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CHAPTER ONE: THE SUMMER THAT STAYED
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Seven summers had passed, and the magic hadn’t faded.

It had settled.

Into the porch boards worn smooth beneath their feet. Into the rhythm of mornings. Into the space between Caleb and Teddy—steady, certain—like gravity had decided they belonged side by side.

The air smelled of pine and sun-warmed earth, with a faint metallic edge buried deep beneath the roots—something older than the land itself. The creek beyond the trees murmured, low and constant.

Caleb tugged on his boots, leather creaking.

“I swear,” Teddy said from the railing, mug in hand, “those things are evolving.”

“They’ve earned it,” Caleb muttered, yanking the laces tight. “Seven years of mud, river crossings, and squirrels with vendettas—”

“Squirrels?”

“Organized,” Caleb said, pushing damp hair off his forehead. “Don’t underestimate them.”

Teddy huffed a laugh and stepped in, brushing a speck of dirt from Caleb’s shoulder. Easy. Familiar.

“You’re ridiculous.”

“And you love me anyway.”

“Unfortunately.”

But he didn’t step back.

Caleb glanced at him. “Ready?”

“For what?”

Caleb shrugged, though something quieter sat under it. “Whatever this summer throws at us.”

Teddy studied him a beat, then nodded. “Yeah. Let’s not waste it.”

They stepped off the porch together.

The forest opened around them, sunlight breaking through the canopy in fractured gold. The trail was familiar—roots, turns, the low dip before the creek—but something about it felt sharper today.

Like it was paying attention.

Branches brushed their legs as the path narrowed. Caleb slowed, not from the walk, but from the feeling creeping up his spine.

The forest kept its secrets.

A flicker of movement—gone as soon as he caught it.

He stilled.

Between the pines, a wolf stood watching. Low, still, all coiled muscle and patience. Amber eyes fixed on them.

Caleb didn’t speak. He reached for Teddy’s hand.

The wolf didn’t move.

“You ever think,” Teddy said quietly, eyes scanning the trees, “this place is... alive?”

Caleb let out a breath. “Every day.”

“Feels like it remembers.”

Caleb didn’t argue.

The moment stretched, then broke as the wolf slipped back into the trees, silent as it had appeared.

By midday, they reached the creek.

It cut through the woods in a bright ribbon, water slipping over stone, clear and cold.

“Race you,” Teddy said, already kicking off his boots.

Caleb snorted. “You cheat.”

Teddy grinned and ran anyway.

Caleb followed.

The water hit sharp at his ankles, cold enough to sting. Teddy slipped, swore, then laughed, and Caleb shoved him for it. Water splashed. Sunlight shattered across the surface.

“You’re slow,” Teddy called.

“Strategic,” Caleb shot back, splashing him again.

They ended up sprawled on the bank, damp and breathing hard, the world narrowing to heat, water, and the sound of each other laughing.

For a moment, it held.

Then something shifted.

Caleb felt it first—a subtle pull, like the ground adjusting beneath them. The creek didn’t change, not exactly, but its rhythm hit wrong.

He pushed up, scanning the trees.

The wolf stood at the edge of the clearing again.

Watching.

“Something’s coming,” Caleb said, quieter now.

Teddy stilled beside him. “You sure?”

Caleb nodded.

Teddy didn’t argue. He shifted closer, shoulder pressing into his.

“Then we deal with it.”

Simple. Solid.

Caleb let out a breath. “Together.”

They stayed by the creek longer than they meant to—walking the banks, jumping stones, talking about nothing and everything.

But the feeling didn’t leave.

The forest moved around them in small ways—leaves turning without wind, shadows lingering a second too long. The scent of pine and damp moss carried that same metallic edge, stronger now. Sharper.

By late afternoon, they reached the clearing beneath the old oaks.

The trees towered overhead, roots thick and twisting through the earth like something half-buried and waiting.

They stopped without speaking.

“You feel that?” Teddy asked.

Caleb nodded. “Yeah.”

“It’s different.”

“Yeah.”

The wolf lingered at the treeline, half-hidden.

Caleb watched it, then glanced at Teddy. “Still want to let it guide us?”

Teddy’s mouth curved, not quite a smile. “Better than running blind.”

Fair enough.

Light filtered through the branches, catching in drifting pollen, turning the air gold.

Caleb felt it settle in his chest—not fear, not yet. Something sharper. Awareness. Like standing at the edge of something you couldn’t quite see.

This summer wasn’t going to be easy.

He knew it.

The forest knew it.

The wolf turned and disappeared into shadow.

Caleb looked back at Teddy. “Ready?”

Teddy bumped his shoulder lightly. “Always.”

Caleb nodded once.

Then they kept walking.
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CHAPTER TWO: MORAI’S TABLE
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Morai knew they were coming before they reached the door.

“Late,” she called from inside, voice slipping through the vines like smoke. “Disrespectfully late. The raccoons filed a complaint.”

“We respect the raccoons,” Teddy said, already stepping up beside Caleb.

“Good. They outrank you.”

The door swung open.

Warmth spilled out—firelight, herbs, something sweet with a sharp edge underneath. The walls were lined with jars and bundles, roots and dried flowers hanging in careful clusters. A fox dozed near the hearth. A crow watched from a beam overhead. Something small and prickly moved along the table’s edge, then vanished.

Caleb stepped inside and paused.

Same as always.

Not quite.

Breakfast crowded the table—fresh bread, eggs still hissing in the pan, honey catching the light. Comforting. Familiar.

But Morai watched them too closely.

“You’ve settled,” she said, almost idly.

Caleb glanced at Teddy. “That bad?”

“Dangerous,” Morai corrected.

She smiled when she said it. That didn’t help.

“Sit. Eat.”

They did.

For a while, the only sounds were bread tearing, mugs clinking, the quiet scrape of utensils. Teddy nudged Caleb’s knee under the table. Grounding. Familiar.

Morai moved around them, steady, deliberate.

“You’re different,” she said at last. “Both of you.”

“Better different or worse?” Teddy asked.

Morai tipped her head, considering. “Stronger. Faster. Smarter.”

A pause.

“More noticeable.”

Caleb stilled. “To who?”

Morai met his eyes. “Not everything that watches this forest belongs to it.”

Teddy’s hand stilled where it rested near Caleb’s. “That’s not exactly comforting.”

“It isn’t meant to be.”

She poured honey over Teddy’s toast with careful precision, as if the conversation didn’t matter.

“For now,” she added, “you eat.”

—
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The dishes cleared themselves—or the animals handled it when no one was looking. Caleb had stopped trying to track which.

Morai stood by the hearth, crushing herbs between her fingers. Smoke curled up, sharp and bitter, threading through the room.

Caleb coughed. “You always do that.”

“Every summer.”

“Why?”

She didn’t look at him. “Keeps things honest.”

The smoke thickened, then thinned again.

When she turned back, the humor was gone.

“There’s something new this year,” she said. “Something the forest hasn’t whispered before.”

Caleb straightened. “What is it?”

“If I knew, I’d already be dealing with it.”

Teddy frowned. “So we’re guessing?”

“You’re learning,” Morai corrected. “Quickly, if you want to keep up.”

Caleb glanced at Teddy, then back at her. “Should we be worried?”

Morai’s mouth curved faintly. “Worry wastes time. Prepare instead.”

—
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They spent the morning getting ready.

Satchels. Rope. Knives. Small vials that caught the light wrong.

Morai showed them knots first—tight, efficient, no wasted motion. Then charms, her hands moving with quiet certainty.

Caleb followed easily. Teddy fumbled, then got it, then smirked like he meant to.

“Try not to tie yourself to a tree,” Caleb muttered.

“No promises.”

Morai didn’t smile, but her eyes flicked toward them.

“Focus.”

They did.

Mostly.

Rory the fox nudged their packs into place. Birds slipped through the open windows, dropping bits of thread and feather before vanishing again. The room felt busy, alive. Watching.

“You remember last summer?” Teddy said, quieter now.

Caleb nodded. “The creek.”

“The bridge.”

“You almost drowned.”

Teddy snorted. “Almost.”

Caleb glanced at him. “You’re not doing that again.”

“No plans to.”

A beat.

“Good,” Caleb said.

He didn’t look away right away.

—
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By afternoon, they stood at the edge of the trail.

Sunlight filtered through the trees, catching on roots and moss. The air smelled like pine and damp earth—and that same faint metallic edge from earlier.

Morai didn’t step past the threshold.

“You move carefully now,” she said. “Watch what watches you.”

Caleb nodded.

“Trust what you know,” she added. “But don’t trust it blindly.”

Teddy shifted his pack. “That’s reassuring.”

“It’s accurate.”

A flicker of movement—low, fast.

The wolf.

It slipped between the trees, quiet as breath, then paused just long enough to look back.

Caleb felt it again in his chest. That pull.

“Stay close,” Morai said.

They did.

—
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The forest changed the deeper they went.

Not all at once. Subtle.

Leaves turned without wind. Branches bent, just slightly, guiding the path. Light caught on the bark in faint lines—gone if you looked too directly.

Teddy slowed. “You hear that?”

Caleb listened.

A low hum, buried under everything else.

“Yeah.”

“Not normal.”

“No.”

The wolf reappeared ahead, stepping onto a fallen log. It watched them, waiting.

Testing.

They followed.

Moss softened their steps. Mushrooms glowed faintly in the shade. Shadows stretched longer than they should, shifting at the edges of Caleb’s vision.

“Something’s waiting,” he said.

Teddy huffed a quiet laugh. “Yeah. And we’re walking straight to it.”

A branch snapped somewhere behind them.

Both of them turned.

Nothing.

Caleb’s grip tightened on his pack strap. The forest wasn’t hiding it anymore. It was pushing.

They kept moving.

—
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Time slipped.

The light shifted overhead. The hum deepened, threading through the ground, through Caleb’s chest.

Everything felt... closer.

Watching.

Remembering.

When they reached the clearing, they both stopped.

The oaks rose overhead, massive, roots twisting through the earth like something half-buried and alive.

The wolf waited at the edge.

“You feel that?” Teddy asked.

Caleb nodded. “Yeah.”

“It’s stronger.”

“Yeah.”

Teddy glanced at him. “Still want to follow it?”

Caleb looked at the wolf, then the trees beyond it.

“Yeah,” he said.

Teddy’s mouth curved faintly. “Good answer.”

Wind moved through the clearing—slow, deliberate. The scent of moss and something deeper rolled with it.

Caleb exhaled, steadying himself.

This wasn’t just another summer.

Not anymore.

He looked at Teddy. “Ready?”

Teddy bumped his shoulder lightly. “Always.”

The forest shifted in response.

And this time, Caleb didn’t pretend it was his imagination.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE OLD WAYS
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The lesson wasn’t about magic.

It was about balance.

“Spring is not soft,” Morai said, standing among the waking garden. Her fingers brushed a young sapling, light, deliberate. “It follows death. Always. Life doesn’t rush. It waits until it can take root.”

Caleb and Teddy knelt in the damp soil. Moss pressed beneath their boots, cool and dense. The garden moved around them—leaves shifting, wings flickering, something quieter running through it all.

Not loud.

But there.

Morai spoke of Estora and Cernunnos like they were memory, not myth. Not stories—patterns. Cycles that repeated whether people noticed or not.

Caleb leaned closer, watching the roots beneath a cluster of violets. “This isn’t just story,” he said quietly. “It’s instruction.”

Morai glanced at him. “Everything is.”

She crouched beside the plants, gaze steady.

“Anything you touch,” she said, “you change.”

Teddy frowned slightly. “Even if we don’t mean to?”

Morai didn’t hesitate. “Especially then.”

They worked after that.

Not in silence—not really. The garden filled it in. Soft movement. Small sounds. Growth happening whether they paid attention or not.

Morai corrected them when needed.

“Not there.”

“Too much.”

“Wait.”

Each adjustment was small, but it mattered. Caleb felt it quickly—how easy it was to push too far, to decide instead of listen.

“Watch the root,” Morai said, gesturing toward the soil. “Everything follows that.”

Caleb brushed the dirt aside carefully, exposing the thin network beneath. It spread wider than he expected, threading outward, holding everything together.

“It’s deeper than it looks,” he said.

“It always is.”

Teddy crouched beside him. “So if we mess with it...”

“You don’t just change one thing,” Morai finished. “You change everything connected to it.”

That sat heavier than it should have.

By midday, the garden felt different.

Not transformed—aligned.

Leaves angled toward the sun. Stems steadied. Small shifts, but none of them accidental.

Caleb wiped his hands on his jeans, glancing around. “Feels like it noticed.”

“It did,” Morai said.

She straightened, brushing dirt from her palms.

“The Old Ways aren’t kindness,” she added. “They’re balance. You take, you give. You disrupt, you repair. That’s the only reason any of this holds.”

Teddy leaned back, bracing on his hands. “And if it doesn’t?”

Morai met his gaze.

“Then something else takes its place.”

A flicker of movement at the edge of the trees.

The wolf.

It stood just beyond the garden, still as ever.

Caleb felt it again—not sharp this time. Steady. Like a weight that had decided where to sit.

Morai’s eyes tracked it briefly, then returned to them.

“Remember this,” she said. “The Old Ways don’t forgive carelessness.”

In the afternoon, she gave them a task.

“Water from the northern brook,” she said. “Bring it back without spilling. Let it go where it should. Not where you think it should.”

Teddy raised a brow. “That’s it?”

Morai’s mouth curved slightly. “Try it.”

The path to the brook was narrower than Caleb remembered.

Branches pressed closer. Roots climbed higher from the ground. The air felt thicker—not heavy, just aware.

They didn’t rush.

Didn’t talk much, either.

At the water’s edge, Caleb knelt and dipped his hands in. Cold bit into his skin, sharp enough to pull his focus tight. He cupped it carefully.

Teddy mirrored him.

“Don’t spill,” Teddy muttered.

“Helpful.”

“You’re welcome.”

They started back.

Every step mattered.

Too fast, and the water slipped through their fingers. Too slow, and it stalled, like it refused to move.

Caleb adjusted, breathing steady, letting his pace fall into something he couldn’t quite name.

Beside him, Teddy did the same.

No jokes this time.

Back in the garden, Caleb hesitated.

Morai didn’t tell him where to pour it.

Of course she didn’t.

He looked down, then to the roots of the nearest oak. Not the largest. Not the most obvious.

Just... right.

He tipped his hands.

The water sank into the soil, disappearing cleanly.

Teddy followed, choosing a different place. Same result.

Morai watched them, unreadable.

Then she nodded once. “Better.”

The light shifted toward evening.

Gold filtered through the leaves, catching on petals, warming the edges of everything. The garden settled again, quieter now.
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