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      Baseball was so entrenched in Emily DeWitt’s blood that it was currently causing her the most acute agony she’d ever experienced.

      Well, not baseball itself. The game was a balm for most hurts, and the simple feel of a ball in her hand often calmed her when things got to be too much. She’d spent many an evening working out a difficult geometry problem or agonizing over her wording in an English essay while absently running her fingers over the well-worn stitching of her mom’s old baseball—a foul ball caught at a Cubs game long before she’d ever met Emily’s dad.

      Emily was eighteen years old, now. The past few years had made her grow accustomed to things getting to be too much.

      She frowned at the shelf over her desk in her bedroom.

      More specifically, she frowned at the empty space on the right end of it, where the line of fake-gold trophies petered out. The left side represented her years in Pee-Wee Tee Ball, crammed first with participation trophies, but quickly shifting to markers of genuinely successful seasons. Emily’s team had won a lot once they got the taste of victory, and that flavor had followed her as she progressed up into Little League. The middle portion of the shelf held much nicer trophies representing the best of her kid years.

      But then she’d hit middle school, and Mom had gotten sick. The trophies tapered off, then ceased entirely the year Emily had started at Pattersonville West High School and joined their team, the Unicorns.

      To be fair, that first year she hadn’t exactly been playing her best. Most of her energy had been devoted to getting through wave after wave of teachers exclaiming how much she looked like her mom when she was a freshman, how wonderful it was to see Meredith’s daughter in the good ol’ Unicorns jersey, gosh your mom must be so happy to see that, since girls weren’t allowed to join the team back in the day no matter how much she begged to be allowed to try out, and how is Meredith doing these days, anyway?

      Once Emily got used to delivering a quick “she’s dead,” and moving on to asking about the homework she found more energy to focus on the game.

      But the Unicorns, she’d found, were long past their glory days. In fact, the last time they’d made any sort of consistent waves was a hundred years ago when their star player had hit the State Championship-winning home run and promptly disappeared. Legend said he literally vanished, right as he was crossing home plate. But most people believed Adrien Thorn had just left town quietly because he couldn’t handle the pressure of being scouted for the big leagues.

      Mom always said she believed the more fantastical version. Probably because Mom certainly had believed in the magic of baseball.

      But baseball’s magic hadn’t been enough to help her pull through cancer, and now Emily was afraid it wasn’t going to be enough to let her see her mom’s dream to fruition. The calendar was moving toward spring now, and Emily stood on the cusp of her senior season. The right side of her trophy shelf remained as bare as it had when she’d started high school.

      She had one single season left.

      One year to bring Mom’s beloved Unicorns to victory, and she couldn’t shake the feeling she was already blowing it.

      A quick knock on her open doorframe jarred her from her dark musing, and her dad poked his head in.

      “Hey, hey, baseball princess,” he said, grin wide across his red face. “First game of the season! I made your favorite, blueberry pancakes, bacon, and OJ. Champions can’t win on an empty stomach! Come get ‘em while they’re hot.”

      Emily bit back a sigh. Now that he’d mentioned it, she did notice the telltale scents of his cooking. Normally, she’d be delighted. This morning, the aroma just made her stomach flop over. “Thanks, Dad.”

      Dad frowned. “Hey now, what’s with the black mood? You haven’t even got your uniform on yet.”

      “I just…” Emily glanced first to the blue and teal jersey still hanging in her open closet alongside all her shirts and pants — a wardrobe fit for picking up a game of catch at any time — and let her mind picture the dark number eleven that, if it could have been, would have been her mother’s before hers, then let her gaze return to the shelf with its accusatory gaping hole. “I’m not sure I believe…anymore.”

      Her stomach writhed again as she vocalized her internal, baseball-induced pain.

      “Ah,” said Dad.

      He sat beside her on the bed, taking pains to avoid mussing the bedspread.

      Silence rang in Emily’s room. From downstairs, the murmuring sound of the television tuned to the upcoming White Sox game floated up to join the miasma of suckage. Grief was a familiar visitor in their house, but it didn’t make it any easier to deal with each time it stopped by.

      Had Emily really just admitted she didn’t believe in the magic of baseball?

      She’d spent months wrestling with that truth.

      Dad must be so disappointed.

      She rushed to fill the silence before he could react. “It’s just, Mom talked about the Unicorns’ Golden Olden Days so much you could feel how hard she wished she could have experienced them herself. She told those stories like they were old fairy tales. And then she never even got to see me make the team. I don’t think I can handle the idea of having wasted four whole years.”

      Dad broke the silence with a cough, then a breath.

      “You know your mom is already proud of you—I am, too. Always. Neither of us will think less of you if the Unicorns don’t ever win a trophy. That’s not what she wants for you.”

      “Yes, it is,” Emily said, ignoring the way Dad continued to speak about Mom in the present tense. “She wanted a Unicorns trophy as much as she wanted the Cubs to win another World Series. Probably more. Heck Dad, she used to joke,” Emily did the air quotes around the word joke, “about being the witch who stole the peasant couple’s first born so she could train me up to be a star baseball player. It’s a million percent what she wanted for me.”

      Dad laughed, which ticked Emily off even more.

      Completely missing the angry energy she was throwing off, Dad reached over and plucked Mom’s ball from the corner of her desk, where it rested when Emily wasn’t holding it. He held it in one hand, smiled a much softer smile than his game-day-dad grin, then tossed it up once and caught it again with a quiet smack.

      “Your mom wanted you to play your best with a team you love. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      He stood up and set the ball up on the shelf in the empty space with a fond little pat, then clasped his hand over Emily’s pitching shoulder. “That, and she really, really wanted you to beat the pants off that snotty Callie McMasters again.”

      Emily couldn’t hold back a giggle at the mention of her long-time rival. The Pattersonville West Unicorns played McMasters’ Marion High Bulldogs today. The Bulldogs were big. It was an important game.

      “Yeah. Maybe that’s what’s got me messed up today. Haven’t managed to win against Callie’s team since Little League.”

      “Exactly. And today’s as good a day as any to get your mojo back. The Bulldogs may have pulled victory out of the jaws of defeat every game of your high school career so far, but that’ll just make today’s win all the sweeter. That’s the kind of thing your mom’s baseball magic is all about.”

      Emily nodded. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Now, come on. You’re supposed to be outgrowing this teenage mayonnaise by now.”

      Emily rolled her eyes, mostly for his benefit. “It’s malaise, Dad,” she said, repeating their ritual.

      “Knew it was one of the two. Come have your breakfast, eh, slugger? I want to spend some quality time with you before I head to work.”

      “I’ll be down in a minute.”

      Dad gave her one final squeeze—held it for an extra fraction of a second, just long enough to let her know he wasn’t making light, but not so long as to overwhelm her delicate teenager senses—and headed back downstairs.

      She waited until his footsteps reached the first-floor hallway, then reached up and took the baseball down from her trophy shelf. 

      She let her fingers run along the seam of red threads before setting it back in its place.

      She liked the idea of it coming to rest there — once she’d earned it. For now, it belonged on the desk.

      Was that self-torture? She couldn’t tell anymore. But before setting it on the desk, she’d let her hand curl around it in her best curveball grip and tried to let the magic her mom had believed in trickle into her, just a little.

      It wasn’t much. But it worked. Well enough, anyway.

      She grabbed her Unicorns cap and set it firmly on her head.

      She had a game to win.
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      Despite Emily’s lingering sense of despair, the sunshine, blue sky, and clouds over Unicorn Field made it a decent day for baseball. A lingering winter chill made the air snap, which meant she needed to get her shoulder good and warm before the game started.

      Especially if she meant to start this final season of her high school career off with a win.

      Warming up in the bullpen, Emily gazed into Jake Nesbitt’s mitt and did her windup.

      With an easy motion, she finished her toss, breaking off a sharp curveball that she envisioned smashing into Jake’s catcher’s mitt with a satisfying pop.

      In reality, Jake fumbled the catch and had to go frog-hopping off after it to scoop it up.

      “Nice,” he said, tossing the ball back with an air of nobody saw that, right?

      She tipped her cap as she caught the return toss, indulging his silent wish and pretending she’d been looking the other way.

      She ran the toe of her cleat over the red scruff of the bullpen mound. She loved baseball fields, and Unicorn Field was a good little field in its own way. It was a beautiful place. All green and brown, marked with its perfect chalk lines and surrounded by stands of wooden benches along each baseline and behind home plate. There was a feeling of history around the whole field. Or maybe that was just a whiff of the popcorn that the concession stand was selling. Popcorn and rainbow ice slushies for the total win. 

      Of course, Unicorn Field reminded her of her mom. This was the place where all of mom’s hopes and dreams came to a head, and thus it was the place where Emily felt closest to her.

      This was what her mom had loved. Whenever Emily stood on the mound and breathed in the cold, early spring breeze, she heard her mom’s voice in her mind. No words, of course. Just her tone. The musical lilt that would come out as she described the way the field made her feel, the way the crack of the bat stirred her heart. The way she would have played any position if the team had only given her a chance back in the day.

      An unbidden smile split Emily’s lips.

      At least she’d managed to fulfill that part of Mom’s dream. She played shortstop when she wasn’t pitching.

      If someone asked her whether she preferred pitching or hitting, she’d say it depended on which one she was doing right then. Everything felt good when she was on Unicorn Field.

      The colleges would make her specialize, but that decision was a year away. Assuming, of course, that some school decided to offer her a scholarship.

      She tried hard not to focus on that, but it was the problem with being a big fish on a ceremonially bad team. As much as she loved her teammates, the Unicorns were never very good as a group—and Emily tried to tell herself it wasn’t her fault.

      As if that mattered.

      Any scouts that came around today wouldn’t be here for her. They’d be here for Callie McMasters.

      She threw another pitch, then caught another return toss from Jake and, rather than throw again right away, she gripped the baseball hard.

      Unable to stop herself from glancing across to the other dugout where Callie McMasters threw her own warm up tosses, Emily felt a sizzling bolt of competitive fire slice through her body. The Bulldogs were good. Always at the top of the rankings. McMasters, their pitcher, and sometimes shortstop or center fielder, was their best player. She could hit. She could field. She could run. To make it worse, Callie McMasters knew it, too. 

      Those scouts here today would see Emily, but they were here for Callie because Callie always led her Bulldogs to the State Finals.

      She was also the daughter of the man who owned McMasters’ Ball and Glove, the local manufacturer of quality sporting equipment, so it was a general expectation that Callie would live up to the family name, as it were.

      Emily’s skin itched to beat her. Her fingers twitched around the baseball.

      “You done warming up, then?” Jake asked, standing behind the bullpen plate, mask in hand.

      “Ah, yeah. Sorry.”

      “It’s cool.”

      Down the foul line, decked out in his blue and teal Unicorns windbreaker, and with his white cap with its gold bill pushed up over his forehead, Coach Amabe clapped his hands and gave a bark that he thought was demanding, but actually came out as a happy bellow.

      “Time to take the field, kiddos! Let’s get at ‘em!”

      As good as her last curveball had been, Emily was glad he hadn’t seen it.

      You are too young for the twisty stuff! he’d always say. Don’t hurt your arm!

      But Emily wanted to win. If it took the occasional curve to do the job, she was willing to chance it.

      Besides, she knew her limits better than he did.

      “Take the mound Emily!” Coach A called, almost singing her name as Emah-lee.

      “On my way!” Emily yelled.

      She pulled her hat back onto her crown and set her mind as she jogged to the raised mound of dirt in the center of the diamond, taking in the sound of her cleats swishing through infield grass.

      Mom’s voice was in her ears again, delighting in the crunch of the dirt up on the mound.

      Did Mom ever talk to Dad this same way? Emily’d never asked. But she only heard Mom this strongly out here on the field, and right now, like many of her early season games, Dad was at work. When he got home that night, win or lose she would tell him about every play. He would make some quip about how she had probably struck out her future husband, and she would roll her eyes.

      But she wouldn’t talk about how she’d felt Mom.

      Yes, being here today felt good, but she wasn’t sure she could roll her eyes at Dad for much longer. There was a realness to Mom’s version of baseball magic. Of course there was. But it was just a feeling. A memory of happier times.

      Real baseball magic, whatever it was, she thought now, came from grit and determination. Nothing more, and nothing less. For all her mom’s poetry when she had spoken about the game, at the end of the analysis, winning was about skill and about practice.

      Doing her best to ignore those thoughts, Emily stood tall on the beautiful white pitching rubber and breathed in a lungful of springtime air. All right, Mom, she thought as she brushed her hand down the number eleven that ran below her jersey’s left breast. Let’s do this.

      Mom’s voice faded, and the Unicorns infielders chattered as they took grounders from Patsy Pell at first base.

      Jake took his position, squatting behind the plate, and she bent to take her last few official warm ups.

      A few minutes later, the umpire yelled “Play ball!”
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        * * *

      

      The game was long and hard fought.

      Emily struck out the first two hitters, but Callie McMasters caught a fastball at the knees, and with one swing it was 1-0. 

      Emily bore down from there, giving up only one more run in the third inning when Benji Amberman threw a ball into the dugout rather than to Patsy at first base, and Callie McMasters pelted a double to score it.

      But in the Unicorn half of the third, Emily singled and used an elegant slide to steal second base. From there she was enough of a distraction that Patsy managed a hit. Emily ran like the wind and scored to make it 2-1.

      Two innings later, Emily led off and found a sweet pitch to her liking — a slider maybe that didn’t slide. It hung up in her eyes and she didn’t miss it, depositing the baseball well past the fence in left field.

      As she rounded the bases, Callie McMasters caught her eye and tipped her cap.

      If there was anything that made her not completely hate Callie McMasters it was that, despite her attitude, Callie wasn’t above acknowledging good plays by the other team.

      Sometimes anyway.

      A few moments later, Emily rounded third and arrived at the white pentagon that was home plate, touching it for the second time and officially tying the score. 

      Later, when she was sitting alone in the dugout, Coach A came to her. Next time she went out there it would be the seventh, and theoretically last, inning.

      He sat down quietly beside her and said the words Emily figured he was going to say.

      “You play shortstop now,” he said.

      “I’m going to pitch,” Emily replied.

      The coach shook his head. “You’ve already got too many pitches on your arm.”

       ”No, Coach. I don’t think you understand. It’s my last season as a Unicorn. This is my game. I’m going to pitch.”

      Emily knew what was going to happen, though. Coach A was the guy in charge. It’s my job to manage the game, he would say. Emily would be moved to shortstop, and Jamal “Jammy” Douglass would be brought in to pitch. Jamal wasn’t terrible, but Callie would murder him on the mound, the Bulldogs would score, and that would be that. One game, one loss.

      Instead, Coach A was completely silent.

      When Emily raised her gaze to look at him, the coach’s eyes were direct, but not sharp. Assessing more than judging.

      “All right,” he said. He picked up her glove, clapped it softly on her knee, then handed it to her. “It’s your game.”

      Then he stood up, cheering as Patsy made the last out on a grounder to third base.
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        * * *

      

      The first batter popped up. The second grounded out.

      Callie McMasters was next up.

      She stood at the plate, waggling that bat and staring at Emily like she owned her. Which, Emily had to admit, with both a homer and a double in the game, Callie could stake that actual claim. Now she looked at Emily like she intended to put the next one over the fence, too.

      Emily picked up a handful of dirt to dry her hand, then used a sleeve to wipe her forehead of sweat.

      “Whatsamatter, DeWitt,” McMasters said. “You’re just delaying the inevitable.”

      She gave a what-the-hell chuckle.

      Lovely.

      Emily missed with her first pitch, though. Too far outside.

      The next was inside.

      Callie plastered the third, a slow changeup, but got too far ahead of it and pulled it a city block foul.

      Maybe the umpire gave Emily a break on the next pitch. The called strike evened it up.

      Emily curled her fingers around the ball as she held it in her glove. This next pitch was it. She could feel it. The key to the Unicorns’ whole season. Either she’d toss the lever that would send them into competition, or throw the spark that burned their first game to ashes.

      The expression on Callie McMasters’ face said she felt it, too.

      Emily bent to take the sign. Jake Nesbitt suggested a fastball, away.

      Emily shook him off.

      All right, he seemed to gesture, changeup, still outside.

      He pounded his mitt and waited, but, again, Emily shook him off.

      Curveball, she thought. Curveball, down and in.

      Finally, he called it.

      She wound up and delivered.

      Callie started to swing, then froze, and as she ducked to avoid getting beaned in the head, the ball caught air and dropped perfectly across the plate. To his credit, Jake caught it.

      “Strike three!” the umpire called.

      “Yeah!” Emily called, pounding her fist into the glove. “That’s magic!”
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        * * *

      

      “We still got a game to win!” Coach Amabe called to his rowdy team as they bounced around the dugout. “We need a run! We need a run!”

      Emily stood at the edge of the dugout. Her every nerve was jangling with adrenaline. They had a chance. She would bat fifth in the inning. Assuming it got to her. 

      After a walk, two outs, and a dribbling infield hit, it did.

      This time she was the one who strode to the plate, waggling her bat.

      She took in the field around her — the skies darkening into that twilight moment that was always so marvelous, that moment when the field lights came on and the daytime and nighttime worlds collided. Standing by the batter’s box, she heard Mom again. More than that, she felt Mom. Here, waiting, watching, hoping for a Unicorns win.

      She gritted her teeth.

      “You got this Emily!” a voice came from the backstop.

      Dad.

      He’d taken off work early.

      She used the bat to lightly tap her batting helmet, ensuring it was on right. Then stepped in to wait for the pitch.

      This is my game.

      When the pitch came, the ball seemed as large as a watermelon.

      Emily swung, and knew it was gone the moment she hit it, knew when it had impacted the bat in that sweetest of sweet spots, the swing so perfect she couldn’t even feel the ball coming off the bat.

      She trotted around the bases, listening to voices scream and cheer.

      They’d won. The Unicorns. Finally.

      She rounded third base, and the smell of mown grass and raw sawdust grew thick. A horn blew somewhere distant, and Emily felt as if the universe was actually pulling her along the baseline, drawing her towards home.

      Her teammates were gathered around home plate, corridoring it off, giving her space to get to the base before they would swamp her in a delirious celebration. Each of them held one finger up off the brim of their cap — the Unicorn Salute. The Unicorns were starting the season 1-0!

      Maybe… Maybe she could still believe in her mom’s magic.

      The five points of home plate sparkled in the evening gloaming.

      Two more steps.

      The smell of wildfire came to her. Of cinnamon and spice. Of something old and ... so sweet it was almost rotten?

      One more step.

      Voices. A song? The patter of an ages old rhyme.

      For the third time that day, Emily DeWitt’s foot came down on home plate.
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      The instant her foot touched the plate, warmth spread throughout Emily’s body. Her lungs squeezed like she was at the edge of a door, about to jump out of a plane, then rapidly filled once more. The taste of honey and spice flooded over her tongue. A deep quiet fell over her then, leaving her ears ringing in the absence of her teammates’ cheers. 

      The disorientation of it left her stumbling.

      A firm hand caught her elbow, allowing her to regain her equilibrium enough to keep from faceplanting into the grass — much longer grass than should be.

      “Careful there,” came the soft voice at her shoulder. “Mind your footing.”

      “What the—” she cut herself off with a gasp.

      Standing taller, she took in her surroundings. She was definitely not in Unicorn Field anymore.

      The long grass wasn’t the worst of it. The finely raked dirt and pristine white lines of the diamond were completely replaced with tiny, pale shoots of grass and white flowers. The bases were blobby slabs of white stone rather than the traditional bags. Where the stands should have been was now a thick growth of silvery trees. The dugouts were shadowed places under heels of moss-covered rock.

      And lights twinkled everywhere she looked — absolutely everywhere — scintillating in lazy waves as they moved through the twilit air. Lights that fluttered tiny iridescent wings and scattered sparkling dust in their wake.

      The hand on her elbow squeezed lightly. “There, now. Getting your senses back?”

      Emily whirled about to look at her companion. Her jaw dropped.

      He wasn’t human.

      From the waist up, her new companion looked like a man, and he even wore something like a baseball jersey, buttoned neatly all the way up to his bearded chin. Atop a head of bristly black curls sat an old-style baseball cap at a prim angle. But below the waist, the thick brown fur covering his goat legs made any garment unnecessary. Still, he’d obviously combed his fur until it shone, maintaining a fastidious appearance. The only thing that hinted at any nervousness was the way one of his cloven hooves tapped rhythmically against home plate as he continued to hold her steady.

      Home plate is the same, Emily noticed idly.

      “I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head, still getting her bearings. She had intended to ask where she was, but then she looked at the creature more closely, trying to remember stories from somewhere ago. “You’re a faun?”

      “That I am, lassie.”

      Emily closed her eyes in disbelief. “I’m going insane.”

      “The step from your world into ours is Adoo Zee, which can lead to some wooziness, or so I’ve heard. It’s been some time since anyone was able to use this old fairy ring to bring anyone across,” said the faun.

      Emily closed her gaping jaw. She whipped her head from side to side, searching for hidden cameras. “What is this supposed to be? Like Narnia? Is someone playing a big joke here?”

      “Oh, no. No joke. We’re quite serious about improving our play,” said the faun. “We wouldn’t have spent the power needed to call for a skilled player for a mere joke.”

      Emily stopped scanning the strange field and turned back to the faun. She looked him up and down again, took in the strange garb — strange for a fairy, she’d think. A brown jersey with black and white trim. Clean and proper, if not on the edge of threadbare.

      “You… you play? Baseball?”

      The faun tipped his head back and let out a soft, almost wistful laugh. “Me? Oh, no, no, no. I don’t like to get much dirt on my fur anymore. But I still run the team the Small Folk have put together this season. Manager, I suppose you could call me. Or General Manager. Though, really, all the team leaders here probably prefer Duke, Lord, or just leader. Except, of course, the King and Queen themselves.”

      Emily was gaping again. She put one hand to her head, where her fingers bumped up against the batter’s helmet she still wore. “Mr. Tumnus is a general manager?” she muttered.

      “Mr. Who?” said the faun. He shook his head. “No, I’m afraid I don’t know any Tumnus. You may call me Fennoc.”

      He gave a little bow.

      “And what may I know you by, player?”

      Uncertain how else to respond, Emily opened her mouth. “My name is Em—”

      “Shh!” said the faun, Fennoc. “Not your true name! Myself and the rest of the Small Folk players are trustworthy, but you never know who might be listening. And there are plenty of teams throughout the Realm whose rulers you would not want to have any power over you.”

      He shuddered and glanced over one shoulder. But he quickly shook his head and smiled once more, expectantly.

      “Um.” Emily didn’t like the sound of this. “I guess you can just call me Em, then?”

      “Excellent! Miss Em, welcome to our humble baseball team. The Small Folk are grateful to have your aid in our quest to win the Web Gem for the first time in many a season!”

      He bowed once again, this time a more sweeping gesture as he swung his arm to encompass the strange field.

      “Uh, just Em is fine…” Emily started. But before she could ask who the Small Folk were, people began emerging from scattered hiding places. A willowy nymph and a pair of short, red-cheeked elvish waifs stepped cautiously out from among the tree trunks, followed by two dryads who walked literally out of the trees they embodied. Three gnomes unfurled themselves from what Emily had mistaken for a pile of rocks by the dugout, and a pair of sparkling pixies swirled down from where they’d been perched in the boughs of the trees, scattering their dust over the long grass as they descended.

      A second faun came to stand beside Fennoc, tossing a baseball in one brown hand. He, too, wore an out-of-date baseball jersey, but his was unbuttoned at the collar, and he wore his hat sideways so one stubby horn showed poking up from his curly hair.

      “Oh my god,” Emily said with a hoarse whisper. “I really am in Narnia.”

      “This is the Fairy Realm,” said the second faun. “Specifically, the Other Field and its surrounding Glades, where all of us Small Folk live and practice. Though, the practice has been pretty poor up to this point, yes, brother?”

      He nudged Fennoc with his elbow and cocked a lopsided grin at Emily.

      Fennoc adjusted his hat, though the jostling hadn’t dislodged it from its perfect angle.

      “My brother,” he said to Emily with a sniff and a dismissive wave. “You may call him Maddoc, if you ever wish to engage in inane conversation. He serves as our first baseman.”

      Maddoc stuck his hand out to Emily for a shake. “Pleased to have you join the team, Miss Em. It’ll be nice to have a chance at the Web Gem for once.”

      Though Emily didn’t remember giving him her hand to shake, he was already pumping it up and down vigorously enough to make her shoulder ache. Luckily, it wasn’t her throwing arm.

      “Uh, I kind of already play for a team… back home…” she trailed off as, emboldened by Maddoc’s forwardness, the rest of the fairies pressed in around her.

      “What position do you play, Miss Em?” asked one of the pixies, her voice just shy of too squeaky for normal human hearing. “We need a good left fielder.”

      “Nae, child! ‘Tis third base we need covered the most,” said one of the gnomes. He held his green wool cap in his hands, smearing dirt around the brim as he shuffled it around.

      A little brownie clambered out of the nearest elf’s breast pocket, crossing her arms and scowling at everyone. “Whichever spot she plays, she’d better be able to care for her equipment better than you lot! I’ll not be running meself ragged no further repairing cracked bats and restitching mitts than I already do, ye hear?”

      “I think she’d make a lovely shortstop,” said the nymph dreamily.

      Emily felt the air constricting her lungs again. The press of strange folk was too much, too close. She stepped backwards from home plate and raised both hands to ward the overeager fey folk from following.

      “Hold up, hold up!” she said. “First, really you don’t need Miss Em, all right? Em is just fine. But I’m very sorry, but I never agreed to play with you. I already have a team of my own, and I promised my — my mother I’d see the Unicorns to victory just once, so I’d prefer if everyone could just—”

      “Unicorns haven’t walked our fair Realm since the Ancient times,” said the elf who was now cradling the brownie woman in his cupped hands. He squinted at Emily as if she were a particularly tricky calculus problem. “You do not look the way I’ve heard unicorns described. Too few eyes, I think it is. But enough to play catcher, I suppose.”

      Fennoc cleared his throat with enough authoritative rumble to gain everyone’s attention instantly. “Miss Em will pitch for us. She’s our only chance of striking out the Unseelie Queen’s Designated Hitter.”

      A heavy silence fell over the gathered fairies. All joviality drained away, the pixies dimming, the dryads hunching in on themselves as if preparing to weather a storm. Even Maddoc pressed his lips into a thin line and clutched his baseball tight enough to turn his knuckles white.

      Fennoc alone kept his shoulders straight and his chin up, though Emily caught the way his beard trembled. He met her gaze with his own piercing black eyes, then continued speaking.

      “No team in the entire Realm has been able to field a human player except the Unseelie Court. Since the Queen no longer need bat for herself, she has been able to focus on perfecting her fast ball until it’s impossible to hit. They’ve been unbeatable ever since. We just want a chance to win. Thus, I have scouted you.”

      “Everyone knows the Queen cheats with her magic, too,” the dryad said. “All that extra time goes into finding more ways to hide her curses from the umpires.”

      A certain revulsion churned in Emily’s gut at the thought of a dark fairy queen abusing the designated hitter rule, but she couldn’t let herself give in to the urge to right that wrong, nor to the pleading looks the Small Folk were leveraging against her now. Even though she couldn’t deny the little thrill that went through her at being scouted before Callie McMasters, she couldn’t stick around in the Fairy Realm for even a day, let alone a whole season.

      And she didn’t particularly want to tie herself to yet another scrappy-yet-hopeless team, especially now that the Unicorns had finally beat the Bulldogs.

      “I appreciate the compliment you’ve paid me here, really, I do. And I wish you all the luck possible for your play against the Unseelie team. But I have to go home. My team needs me, and I can’t leave my dad. So, if you could just do whatever you did to pull me here but in reverse or whatever, I’d be super grateful.”

      But Fennoc was already shaking his head. “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way, lassie. I’ve already added you to our roster, ye see?”

      He snapped his fingers, and a thin slab of stiff tree bark appeared in his hand. Clipped to it was a fluttering sheet of paper showing a list of names written in a dark red color.

      There, at the bottom, read “Miss Em. Number 11. P.”

      Emily felt the tips of her fingers, her toes, and the end of her nose go slightly numb, not like she’d lost circulation, but like she was gaining it. She drew in a harsh breath through her nose, filling her lungs with air that still tasted like honey and spice and something a little more. The lights dancing around the field gave a bright, almost dazzling, flare. 

      “I…” she started. But her perception sharpened into a distracting haze of details. She could make out the individual fibers of the red threads on Maddoc’s baseball. She could count the veins running through the pixies’ wings even as they fluttered at hummingbird rapidity. She clamped both hands against the sides of her batting helmet and pushed it hard against her skull to block it out. “Stop that. I’m not playing for you, okay? I have to go home.”

      With that declaration, she stepped back again, and again, until she was stumbling along, running sideways away from the fairies and their strange Other Field.

      She crashed through the underbrush and into the stand of trees growing where the concession stand ought to have been.

      “Wait, Miss Em,” called Fennoc. “I don’t advise traveling the hunting trails alone!”

      But Emily didn’t care what he advised or didn’t.

      It wasn’t the right call, just as Coach A’s call to pull her off the mound hadn’t been right. 

      She pressed on deeper into the darkening woods, her cleats kicking up clods of decaying leaves. Bare branches slapped at her face as she ran.

      She had to get home.

      She had a season to win, damn it.
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      The woods got dark fast, far faster than should have been possible. What little sense of direction Emily had was lost almost as soon as Fennoc’s voice faded behind her.

      Not that she’d ever known where she was going.

      Why had she run this way? The field was where she’d come into this world — where she’d been pulled in against her will. She should have investigated home plate, or maybe poked around the weird stone dugouts to see if any secret portals could be found there. But she’d been overwhelmed, and all those fairies had been crowding her, looking at her with their dark, pleading eyes.

      Win this for us, those eyes had said. It has to be you!

      Emily squeezed her eyes shut as she ran on through the grasping branches of trees. She already had one floundering team putting all their hopes on her shoulders. She didn’t need another! She didn’t care about any Fairy Realm Series or Web Gem or whatever. She cared about the Unicorns, about getting that long-coveted win for them. About getting them to the State Finals.

      She cared about not letting Mom down this one last time.

      She’d done this to herself, hadn’t she?

      She’d wanted to find a way to believe in her mom’s baseball magic again, but she’d never envisioned the magic could get this real.

      All at once, she realized she was crying as she ran. The tears dripped down her face to stain her Unicorns jersey. She wiped them away hastily, furious with herself. There was no need to cry.

      Real baseball magic comes from grit and determination, she reminded herself.

      She’d force her way home if she had to.

      She just needed a place to start looking for the road back.

      Maybe she should loop around and head back to the Other Field. Surely by now the Small Folk would have gone back to wherever their homes were. She would be free to examine the space on her own.

      She slowed her pace to a jog, keeping her limbs moving to avoid frozen muscles before coming to a full stop. The woods seemed to lean in, around, and over her. Instinctively, Emily hunched her shoulders against their oppressive presence. Panting, she came to a stop and spun in a slow circle, trying to get her bearings but realizing she had no freaking clue where she was, or how to get back to the Other Field.

      A breath of wind set the dry grass around her rustling. The sound was a harsh cackle in the dark of night, but the grass’s motion drew her attention to the presence of a faint but distinguishable trail winding among the trees.

      It was somewhere to start, anyway. Though she didn’t love the way the trees bent and twisted further along the trail or how the dark curls of mist beckoned her onward.

      The story of Hansel and Gretel washed over her.

      She thought she smelled the Big Bad Wolf.

      She gritted her teeth and adjusted her batting helmet, a movement that somehow made her feel safer, then stepped purposefully along the start of the trail. It had to lead somewhere, and as far as she could tell, anywhere had to be better than right here.

      She’d taken about ten steps when she heard the chuckle.

      “Little hunter stalks the night,” said a gravelly voice from right behind her shoulder. A horse whickered, and she felt its hot breath against the back of her neck.

      With reflexes honed from dodging tags at second base, Emily spun around to find herself face to face with an enormous black horse. This was no normal horse, either, given the eerie white glow of its eyes or the way wisps of fog curled off its skeletal flanks.

      The man riding astride it was likewise unnatural. Though the breeze had died away, his ragged wrapping and cloak still billowed around him with an ethereal aura. There was a golden, wolfish quality to his eyes, and a sharp gleam to the crooked, toothy smile he tilted down at her.

      Behind him, a full host of other riders and runners melted out of the gloom. Before Emily could even think to gasp, she was once again surrounded. This time, though, there were no red-cheeked smiles, and no willowy nymphs or pretty pixies. These were wild things, sharp-toothed and long-clawed. Terrifying little men with caps the color of fresh blood wriggled amongst the thick-muscled legs of centaurs who grimaced and made the bits of bone braided into their hair clatter together. The eagerness she read in their gleaming eyes spoke more of an insatiable hunger than an eagerness to play a good game.

      In the dark distance, hulking masses shifted unexpectedly, sending wafts of mud-stench over the gathering.

      The common thread binding them into one cohesive group was how every single one of them made Emily’s brain feel less like it belonged to a star baseball player than to a powerless first year.

      “What does the little hunter seek, we wonder?” said the leader from atop his horse.

      Emily swallowed. “I’m… I’m looking for a way home. Do, uh, do you know where I can find a portal back to the real world?”

      “Oh, yes. We know where most things can be found.”

      Behind him, the gathered riders set up a high-pitched keening that raised every hair on Emily’s neck. Reflexes or no, the ruckus left her paralyzed with raw fear. 

      She tried to power through it anyway. “So, is it just down this trail, or…?”

      “You will not find what you seek. Not on your own. Such things require greater power than any individual could ever wield. This “real world” you speak of… to open a way back would be something of a team effort.”

      The leader leaned over the pommel of his saddle as if he were leaning against a bar. “The Wild Hunt seeks to field a team this season. We would like you to know how invigorated we’d be to see a mortal player join our roster.”

      Emily’s ears throbbed as the keening rose in volume, and as individual yips and howls added sharp percussive notes. Was this it? Trying to get through them would be dumber than throwing a fastball down the middle to Callie McMasters. Even if she could move, she’d never be able to outrun a mass of hunters with their blood up. 

      The leader of the hunt laughed — a definitely not-nice laugh. “You’re good enough to have a chance against even the Unseelie Queen. We can smell it on you.”

      And, as if Emily needed more reasons to be utterly creeped out, he drew in a loud sniff, making his nostrils squeeze and flare as he took in her scent.

      The sniff echoed through the host of hunters as each one copied their leader.

      “O-o-o-okaaay, then,” Emily said through chattering teeth. She tried to clamp down on it. Didn’t want to let him know how scared he’d got her, but it didn’t really work. “W-w-what is everyone’s deal with this queen, a-a-anyway? I mean, I hate the designated hitter rule as much as the next player, but—”

      The hunt leader drew back to sit tall in the saddle, his lips pulled back in a snarl of pure intimidation. 

      His horse shied under him.

      “Come, girl! Do you take us for fools? The Web Gem sits in the Unseelie Court! We seek its power, the same as you! We have it scented, too, just as we have marked you! Do you fail to swing at a favorable pitch? No! You do not! Because you are a hunter! Thus, you shall join our team, or else learn how the Wild Hunt runs down its prey.”

      Emily was shaking in her cleats again.

      “Come,” said the hunt leader, pulling the most humongous knife she’d ever seen from his wrappings, its edge gleaming with the glow from what was now a silvered, nearly full moon. “Let us add your name to our roster.”

      “Stop!”

      A brown blur shot out from the trees, and a moment later, Emily was shoved aside. She caught her balance in time to see Fennoc standing in her place, his little faun nose twitching in indignation, his arms crossed over his tidy jersey.

      Mostly tidy. There were twigs poking out from the collar and sleeves now, remnants from his own dash through the dark woods.

      The hunt leader snarled again, his teeth glistening wetly in the foggy night. “Do you stand between the hunt and its prey, leader of the Small Folk? Little fool.”

      But Fennoc stood his ground without even a shuffling of his cloven hooves, and Emily’s respect for him shot up multiple notches.

      “You cannot add her to your roster.”

      “And, why not?”

      “Because,” Fennoc said calmly, “by authority of the Other Field, she is already on ours.”

      The leader of the Hunt’s dark form sat upright as stiffly as if a bat had been run up his spine.

      “You wouldn’t seek to oppose that mandate, would you, hunter?”

      A rustle of leaves announced the arrival of another figure. “If you do,” said Maddoc, taking a stance beside his brother, the tough beside the polish, “you’ll have all the Small Folk to fend off, first.” He’d replaced his baseball with a sturdy wooden bat, and the sound of it smacking the meat of his palm was a decent match in intimidation factor to the animal sounds of the hunt. A soft, sizzling rustle came from deep in the forest foliage, and Emily felt a new presence in the woods. “We brought the contract, if you need to see it.”

      Emily recoiled at the word, contract, but this didn’t seem to be the time to stutter and stammer like an idiot, so she kept her mouth shut. 

      The hunter’s snarl became a pained grimace, and he snapped his jaws as if he wished he could tear Fennoc’s face to shreds. But he kept his place astride his black horse.

      “It seems we are beaten to the mark, then.”

      All around them, the host of the Wild Hunt growled and hissed. The centaurs gouged great gashes in the ground with their hooves, and the Red Caps gnashed their teeth so hard they sent sparks tumbling to the wet leaves below. But the leader raised his gloved fist, and a shivery silence like a taut string waiting to be plucked descended.

      “But remember, little Fennoc, that the hunt never loses its prey. Until we meet again on the baseball field, leader of the Small Folk, human player.” He touched two fingers to the brim of his hunting hat. “We ride.”

      Like a line drive coming off a Louisville Slugger, the host sprang away, flying into the woods with a clamor of screams, bugling horns, and thundering hooves.

      Emily stood alone with the faun brothers, feeling as if she’d just survived a tornado and an earthquake at the same time.

      “Miss Em, I am dreadfully sorry we weren’t able to catch up to you in time to head them off,” said Fennoc.

      “You’re very fast,” said Maddoc with a grin. He slung the bat across both shoulders and hooked his wrists over it. “I like that in a human.”

      Emily adjusted her batting helmet again, just to have something to do with her hands while she sorted out her frazzled nerves. “Was it true what he said about opening a way back being a team effort?”

      Fennoc had the grace to look a bit guilty. “I’m afraid so. The power of the Other Field is old, and rather difficult to control. Getting you here was harrowing enough. Taking a chance to ask your permission before bringing you across would have wasted much of our ability, if not outright ruining the spell.”

      “But if we had the power of the Web Gem in our hands,” Maddoc cut in, “we’d have much finer control of the Other Field and its whims. So, what do ya say?”

      Emily didn’t know what to think. She was out of her league here, trapped in Wonderland, or whatever this was, away from everything she knew. Away from real, solid baseball. Away from the Unicorns.

      And Dad.

      She had to get back. He must already be shouting Coach A’s ear off demanding to know where his little girl had disappeared to.

      Instinctively, she curled her fingers as if she were preparing to throw that curveball again. If the only way back was through the Web Gem, then through the Web Gem it was.

      But it would be her game.

      She stuck out her hand to shake. “I say, we play ball.”

    




OEBPS/images/skyfox-publishing-fant-300dpi-300-450.jpg
PUBLISHING

Fantasy





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/unicorns_trans.jpg
UNICORNS






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/hre-rlc-trial-2.jpg
FAIRIES AND FAST BALLS BO 1

Home Run 5






OEBPS/images/smallfolk_trans.jpg
[ Small Folle





OEBPS/images/wildhunt-trans.jpg







