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	To Greg,

	For showing me magic in the mundane.
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	Charlotte Barclay stopped trick-or-treating the year she turned nine.

	It was a sharp October night, the kind that meant winter was on its way, and she could see her breath as she followed the other children from house to house in her rural neighborhood. The oak trees stretching overhead were tall and dark, casting moving shadows through the yellow porch-light haze. One girl wore a fairy costume, with a pink dress and big glittering wings, and Charlotte felt it necessary to point out that fairies didn’t wear sparkly pink dresses—they mostly wore leaves and flowers and sometimes even acorns on their heads. The girl was devastated, and when Dad asked Charlotte why she’d said such things, she replied simply, “Because it’s true.”

	She’d always been able to see things, like the winged creatures that flitted through the shade in late summer and the tiny man in tatters that pulled weeds from the flowerbeds once the sun went down. Charlotte spent more time with the fairies than she did with her human friends, and some of her favorite memories were of adventures in the garden and stringing flower crowns with pixies that could fit in the palm of her hand. She told her parents and grandparents about them, of course, but they just smiled and laughed and ruffled her hair. No one else could see the fairies, and Charlotte had no idea why.

	Charlotte’s pillowcase was weighed down with silver-foiled candies when one of the neighbor boys stole a chocolate bar before she could stop him.

	“That’s mine!” she yelled. The boy took off running into the trees, his laughter ringing out in the dark, and Charlotte followed him. She crashed through the underbrush in her heavy black boots, the ones Dad made her wear so that her feet wouldn’t get cold, and whooped triumphantly when the boy tripped and fell to the forest floor.

	“Loser,” she said as he gathered himself up and brushed damp leaves from his hands.

	“Weirdo,” he said back, sticking out his tongue.

	Charlotte ignored him. She knelt down to grab the candy bar he’d dropped, and when she looked up, her breath hitched.

	What she saw was big and naked and hunched in the rotting underbrush. It was crouched low behind the trunk of a wide tree. It had the body of a man, sickly gray skin, and the horned head of a goat.

	The creature turned its head toward Charlotte, and its glowing eyes paralyzed her where she stood. It held something pale and round in its clawed hands, and stringy flesh slopped from its mouth as it incessantly chewed.

	The creature swallowed, and its hairy lips pulled back in a grim smile.

	Charlotte screamed. The boy scrambled away from her, hands over ears, and ran back the way they’d come. Charlotte wanted to run, but she couldn’t move. The creature reached toward her, its claws cutting through the inky dark, and she squeezed her eyes closed.

	“Charlotte?” came Dad’s voice through the shadows. “Charlotte!” He crashed through the trees behind her and swept her up into his arms. “Baby, what’s wrong?” he asked, wiping tears from her cheeks.

	“It’s there,” she cried, pointing at the creature, which had risen up onto two legs and now towered over them. It tipped its head from side to side, glowing eyes rolling as other creatures howled in the treetops.

	“What is?” Dad asked, turning around.

	“The beast!” Charlotte wailed, and then buried her face in his jacket and sobbed. She plugged her ears, trying to drown out the sound of screaming in the treetops.

	Dad carried her all the way home.

	She stopped going into the woods after that. Eight years later, she’d almost convinced herself it had never happened.

	Almost.
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	A pounding headache pulsed behind Charlotte’s eyes, and teaching violin lessons wasn’t doing anything to ease the pain. Her student drew his bow across the strings, and his violin let out a high-pitched squeal.

	“Tomas, your bow is slipping again,” she told him, then reached out to move the bow back to where it belonged, between the bridge and the fingerboard. Tomas tried again, and this time the string sang out a pleasant sound. “Much better,” Charlotte said, pressing her fingertips to her aching temple. “Let’s start from the top.”

	She’d been teaching violin lessons for the last few years, hoping to save up money for college. She enjoyed it most of the time, but some days were more difficult than others.

	After a last squeaky version of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” Charlotte helped Tomas pack up his violin and walked him out into the music store to find his mom. Apart from Freddy, the purple-haired girl sitting behind the register, and a family looking at an expensive keyboard, Mélodie was empty.

	“Is your mom picking you up today? Or your dad?” Charlotte asked.

	“I think my brother is coming for me,” Tomas said, banging his violin case against his thigh. Charlotte tried not to let him see her grimace.

	Right on cue, the door swung open and a boy stepped in. He looked familiar, but Charlotte couldn’t figure out where she’d seen him before. School, probably, but he wasn’t in her grade. When he saw Charlotte and Tomas, he smiled.

	“Sorry I’m late,” he said, pushing the mop of brown hair off his forehead. His nose and cheeks were red from the cold. “Mom is busy tonight, and I almost forgot I had to pick him up. How did it go today?” He put an arm around his brother’s shoulders.

	Tomas just shrugged.

	“It went well,” Charlotte answered for him. “Just remember to keep that bow straight while you’re practicing, okay, Tomas? Don’t let it slip around too much.”

	“Hear that, bud?” Tomas’s brother asked. “Keep that bow straight.” He ruffled Tomas’s hair and laughed. “Oh, I’m supposed to pay you, aren’t I?” He dug in his pocket for his wallet and handed Charlotte a wrinkled ten-dollar bill. When Charlotte reached for it, she noticed that he was wearing a braided bracelet with a Celtic charm hanging from it—a three-sided knot made with one continuous line.

	“It’s actually twenty dollars,” she said, offering the boy a small smile.

	“Oh, shit.” He opened up his wallet again, but there was only a movie ticket stub and a few dollar bills inside. “I’m so sorry. All I’ve got is the ten and”—he counted the crinkled dollar bills—“three ones.”

	“Don’t worry about it. Your mom can square up with me on Tuesday.” Charlotte pocketed the crinkled bill, trying not to let it bother her. She hated asking people for more money. “And, Tomas, when you’re practicing this weekend, remember to keep your shoulders back, elbow up. It’ll help your bow not slide around.”

	“Okay,” Tomas said, tugging on his brother’s hand.

	“Thanks,” the boy said, allowing Tomas to pull him toward the door. “I’ll make sure he practices. Have a great night!”

	“You too,” Charlotte said, waving goodbye. She watched the two boys push through the door and step out into the September evening, and then she walked back through the music store and into the small room in the back that she rented out to teach lessons. There were posters on the walls of happy children holding instruments and grinning at their sheet music. An old CD player sat on a table in the corner, and Charlotte removed the Suzuki Beginner’s Violin CD that she used to help students when she didn’t feel like playing her violin for them over and over again. That would wear down her bow and the strings, and she couldn’t afford to keep replacing everything.

	After putting her teaching materials away, Charlotte pulled her violin case out from under a chair and ran a hand across its textured surface. She flipped the silver buckles and pushed the lid open. Inside, her violin sat snugly in its velvet-lined cavern. The wood was smooth and polished to a shine; Charlotte made sure to clean it with a soft cloth after each use. She had an old violin sitting in her closet at home, but for Christmas last year, Grandma gave her a brand-new violin, saying she’d need it for classes at the Bellini Institute. Charlotte’s heart raced just thinking about it.

	The Bellini Institute was a prestigious university that only the most talented young musicians, artists, and dancers got admitted to. Charlotte’s audition was next September, so she still had a good deal of time to practice, which she certainly needed.

	Charlotte tightened up her bow and spread her audition piece across two stands. It was “Chaconne” by Tomaso Antonio Vitali, and she would need to memorize the nine-minute piece in its entirety, but tonight she wanted to focus on the technical, tricky sections.

	She rosined up her bow, and the violin strings sang out in clear voices as she tuned them and started to play. The calloused tips of her fingers danced across the strings, familiar with this piece they had played hundreds of times. But they still weren’t good enough. Her fingers needed to be more precise, her notes clearer. She played harder, her brow creasing as she played through a technical section that required advanced shifting. Rosin rose in puffs around her as she pulled the bow across the strings and drew out the note with a slow, thick vibrato.

	Her music filled the tiny practice room, echoing off the walls and ceiling. Out of the corner of her eye, Charlotte saw someone peek in the practice room window, hesitate, and then slip by. That small distraction caused her to play a note a bit too flat, and she exhaled quickly in frustration. She’d been playing for seven years, since she was in fifth grade, and tiny technical screw-ups like that shouldn’t have been a problem anymore. If she didn’t get into Bellini because of a simple note error, she’d never forgive herself.

	Charlotte finished the piece and then spent the next hour tackling the sections that had been giving her trouble. Her head still throbbed with pressure, but she gritted her teeth against it. She had these headaches so often that she’d learned how to push through the pain. She was about to play the entire piece a third time when someone knocked quietly at the door.

	“Come in!” she yelled, lowering her violin.

	Freddy poked her purple head inside and smiled. “Sounds amazing,” she said. “You’re going to get into Bellini for sure.”

	Charlotte laughed and shook her head. That’s what everyone told her, that she would get in for sure, but no one really knew, and while she appreciated their support, she didn’t find it very realistic. Nobody realized just how difficult Bellini was to get into, and pretending otherwise wouldn’t help.

	“I’ve got to close early tonight. Aspen is taking me out to dinner.” Freddy’s pale cheeks warmed with pink, and Charlotte smiled.

	“Where’s she taking you?”

	“Don’t know,” Freddy said, crossing her arms and leaning on the doorjamb. “Down to Denver, maybe. Don’t get me wrong, your dad’s restaurant is awesome, but tonight is special, so we want to make a date of it.”

	Charlotte laughed as she put her violin away. “How long have you been together now?”

	“One year as of . . .” Freddy looked down at her watch. “As of five hours from now.” She grinned, and the ring in her lip flashed.

	“That’s awesome,” Charlotte said, but the words lacked enthusiasm.

	Freddy picked up on it right away. “Don’t worry about it, girl. The right guy will show up eventually. Just do you, and he’ll show up when it’s time.”

	“Thanks,” Charlotte said, slinging the strap of her violin case across her shoulder. “I should be thankful, right? I’ve got all this free time to practice my violin.”

	“That’s the spirit.” Freddy slapped Charlotte on the back as she walked by. It sent another wave of pain through her head, and she bit back a miserable groan. “I’ll see you Tuesday.” Freddy waved goodbye as Charlotte stepped outside into the chilly September air.

	It was a blustery evening, and Charlotte pulled her hood up over her brown curls as she walked across the city center, lovingly dubbed the Oval by locals. It was nearly October now, and the air was fresh and cold, marking the end of summer and the beginning of winter.

	It was only six o’clock, but the sun was starting to set, and it would be dark in another hour. The air had the distinct smell of cold and dry leaves. Charlotte smiled. She hoped it would snow soon.

	She walked past the Mapleton City Park, where children bundled in jackets could usually be found playing on the swings and calling out to one another in joyous voices, but tonight it was abandoned, and the swings creaked on their old chains. Her scuffed boots clicked on the cobblestone as she followed the sidewalk around the park and toward the bus stop. There was no one else waiting, so she took a seat on the wooden bench and blew warm air onto her fingers.

	The bus was ten minutes late, as usual. The driver was a kind old man who always wore a fishing hat decorated with shiny lures, and he often got so distracted talking to people at the bus stops that he didn’t get anywhere on time.

	“Evening, Miss Charlotte,” he said as Charlotte climbed aboard and swiped her bus pass.

	She gave him a gentle smile and went to find a window seat. There were a few other people on the bus, the same ones she saw every Thursday, but no one looked up or even seemed to notice that she was there. They mostly stared at their phones or slumped against the cold windows, perfectly content with ignoring each other.

	The bus creaked, and then it lurched forward and was on its way. Charlotte held her violin case in her lap, careful not to jostle it on the bumpy ride home. As soon as they were out of the city, oak trees started to flash by the window.

	Mapleton had once been covered in thousands of oak trees, but over the years a few hundred acres had been cleared, and what remained of the oak forest, called the Greenwood, was all up north. That was where Charlotte’s family lived, in a little cottage surrounded by trees and animals and creatures with rose-petal dresses and translucent wings, but Charlotte didn’t like to think about those.

	The bus hissed to a halt at a four-way stop, and Charlotte wiped the condensation off her window to peer at two men putting up a sign on the edge of the road. Both the sign and their work truck had the same two words printed in black: Nolan Enterprises.

	Charlotte frowned. People had been trying to build in the Greenwood for years, but the city kept shutting them down. Seemed like the city had finally caved and sold, and Charlotte shook her head at the idea of it. The Greenwood was older than anyone in this city, older than the city itself, but it was only a matter of time before some businessman decided to level it and build a car dealership or something equally offensive. She rolled her eyes so hard that they may very well have gotten stuck in the back of her head.

	As the bus passed by, she spotted a lone deer standing in the darkening shadows. It had a glorious set of antlers and a coat of honey-brown, and Charlotte thought it strange that the men and their truck hadn’t frightened it away. It turned its head and met Charlotte’s eyes, and for a moment they watched each other.

	The bus heaved, shattering the magic of the moment. The deer dashed away into the trees, and Charlotte slumped back against her seat.

	Her stop was coming up next, so she reached up and pulled the cord for a stop, even though the driver knew that she got off at the same place every day.

	“You have a good evening,” the old man said, tipping his fishing hat to her.

	“You, too,” she said, raising a hand to wave. Then the doors slid closed, and she turned and started the long trek up the gravel road toward home.

	“Chaconne” was stuck in her head, so she hummed it to herself as she walked. But as she neared home, a different sound caught her attention.

	Her boots were loud on the gravel road, so she stopped walking and tipped her head to one side. At first, all she could hear was the wind and the rustling leaves overhead, but then she heard something else.

	It was faint music, carried on the wind from far off, and it made her think of summer and daisies and dancing in warm rain. Her arms prickled with goose bumps, and her heart raced. She strained harder to hear the music and looked around for its source, but she couldn’t see anything in the dark except the many trunks of old oak trees that lined the road.

	The music spun around her, and Charlotte realized suddenly what it must be. She remembered delicate wings and floating lights and tatters on a tiny man, and she shut the memories down as quickly as they surfaced, a throb of pain bursting through her head as she did so. She pulled her attention away from the music and the moving shadows in the forest, and with her head bowed she continued home, leaving the music to play for some other passerby unaware of its origin.

	 

	*

	 

	“I’m home!” Charlotte called out as she walked through the front door. It was toasty warm inside, and she could smell freshly baked banana bread wafting out of the kitchen. She pulled her feet out of her boots and slid across the hardwood floor to her bedroom, where she dropped off her violin case and backpack before going in search of food and family.

	When she walked into the kitchen, her grandma already had a slice of bread waiting on the table.

	“Welcome home,” Grandma said. She wore a green apron with red toadstools on it, and her long gray hair was pulled back in a braid. Her glasses were bright blue, and pale pink nail polish completed her funky look. “Sit, sit. Dinner is almost ready.”

	Charlotte did as she was told, then slathered up her banana bread with jam before taking a bite. She pulled her feet up under her, sitting like she did as a child when she wasn’t tall enough to see over the table.

	“Are Mom and Dad home?” she asked around another bite of bread.

	“Your dad is working late, and your mom has been in her studio since this afternoon. She’s got that big showcase coming up at the end of November.” Grandma nodded toward the closed door in the hallway, where soft orange light seeped through the cracks around the frame.

	Dad had a restaurant in town, the Blue Moose, and he’d often come home late with flakes of oregano in his hair, but Mom was an artist and spent most of her time locked away in her studio, painting or sculpting or staring thoughtfully out the window into the garden.

	Grandma hummed to herself as she served up the veggie chili into two big bowls, then took off her apron and sat down at the table. Charlotte had to sneak a few shakes of salt into her chili when Grandma wasn’t looking, lest she risk greatly offending her.

	“So, what new experience did you have today?” Grandma asked, her eyes shining behind her bright glasses.

	Charlotte sat back and thought about it. She massaged her temple mindlessly, despite knowing it would do nothing to ease her headache. “Well, I met someone new today,” she said after a minute and described the boy with the Celtic knot on his bracelet.

	“A Celtic knot?” Grandma asked. “Seems like an interesting boy. Might be someone you should get to know.” She wiggled her silver eyebrows, and Charlotte laughed.

	“I didn’t even catch his name. It was just a random thing.”

	“No such thing,” Grandma said. “Everyone you meet, you meet for a reason.” She took a slurp of chili and smiled. “I’d bet you’ll see that boy again. One way or another.”

	Just then the door creaked open in the hall.

	“I’m home!” Dad called out and appeared around the corner. His curly brown hair was fluffed up, which meant he’d probably spent a good portion of the day running his hands through it. It must have been a rough day.

	“Welcome home,” Charlotte said, standing to give him a hug. He was tall and thin, but his chest and arms were strong around her. “Long day?”

	“Very. It was one thing after another. Maybe I should retire.”

	“Yeah, right,” Charlotte said. He loved the Blue Moose—he probably wouldn’t retire until he was dead.

	Dad hung his jacket up in the hall closet and removed his boots, then stretched his arms and yawned. “Where’s Emily?”

	“Studio,” Grandma said. “She’s been at it since this afternoon.”

	“Hopefully she had a breakthrough. She’s been frustrated lately.”

	“Are you going to go get her?” Charlotte asked hopefully. She never liked to interrupt Mom’s studio time, but it was fine if Dad did it.

	“Nah, if she’s on a roll, I want to let her work. Besides, I’m exhausted. I’m going to shower and wash the basil out of my hair.” He bent over and kissed Charlotte on the forehead before walking down the hall to his bedroom.

	Charlotte helped Grandma clean up the kitchen and made herself a mug of herbal tea. It wouldn’t help her headache, nothing seemed to, but something warm to drink always calmed her down in the evenings. She headed toward her room, pausing outside Mom’s studio door.

	The light was on, and a yellow haze leaked out from around the door. Charlotte reached for the doorknob but hesitated. She pictured Mom hunched over the desk, brush in hand as she brought worlds to life on canvas. The showcase was in November, but she’d said just that morning that there was still much work to do. So, with a sigh, Charlotte dropped her hand and stepped away. She’d see Mom tomorrow, but tonight she’d let her work.
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	The next morning, Charlotte squinted her eyes open and groaned, still groggy from her headache the night before. The sun slept in late at this time of year, so it no longer slipped through the curtains to wake her up in the mornings. She’d have to start setting an alarm again—what a drag.

	She sat up in bed and stretched her arms overhead, glad to feel that her headache had diminished to no more than a gentle throb along her temples. She reached for the frankincense oil on her bedside table and massaged a bit into the back of her neck. It never made the pain go away, but sometimes it eased her suffering, if only a little.

	The headaches had started when she was ten, and no drug, herb, or aromatherapy technique did anything to ease them. Doctors had turned her away with shrugged shoulders and mumbled replies: they had no idea what was wrong with her. Countless brain scans later, and they still had no answers—all of her results came back normal. Charlotte had an idea about what might be causing these headaches, but she never spoke her suspicions out loud.

	Charlotte barely had enough time to scarf down a piece of toast and a bowl of oatmeal before she had to run out the door. Mom’s studio door was still closed, and Charlotte didn’t have time to stop in and say good morning. She was probably going to miss the bus as it was, and saying hello to Mom always had the potential to turn into long conversations about dreams or artwork or whatever else Mom was thinking about at the time. Charlotte didn’t have the time to spare.

	She hurried out the front door, and her feet slid out from under her the moment they hit the porch. She fell right on her butt in the doorway, shock giving way to frustration when she saw mud tracked all over the porch.

	“Stupid raccoons,” she mumbled to herself as she climbed to her feet, but she didn’t mean it. She’d watched the raccoon family all summer and had become rather fond of them. They seemed smart and curious, and she could spend an hour staring out her window watching them hunt for berries along the edge of the Greenwood. She assumed it was the raccoons that walked all over the porch at night with their muddy paws. Either way, now she had to go back inside and change into a clean pair of pants, so she would definitely be late to class. Pre-Calc was just going to have to wait.

	 

	*

	 

	Charlotte had no qualms about being late for math class, but she’d never been late for orchestra. The orchestra director, Mr. Hamilton, was extremely strict about punctuality. If you were late, you didn’t get to play.

	“Don’t slide into your notes,” Mr. Hamilton said to the class, waving his hand to cut them off. “They have to be heard clearly by someone in the back of the auditorium. What have I told you a hundred times? Anyone?”

	“Don’t throw a hand grenade on your instrument,” a few of the students recited together.

	“Exactly!” Mr. Hamilton jumped up, waving his baton at his students. “Don’t let your fingers explode all over the strings. Play carefully. Technically. Now, let’s run through measures one hundred through one hundred fifteen. First violins, start us off.”

	Charlotte tucked her violin under her chin and readied her bow on the strings, eyes trained on Mr. Hamilton to give them the downbeat. She was the section leader of the first violins, so she sat immediately to Mr. Hamilton’s left in the front row. She could hear the students behind her readying their instruments as her stand partner/best friend, Melanie Miyake, drew in a breath. Mr. Hamilton counted them off, and the room filled with the sound of violins.

	The viola section butchered the last five measures, and Mr. Hamilton spent the rest of the class drilling them over and over.

	“How is the piece coming along for Bellini?” Melanie asked when class was over and they were packing up.

	Charlotte shrugged. “I’ve been working on it, but there are still some sections that I’m struggling through. My fingers don’t feel fast enough.”

	“You should come see me if you’re struggling,” Mr. Hamilton said, clearly eavesdropping as he walked by. “I’m free during office hours if you need help.” He popped Charlotte on the head with a folder full of sheet music before disappearing into his office.

	“Teacher’s pet,” Melanie grumbled, and they both laughed.

	They made their way toward the lunch room, fighting the crowds and groups of kids that stopped in the hallways to say hello to their friends. Charlotte held her breath in the gym hallway, or else the stench of sweat would have ruined her appetite.

	She hadn’t had time to pack a lunch that morning, so she got stuck purchasing one. The only plant-based option was a wilted salad that looked well past its expiration date with a few wrinkled cherry tomatoes and an Italian dressing, but it would have to do. She and Melanie usually liked to eat outside on the school patio, but the sky had been growing dark all morning and had finally let loose with an onslaught of rain. They decided to hide out in the orchestra room instead, and they giggled and gossiped while Mr. Hamilton sang along to some horrible ’80s song in his office.

	“So,” Melanie said, her glossed lips turning up into a sly smile as she scooped a dumpling out of her bento box. “Marco asked for my number yesterday.”

	“Oh my God!” Charlotte said, and in her excitement a tomato slid off her fork and rolled across the floor, gathering lint and dust as it went.

	Melanie pushed a lock of silky black hair behind her ear and smiled. “Yeah, and he texted me last night. We’ve been talking all day.” Melanie pulled out her phone and handed it over.

	Charlotte read quickly through their exchange of flirty messages and tried to ignore the jealousy she felt. Melanie had no lack of suitors and hadn’t ever gone to a school dance without a date. Charlotte, on the other hand, hadn’t even been on a real date, and the closest her lips had ever come to a boy was in fifth grade during a round of truth or dare under the slides on the playground. She’d been dared to kiss a boy on the cheek and had felt a rush of excitement and guilt after grazing her lips across his salty skin. He’d wiped it off with an air of disgust, and Charlotte had shrunk under the laughter of the other girls and boys.

	“Do you think he’ll ask you out?” Charlotte asked, handing the phone back.

	“I hope so,” Melanie said. “And if he doesn’t, maybe I’ll ask him.” She winked and then dissolved into laughter.

	Charlotte laughed along, but under her happy smile was the looming question: When will it be my turn?

	After lunch, Charlotte and Melanie headed to their junior English class. Charlotte sat in the second row by the window, which was nice because she could stare outside when class got dull. Today, though, they were studying Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which Charlotte was enjoying. Learning Shakespearean language had been a struggle at first, but after getting a basic handle on the slang, she’d started to enjoy his work.

	She took off her coat and slid her violin under the table, then took out her book and binder. She hummed the Vitali piece to herself, her calloused fingertips tapping out the complicated rhythm on her book of Shakespeare’s works.

	From where she sat, she had a perfect view into the main student parking lot, where cars zipped into parking spaces and students ran across the wet, glistening asphalt to escape the downpour. Charlotte rested her head on her hand, and as she stared outside, she spotted someone who looked vaguely familiar.

	He wore a black hoodie and carried a large art bag slung over one shoulder. Intrigued, Charlotte narrowed her eyes as she watched him ride his skateboard across the busy parking lot and up onto the wet sidewalk. When he paused to pick up his board, his hood slipped back and Charlotte got a glimpse of his face. She recognized him right away—he was the boy from the music store. She must have seen him around school before, but she couldn’t recall his name or remember ever having a class with him. Maybe he was a senior?

	Charlotte watched him from the window and wondered what kind of artwork he was carrying around in his bag. Did he paint? Sketch? Use charcoal or acrylic? Thanks to Mom, Charlotte knew a thing or two about the process. When she was young, she used to curl up in a chair in Mom’s studio and watch her work, sometimes for hours on end. She loved the patient precision of it, the unyielding focus and the small wrinkle her mom would get between her eyes while she worked. Charlotte had tried her hand at art, but it never felt right. She would struggle for hours on one painting, trying to make it look the way it did in her head, but it never turned out the way she wanted. Art became a sore spot for Charlotte, and that was about the same time she first picked up the violin. After discovering her love for music, she stopped pushing herself to be an artist. She had notes and phrases and the glorious harmonies of strings playing in tune—charcoal was useless to her now.

	The boy took the stairs to the front doors two at a time, splashed through a deep puddle, and then was lost in a sea of faces.

	“Settle down, people,” the teacher said from the front of the room. “Let’s open up to Act 3. Who can tell me a bit about what happens in this act?”

	Charlotte pulled her gaze reluctantly away from the window and raised her hand.

	 

	*

	 

	Halfway through AP Biology later that day, Charlotte looked up from her study of plant cells to see a student come through the door with a red note. The other students looked up as well, everyone curious and hopeful. Red notes meant student dismissal, so whoever it belonged to would get to pack up and leave class.

	Charlotte looked back down at the diagram she was working on. She hated biology and couldn’t figure out why she’d thought an AP class was the smart way to go. She’d picked her classes back before she was certain that she wanted to attend Bellini, and now it felt like a painful, useless class. Once she graduated next year, she’d never have to look at a nucleus again.

	“Ms. Barclay,” the teacher said, and Charlotte looked up. “You’re dismissed. Make sure to finish those diagrams for our next class.”

	Confused, Charlotte slowly put away her books and binders and zipped up her backpack. Why would she receive a dismissal slip? She’d only ever received a red note one time, and that was in her freshman year when her dad picked her up early to take her to an orthodontist appointment. Yippee. But she had no reason to receive one today.

	Charlotte took the red note from her teacher and saw Dad’s signature in the lower right corner. Why is he here? she wondered. It was a Friday, so he should have been at the Moose preparing for the dinner rush.

	She left class and headed down the long hallway toward the main staircase. The walls were lined with neon club posters that screamed at her to JOIN THEATER TODAY or COSPLAYERS UNITE. She ignored them all, kept her eyes forward when she passed a couple making out against the lockers, and finally descended the main staircase to find her dad waiting outside the administrative office.

	“Hey, Dad,” Charlotte said to his back. He turned around, and she knew from the look on his face that something was wrong. “What is it?” she asked, bracing herself for the worst.

	His forehead was creased, and the wrinkles around his eyes were deep and dark. “It’s your mom.”


 

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	 

	Charlotte didn’t panic. Ever.

	When she was young, she’d watched Melanie break her arm falling off the swings and had remained perfectly calm while walking her to the nurse’s office. Dad cut the tip of his finger chopping onions for dinner one night, and Charlotte had fetched a towel to hold on the gushing wound while she called 911 with the other hand. When bad things happened, she tended to get extremely calm.

	Now she sat quietly in her dad’s truck, staring out the window and watching the small town of Mapleton flash by. The rain poured down in sheets, and Charlotte followed the windshield wipers with her eyes as they traced an arc across the glass. She’d been silent since Dad told her the news.

	Mom was missing. The last anyone had seen of her was yesterday afternoon, and she hadn’t been heard from since.

	“Did you see her last night when you got home from school?” Dad asked, desperation in his voice.

	“No.” Charlotte shook her head. “Her door was closed. I thought she was just working late.”

	“That’s what we all thought,” Dad said. His hands were tight on the steering wheel, and there was tension along his jaw.

	They sped through two lights and across the intersection onto Old Hickory Road. It was a steady incline up to their house, and the road was wet and muddy from all the rain. Lesser vehicles may have faltered, but Dad’s truck growled all the way up the hill. Gravel crunched under the truck tires as they drove up the long driveway to the house.

	Charlotte was surprised to see a patrol car parked outside when they got home. The officer, a woman with straw-yellow hair pulled into a low ponytail, stood at the door, talking to Grandma. Dad put the truck in park and jumped out so fast that he forgot to put on the emergency brake.

	Charlotte slid across the seat and pushed the emergency brake down with her foot, moving slowly and methodically.

	She climbed out of the truck, fetched her backpack and violin, and then walked across the browning grass to join the others at the front door. She was rain-soaked by the time she stepped up on the covered porch.

	“This is so unlike her,” Grandma was saying. “Something’s wrong. She wouldn’t just leave like this.” She had her long gray hair hanging loose and her bright blue glasses pushed up on top of her head.

	“What’s the protocol here?” Dad asked, shaking rain from his windbreaker.

	Charlotte looked at the officer’s name tag. It read BECK.

	“I’ll need to file a report first. I need a physical description of Emily, as well as information regarding when she was last seen. A photo, too, if you have it. If she’s still missing after twenty-four hours, we’ll take the next step.” The officer caught Charlotte’s eye and gave her a quick smile.

	Dad invited Officer Beck inside, and Charlotte sat with them in the kitchen after grabbing a picture of Mom out of the photo album on the coffee table. She handed the photo to Officer Beck and watched her slide it carefully inside the pocket of her jacket. Grandma put the kettle on for tea while Officer Beck pulled out a pen and pad of paper. Dad gave the officer a description of Mom, down to the blanket of freckles across her pale shoulders.

	“Has Emily been known to disappear from time to time?” Officer Beck asked, and Dad shook his head.

	“No, not without telling someone where she’s going.” He ran his thumb across his lower lip and then began tapping out a nervous rhythm on the table with his fingers.

	The officer turned to Charlotte. “When was the last time you saw your mom?”

	Charlotte took a steadying breath before she spoke. “Yesterday morning, before I left for school.”

	“What did you talk about? Anything out of the ordinary?” She smiled when Grandma brought three cups of tea to the table, but she didn’t drink any of it—some people didn’t like to see dandelions floating in their teacup.

	Charlotte shook her head, trying to remember everything she and Mom had talked about.

	“I’m not sure,” she began.

	“Take your time,” Dad said, reaching over to take Charlotte’s hand.

	“Anything you remember could be of help to us,” the officer said, pen and paper in hand.

	Charlotte sat back in her chair and looked down at her hands. The tips of the fingers on her left hand were calloused from her violin strings, and she ran her thumb gently across their rough texture as she thought back to the last conversation she had with her mom.

	Mom had come into the kitchen wearing her silk kimono robe, the deep green one that looked so beautiful on her. She had her blond hair pulled back in a messy braid, and a few tendrils hung down around her face. Charlotte pictured the way she’d sunk into the chair across the table and pulled one of her long legs up to her chest. She’d rested her chin on one pale kneecap and smiled, and Charlotte had immediately asked her what was wrong.

	Mom had laughed, and the sound was rich and beautiful. “What do you mean? I’m just looking at you.”

	“No, you’re smiling at me. Usually you don’t smile until after you’ve had your coffee.”

	“Well, I had a good dream.” Mom stretched her arms overhead, and the kimono sleeves slipped down, revealing the colorful dragon tattoo that curled around her forearm. “I dreamed that I was dancing barefoot in the Greenwood, wearing my wedding dress while a choir of bluebirds sang for me.” She closed her eyes and swayed back and forth.

	“I love you,” Charlotte said, “but I think you’re crazy.”

	Mom sat back in the creaky kitchen chair and smiled. “You and everyone else, love.”

	Charlotte stood to leave for school, and Mom reached out to catch her arm as she passed.

	“It’s cold out today,” Mom said. “Want to wear my scarf? The red looks so nice against your dark hair.”

	“It gives my hair static,” Charlotte said, gently pulling away. “Thanks though. I’ve gotta go or I’m gonna be late.” She knelt down and gave her mom a hug, and that was the last she saw of her.

	Remembering all of this, Charlotte relayed it back to the officer with as much detail as she could. Hearing it, Dad smiled. The officer scribbled everything down on her pad of paper and got up from the table and asked to look around the house. Dad got up to show her around, and Grandma went back to the kitchen.

	Grandma had been a bustler for as long as Charlotte could remember. Anytime she was upset or stressed out, she would flit from room to room in the house, tidying and straightening up. Now she grabbed a plant-fiber sponge from under the sink and started to scrub the front of the fridge. The fridge wasn’t even dirty, but she scrubbed it until she was panting from the effort.

	“Grandma,” Charlotte said gently, “it’s clean.”

	“I know, I know.” Grandma tossed the sponge into the sink. “I’m going to go fold the laundry.” She walked across the kitchen into the laundry room, the scent of lavender oil trailing after her.

	After walking through the house and into Mom’s studio, Dad and the officer went outside to check the doors and windows for any sign of “forced entry,” as Officer Beck called it. Charlotte stayed at the table and traced a whorl in the wood with her finger while she waited. She listened to the rain pelting down on the roof and striking the window panes. Mom loves rain, she thought.

	“This is a good start,” the officer said as she finished up the initial search and pushed through the screen door with Dad in her wake. Her boots left muddy footprints on the hardwood floor, and her rain jacket dripped as she stood in the entryway. “I’m going to take this report back to the station, and then I’ll be in contact about the next step.”

	“How long will that take?” Dad asked.

	“Not long, Mr. Barclay. If Emily still hasn’t shown up by tomorrow, then I’ll get my team out here.”

	Dad didn’t look entirely pleased with having to wait, but he narrowed his eyes and gave the officer a firm nod. He walked her to the door, thanked her, and then closed it behind her. Charlotte stayed seated at the table until she heard the patrol car pull away down the gravel drive. She listened to Dad slump up against the front door, and then she stood up and walked slowly across the kitchen and down the hall to stand at the threshold of Mom’s studio.

	The door was sitting open, and the lamp on Mom’s desk was turned on low, filling the room with warm yellow light. Charlotte stepped inside, her socks whispering over the fluffy rug that Mom kept on the floor. After closing the door, she stepped up to Mom’s desk and looked down at her workspace. Mom had been working on a new watercolor painting, but she hadn’t gotten very far. Her paints were dried up in their tray, and her brush had fallen on the floor. Charlotte bent down to retrieve it, and as she stood back up she caught a glimpse of color outside.

	It was a flash of red fabric, as bright against the dreary forest as fresh blood over white teeth. In an instant the color was gone, swallowed up by the Greenwood. Charlotte rushed to the window and shoved it open, then stuck her head outside.

	“Mom!” she yelled, but the rain was coming down so hard that it washed away her voice. Charlotte didn’t even take the time to put on her boots before she crawled out the window into the pouring rain.

	“Mom!” she yelled as her feet landed in the mud below the window. “Mom!” Charlotte pushed her dark curls away from her face and pulled up her hood to shield her eyes from the pouring rain. She set off across the yard, the grass slippery beneath her feet. She pushed past the old tree swing Grandpa had repaired for her and started up the embankment behind the house. It was steep and the rain had turned everything to mud, and Charlotte had to use the trees as leverage as she climbed. She tipped her head back and looked up the hill, and around the trunk of an old oak, she saw the flash of fabric again. This time she recognized it—Mom’s red scarf.

	“Mom!” she yelled. “Slow down!” She struggled the rest of the way up the hill, ran across the abandoned hiking trail, and ventured deeper into the Greenwood, wincing in pain as she stumbled over rocks and twigs that lay concealed in the mud.

	Charlotte kept her eyes forward, trying not to let her gaze or mind wander. She’d seen things in these trees that no one else could see or understand, and she didn’t want to risk seeing them again. If she just kept her eyes forward and her mind focused, she could grab Mom and get out of here.

	She scrubbed a hand across her face, trying to wipe the rainwater out of her eyes. She was following an old game trail through the trees, and for a moment she paused and glanced back the way she’d come. The Greenwood was dense and dark, and Charlotte had already gone so far into the trees that she was unable to see her home from here. Her heart thumped hard, fear starting to tingle across her skin.

	“Mom!” she yelled again, wondering if she should turn back. Then, just up ahead, she saw the flash of red fabric. “Stop this!” she screamed into the rain, continuing down the game trail despite the instincts telling her to turn back. Up ahead, two trees tangled together in an embrace, and Charlotte had to squeeze between their trunks and push branches away from her face as she slipped through. She felt suddenly on the verge of tears when she looked up and saw her mom’s red scarf lying on the ground. It was spread out in the mud in the center of what looked to be five tall standing stones, and sitting beside it was one of Mom’s favorite sandals. White-gray fog hung low around the standing stones, and the sight of it gave Charlotte goose bumps. She moved forward cautiously, wondering what kind of trick this was. Something felt familiar about this place, but she couldn’t figure out why.

	The stones were much taller than she was, despite being broken off in places and eroded by Colorado’s mountain weather. Each had a niche carved into its belly, as if some small statue or ornament was supposed to be displayed there, but they were all empty. Some of the stones were even tagged with graffiti, though it was old and faded.

	“Mom?” Charlotte called out softly as she walked into the clearing. A ring of red-and-white mushrooms sprouted up from the forest floor, forming a perfect circle in the center of the five crumbling standing stones, and the articles of clothing lay in the circle of fungi. Some small voice in Charlotte’s head told her to be wary of this place, but she pushed it away, irritated that her childish fears still had so much control over her. Charlotte stepped into the ring of toadstools and bent down to gather up Mom’s belongings.

	The sounds of the forest fell away around her and the rain stopped in an instant. The grass beneath Charlotte’s feet, previously brown and littered with wet leaves, was now thick and green. The sound of rain beating the canopy of leaves overhead had been replaced by the singing of birds. She looked up and had to catch her breath.

	Wherever she was now, it sure wasn’t the Greenwood.
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	A clump of long, damp curls had fallen into Charlotte’s eyes, and she pushed it away with trembling fingers. She stood very still, her heart beating hard and fast. She moved only her eyes, afraid to shift from the spot where she stood.

	The five standing stones still loomed over her, but now they gleamed in the yellow sunlight that shone through the leaves overhead. A warm breeze blew through the trees, making the tall grass around Charlotte’s knees sing.

	That’s not right, Charlotte thought, finally turning her head to look around. Just a moment ago she’d been running through a muddy forest that looked on fire with autumn colors. Now, the air smelled like summer. Strange, beautiful plants grew around her in abundance. They had stems the creamy color of pearls and flowers that grew like tufts of cotton candy. The trees grew tall and twisted, their trunks bending and twining together. Their leaves were the size of Charlotte’s hands and greener than grass in early spring.

	Oh my God, Charlotte thought, her fingertips tingling. Where am I?

	Mom’s damp scarf caught the breeze and flickered across Charlotte’s vision, reminding her what she’d been doing in the forest in the first place. She’d been chasing Mom, or so she’d thought. She held her mom’s sandal in her other hand and realized for the first time how strange it was that there was only one. Why would Mom run into the Greenwood without a shoe on her left foot? Or had she simply dropped it? But why would she wear her sandals into the forest in the first place? None of this made sense. And where had the rain gone? Charlotte tipped her head back, but all she saw overhead were leaves and snippets of a blue sky.

	Maybe this was a dream. She’d been exhausted and suffering from such a horrible headache the night before that it would make sense she was having vivid dreams. Sometimes herbal tea gave her strange dreams, too.

	Something moved in the trees behind her, and Charlotte whirled around. Three pairs of eyes blinked out at her from the leaves, and she let out a squeal of surprise.

	“What do you want?” she demanded, holding out Mom’s sandal like a club. It was a flimsy, pathetic thing, but it was better than nothing.

	The three pairs of eyes disappeared, and what sounded like a skirmish took place in the bushes. Voices argued in hushed tones, and then a small man came hurtling out of the bushes as if he’d been pushed.

	Charlotte let out a scream, and the tiny man did the same, but he held a spear instead of a shoe. It was about half Charlotte’s height and tipped with a point that gleamed in the sunlight streaming through the leaves overhead. He pointed it at her with shaking hands.

	“C-c-come with us,” he said in a surprisingly high-pitched voice.

	“No,” Charlotte said, still wielding Mom’s shoe.

	The small man glanced over his shoulder, back at the bush where two pairs of eyes had reappeared.

	“Whatifshewon’tgo?” he asked the others in such a quick voice that Charlotte struggled to understand him. The others responded, but Charlotte couldn’t tell what they said. They started to argue again, giving Charlotte a moment to try to figure out exactly what she was looking at.

	The man wore a green tunic and tan cloth pants that were tucked into tall, soft-looking boots. He wore a green cap and had sun-weathered skin. He couldn’t have stood any higher than Charlotte’s waist.

	What is he? she wondered.

	The arguing stopped abruptly, and the man turned back around, lowering his spear. “Please,” he said in a kinder voice, “will you come with us? She’s waiting for you.”

	“Who is?” Charlotte asked. She slowly lowered the shoe and narrowed her eyes.

	The man blushed and a smile flickered across his face. “Our lady waits for you, and we are to take you to her.”

	“Where am I? How did I get here?”

	“Through the portal, of course,” the tiny man said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. He gestured to the ring of standing stones with the tip of his spear, and Charlotte stepped back.

	“I’m looking for my mom,” Charlotte said. “Do you know anything about that?”

	“Our lady will explain everything,” he said.

	Charlotte’s heart raced. Did he know where Mom was? Was he the one who took her? She felt like throwing the shoe at him but resisted. If he knew where Mom was, then she needed him to take her there.

	“Okay,” she said, “but no funny business.” She shook the shoe at him threateningly, and he nodded.

	“No funny business,” he agreed. The bushes rustled behind him and two more men stepped out. They were the same height and wore the same clothes, but their faces were very different. One had a large nose and small eyes, and the other looked like a young man, his skin still smooth and untouched by time. They each carried a spear, which Charlotte kept a close eye on.

	“You go first,” she said, stepping back.

	The men looked at each other as if trying to decide if they’d allow it, and then the younger one shrugged and gave Charlotte a smile. “Very well. Let’s go!”

	He led the way through the trees, whacking bushes and branches out of the way as he went, and the older men sighed in exasperation but followed him anyway.

	Charlotte watched them go, wondering if this was a bad idea. She looked around at the strange forest and the mysterious standing stones, and got the feeling that perhaps this wasn’t a dream after all.

	They led her out of the forest and into the sun. It was warm on her skin, pleasant, but not too hot. Her jeans and sweatshirt felt too heavy suddenly, still dripping with rainwater. Charlotte lifted a hand to shield her eyes from the sun and squinted. Then she stopped walking.

	Across a field of shimmering yellow grass was a tree of unbelievable size. It stood so tall that half of it was concealed in clouds. Its branches reached so long and wide that the shadows they cast must have covered miles of grassland. Stretching out around the tree was a village straight out of a fairy tale. The tiny houses had thatched roofs, and smoke curled from the chimneys, despite the heat of the day. A sparkling blue river cut through the valley, and a creaky wooden water mill made lazy circles around and around. It was as if Charlotte had fallen back in time.

	“Hurry up, now,” one of the small men said, and then rolled his eyes when Charlotte wielded the sandal at him. She followed along behind them, her head on a swivel as she tried to take everything in. The dirt beneath her feet gave way to a path laid with tiny flat stones that sparkled in the sunlight. They looked like flakes of silver, but they shone in rainbow hues when the sun hit them.

	The path cut through the valley of yellow grass, and Charlotte reached out to trail her fingers over it as she walked. The soft tufts on top felt like the silky hair at the end of a cat’s tail.

	The village in the distance grew larger as Charlotte followed after the men in her muddy socks. She hesitated at an idyllic arched wooden bridge that stretched out over the slow-moving river below, and was startled when the youngest of her three escorts doubled back and took her hand in his.

	“Come,” he said. “We don’t bite.” Though unsure of it all, Charlotte allowed him to lead her across the bridge and into the village. The path turned to cobblestone, and Charlotte winced as she caught her toe on a rough stone. She regretted not putting on her boots.

	The deeper into the village they walked, the more Charlotte seemed to draw attention from the others. One woman stopped watering her plants to watch Charlotte walk by, and a group of men smoking long pipes fell silent as their eyes followed Charlotte’s movements. One of the old men blew out a long stream of gray smoke, and it smelled like burned cherries and musky incense. Charlotte waved the smoke out of her face and coughed.

	“Hurry up,” one of the men called from up ahead. “She won’t wait all day.”

	Charlotte’s young escort pulled on her hand and she let him tug her along. She glanced over her shoulder and was surprised to find a group of the small creatures following her. They paused and turned away when she looked over her shoulder, but she could hear their soft-soled shoes on the cobblestones again when she looked away.

	The three men led her across a square with a sparkling fountain, and then they stepped up in front of the enormous tree.

	“What is this?” Charlotte asked, gazing up at the branches that towered over them.

	“The Great Tree,” the oldest man replied, his wrinkled face cracking open with a smile. A group of curious onlookers had gathered at the base of the tree, and the three men waved everyone out of the way.

	“Move it, move it,” they said, thumping their spears on the cobblestone. The onlookers whispered and pointed, but they moved out of the way to allow Charlotte and her escorts to pass.

	“You’re a rare sight here,” the youngest of the guards said to Charlotte.

	“Where are we?” Charlotte asked, getting a nervous tingle in her belly.

	“Lyra,” the young man said. “It’s the domain of our good lady.”

	Lyra? she thought. Where the heck am I?

	Charlotte tipped her head back. Thousands of leaves rustled overhead, the sheer size and volume of them making it sound like a waterfall about to crash down and sweep everyone away. Something shimmery caught Charlotte’s eye, and she watched as three tiny, winged creatures rode a falling leaf safely to the ground, their wings sparkling in the sunlight. The leaf alighted gently in the grass, and the tiny creatures fluttered into the air, twirling on the warm breeze before flying away.

	Charlotte had her fair share of vivid dreams, but this felt different. Those shimmering wings—she’d seen them before, in the back garden when the summer flowers grew tall and bloomed in bursts of color. It had been years, and despite her greatest attempts, she’d never been able to wipe the images from her mind.

	One of the men stepped up to the tree, calling Charlotte’s attention away from her distant memories.

	Carved into the trunk of the Great Tree were tall double doors painted in shimmering gold and silver. They must have been twenty feet tall and made of solid wood, and the great silver handles were in the shape of a stag’s head, antlers and all.

	The man knocked hard on the door and then stood back.

	“Just wait,” the young one whispered to Charlotte. “You’re going to love her.”

	The door began to creak open, and with a mighty groan it swung outward to admit Charlotte and her escorts. It took four small men to push each door open, and they stepped aside and watched Charlotte with curious eyes as she walked through the doorway.

	A warm breeze rustled her hair as she stepped into the room, which was full of natural sunlight that streamed in through stained-glass windows. The tree was hollow inside, and birds flew over Charlotte’s head. It smelled of the forest after a rain storm, and of the humid butterfly pavilion that she used to take field trips to as a child. Soft moss carpeted the ground beneath her feet, and mushrooms sprouted up from it in colorful bunches. Everywhere she looked there were plants. They grew from the ground and spider-webbed across the sides of the tree, covering every surface in greenery. And in the center of the room, most awe-inspiring of all, was a throne made of branches and leaves, and sitting upon it was a woman with a head of antlers that were draped in moss and garlands of flowers.
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	“Welcome,” she said softly and blinked her impossibly wide, round brown eyes.
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