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​Chapter 1
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I slid my eyes toward the plant in the corner of the room again.  It looked worse every time I glanced at it.  The giant plant with thick leaves seemed as if it were melting in the museum’s cool office.  Every time I looked, another spike seemed to droop.

I pulled my eyes away from it and answered the next question the interviewer asked in my most confident voice. 

“Yes, I am very impressed with your conservation department, and I think my experience would be an asset.”  My voice was strong, and I tried my hardest to make good eye contact.  The now utterly flat plant caught my attention.  I saw a flicker of something behind the pot, by the radiator.  I blinked, and the flicker disappeared.  The tension of yet another job interview was making me see things.

The committee nodded collectively as I described my experiences as a field archaeologist, and I glanced around the table, trying to make eye contact with every person.  The flicker at the corner of my vision grew into a glow, and I glanced back at the plant.  My eyes widened in surprise as flames licked at the now melted plastic pot and steadily climbed the wall.  I looked back at the table, and five pairs of eyes were staring in horror at the inferno that consumed the corner of the office.

Without thinking, I grabbed the pitcher of water off the table and threw it onto the blazing plant.  Under my breath, I murmured “deincendio” and with a flick of my hand, I willed the flames to subside.  The fire hissed but obeyed.

Unfortunately, I had doused the flames a second too late because the alarm started to blare, and the sprinklers engaged, sending cold water over the office, the interview committee, and my four hundred dollar power suit. 

Dr. Birk, the head of the Albany Museum of Natural History, ushered me out of the office.  Her low heeled shoes clicked on the tiled floor as she brought me outside to the hum of the city. 

“We are so sorry, Dr. Cerasola.  I believe we have taken enough of your time today, and I’m afraid I must go meet with the head of security.”  She ushered me to the curb and hastily shook my wet hand.  Water dripped from her grey hair, and her speckled eyeglasses must have been impossible to see through.  She swiped at them impatiently and hurried off to meet with a man in a blue uniform.  They scurried back toward the museum, and the blaring of fire trucks announced their imminent arrival from a few blocks away. 

The other members of the interview committee were nowhere to be seen.  I stood alone on the street, drenched and confused.  “And thus concludes your interview...don’t call us, we’ll let you know when the arson investigator wants to speak to you...” I mumbled like a crazy person as I headed back to my car. 

I pulled a towel out of my car’s trunk and laid it on the seat before climbing in.  I took a moment to rest my head on the steering wheel, fighting the tears that burned behind my eyes. 

“Who does that?”  I asked the empty car.  “Who sets the office on fire during an interview?  What the hell is wrong with me?”  I mentally kicked myself before pulling into traffic and pointing my car in the direction of the Corning Preserve.  I had to pick up my partner, Basir.

I parked far from the other cars and opened the sunroof.  I waited a few moments, letting the early summer sunshine warm my lightly freckled face.  An owl hooted from the trees above, and I looked around to make sure nobody was watching. 

The owl landed on the roof of my car and hopped in through the opening.  Basir blinked his large yellow eyes at me and hooted again in greeting. 

I dissolved into a tearful mess. 

“Fire.  This time it was goddamned fire of all things, Basir!  What is going on?”  Basir hooted softly and nuzzled his feathered head against my arm.  When I’d finished cursing and berating myself, I swiped at my runny nose and sniffled before pounding my fist on the steering wheel in frustration. 

I’d had three job interviews since being fired from the last archaeological dig I was on.  They had to fire me after I’d collapsed a 16th-century cathedral in Ireland.  I’d collapsed it after accidentally releasing a three-thousand-year-old demon, but I couldn’t tell a potential employer that part of the story.  So I was now an unemployed, homeless archaeologist who had blown three job interviews by causing minor disasters. 

Magic has a way of getting ahead of me, but I’d never had things happen like they had in the past three months.  I took a shaky breath and tried to smile bravely at Basir.  He regarded me with half-lidded eyes that did not look amused.

Basir is a beautiful creature, with soft grey and brown feathers and enormous white facial disks rimmed in deep sable brown and black.  His ear tufts are generous, and he uses them to signal his mood.  If Basir’s ear tufts are at half-mast, I know he’s cranky.  His large eyes are also expressive, and although he can’t move his eyeballs, he can say a lot with his eyelids. 

When his eyes are half-closed, he’s either laughing at me or downright pissed off.  The only way to tell for sure is to look at his black beak.  If that’s open and his black tongue is wagging back and forth, he’s definitely laughing, and it’s usually at my expense.  

That day, his beak was firmly closed, and his ear tufts were flat against his head.  He was really pissed.

“What?”  I growled, knowing full well what he wanted. 

He swiveled his head away from me in disgust. 

“And tell them what, Basir?  I think my magic’s broken?  Defective?  Hell, we don’t even know what it’s supposed to do, and you want to report a problem?  To whom?  My mother?  Yeah, that’d go over great!  Mom would be sooo helpful right now.”  I was ranting again, and I knew that.  I just didn’t know what else to do.  I was genetically a witch, but I’d never really practiced the craft, and now I was suddenly starting random fires and toppling ancient ruins without any effort whatsoever.  It was damned strange, but I didn’t know who to go to for help. 

Certainly not my mother.  The other witch in the family who didn’t practice witchcraft wouldn’t be much help.  If anything, she’d accuse me of dabbling in the art and launch a whole new lecture series about why I shouldn’t use my powers.  I’d grown up listening to those speeches, and I could recite them myself.  Thank you very much.

The problem was, I wasn’t using my magic.  It was just sort of seeping out, and I had no idea what to do about it.  “I don’t know.”  I shrugged.  “I guess I’m open to suggestions.”

Basir tapped his beak against the GPS that was suction-cupped to the windshield, and it blinked to life.  Patiently, he tapped until it displayed a map of the eastern United States.  He pecked at Boston and swiveled his head toward me. 

I started the car and raked my hand through my still wet hair.  “Fine.  We’ll go see Harry and Pearl, but I won’t like it.” 

“Whooooo.”  He snorted before hopping into the back seat and giving in to his nocturnal nature. 

Archaeology had been a great career until I started getting fired from digs, set museums on fire at job interviews, and generally screwed up my life to the point no amount of magic could help.  I drove into Boston, wet, tired, and utterly disgusted.  Maybe Harry and Pearl Fong could prescribe me something to make my magic go dormant.  That was the first cheerful thought I'd had all day.
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The Fong apartment is above their Chinese restaurant.  I pulled into the parking lot and woke Basir up.  He flew out through the sunroof, his brown feathers and white underbelly, an unusual site in downtown Boston.  Seeing a great horned owl fly from a car tends to draw attention.  I glanced at the windows of the surrounding apartments and was satisfied nobody saw his exit.

I pushed my sunglasses up on my head and walked through the doors of Fong’s Far East a little after five o’clock.  A small man with silver hair was behind the bar with his back to me.  I paused for a second, thinking that the hunched shoulders and gnarled hands could not possibly belong to Harry Fong. 

A waiter approached, and I smiled politely and declined to be seated.  The older man was still dusting bottles and facing them outward, so the labels showed.  I caught sight of him and noticed his furrowed brow in the back bar mirror.  Harry Fong had aged twenty years in the few months since I’d seen him. 

I felt my eyes widen in surprise, and my heart clenched when the dark eyes of the old man met mine, and the familiar Harry grin spread across his face.  I hid my shock and pasted on a big smile, crossing to the bar and hoisting myself onto a stool in a rather ungraceful manner.  I knocked on the bar and raised my voice. 

“Must be time for a drink,”  I quipped.

“Arienne!”  Harry exclaimed, and I noticed his voice had not changed despite his frail appearance. 

His face was deeply creased, but his dark eyes sparkled with the usual mischief that Harry’s famous for.  He looked like a man battling back from a long illness, but I hadn’t heard that he was sick, and I knew my grandparents spoke to Harry and Pearl at least once a week.  They would have told me of any illness. 

He walked from behind the bar, and I stood to receive his hug.  Harry’s shorter than me, and that’s saying something since even in heels, I max out at five foot six.  His embrace is strong, and he smells like egg rolls and duck sauce.  That sounds like a bad thing, but actually, it’s comforting to me.  Harry’s part of my family and the smell of egg rolls always reminds me of my childhood. 

“You look wonderful!”  He said, shaking me slightly and holding me away from him to get a better look.  “Why are you all dressed up?”  He asked, with a worried look in his eyes.

“I heard you were looking for a hostess.”  I teased.  His face tightened.  “Actually, I just came from a job interview in Albany,” I added hastily and forced a smile.  His face relaxed, and he patted me on the back.

“Oh, you can tell us all about your new job over dinner!”  Ever the optimist, Harry patted my shoulder again as if congratulating me and shuffled around behind the bar to fix me a drink.  I hoisted myself back onto the stool and watched him. 

We both looked much different from the last time I was at the restaurant.  I was dressed like a professional instead of my usual attire of cargo pants and a t-shirt.  Hiking boots had been swapped for high heels, and a cute little bobbed haircut had replaced my ponytail. 

Self-consciously I tucked a stray strand of copper hair behind my ear.  I should have changed before rushing out of Albany, but the high heeled pumps and power suit made me feel more confident, even if it was wrinkled and a little damp from the unfortunate sprinkler incident.  I’d spent far too many days in sweats and bedroom slippers in the past few months, so a few wrinkles were still an improvement.  

He lifted his eyes to the doorway that led to the upstairs apartment and Pearl’s office.  “Pearl’s with someone, but we can go up and have our cocktails there.  I’ll have the cook make you something and bring it to us.” 

I grinned at him.  He handed me my drink and smiled wanly. 

“You look wonderful, Ari,”  He said with a hesitant nod. 

The look on my face must have signaled my confusion because he took my hand and led me toward the stairs.  “Pearl and I will explain everything, my dear.  This is just the odd mood of an old man.  Now, tell me what you’d like to eat.” 

I asked for two shrimp rolls, and Harry motioned to a waiter who hurried off into the kitchen.  Harry’s restaurant makes the best shrimp rolls.  My grandmother once told me never to order anything with chicken at Harry’s because she suspects the pigeons he keeps on the roof are often substituted – not quite the “other white meat.”  As a general rule, I stick with the meat you can’t fake – beef and shrimp rolls.

I followed him upstairs, focused on the shiny red walls and family photos in black lacquer frames instead of the painful way he hauled himself up the steps. 

Sepia-toned photos documented the Fong family history, beginning with Harry and Pearl’s ancestors in China, then San Francisco, New York, and more recently, Boston.  Photos of my own family were mixed in with the Fong pictures.  Our relationship goes back two generations, and in truth, part of my distress over Harry’s health was fear that my grandparents were also aging at an alarming rate. 

Harry opened the door to their apartment, and I crossed the threshold into another culture. 

The room didn’t lack for one traditional symbol.  Enormous gold coins were hung on the walls, next to expensive brush paintings depicting tigers and fat horses.  The walls were painted a soft tone of ivory, and the windows were covered with rolling bamboo shades and draped with silk scarves.  Harry and Pearl did not subscribe to the understated Asian decorating that was so popular in the design magazines.  Their apartment and the restaurant evoked the splendor of ancient China in every conceivable way.

Harry walked to the window and lifted the sash.  He motioned for me to sit on the sofa and positioned himself across from me in one of the yellow chairs. 

“So how have you been, Arienne?”  He asked, his dark eyes tired.

“Fine.  I’m looking for a job.  My funding ran out.”  Sort of, since they stopped paying me when they fired me.  I shrugged and blinked back a few determined tears.  I intended to downplay the desperation that kept me up at night. 

“Yes.  Your grandfather told me many times about the complicated finances of archaeology.  Ah!  There’s Basir.  Come in!”  He motioned to the owl perched on the sill and smiled when Basir swooped in and landed on the arm of Harry’s chair.  Harry took a moment to stroke the soft feathers and laughed when Basir hooted a greeting.

I smiled at Basir, realizing that he was fussing and keeping Harry occupied, so I didn’t have to explain any more about the end of my dig.  I was very tired of dealing with all of the stress caused by my lack of employment. 

I watched Basir answer Harry’s questions with his eye blinks and ear tufts and smiled.  Harry talks to Basir like a small feathered person and doesn’t consider it the least bit odd that my life partner is a three-pound owl. 

I watched Harry and Basir for a moment.  As Harry spoke to him, Basir’s eyes were half-closed in contentment, and his ear tufts were laid flat against his head. 

Harry inquired about the rest of my family.  I told him my mother was still in Rome and my aunt was somewhere in Eastern Europe working on another book.  My grandparents would be in Atlantic City later that month, and I suggested Harry and Pearl join us there for a visit. 

“That would be wonderful.  Pearl and I could use a little recreation, after everything that’s happened.”  A look of worry crossed Harry’s face for a moment before the deep creases around his eyes returned to their usual smiling expression.  “Yes.  I believe a trip might be just the thing we need.  Perhaps gambling would prove our luck hasn’t turned so sour, after all.”  His voice changed to a woeful tone.

“What’s happened?”  I asked, waiting to hear of a terrible diagnosis that would explain Harry’s frailty. 

“Oh, we’ll get to that.”  He said, waving dismissively at me as a knock sounded on the door.  Harry stood and shuffled out of the room.  I heard him speak to someone in a hushed voice before returning a moment later with a plate of shrimp rolls surrounded by tiny dishes of dipping sauces.  He carried it into the dining room, and I followed, my mouth watering at the aroma of the food. 

Harry placed the dish in the center of the table and poured tea into tiny cups decorated with golden cranes.  We sat side by side, and I savored the first bite of the treat, even closing my eyes in joy.  Harry’s shrimp rolls were a perfect distraction.  When I looked at Harry, he was smiling broadly.  His voice held a nostalgic note.  “When you were a little girl, you always insisted on shrimp rolls with everything.” 

“Some habits die hard,”  I said, dipping the edge of my roll into the glistening duck sauce. 

Harry laughed and picked up one roll for himself.  He nodded at me and crunched into his snack with enthusiasm to match my own. 

A soft click sounded at the front door, and Harry looked out into the living room expectantly.  His wife, Pearl, pushed back the screen and crossed into the dining room, speaking with an older man.

My eyes widened in surprise for a second.  Pearl had aged so much since I had last seen her.  Her normally ink-black hair was almost entirely white, and her face was creased by deep wrinkles that turned the corners of her mouth down.  The man who followed her was slightly stooped.  He wore an expensive Italian suit and shiny loafers.  When he glanced up at me, he stopped as if struck frozen at the sight of me. 

His almond-shaped eyes widened, and a small smile passed across his thin lips.  “Ah.  The earth witch.”  He breathed. 

A tingle raced along my spine at those words.  Earth witch.  Somehow this stranger recognized something that even I didn't understand. 

Pearl smiled gently and motioned for me to join them. 

“Arienne Cerasola.”  She said, introducing me.  “This is Master Huan Bin.” 

I rose and crossed the room to the old healer whose name I’d heard a thousand times.  Huan Bin was the most legendary magical healer on the east coast, perhaps in the world.  When he bowed to me, I returned the motion. 

“It is an honor.”  He said in a reedy voice.

His dark eyes were gentle, and a small smile caused the corners of his eyes to crinkle into pleasant-looking fans.  Pearl guided him toward the table, and I returned to my seat next to Harry, who exchanged a nod with his wife.

As Pearl poured tea for the healer, her deep blue silk jacket made a swishing sound in the silence of the room.  Basir perched on the back of the chair next to me; his golden eyes fixed on the older man.

“What is the name of your familiar?”  Huan asked me, nodding toward Basir.

I told him, and he bowed slightly to the owl.  Basir bobbed forward, acknowledging the greeting.

Pearl sat across from Harry and placed her elbows on the polished surface of the table. 

“Master Huan wished to speak to you, Arienne.  We have our reservations, but perhaps it is our only option.”  Pearl said, looking nervously at Harry, who nodded slightly.

“I believe it just may be our last option.”  Master Huan said, leaning toward me.  He reached into the folds of his black jacket and removed a piece of paper, sliding it across the table toward me.

“A very magical item has been stolen from us, and we need your help to replace it.”  The old man said, a look of great distress passing across his features.  “The object taken was the Jade Phoenix.” 
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Basir’s eyes met mine, and together we surveyed the small group.  Pearl cast a worried look at her husband, who looked ashamed and dropped his gaze to the surface of the table.  Master Huan folded his gnarled hands around his cup of tea as he spoke to me in his reedy voice.

“The healers in our community have been very busy since the Jade phoenix was stolen.  Many people suffer ailments that we can no longer cure.  I’m afraid only the strongest healers can provide any relief at all.”  Master Huan sent a sad glance at Harry and Pearl before returning his eyes to me. 

I glanced around the table with a new understanding, realizing that Harry and Pearl looked so frail because they worked so hard without the Jade Phoenix.  I kept my thoughts to myself, not wanting to embarrass the Fongs with my observation.

Master Huan nodded as if to confirm my suspicions.  “I am unable to help many without the powers of the Phoenix.  It is taking all we have to keep the balance in check.”  He might have been speaking in Chinese for all the sense that made to me.  I felt my head give an involuntary shake of confusion.  Master Huan glanced at the Fongs and lowered his eyes.  “She can not help if she does not fully understand her position.” 

Pearl opened her mouth to object, but Harry squeezed her hand, and she snapped her jaw closed with an audible sound.  They exchanged a pained glance, and Harry reluctantly nodded toward Master Huan, deep lines of concern etched in his face.  

“Dr. Cerasola, I realize you have been sheltered from our world for most of your life.  That was your family’s choice because they feared you would not be able to protect yourself.”

At that moment, I held back from correcting him.  My family didn't fear I couldn't protect myself; they feared I'd accidentally kill myself with magic.  That was not unlikely, given my history. 

Master Huan continued, “It was natural that you chose a career in archaeology.  Your grandfather’s ancestors left many caches of ancient Druid wisdom, and it was through your grandfather that a great deal of magical knowledge came to light.  To our good fortune, he passed his talent and love of the old magic on to you.”

I nodded, feeling a flutter of uneasiness.  Pops rarely mentioned magic.  My grandfather and I often discussed our shared passion, and it was his career that inspired me.  His career as a notable archaeologist, not as a Druid.  If he had only searched for magical items, he would have been considered a quack instead of a scholar. 

The old healer continued speaking while Harry and Pearl stared intently at the surface of the table.  “The United Coven and Alliance masquerades as the governing body of magic in our community, but they are a dark and power-hungry organization.  A smaller and hopefully more formidable faction of our kind operates to keep the Alliance in check.  Your grandfather and even your mother have both worked for this smaller faction.  When your father was killed in their service, your mother’s family decided that they had lost quite enough and cut all ties, to the extent of declaring you off-limits to both sides of the conflict.”

I glanced at Basir, and his half-lidded eyes met mine with what looked like disbelief.  My archaeologist grandfather and my magically challenged mother working for some secret supernatural organization?  I stifled a chuckle and quickly masked the dubious look on my face.  Master Huan was obviously a little nuts.  

He hurried on with his explanation as if trying to keep me from examining his words too closely.  “I cannot go through the normal channels to have the Jade phoenix replaced because to draw attention to ourselves in that manner would not be wise.  For that reason, I have asked Harry and Pearl to allow me to speak to you the next time you visited.”

A silent nod was all I could manage.  Going to an archaeologist didn’t seem like the logical thing to me, but who was I to argue with a crazy old man?

Basir sent me a meaningful look, and I shook my head slightly in confusion.

Misinterpreting my gesture, Master Huan held up a gnarled hand.  “Please.  Hear my offer, and then decide.  No one will know of this conversation.  The risk to you is great; I will not deny that.  I will pay you two hundred thousand dollars if you are successful in this quest.  I ask only that you listen for now.”

Two hundred thousand dollars.  My mind swam with the thought of that.  Crazy or not, it was worth a listen for that kind of money.  Since I was apparently unemployable, my savings were rapidly dwindling.  I was desperate for cash, but only Basir and I knew the extent of it. 

I opened my mouth to speak but snapped it shut.  So many thoughts raced through my head.  The first one was: don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.  The second one was: I’m having a conversation with a lunatic.

Master Huan fell silent and nodded at me to indicate I could speak.

“I’m just an archaeologist.”  I stammered and turned my palms up.  Maybe he didn’t realize what my profession was. 

“Indeed.”  Replied Master Huan with a wise nod of his head.

Ok, so that got me nowhere.  I waited a moment for him to continue, but he just looked at me and blinked slowly. 

“So why are we having this conversation?”  I blurted. 

“Because you are the one who can help us with our problem,”  He replied in a patient tone.  A smile crept back into his dark eyes.

“You want me to steal the Jade phoenix branch back from whoever took it?”  I ventured.

Master Huan gave a sad shake of his head.  “I would never send you to steal it back from the Alliance.”

“Whooo!”  Basir vocalized in an alarmed tone.  My wide eyes met his, and a gurgle of hysterical laughter threatened to erupt from my open mouth.  The Alliance stole the branch, and this crazy old man wanted me to replace it – like I was some bad-ass renegade witch bounty hunter. 

“Again, just an archaeologist,”  I said slowly, with an incredulous look on my face. 

“Precisely!”  Master Huan answered.  “You see, the jade phoenix contained a branch from a magical tree.  It is a branch from a similar tree that I now seek.  I need you to find that tree, and bring me a branch without the Alliance knowing.” 

Mythical trees and covert missions.  I’d heard of such things, but my family had steered clear of most of the magical world for generations.  Or so they had told me.  Master Huan was under the impression that both Pops and my mother had worked for this secret organization, but surely the fact that I was raised to believe that great danger lurked in the magical community was the real truth. Most of that danger stemmed from the United Coven and Alliance and that meant Master Huan was wrong.  After all, I had spent my childhood moving from state to state to avoid the Alliance. 

That thought simmered in my head for a moment, before I dismissed it and returned my attention to the insanity before me.  “What does the Alliance have to do with this?”  I asked, feeling the familiar trepidation the name of the organization triggered. 

“They’re the reason we’re all here in this mess.”  Harry spat, breaking his silence for the first time.  Pearl nodded in agreement and patted her husband’s hand.

“The jade phoenix was well protected,” Pearl began, “Harry and I worked for months perfecting the wards that would keep it safe from theft.  It worked for many years, and then, all of a sudden, it was just...gone.”  She shook her head and looked at Harry. 

Harry looked down at the table as if shamed.  After a slow, sad shake of his head, he lifted his eyes to me and spoke in a voice no louder than a whisper.  “It wasn’t just gone, Pearl.  It was my fault...I don’t know how it happened.  One minute I was using it to make a potion, the next...I was...”  His voice trailed off.

“You were on the floor, dear,”  Pearl soothed and patted his hand.  “There was nothing you could have done.”

Harry’s small fist banged on the table, causing my tea to spill and me to nearly jump out of my skin.  “Damn it!”  Harry yelled with surprising force.  “I was so stupid!” 

He stood quickly and hurried from the room, using the wall to propel himself forward and down the dark hallway.  Pearl cast a worried look at me and Master Huan before following Harry out in a rustle of silk. 

The fit of temper seemed out of proportion to me, and I started to rise.  Master Huan put a gnarled hand out, palm flat, in a gesture that effectively pinned me to my chair.  “Let him go,”  He whispered, pain evident in his voice.

“What...I mean...jeez!  I’ve never heard him use that tone...”  I looked worriedly at the empty spot where Harry had turned the corner, and then I turned my eyes to Basir.

“Whoooo,”  He cooed softly, agreeing with Master Huan that I should stay put. 

Master Huan glanced at the paper which still lay between us.  “There are many aspects of this story which are difficult to comprehend.”  He said with a sad shake of his head.  “Allow me to continue, Doctor Cerasola.”  I looked once again to the empty hallway for Harry and Pearl, but Basir and I were alone with Master Huan, and although I heard hushed voices from the other room, I knew I should not intrude on their private conversation.  I nodded at Master Huan to continue.

“I believe it is best that we keep our quest private.  For that reason, you were chosen to help us.  The Alliance would not expect you to be involved, and it is important to keep matters exactly as they are.”

My adrenaline surged.  The crazy old man and I regarded each other for a moment.  It didn’t make much sense that an unknown witch with meager powers would be the first choice when a magical crisis occurs.  Not to mention the fact that the Alliance wouldn’t expect me to be involved because I had no real magical talent.  Sure, I had Druid blood, but there was a reason there weren’t a lot of people practicing Druidism.  I tucked that thought away and nodded in a way that I hoped looked like I grasped the situation and didn’t think he was totally crackers.  

I glanced at the hallway again, hearing Harry and Pearl’s hushed voices and hoping they would return to add a bit of sanity to this conversation.  Not that Harry’s outburst had seemed exactly sane – but it was definitely more grounded than Master Huan’s wild theory that I would be able to help. 

Master Huan’s long fingers caressed the paper on the table.  “On this piece of paper is an obscure legend which I believe may lead you to a magical tree of great powers.”  He pushed the paper toward me and settled back in his chair.  His gnarled hand wrapped around the delicate teacup, and he lifted it to his lips with a trembling hand.

I looked at the paper and dared to glance at Basir.  His ear tufts were raised in full attention.  His head swiveled toward me, and he blinked his large golden eyes once before looking at the paper.

Trying to look casual, I reached across and pulled the paper toward me.  As I unfolded the paper, the excitement began to gnaw at the edges of my brain.  Could there really be such a thing as a magical tree, and could I be the one to find it?  Basir hopped onto my shoulder as I glanced at the printing on the page.

“So, what exactly would you like me to do?”  I asked, before reading through the tiny printing on the paper in my hands.

“Determine where the tree is, find it, and bring me back a branch.”  Master Huan’s voice was patient as if he were explaining the process to a small child.

It sounded simple enough when he said it.  I could probably do number one – determine the probable location of the tree.  Number two might be possible; I’d always been good at finding things.  Number three would be the problem.  Magical objects were usually hidden by powerful magic and required even better magic to get to them.  That part of my education had been sadly neglected.  

I glanced down at the writing, again and almost burst out laughing.  I cleared my throat to cover the giggle and began to fold it back up again, my head starting to ache from the emotional roller-coaster I was on.  Before I could fold the page, Basir slapped me on the head with a wing. 

I glanced at him and shook my head; it wasn’t even worth the breath to read that drivel.  His eyes widened in insistence and with his black beak, he pecked my hand hard.

“Ow!”  I protested and glared at him.  He glared right back. 

“Fine.  I’ll read it to you.”  I hissed.

“The legends of the Lenni Lenape tribe tell of a tree which cures all magical illness.  The tree is shielded by mysterious forces and creatures to protect it from misuse and exploitation.  The location of the tree remains unknown, but it may have given rise to the legend of the Fountain of Youth and other mythical healing objects in Native American cultures.” 

I lifted my eyes to Basir and controlled the urge to roll them.  Great, I had been all excited about a two hundred thousand dollar payday to find a magical tree, until I realized that the quest was for the freaking source of the fountain of youth.  Ponce de Leon lookout: Arienne Cerasola, defective witch, diluted Druid, and unemployed archaeologist, is on a quest. 

Jeez.  Of all the things in the world to quest for, could they have chosen something a little less trite? 

I glanced at Basir.  His gaze was narrowed, and one ear tuft was raised. 

Master Huan was looking at me with obvious anticipation. 

“Hmmm, is this all the information you have?”  I asked him out loud.  In my head, the question sounded more like, “Does the hospital know you’ve escaped?” 

He nodded.  “It is all I brought.  If you decide you wish to pursue this, I can have other information delivered to you.  This must be undertaken with the utmost discretion.  If the Alliance puts together the clues first, it would undoubtedly add another layer of danger to your job.  Make no mistake; they will try to stop you if they find out about this.”  He looked at me with wide eyes to emphasize his point.

I smiled and nodded.  “Of course, nobody can know.”  I said honestly.  In my head, I added:  Nobody without a valid prescription for Thorazine. 
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I couldn’t bring myself to point out the improbability that anyone could help, let alone me.  If Master Huan was delusional enough to be seeking the source of the fountain of youth, who was I to tell him that he was crazy?  After all, I was his top choice as an agent in his little delusion.  

If I thought he was sane, I would have at least done the research before turning him down.  The fact that he was probably totally off his nut made the whole thing ludicrous.  It was probably best to wait for Harry and Pearl to return to the room and talk it over with them.  I was relatively sure they were sane, and maybe they could help me let Master Huan down easy.

I looked at the paper again.  There was a one percent chance that the old man was onto something.  It was the rational ninety-nine percent that held me back.  Then again, Schliemann found Troy with about the same odds.  There must be more to it than what was written on the paper.  Harry and Pearl still hadn’t returned, and Master Huan and I spent several uncomfortable moments in total silence.   

When I found my voice, I tried to keep it level.  “I understand the need for discretion.  I would like to discuss this with my partner.”  I nodded toward Basir.  “Can we contact you with our decision?”

Master Huan nodded and stood.  His bent shoulders inclined toward me a few inches, and then he bowed.  “I will see myself out.  The Fongs know how to contact me when you reach a decision.” 

Alone in the dining room, Basir and I exchanged confused looks.

“Weird,”  I whispered, pulling the paper closer to me.  Basir blinked his agreement.  “I mean, he’s nuts with a capital N.  And even if he isn’t, those legends have been around for centuries.  Wouldn’t someone have found it by now?  I mean, they seem to have clues about where it is; why not hire someone qualified instead of asking me?” 

Basir swiveled his head around as if making sure that Harry and Pearl were still occupied in the other room.  He hopped onto the table and picked up the paper, presenting it to me in his beak.  I took it and put it in my pocket with a deep sigh. 
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