that, Sol.”

      Solomon laughed. “So happy to have you back. Thought I lost you this time.”

      Smiling, Julian stepped to one side of Emrys, wrapped a hand around Solomon’s neck, and tugged his best friend into a long embrace. He pressed a kiss to Sol’s temple. “I’m safe, healed, and back to full strength. Promise.”

      “Not going anywhere.”

      “Not anytime soon.” Julian gave Solomon another squeeze and released him. He looked passed him to Emrys’s cousins. “Still sticking around too. I’m guessing the intrigue surrounding our red moon kept you. Or the lack of stable portals? Perhaps it could be the promise of a wild celebration with our Jubilee?”

      “Combination of the above. We’re investigating what happened. Until RASI has all the answers, we remain on the ground,” Grayson said. “Pleased to see you on your feet.”

      Casper raced into the grove to join them “Wow, Professor Scarlett, looks like that little sapling really helped.”

      Julian smiled when he saw the young assistant. “Thanks to your miracle work of finding my sapling that I’m standing here.” He tugged Casper into an embrace. Then he whispered into Casper’s ear. “I’ll need you to be strong, Casper. Lyford is here. In the area. I can stop him, but do not alert the others.”

      “I’ll freeze… He’s…”

      “Together we’re stronger. Within the grove, you’re protected. Nothing can harm you within the trees that you so lovingly collected. Stay strong, my young friend. And it’s Julian to you from now on,” Julian whispered.

      “Stay safe, Julian, we need you here,” Casper whispered. Then he stepped back.

      Julian looked at Mac, who grinned. “No more remedies needed.”

      “Ahh, no more pokey with the needles,” Mac teased.

      Julian laughed.

      Grayson rolled his eyes and smacked his lab partner with the back of his hand.

      “Hey! Ow.” Mac rubbed his head. “No matter what, I’m happy to see you back on your feet.”

      “Happy to be standing here. Thanks to your skills along with Cicely and the rest of the academy’s healers. Where are they?”

      “They all returned to the academy to watch over the students,” Mac said. “Including Cicely.”

      “I’ll speak with her later.” Then Julian looked at the RASI investigator. “We haven’t properly met though you’re here to save my life and home. Julian Scarlett, dryad and professor. Survivor. Not victim.”

      “Andre Montgomery, RASI East Investigator, and it’s a wonderful pleasure to truly meet you, sir,” Andre said. “An honor to meet a dryad of a living grove.”

      Julian glanced at Emrys for an explanation.

      “Most groves are back in the Central realms due the ancient lore. Haven’t spread further out,” Emrys said.

      “Guess I’m a double rarity. I wanted to get the furthest away from my origin family and didn’t stop running until I ran out of realms. Went up to the vast ocean and dryads don’t get along with vast waters so I wandered around Nucira for a bit to see if I could settle into a forest,” Julian said.

      “Lucky for us, you stopped in Nucira and found Lunore Academy,” Bella said. She rushed over and tackled him in an embrace.

      Julian embraced her back, almost lifted her off her feet. Setting her back, he whispered, “The anchors are setting in place. I can feel them now as the suns begin to set and the moon rises. The academy is safe.”

      “So can I. I’m so pleased to have you more than those blasted anchors. It’s you we need more around here, not the anchors,” she whispered. “It’s you we need. We can’t lose you.”

      “I understand that now. I promise.”

      After another squeeze, Bella released him and stepped back.

      “Is there a plan to keep the students safe this evening? Our fight against this evil isn’t done. We all understand they plan on striking the night of the first red moon,” Julian said.

      “All students are locked down within the dining hall. Snacks and drinks. Movie night. The healers and others are keeping watch. The North and West gates are fully locked down along with the underground train station and the air-ship ramp. All outside portals are closed. Groups of professors patrol the South and East gates and walls, the forest, and a few are here. Andre and Grayson added some investigators and scientists with specific skills to each group. Portal mages are scattered and ready to transport everyone as needed,” Bella said.

      “They will try to create distractions and draw our attention one way. Others would attack another position to weaken our defenses. It’s what they’ve done this entire time. To weaken everything was part of the plan,” Andre said.

      /Where is the evil one?/

      ::Still in the western forest, hidden in the old cabin.::

      /You mentioned that before and I forgot to ask. What old cabin? Mac mentioned Andre and Gray searched all of them./

      ::This is the last cabin on the path. Not the one your friends discover and empty. They never went to this cabin.::

      /They wouldn’t miss a cabin. Unless… Is there a protective barrier?/

      There was a moment of quiet from the vines. ::Yes. The cabin is shielded.::

      /They could have sensed the shields, but might avoid the area. They missed the cabin./

      Returning back to Emrys’s side, where he felt the safest even within the protection of his grove, Julian thought about what Gloriosa told him about the cabins.

      Wrapping an arm around Julian’s waist, Emrys gently squeezed him. Then he moved his arm to rest his hand against Julian’s lower back. “Noticed your attention isn’t with us. Julian, what is it?”

      “Listening to the… forest,” Julian said to hold the secret of Gloriosa for a moment longer. “There’s a hidden cabin in the western forest. It was never searched.”

      “What did you say?” Grayson asked.

      Julian looked at him. “There’s a hidden cabin at the very end of the old path. It’s hidden by the same shields as the cabin on the campus. You and Andre didn’t know about it.”

      Grayson looked at Andre and they turned to Julian. “How do you know about this?”

      Adjusting what he learned from Gloriosa, Julian said, “I can sense everything throughout this land, even things hidden by wards. And there’s a cabin setting off my tingling senses.”

      ::He is leaving the cabin. Carrying a large bag.::

      /Did he bring these items he’s carrying?/

      ::They were left in the cabin by the one lost in the fire. When others fought your fire, that one left this item and others in the last cabin on the path.::

      ::Can you sense if anything else is left in the cabin? Anything dangerous?/

      ::Fire… Fire in the forest!:: Gloriosa’s tone changed. The vines twittered as they moved underground. ::He set a slow burn to the cabin to destroy it. It’s spreading to the trees!::

      “There’s fire in the western forest! We need to portal water mages and battle mages to forest. Now! The forest isn’t under a dryad’s magical protection against fires and remains vulnerable,” Julian said.

      Bella pulled out a mag-radio and hit a button. “Gareth, portal, west forest. Fire. Water. Battle protectors. Cabin end of old path. Was hidden by shields. Start of fire by suspect. Be cautious upon arrival.”

      “Copy. Portal now,” Gareth called back.

      Andre motioned to a group of investigators outside the grove. Three of them disappeared. “They’ll join the others in the western portal and were with us during the testing. They’ll search for the suspect.”

      Emrys turned to Julian. “Is he here?”

      “Lyford is making his final move through the forest.” Julian held up a hand to stop Emrys. “Let him make it. He will not get far nor does he have the upper hand on this land. It belongs to me.” He turned to Andre. “You mentioned something about news.”

      “Umm… News? What about Lyford? He’s one of our main suspects and you say he’s here?” Andre asked.

      Julian nodded. “As we suspected, he fled to Rookbourne to hid with his financial backers after the fire. I believe he left the other two here to maintain watch since they were allowed on campus and no one suspected them.”

      “Until otherwise,” Andre said.

      “At some point, he made his way back north, using the cover of the Jubilee vendors to hide his movements. Then his knowledge of old paths and hidden tunnels to the last cabin on the path. He remained there until now.” Julian pointed toward the distant sky where the red moon began to lift over the horizon.

      “Everything is on lockdown.”

      “He left before the lockdowns.”

      “Security for the Jubilee entrance portals are tripled and all entrance visas are checked,” Andre said.

      “Are they?” Julian asked. “If one wants, with the right magic touch, a criminal with the skills can get around any security point. He did.”

      Andre muttered and paced.

      “Nothing can be changed now. Lyford is here. We’ll face him,” Emrys said. “Tell us what your team discovered, Andre.”

      Andre shoved his fingers through his hair. Then he looked down at his tablet. “No longer seems relevant, but…” He tapped on the screen to refresh it. “Somehow the team in Rookbourne discovered the identities of the families. We believe we know the name of the member of the Ember Council and the owner of the mining corporation backing this conspiracy to destroy the grove and gain control of the laumeldite mining rights. The team scrutinized paperwork from the cabins and connected it down to the city. Several more hours, half-destroyed paperwork, and various online transcripts thought deleted then connected to specific users and identities. Everything was triple-checked through other lines of inquiry to be presented in courts along with all of the scientific reports by the special prosecutors. Took a few more hours, but the team and I requested specialized warrants from the high court judges in Ibemar, the capital realm of the Eastern Realms and home of RASI East. The teams are tracking down the suspects now.”

      “Can they find them?” Mac asked.

      “No, they’re having trouble locating them, but all homes, businesses, and even the council is being watched. All trains and air-ship stations are locked down. All portals, even personal ones, are locked or tracked,” Andre said.

      “Can you tell us the names of the ones accused of hurting me?” Julian asked.

      “The names of suspects are not released until captured and questioned. Even with RASI warrants.”

      “Though the various news agencies get hold of that information and release it,” Solomon said and pulled out his phone. “All we have to do is search for recent warrants.”

      “RASI warrants are a higher level and protected from that type of search.”

      Looks like it’s time for me to show them a few new tricks.

      “What if I can assist your investigators in locating your suspects? Even in Rookbourne.” Julian reached out to his unexpected allies. /Ready to meet a few new friends, dear Gloriosa?/

      ::Always. We find bad ones anywhere. Give investigator a gift? A piece of the realm he protects.::

      /An excellent idea. Bring one up when you visit. Stick close to me./

      ::Only one of us will rise. Most are afraid.::

      /Rise, Gloriosa./
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      A single vine broke through the ground. Most of it wrapped around Julian’s leg. Then the long tip wiggled free.

      “Julian, careful, something is wrapped…” With the gentle warning, Emrys stepped to the side.

      “It’s a sentient vine and protector of the realm,” Julian said. “May I introduce all of you to the Spiny Leaved Gloriosa Vine. The Gloriosa is the sentient vine that is in a symbiotic relationship with the Scarlet Crystalline Laumeldite. Wherever there are veins of the gemstone, the Gloriosa grows and spreads as a protector and guardian of the gemstone. The lovely Gloriosa also answers to the Protector of the Forest, also known as the Dryad of the Grove.”

      Emrys studied the waving vine and Julian. “You. They answer to you.”

      “They’ll also answer to the famed druid who connected to the land and protects it,” Julian said. He motioned to the ground.

      Another vine punched through the ground and gently wrapped around Emrys’s leg with care. It unfurled one simply glossy leaf to flutter against Emrys and wave.

      “Oh, well, hello there.” Emrys carefully stroke the top of the glossy leaf.

      “Stay on top of the leaf. Underneath can be a deadly secret,” Julian said. “Send a bit of energy to them and connect.”

      Emrys released his druidic energy through the leaf. The vines twittered and chattered back to the druid.

      Pleased they got along, Julian listened to their conversation.

      “The…” Bella looked at the vines. “They have always been here. Throughout all of Nucira?”

      “Yes, and they carry a memory and history. Though, their main position is a protector of the gemstones. They’ll aid those who help protect the gemstones.” Julian motioned to Andre. “They wish to give you a gift, Investigator, for all your work.”

      “What?” Andre asked.

      “Look down.”

      Andre glanced down as another vine broke through and rose next to him.

      The vine rose high and uncurled a leaf in a graceful fashion. Resting on top was an uncut Scarlet Crystalline Laumeldite about a carat in size and a deep blood-red in color.

      “I couldn’t possibly… These gemstones are precious and valuable…” Andre glanced at the vine and to Bella and Julian.

      “The Gloriosa gifted it to you. It was their idea. The blood-red gemstones are the finest ones at storing your magical energy, especially pure arcane, for lengths of time. Once you touch it, it will only be attuned to your magical energy signature and no other,” Julian said.

      “Thank you, Gloriosa, for this gift.” Andre collected the gemstone. He held it in his palm and studied the gemstone. “All this destruction and chaos for these gemstones.”

      “They’re not all that small. That’s travel size for you,” Julian said. “There are vast seams that run throughout Nucira.”

      “How far down is the seam here?” Emrys asked.

      “You dug down pretty far in the middle of my grove, correct?”

      Emrys nodded. “About two meters.”

      “If you went down another, you would hit bed rock. The seam is another half meter underneath and spread out over this entire grove and forest,” Julian said. “I can see all of them if the vines show me. It’s amazing what they can reveal to me.”

      “That’s incredible.” Emrys stroked the vine that continued to cuddle his leg.

      Andre pocketed his gift. “What else can they do?”

      “They’ll find the ones you’re searching for in Rookbourne and hold them for the investigators,” Julian said. “The Gloriosa knew who they were before you and watched them for a while now. They discovered them by following Lyford and sensed them due to the dark taint of the magic and other senses they left on the earth.” He traced a finger down the vine’s stem next to him. “Perhaps you could take a picture of the vine and its distinctive leaves and coloring. Send it to your colleagues and tell them not to harm the Gloriosa. Explain the vines are sentient and an ally and can lead them to the suspects.”

      “All the way in Rookbourne.”

      “Wherever the laumeldites are, the Gloriosa are. We’ll share a secret, the southern veins of the laumeldites are much easier to mine than the ones up here. They’re closer to the surface,” Julian said.

      “It’s true. I studied the maps of all the laumeldites veins and seams with Julian some annuals ago,” Bella said. “We kept the maps and knowledge hidden because of the fight with the Ember Council. If they knew…”

      “They would go after those seams and decimate them,” Andre said.

      “Exactly,” Bella said. “The southern mines could be emptied by them within a couple mining seasons depending on their greed and speed. If your team is hunting the mining company I suspect, then they’re not known for their ecological mining records. They’re more of a destroy and burn the land to get to the veins as fast as possible with the least expense to them. They’ll use explosives to rip apart the land if they could.”

      Andre used his tablet to take multiple photos of the vines and sent them to his team. Then he fielded the strange and confusing conversation with his team. He waved over Julian, who answered more questions.

      /Go and hunt them down. Hold them until the investigators. Scratch only the major players on their warrants with the long-term venom, but we want them to suffer a trial and prison. The rest of the family will also pay a price./

      ::The hunt begins and they shall pay the price.::

      “The Gloriosa in the south begin their hunt now. They will punch through and unfurl their top leaf and wave twice to alert your team to follow them,” Julian said over the phone.

      “Please let the Gloriosa know that we appreciate all of their assistance,” the investigator said.

      “You can speak with them. They can understand our language. If you have someone with earth magic, they can connect to that person and speak with them in their minds.”

      “We have one and I’ll let her know to connect with the Gloriosa properly,” the investigator said and disconnected.

      “That should speed up your end of things,” Julian said.

      “Appreciate the assistance,” Andre said. “What now?”

      “Figure out the next steps.” Julian glanced at the horizon where the red moon was now above the horizon. The elegant scarlet glow began to spread across the land underneath it and would continue to stretch out.

      “That is an incredible sight. How long does it last?” Emrys asked, standing next to Julian to take in the same view.

      “The entire night for the next two weeks. It doesn’t become dark with the red moon.”

      “There’s no darkness?”

      Julian shook his head. “No. How are your magical energy levels?”

      Emrys called upon his druidic magic. It responded instantly with a  brilliant glow. Then he called in a gorgeous magical staff that was almost his height. The large stone at top slowly took on a scarlet glow as it absorbed the reflection and charge from the red moon.

      “Is that normal?” Julian asked.

      “No, it’s usually green or blue to reflect my magic,” Emrys said.

      “Everything has a red tint during this time. Solomon,” Julian said and motioned his best friend over.

      Solomon walked over and stared at the staff hovering next to Emrys. “What in the lightning?”

      “My druidic staff,” Emrys said.

      “You’re a wizard?”

      “Druid.”

      “Wizard.”

      “Have you been talking to Miller?” Emrys asked.

      “Ah-hem. Show him your arcane ball and how it changes with the moon,” Julian interrupted.

      “Oh, right, your first red moon.” Altering his position to hide his magic, Solomon created his arcane ball of energy. The silver energy ball was covered with red sparkles and halos.

      “Does that always happen with red moons?” Emrys sent his staff back in its magical pocket.

      “Yes, especially the stronger ones. This moon and there’s one around the vernal equinox that’s equally strong for another two weeks,” Solomon said.

      “Is this what Lyford is waiting for to happen? This moon?” Andre motioned toward the horizon.

      “Yes, it charges everyone’s magic along with the realm itself. Whatever he is planning, the power of the moon will give it an extra punch. Only we can turn it around and reverse that punch,” Julian said.

      Solomon tossed his energy ball between his hands. “I like that idea. When do we make it happen?”

      “Enough damage, destruction, and anger has been spread throughout my grove. I’m not going to add more to it. Not with the Gloriosa on my side. There’s another way to draw him in without throwing a punch or creating a fight,” Julian said.

      “What?” Solomon said.

      “I don’t know about that,” Mac said. “From what I heard about this fella. He’s a loose cannon. Can’t be trusted.”

      “And has the biggest ego. Andre, did Terry or Margot get a message to Lyford about the healing of me or the grove?” Julian asked.

      Pulling out his tablet, Andre skimmed through the different reports and searches. “There were no messages sent from either one. Both were kept away from the grove for various reasons. Bella clamped down on all gossip the moment the dark days happened. Lyford doesn’t know the results from the fire.”

      With that important bit of knowledge, Julian smiled and realized a simpler plan could happen with the Gloriosa at the center. Then he looked to the forest. “Now we can plan our trap for a certain snake.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Emrys said.

      Julian glanced at the Gloriosa and smiled. “A clever way to draw him to us. All the time, he’ll think that he won everything.”

      ::Without winning anything. Yes. A clever way to draw out a coward. He is making his way through the forest now.::
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      Julian was within his oak, while Emrys pretended to rest against it. His attacker prowled through the forest searching for a way to entered the grove and attack it once more. It took all of Julian’s fortitude to not rush out and ruin all the plans.

      ::Barriers are lowered. Grove now appears to be vulnerable to anyone sensing with magical abilities,:: his oak reported.

      /Thank you, I know this part of the plan is difficult, but we’ll recover./

      ::The Gloriosa will not allow anything to happen,:: his oak said.

      Now knowing the fierceness of the vines, Julian could believe that bit.

      ::The snake approaches now. All remain hidden behind the quiet shields. He suspects nothing. Does not even check,:: the Gloriosa said.

      /Let him approach./

      Julian focused outside the tree and moved until he rested behind Emrys. Their unique connection flowed between the tree. He moved his hands against Emrys’s back. Then he noticed Emrys moved and adjusted as if he could feel Julian’s touch. So Julian repeated the motion to let Emrys know it was him. I am here, my druid. My knight.

      “How can this blasted grove still be standing? The poison should be killing these trees. The fire should have finished the job. Bane of my life.” Russell Lyford stomped through the grove’s outer trees. “You? Who the hell are you?”

      “I should ask the same about you, but from what others said, I believe I know the answer. Any idiot would know the answers to your questions,” Emrys said. He didn’t move from his position except to lift his gaze.

      “What is the stupid answer? Why are these blasted trees still standing?”

      “These aren’t ordinary trees. They’re the protected and beloved trees of a powerful dryad who created a grove. All dryad groves are protected against magical and ill-intent.”

      “The dryad is dying, poisoned by the same plant that’s affecting these trees. The same root that’s going to kill you.” Lyford yanked his hand out of a pocket and tossed something at Emrys.

      The item stopped midway between them, caught in midair by one of the Gloriosa vines.

      Rising to his feet, Emrys nodded to the vines. “Thank you, Gloriosa, for your assistance.”

      Lyford took a few steps back. The sudden movement forced his hood to fall back from his pale, thin face. “What is that?”

      “This is the Spiny Leaved Gloriosa Vine, a protector of the Nucira Realm, and a sentient ally of the grove and their protector. I believe you know our dryad, Julian Scarlett. Professor, do join us,” Emrys said.

      Julian stepped out the tree and took his regular form. He wished he dressed up a bit for the confrontation. Still, at least he looked a lot better than the scraggly weakened version of Russell Lyford.

      Taking a few more steps, Julian stopped next to Emrys and the Gloriosa vine. “Hello, Russell.” He stroked his fingers along the vine. /What do you have there?/

      ::The remnants of the Belladonna plant. The poor thing is dead. No longer a threat to anyone, but we did not want it to touch our knight.::

      “That’s not the professor,” Lyford said. “You’re…”

      “Not dying.” Julian motioned to the grove. “It appears you took off and never got the news from your conspirators before their death and capture. Yes, my trees were damaged and burned. Yes, I was very sick. Thanks to Emrys and his family, six new outer trees were grown from saplings. They also grew a brand new Scarlet Oak to allow me to reconnect and rebuild my grove.” He snapped his fingers and the protective barriers returned. “Which you are now trapped inside.”

      “NO!” Lyford raced toward the outer trees and barrier.

      /Gloriosa…/

      ::We know what to do…::

      The vines moved underneath the ground ahead of Lyford. They shot up and created a barrier in front of him. He ran right into the vines and stopped short.

      “NO! Get off me! Let go of me!” Lyford tried his magic to push or move the vines.

      The vines wrapped around him in a vine cage. They squeezed him slowly until he could no longer move.

      “If you continue to fight them, they’ll continue to squeeze. If you wish to breathe, stop fighting,” Julian called out to Lyford. “Yield and live.”

      “Yield. Yes. I yield!” Lyford said.

      The vines stopped squeezing but retained the firm interlocking cage. Some vines wound around one arm until they pulled off the bag and held it far away from him.

      /Return him to us. Please./

      ::On our way.::

      The vines moved as one entity back toward the grove.

      “Everyone, you can return to the grove,” Emrys called out.

      “All that without a single magical blow. No mess. No fuss. I enjoy that kind of take down.” Andre dropped his shields first and entered the grove. He called in the special warrant that was sent to him from the Ibemar High Court.

      “I don’t know. Seems a bit of a letdown after all this creep did to us. Did to Julian,” Solomon said.

      “Enough violence has been done in my grove. I don’t want to continue that path. It’s not worth it.” Julian sent a scathing look toward Lyford and made sure the loathsome snake saw it. “Especially for this one.”

      “Want to at least send him a zap of something. Can I?” Solomon created a ball of lightning energy.

      Julian held up a hand. “Don’t. He’s a magic absorber. That’s his hidden secret. He’ll use it and reverse it back on us or the vines.”

      Letting his ball disappear with a snap of energy, Solomon asked, “What? How in the lightning did he keep that hidden from all the tests?”

      Bella stepped forward with the scientists. “That is something I would like to know.”

      “Is that vine holding a piece of a Belladonna?” Mac asked. “Is no one even paying attention to that?”

      “The poor thing is dead. This idiot didn’t bother to care for the specimen after slicing it off the plant. It’s harmless at this stage and anyone can handle it, but should be taken in as evidence,” Emrys said. “Lyford thought throwing it at me would kill me.”

      “Again, shows his limited knowledge in anything.” Mac called in his bag and pulled out an evidence bag and marker. Then he held the bag underneath the vine’s curling hold. “Please drop the Belladonna inside.” Sealing the bag once the Gloriosa dropped the piece, he marked the outside, signed it, and handed it to Andre, who magically sent it into his area.

      “What is in the bag?” Andre asked. “That will need to be added to evidence.”

      “Evidence for what?” Lyford asked.

      “A whole array of crimes against Professor Scarlett, his grove, and the Lucerne Academy of the Arcane, as spelled out in this Warrant of Arrest, Russell Lyford. I’ll explain everything to you along with your rights,” Andre said.

      “Who in the darkness are you?”

      “Chief Investigator Andre Montgomery, Grade III, Realm Alliance Security & Investigation of the Eastern Alliance based in the Ibemar Realm. I’m in charge of the investigation. I should also inform you, another team is in Rookbourne City and arrested your financial backers and conspirators. A member of the Ember Council and their family and the owning family of the Dark Depths Mining Corporation,” Andre said.

      “No, they’ll evade you. They always will. No one will capture them.”

      “They are all currently in custody and being transferred here. Then all of you will be transferred to the Ibemar Realm.”

      “No!”

      “It’s already done.” Andre waved his tablet. “Got the update right here. They’re finishing up the procedures before the portal. Bella, we’ll need the release for an incoming official portal from Rookbourne.”

      “Portals are open,” Bella said.

      “Now… about the bag…” Andre trailed off as the Gloriosa vines yanked the bag from Lyford’s grip and carried it across the meadow. The vines maintained their cage around Lyford. “I’ll never get over this view or their abilities.”

      “Pretty incredible what sentient plants can create,” Emrys said.

      “Wish I had this kind of ally everywhere.” Andre tugged on a pair of protective gloves. A couple of forensic members entered with their equipment. He recalled the bag with the Belladonna remnant for them to mark it and enter it on the file.

      Letting the RASI team deal with the bag, Julian walked around Lyford and stopped in front of him. Emrys stood next to him.

      “I want to know why. Because I stood up against those men at the council meetings? Because I wanted to protect Nucira from endless mining and greed?” Julian asked Lyford.

      Lyford stared at him with cold dark eyes that were empty of anything. Soulless. Dead. No empathy.

      “Can you tell me? Is there even a reason for all this needless destruction of my trees? Of my grove? My life?”

      “You denied me what I wanted,” Lyford said.

      “A place in the master’s program.”

      “Acknowledgement of my abilities.”

      “You’re an Absorber. You hid this ability all your life.”

      “Of course. Why would I reveal my greatest secret and skill to a weak dryad and useless professor who thought he could rule everything from his pathetic spot in a tiny academy at the end of the world?”

      “Then why bother with me at all?”

      “I didn’t. My friends wanted the laumeldites. You were their greatest hindrance. In their way. Get rid of you. They get the gemstones. I knew the academy and grounds. I could get others to follow me. Easy. Destroy you. Kill the trees. Get the gemstones. Done. Get paid. Leave this misbegotten realm,” Lyford said with a sneer.

      The Gloriosa vines didn’t appreciate his words. They squeezed him with their interlocking cage. Then they flicked out one of their deadly thorns and scratched his skin.

      “Ouch! What in the darkness! Hey, these vines are messing with me, RASI agent. Shouldn’t you be doing something?” Lyford hollered.

      “Do what? Not in my custody yet,” Andre said.

      “Do something.”

      “I am doing something,” Andre said. “I do advise you to maintain silence. Anything you say can be used against you in court.”

      Lyford muttered under his breath.

      “The Gloriosa don’t take kindly to anyone harming the Nucira Realm, especially those who dare to threaten the laumeldites. They are the protectors and guardians of the gemstones. The scratch… well, let’s say your time in prison will be the easiest part of the last moments of your life,” Julian said.

      “What?”

      Turning away from the little bastard that threaten his life and home for nothing but money and ego, Julian took Emrys’s hand and walked away.

      “What? Hey… Explain that! Explain that! What did that vine do to me? Hey! Hey!” Lyford called out.

      “Should I ask?” Emrys asked when they were out of hearing range.

      “A long-lasting venom that will eventually cause death, but not until it gives him such agony that he’ll want to kill himself. The Gloriosa knows how to dole out its own type of revenge — light, swift, or long-lasting — depending on the act of the criminal,” Julian said.

      “You would think swift and deadly would be appropriate.”

      “But not when you learn exactly what the victim suffers under the long-lasting version and for how long. His time in prison will not be pleasant. They did the same to the criminals in Rookbourne,” Julian said.

      “Then I’ll leave it to their decision,” Emrys said.

      “Professor?”

      Emrys and Julian turned at the soft question. A small group of students stood outside the grove. A pale Casper leaned against Miller and the other Botany assistants. There were a few others from the Potions and Chemistry teams that had also been used by Lyford and his conspirators.

      Turning, they went over to the students.

      “The grove is safe. The academy is safe,” Julian said. “All the conspirators and the ones supplying the funds have been captured by RASI. They will all face multiple criminal and financial and other charges in a realm High Court of law in the Ibemar Realm.”

      “Russell Lyford? Is he one of them?” Casper asked.

      “Do you see that strange cage of moving vines?” Emrys pointed out the odd-looking living cage.

      “What is that?” Casper asked.

      “A very special sentient plant called the Spiny Leaved Gloriosa Vine that is unique to the Nucira Realm. The Gloriosa are protectors of the laumeldites, the magical heart of the realm, and insisted on assisting us with the capture,” Emrys said.

      “The Gloriosa captured Lyford without a fight. Not one single magical spell shot fired,” Julian said.

      “Not one?” Miller asked.

      “Not a single one,” Emrys said. He wrapped one hand around Casper’s neck. “Lyford will never leave prison alive. That I swear to you. He will never haunt your dreams or your life again.”

      Casper surged forward and embraced him.

      Emrys returned the embrace and stepped back to face the entire group. “We want all of you to return to campus. Put on your best clothes. Isn’t there supposed to be some grand opening or something happening in a few hours?” He looked around. “Something about a Jubilee? A harvest thing? Celebration? What’s it called again?”

      The students laughed at his teasing.

      “Go on. Get out of here,” Julian said.

      Casper’s friend, Lewis, spun up a portal, and everyone rushed through to return to the campus and get ready for the Jubilee.

      “Casper needed to hear that from you,” Julian said.

      “From both of us. He needed to see Lyford in custody too.” Emrys led him back to the RASI team. “What did you discover?”

      “Truly potent bombs of more poison supported by lethal sticks of Malevolent Fusion explosives. He was ready to blow this entire place down to the bed rock,” Andre said.

      The forensics team carefully placed the entire pack into a containment unit and sealed it.

      Julian felt faint and leaned against Emrys.

      The Gloriosa vines punched up and wrapped around both of them. ::We would not have let him activate them. If they did, we would have wrapped around them in so many layers or pulled them deep underground to contain the explosions. We would protect all of you.::

      /Thank you, Gloriosa, but the thought of all that hatred packed into that bag…/ Julian pulled in a deep breath. /It is over. RASI captured all of them. They have all the evidence. The High Court will—/

      Two portals outside the grove stopped him.

      One was expected with the RASI team leading their collected bunch of contained criminals from Rookbourne City. Andre greeted his team. The Gloriosa vines collected the other criminals in larger vine cages until they were ready to be moved through another portal.

      The other larger one was not expected. The darker color meant it was a long-distance and multi-realm traversed portal. Even more unexpected was who stepped through the portal. It was a trio of immortals, members of the elite highest council who oversaw all the councils, the Utopian Alliance Consortium. One of them was a lean elegant lady who sort of reminded Julian of the male standing next to him.

      “Nana! What in the roots?” Emrys called out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 26

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After getting over the shock of realizing his nana was an immortal member of the Utopian Alliance Consortium, Emrys managed to introduce Julian to her.

      While Julian introduced the lovely dryad queen to his Scarlet Oak and the grove, Emrys and Bella watched over the exit of the final RASI forensic teams from the classroom building. Next was the careful movement of all the criminals, including a fully bound Lyford with special cuffs, through the portal to the Ibemar Realm followed by most of the RASI investigators and the Consortium members after speaking with Bella.

      After meeting the grove, Nana kissed Julian’s cheek, then her grandchildren. “I’ll return after all of this is managed. Our family has a new grove to connect. A wonderful celebration for our family.” Then she left with the Consortium.

      “Nana is a freaking Consortium member? What in the roots?” Mac shouted.

      “You dork, we all saw the same thing,” Grayson said.

      “Which she then swore us to secrecy cause it’s the freaking Consortium,” Mac said. “Now we can’t spread it to the rest of the family.”

      “Rules of the Consortium to protect their members.”

      “Any word from Ronan?” Emrys asked.

      “Finished Two and Three. Almost done with Four. They moved all the toxic and lethal plants to our lab. Cicely collected the plants she wanted for the medical greenhouse. One of their techs knows how to care for the plants. Bella signed over the rest of them to our lab,” Grayson said.

      “That is… incredible progress. I can’t thank him and others enough,” Emrys said.

      “You’ll see them at the Jubilee. They’ll stick around the rest of the week to finish the job. There remains a lot of clean up and replanting around campus. Bella provided us all rooms in a building designated for visiting professors,” Grayson said. “We moved the lab to the campus not far from the greenhouses. Most of the team returned home through a portal.”

      “Can’t get rid of us that easily. Gotta check out this Jubilee too. After all this work, it’s time to party and have fun,” Mac added.

      “I second that. Time for everyone to return to campus. Get on their best clothes. We’re meeting in the dining hall. Everyone travels together to the southern meadow for the grand opening ceremony of the Jubilee of the Last Red Moon,” Bella said.

      “Unfortunately, as the lead investigator, I am needed in Ibemar to present my case to their Congregation of Harmony along with the Consortium before we go to the High Court. Thanks to the Consortium’s presence, this can’t wait for a Jubilee,” Andre said.

      “Perhaps you can return for a quick visit,” Julian said.

      “Depends on what happens.”

      “Will any of us be needed at the trials or to give evidence?” Solomon asked after he returned from where he disappeared too when the Consortium appeared. Not even the tightest shields could hide his magic from them.

      “That will be up to the councils and courts. A special summons will portaled directly to you if you’re requested as a witness,” Andre said.

      “Should we attend?” Julian asked.

      “Again that will be your personal decision. Depending on things progress, it will not be for some months — Ibemar time. Everyone will be kept up to date about the proceedings.” Andre stepped back and stirred up his personal portal. “It was truly an honor to work with all of you. A true pleasure to meet you, Julian.”

      “Thank you, Investigator Montgomery, for your work in saving my grove and completing a complicated investigation. I hope the gift from our realm assists you and reminds you of this time,” Julian said.

      Andre bowed and disappeared into his portal.

      Bella called Gareth to create a portal for a quick trip to the campus.

      Soon Gareth stepped out of the portal. “Greetings and congratulations on getting the bad guys, everyone. You’re all the talk of campus. Welcome back, Julian. You’re looking wonderful.”

      “Thank you, Gareth.”

      “I would stay, but everything I need is still on campus in my apartment,” Emrys said.

      “Go on. I feel safe in my home again. I’ll meet you in the dining hall,” Julian said.

      “Do you need me to stay?” Solomon asked.

      “Did you clear out your belongings? I’m sure you made your usual mess,” Julian teased.

      “Me? Nah…”

      Julian lifted an eyebrow.

      “Yes, I cleaned up everything,” Solomon said.

      “That’s what I thought. No, you don’t need to stay either. Truly, I feel safe in my home. Please allow me this time. I’ll meet everyone at the dining hall,” Julian said.

      Emrys stepped forward, brushed his fingers against Julian’s cheek, and placed a light kiss on his lips. “We’ll meet at the hall. I want our first date at the Jubilee.”

      “We shall have it.”

      With a nod, Emrys went to the group waiting for Gareth to open the portal.

      Solomon glanced at the druid and back to Julian. “I like him. He’s good for you.”

      “Keep an eye on him. Please,” Julian said.

      “Of course. Need to give him a few tips on proper Jubilee wear too,” Solomon said and took off after Emrys.

      “Sol…” Julian shook his head and waved everyone off.

      A couple of Gloriosa vines broke through the ground and waved.

      Gareth created the portal and everyone disappeared through it.
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      Everyone dressed a little fancy for the opening night of the Jubilee of the Last Red Moon.

      A little pleased he allowed Mac and Solomon to dig through his wardrobe and practically dress him after they shoved him into the bathroom, Emrys tugged on the neckline of the sapphire silk, button-down tunic he wore with a pair of black leather tailored trousers tucked into calf-high black leather boots. He rolled up the sleeves in his typical fashion outside of the classroom. Finishing the look with a simple silver chain with their family crest on a small medallion, he added a touch of oil to his hair.

      It was worth the extra effort when he saw how Julian’s beautiful green eyes lit up when he entered the dining hall and found him. This time, Julian walked him toward the front of the hall and introduced him and his cousins to other professors.

      Julian’s outfit was even more spectacular. After a whisper for Mac to explain, the top was a swingy hi-lo style that was designed to swirl around his tight black leggings and knee-high boots. The top was a dark saturated green silk that set off his coloring. He matched it with leggings and boots that were the dark brown of the rich topsoil Emrys had the team till into the grove. A single laumeldite earring dangled from his left ear.

      Within an hour, everyone from the academy entered the southern meadow that was transformed during the dark days to a sea of booths filled with merchants, vendors, a massive tent that was the local brewery selling the wildly popular rose pear cider — both versions — and another area filled with a vast array of food vendors. There was a small corner filled with different rides for all ages. At the far end closer to Rosemire Village was a large stage with an overhead cover to protect from any inclement weather. It was set for the upcoming entertainment of different musicians, dance troupes, and whomever else was scheduled over two weeks. Bella stood on the stage with the current Mayor of Rosemire Village to officially open the celebration.

      After all the speeches, Bella and Mayor placed their hands on a small platform.

      “We welcome all of you to the grand opening ceremony of Rosemire Village’s Jubilee of the Last Red Moon!” they said in the magic-enhanced sound system and hit a button.

      Special lights flickered on throughout all the aisles, booths, specials areas, and all around the outer edges. Then there was a crackling noise and fireworks burst into the skies above the meadows. Kids cheered and clapped.

      They stepped down so the first musical guest took the stage to begin the festivities.

      Couples dragged each other into the cleared space in front of the stage to dance. Solomon dragged Mac out.

      Julian spun and held out his hand. “Shall we begin our date night here?”

      Laughing, Emrys took Julian’s hand. Then with a smile, he quickly spun Julian into a complicated dance move with skill. “Rather begin the first night of our lives together here on the dance floor.”

      Stepping into Emrys’s dance hold, Julian lifted his gaze and smiled at him. “I like the sound of that.”

      Guiding him into the first dance of many around the area, Emrys did too.
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        McShayne Bloodline

        1 – McShayne’s Dragon

        2 – McShayne’s Fae

        3 – McShayne’s Elf

        4 – McShayne’s Merman (Coming 2024)

        Cheimon Tales

        1 – Cracks in the Ice

        2 – Strike’s Stand (In the works)

        3 – Mistletoe’s Story (In the works)

      

      

      

      
        
        Re-Releases:

        Walk Me Trilogy

        1 – Walk Me Down the Middle

        2 – Walk Me Through the Haze

        3 – Walk Me Through the Darkness

        7 Days of Christmas

        Built Piece by Piece

        At the Masquerade

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CARNIVAL OF MYSTERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome, Traveler! Join us for a series of M/M fantasies by a talented group of both new and established authors. Whether you enjoy mystery, action, danger, or just sweet romance, there is something for everyone at the Carnival of Mysteries!

      
        
        Kim Fielding *  L. A. Witt * Kaje Harper

      

        

      
        Megan Derr * Ander C. Lark * E. J. Russell

      

        

      
        Morgan Brice * Kayleigh Sky

      

        

      
        Nicole Dennis * Elizabeth Silver * Ro Merrill

      

        

      
        TA Moore  * Z. A. Maxfield

      

        

      
        Sarah Ellis * Rachel Langella
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