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Chapter One
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Bev opened the back door to the Weary Dragon Inn, breathing in the cool morning air. While fall was still a few weeks off, there were tiny glimmers of relief from the sweltering temperatures that had gripped Pigsend since the start of summer. The solstice had been tough enough, what with magical storms and plots against the queen, but after the magic river had ebbed, things had gotten back to normal. Or, as normal as anything got in Pigsend. 

The inn continued to do a steady business of overnight guests, which suited Bev fine. She'd gotten into the habit of suspecting anyone who wanted to stay more than a single night of being up to no good, warranted or not. Although it meant more laundry and tidying, it kept the chaos at a minimum to have people come and go daily.

She popped down to the root cellar to check on her bread dough. Since the start of the summer, she'd taken to making her rosemary bread the night before, letting it proof in the cooler space, and baking it sometime around midday. The dough hadn't risen as much as it usually did, but she left it down there anyway. The sun would be up soon enough, and with it, the temperatures and the dough would rise.

With the rest of her chores done, she tackled her kitchen with a wet rag and bucket. She liked to give it a good wipe down every few weeks, and it was looking a little dusty. She ran her rag over the canisters of flour, sugar, and salt, then along the shelf they sat on. As she worked, her trusty laelaps Biscuit, a golden-furred creature who looked more a dog than a magic-hunting menace, slept near the unlit hearth. Much like the overnight guests, Biscuit sleeping soundly meant nothing was amiss, and Bev was grateful for it.

But right as the clock struck seven, his small head perked up and his nose began twitching. 

"Lillie's here, is she?" Bev asked with a chuckle. She tossed the rag into the dirty water, which she'd dump and refill as soon as she finished with Lillie, then headed to the front room. 

Standing at Bev's front desk was Lillie Dean, one of the two bakers from next door. She was in her mid-twenties, with coiled golden hair and freckles. Much like Biscuit's dog-like appearance hid his magical abilities, Lillie appeared to be human but was actually a pobyd, a creature with a preternatural ability to bake delicious things. This morning, she handed Bev a basket full of strawberry-and-cream tartlets. 

"Getting fancy, are we?" Bev asked.

"Wanted to stretch my legs, so to speak," Lillie said with a smile. "Getting tired of muffins and pies and crumbles. Allen thought I was mad this morning, as I came in around three to get them going, but there's something so soothing about perfectly sliced strawberries on a bed of soft cream." 

Bev took a bite, sighing with satisfaction. Although Lillie hadn't added any magic, they were still exquisite. "You aren't wrong. I could eat this whole basket." She pushed it to the side. "Better save them for the guests. They're in for a treat this morning." 

"I've got to get back across the street. We've finally got enough of a break in the orders that we can start making jams for the winter. Goodness knows we've got plenty of fruit for it, and the weather's a little better for standing over a hot pot stirring. Allen's already got the first batch going."

"And how is…Allen?" Bev asked. 

Lillie sighed. "The same. Unfortunately. We really need to tell him."

During the solstice, Allen's latent pobyd magic, courtesy of his beloved mother, had suddenly appeared. He wasn't the only such person afflicted, as everyone in town with a hint of magic suddenly had more of it than they knew what to do with. But unlike everyone else in town, Allen's magic hadn't disappeared again. 

It seemed he hadn't noticed, and Bev and Lillie hadn't told him. He'd so badly wanted to inherit his mother's magic, and to have it only temporarily might be worse than never having it at all. But the solstice had been weeks ago, and everything Allen made still held the lingering touch of pobyd magic. 

"I know you don't want to break his heart," Lillie said. "But I can't let anything go out of the bakery without removing magic from it. Not to mention, if any soldier should pass through…"

"I know, I know. I was waiting to see if this magic would go away," Bev said. "I haven't heard from anyone else who's still feeling the effects. You aren't anymore, right?"

Lillie had been stuck in bed for days with a headache. "Not anymore, no. I stopped needing that iron tea the night after the solstice." She eyed Bev. "Any word from those herbologists?"

Bev shook her head. "They were smart enough to leave town, what with all the trouble they caused."

Two of Bev's guests had taken advantage of the full moon on the solstice to plant rare flowers in the dark forest. What they hadn't anticipated was those flowers infusing the underground magical river with such a surge in magic that it brought about a massive magical storm that threatened to destroy the town. 

"I can't believe all that fuss was caused by something as simple as magic flowers," Lillie said. "A good thing Allen's father didn't find them."

"They're so rare. I don't think he knew what they were," Bev said. 

Allen's father, Zed, was a high-ranking officer in the queen's army, and had been in town when all the chaos started. He was the unfortunate target of some mischief by a goblin drunk on magic.

"Did he ever figure out that Vellora's commander wasn't responsible for his bread-weapons and caterpillar-horses?" Lillie asked. "Or did he let things go because you turned him back from a gingerbread man?"

"The latter," Bev said. Hearing Lillie talk about it made the whole episode feel almost too unbelievable to be real. "I think there was a lot he let slide. Certainly let Andres leave without a fuss."

And a good thing, too. Andres had said he was in town to visit Vellora and talk to Bev about her past. But he'd revealed on the solstice that he was trying to gather like-minded people to his side to overthrow the queen. He'd asked Bev to join him, but she'd declined. She was, after all, a simple innkeeper. 

Supposedly. 

"I'm grateful we've had a few weeks of calm," Lillie said. "Before we know it, it'll be the Harvest Festival. And Wilda tells me there's a mayoral election happening between now and then, too."

"Yes, I've heard that." She wasn't looking forward to it. "Hendry's going to put her name in again, I reckon. Can't imagine what she'd do in town if she wasn't mayor."

"Do you think she has a shot?" Lillie asked. "I can't name one person who actually thinks she's doing a good job."

Bev shrugged. "I don't know how she keeps getting elected, unless she's spelling the whole town."

"That's certainly an explanation." Lillie wagged her brows. "Wilda's going to run."

"Really?" Wilda Murtagh was Lillie's housemate as well as a candlemaker. She also happened to be the cousin of the mayor of Middleburg, Miranda Twinsly, Mayor Hendry's nemesis.

"She's already gathering supporters," Lillie said. "Made me sign up first, of course. Said we're housemates and that supersedes all other loyalty."

"Hendry won't be happy, but what can you do?" Bev didn't care who won, but with a new mayor, she might be asked to solve the mysteries less often. 

"Well, I've dilly-dallied long enough," Lillie said. "Have to get back to helping with the jam. But we really should tell Allen."

"I promise I'll tell him soon," Bev said. 

She smiled. "In the meantime, I'll keep an eye on things. Who knows? Maybe today it'll finally disappear."

~

Bev wasn't hopeful about that, but she did appreciate that Lillie understood her hesitation. Allen had been so desperate for his mother's magic that he'd almost bartered away his entire livelihood to get it. The year before, Bev had caught him in conversation with a barus, a magical creature who could provide any flavor of magic in the form of a bauble. She'd helped him untangle himself from those bargains, and he'd gotten back on his feet and paid his debt to her five times over. Over the past year, his bakery business had grown by leaps and bounds. Of course, Lillie had helped, but Allen's hard work had laid the groundwork for success—without the use of his mother's magic. 

"Tomorrow," Bev muttered to herself. "It's already too hot."

This morning's breeze was a far-off memory now. The sun was bearing down on the inn's roof, and the kitchen and front room were sweltering. Bev finished scrubbing the kitchen and had shaped her bread dough and put it back in the root cellar to delay the need to bake it a little longer. While down there, she'd checked her vegetable stores and found she could no longer put off going to the farmers' market.

But when she went to get her wagon, she heard an unfortunate crack and bent down to find one of her wheel spokes had broken. 

"Well, isn't this fine," Bev muttered. 

She went to the stable to retrieve some tools and pried off the wheel, inspecting it. The wood would have to be replaced and added to the iron axle, which meant a trip to the blacksmith's was in order. That presumably meant the farmers' market would have to wait, but as they were still trying to sell off all the magically-laced produce they'd grown during the solstice, she could head over there tomorrow. 

With her broken wheel under her arm, Bev walked the length of the town to the blacksmith's shop. Gore Dewey, the smith, clearly didn't mind the heat as he banged a piece of white-hot metal with his mallet. When Bev walked into the forge, he stopped immediately and pulled off his helmet with a smile.

"Morning Bev," he said. "Wheel need fixing?" 

"Indeed." Bev put it on the counter and smiled at him. "How are you, Gore?" 

"Too busy," he said with a shake of his head. "And it's too quiet in here without Gilda around." 

Bev nodded. Gore's apprentice Gilda had been offered her own forge and shop in the town of Silverkeep to the south. Lillie had been offered the same, but she'd politely declined for the moment, as she quite liked Pigsend and wasn't in a hurry to leave. Gilda, however, had jumped at the chance, as Gore hadn't shown any signs of retiring or giving her the shop.

"Have you heard from her?" Bev asked. 

He nodded. "Got a letter from her saying she'd settled in and was busy gathering supplies. Those folks in Silverkeep were eager to get a blacksmith. Offered to pay for an entire forge full of equipment, too. But I sent her with a few things, if only to remind her where she came from."

He spoke of her fondly, with a little sadness, and Bev got the distinct impression Gore wasn't too happy about his apprentice leaving. 

"Are you thinking about training someone else?" Bev asked, after a long pause. 

"Bah." He made a face. "Put all my work into Gilda only to have her leave. Thought I might have some luck with her younger sister, but her parents put a stop to that. Not that I think Valta's got the chops to work the forge all summer long."

"I thought Valta was moving to Sheepsburg?" Bev asked. She was best friends with PJ Norris, and along with Grant Hamblin, had been planning to move closer to PJ's grandmother and Grant's sister Vicky. 

"Another thing her parents put a stop to," Gore said with a chuckle. "I hear she was real annoyed about it, too. But we can't have all the young folk leaving Pigsend. Who'll be left behind when the old folk can't work anymore?"

"There's still young Tallulah Painter," Bev said with a chuckle. The youngest member of the schoolhouse crowd wasn't even six yet. 

Gore snorted. "Well, in any case, I've got my hands full. Freddie's putting his hat in the ring to run for mayor, and I've signed on to be his campaign manager."

"Really?" Bev frowned. Freddie and his husband Hans lived southeast of town and grew wheat and barley. "What does a farmer want to be mayor for?"

"Well, why wouldn't he?" Gore said with a frown. "We're a rural town, aren't we? Hendry's content to let the queen's folk do whatever they want. The farmers are suffering."

Bev hadn't heard anything about that. "Well, suppose that'll make for an interesting race," Bev said, hoping to keep her tone neutral."Lillie tells me Wilda's entering, too."

"Wilda has no business running," Gore said with a shake of his head. "She's got too much Middleburg about her." He puffed out his chest. "No, Freddie is the obvious choice." He smiled at her. "I'm sure we can count on your support, eh, Bev?"

Bev wasn't keen on offering anyone her support, at least not publicly, so she shook her head. "Still unsure. We've got several weeks, don't we?"

He made a face and adjusted his apron. "Well, I do hope I can count on you to keep quiet about what you saw in the forest, at least."

Bev started. "I'm sorry?"

"With Andres." He met her gaze unflinchingly. "You'll be kind enough not to mention it to anyone during the campaign, right? The people who know, know. The rest of the town doesn't need to hear about it."

"I've done my best to put that entire night out of my mind," Bev said with a smile. She'd even forgotten that Gore and Freddie were there. "It's not my business, and not something I want to think about." 

"Good, I—" He shifted. "Ah, Mayor Hendry. Good afternoon."

Bev spun as Mayor Jo Hendry, pale-faced with silky black hair and bright red lips, sauntered into the forge. As usual, she didn't appear bothered by the heat, or anything else, nor did she seem surprised by Bev being in the shop. 

"Hello, Gore, Bev," she said with her usual enigmatic smile. "I'm letting everyone in town know that the date for the Pigsend mayoral election has been moved up."

"To when?" Gore asked.

"Five days from now," she said, turning to leave. "Toodle-oo!" 







Chapter Two
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"Five days!" Gore exclaimed, but Hendry was already halfway down the street. "What in the world is she playing at?"

"Is it her decision to make?" Bev hadn't ever thought about the election, other than casting her vote a few years ago. "Shouldn't it be set by someone else? Like the queen or—?"

Gore snorted. "You'd think? That infernal woman dictates everything else."

Bev chuckled. "Well, suppose you should tell Freddie, if Hendry hasn't gotten to him yet. And good luck to the both of you." 

Gore snorted, looking at Bev's wheel. "Might not be able to get to that today, then. Sorry, Bev. I might have a spare around here, though. Not sure it'll be exactly the same, but—"

"I can probably borrow Allen's wagon, or maybe the Witzels'," Bev said. "I'm sure you've got lots to do with the campaign." She patted the wheel. "Whenever you can get to it is fine."

He walked her out then headed south toward Freddie's farm. Why was a blacksmith so interested in the mayoral race?

"You'll be kind enough not to mention it to anyone during the campaign, right? The people who know, know. The rest of the town doesn't need to hear about it."

Bev had said she'd put Andres's meeting out of her mind, and she'd meant it, but she couldn't help but think that Freddie running was somehow connected. Still, it wasn't her business, and she didn't need to spend any more time thinking about it. 

More curious was Hendry's sudden change of election date. Had the mayor heard that she was getting some competition and moved the election to throw them off? Bev wouldn't put it past her. Hendry was pretty ruthless when she wanted to be. 

But when Bev opened the front door to the inn, she found the actual reason for the date change standing at her front desk, her tidy suitcase by her feet, and a large binder titled Mayoral and Town Council Election Standards and Practices, Volume I lying on the counter. 

"Ms. Banks!" Bev exclaimed. 

Petula Banks, the Harvest Festival judge, smiled at Bev with her thin-lipped, professional smile. "Ms. Bev. So good to see you again. I'm here to monitor the Pigsend mayoral election, and I require a room for the next week."

"O-oh," Bev said, hurrying to the front desk. "Well, sure. Very happy to have you back."

"I see you've still got that, erm, dog," Petula said, nodding to the laelaps.

Biscuit, who Bev had left behind to nap, watched Petula curiously, but didn't get up to sniff at her. Still, his tail wagged a little. Bev didn't have the heart to tell him he wasn't going to get to taste a spate of pies and bread for magic during this visit. 

"I take it you're no longer judging festivals?" Bev asked. 

"I've been promoted," Petula said, a little proudly. "Now working as an election monitor. Mostly small towns, still, but it's much more important work, you know. Her Majesty has no greater desire than ensuring that the local population has adequate representation."

Bev nodded, scribbling down Petula's name in the inn's guest book. 

"I do hope this election will be free of the sorts of shenanigans we encountered during the Harvest Festival," Petula said with a knowing look. 

"I don't have any other guests staying here masquerading as a judge," Bev said. "And though we've had quite the exciting summer, things have calmed down."

"Good. I want everything to be on the up-and-up for the next week." She opened the binder and pulled out a sheet of paper to read. "The next few days will be quite busy. Lots of election activities to get through."

"Really?" Bev chuckled. "Isn't it just…write a name down and put it in a hat? I think that's what we did the last election."

"My dear Bev," Petula said with a laugh. "How is anyone supposed to have faith in that? No, each of the candidates will have to submit themselves to a myriad of events, starting with this evening. The candidates and townsfolk will gather in the town hall for the official submission of candidate names. Those candidates will have to get signatures—"

"Signatures?" Bev asked.

"Well, yes," Petula said. "Each candidate will need a petition signed by no fewer than ten percent of the town population." She went back to her binder and flipped through the pages quickly. "I believe you're a town of one hundred fifty, are you not?"

Bev had no idea. "Sure."

"Fifteen signatures apiece then." She carefully replaced the paper she'd taken out. "After that, there's one night for candidates to set up their own rallies and campaign events. The next night, we'll have a question-and-answer session, where each of the candidates will make themselves available to talk with their constituents. The day before the election, we'll have a debate between the candidates. On election day, voting will begin promptly at four in the afternoon and run until midnight. At that point, I will count the votes and announce a winner." 

"That certainly does sound busy," Bev said. "But is it enough time for the other candidates?"

"Whatever do you mean?"

"Hendry told us today the election's been moved up," Bev said. "Actually, just before I came back to the inn. I don't know if the other candidates know about all these events. As I said, the last election—"

"I wrote to Mayor Hendry weeks ago," Petula said with a frown. "Goodness, already off on the wrong foot, aren't we?" She picked up her suitcase. "Suppose I'd better get to it."

"To what?"

"Finding each of the prospective candidates and letting them know what's expected of them," Petula said. "I'm willing to delay the gathering of signatures until tomorrow, if that seems fairer. But goodness, what in the world was Mayor Hendry thinking, not telling people the election would be moved up?"

Bev knew exactly what Hendry was thinking but didn't voice it. "Would you like some help? I know of at least two people entering the race. I can head over to their houses and let them know." 

Petula's face brightened. "Oh, that would be very helpful. Not that I—ahem—want to outsource my job, but I'm quite tired from the trip. I was hoping to grab a few moments' rest before I started my duties." She picked up her suitcase. "Please tell any potential candidates that we can delay the signature deadline a bit. In the interest of fairness. We'll cover all that in the event tonight."

"I'll set right out," Bev said with a nod. "Be back in a bit."

~

Wilda Murtagh was closest, so Bev headed there first. She lived three streets to the north, right down the block from Mayor Hendry in a quaint little cottage with pretty flowers out front. She'd rented her spare room to Lillie for the past few weeks.

When she knocked on the front door, Stella Brewer opened it. "Oh, hey, Bev! Come on in, we're getting going."

"Going?" Bev stepped inside and was struck by the flurry of activity happening in the small cottage. 

Wilda was overseeing the painting of a banner proclaiming her candidacy and that it was For Change! Lillie was in the kitchen, carefully portioning out cookie dough, while telling Shasta, Stella's twin, which paper she preferred to wrap the cookies in. Everything had a theme of lavender and yellow, which Bev took to be Wilda's campaign colors. 

"Bev!" Wilda waved and walked over, looking brightly around. "Good afternoon. How in the world are you? Come to sign up for the campaign? Lillie's on my team."

Lillie looked up and waved, but then turned her attention back to the cookies and paper. 

"Erm, no. The election—"

"Jo came by." Wilda rolled her eyes. "Trust that politician to do whatever possible to undercut the rest of us."

"Did she tell you it was moved up, or did she mention all the things you've got to do?" Bev asked. 

"Like what?" 

Bev laid out the different events, Wilda's face grew sourer. "No, the rat. She didn't mention any of that." She turned to those in the house and smiled. "I need at least fifteen signatures? I'm sure I can handle that by tonight." She puffed out her chest and strode over to a small desk in the corner, then found a spare piece of paper. "This should do, unless there's a specific format the submission has to be in."

"I'm really not sure," Bev said, rubbing the back of her neck. "But it is Petula, so—"

"Petula? Banks? From the Harvest Festival?" Wilda spun around and her brows rose. "She's the election monitor?"

"Apparently," Bev said with a small shrug. "That's the reason for all the madness, I believe. And also why the election's been moved up. Petula's in town for the next week." Bev didn't want to volunteer that Petula had given Hendry notice about the changed date weeks ago, as there was already enough anger toward her. 

"Well, I'll set to it now. Shasta? Maybe you can find some signatures for me. Get everyone in the room, for sure. Then start canvassing. I'm sure Freddie's got the farmer vote all sewn up, but we can find more folks in town who want someone with a bit more experience." She smiled at Bev again. "Will you be the first signature?" 

Bev held up her hands. "I'm the messenger. Not sure I'm ready to put my name to anyone yet—"

"But why not?" Wilda asked. "Don't tell me you're going to vote for Hendry."

"After all she makes you do around town?" Shasta asked. "You're always the one having to solve problems. She never does anything to help you."

"That's true," Lillie offered from the kitchen. 

"I haven't given it any thought," Bev said. "Not saying I'm not, erm, Team Wilda, but I need to think it over a bit. Not to mention, I've got to head to Freddie's and let him know what's going on. So…" She backed up. "Suppose I'll see everyone tonight."

~

Bev could feel Wilda's ire as she closed the door and headed south. It was true; Bev hadn't really thought about who she'd vote for. Hadn't given the election a second thought up until now, to be honest. She'd thought she'd cast her vote for Hendry, if only because she hadn't known there were other options. But while Wilda had been an excellent landlord to Lillie, Bev didn't know much about what she stood for. 

"Suppose that's what the election events over the next week are for," Bev said. 

Freddie and his husband Hans lived on a farm south of town, and it took Bev a bit to get there. But even before she walked up to the front steps, she could see activity in the front window. Like Wilda, Hendry had already told Freddie that he'd be up for election sooner than anticipated. 

She rapped on the door, and Hans answered. The farmer was younger, with that sort of starry-eyed optimism that came with youth. 

"Fred!" he called. "Bev's here!"

A chorus of cheers rose from the group, which was made up of even more people than had been at Wilda's. Freddie was in the corner, talking with Gore, and Dane Sterling was working on a banner of his own (though it was much less pretty than the one at Wilda's). Sonny Gray, the miller, was writing on flyers with three other farmers, and Eldred Nest, another farmer, was snoozing in the corner.

"Here to join the cause?" Hans asked excitedly. 

"Just to pass on some information," Bev said, telling him about Petula's arrival and the election requirements. Hendry had once again left out key information about the process, and Bev couldn't quite shake the idea that she'd done it intentionally. Freddie didn't seem bothered by the fifteen-signature requirement, either, loudly proclaiming that he could get it sewn up by the official candidate submission this evening. 

"Let's give Bev the honors first," Hans said, smiling at her. "Since she's the one who told us about it."

Once again, Bev had to demur, and once again, the opinion of everyone in the room shifted. No one could fathom that one might want to think about who to vote for. 

"Suppose I'll see everyone else tonight," Bev said, inching toward the door. "Erm. Aside from you and Wilda and Hendry, do you know anyone else who's submitting their name? I'd like to give them a sporting heads up too."

Freddie shook his head. "Not that I know of. But Hendry would know better than us. Since she seems to know everything."

~

Bev headed back to town, making a beeline to the town hall in the center of the village. The tall, white building had a clock in the tower, which reminded Bev she needed to get back to the inn to tend to any guests and start dinner. Petula had said the candidate submission would happen at six-thirty, which meant she'd have some hungry folks to feed. 

But first, Bev wanted to have a word with Hendry. She'd realized, almost too late, that this should've been Hendry's job, as the mayor had seen fit to at least tell her opponents that the date had moved. But not telling them anything else was grossly unfair, and Bev wanted to let her know.

Hendry was in her office, working quietly. It was a stark contrast to the furious activity happening at Wilda and Freddie's houses, and for the first time, Bev wondered if the ever-present mayor might lose her race. She didn't acknowledge Bev standing in her doorway, so Bev cleared her throat loudly. 

"Yes, Bev, what can I do for you? Quite busy today."

"Well, I wanted to let you know Petula's at the inn—"

"Yes, already had a nice chat with her."

Bev started. "When?"

"She stopped here just an hour ago. I assume right before she headed to the inn." 

Bev pursed her lips. "And she told you about all the events and the signatures and—"

"Mm. Yes. Had it done weeks ago."

Bev nodded. "And you didn't think to tell your opponents that?"

"Had no clue any of them were running until today," Hendry said with a sigh of exasperation. "Imagine my surprise. Wilda Murtagh of all people. She's got Middleburg all over her. If she thinks she's got a shot, she's dreaming." She turned the page. "And Freddie Silver? He's barely old enough to vote himself. Just wants to stretch his wings, I'm sure. Doubt he'll get more than the farmer vote. And a scant few that."

"You realize I had to walk around town and tell them about the signatures and campaign events," Bev said with pursed lips. "You didn't think it was pertinent, when you were telling them about the election date being moved up, to let them know all the requirements?"

Hendry didn't meet her gaze. "If they don't know how an election is run, Bev, it's not my fault. I'm the mayor. It's not my job to help my opponents."

Bev stared at her. 

"Is there anything else? If not, I've got lots to do before the meeting tonight. So…"

Bev felt the urge to leave and turned to walk out before she knew what she was doing. She was on the front steps of the town hall when she came to and scowled at the building behind her. 

That was perhaps how Hendry kept getting elected. 

Zed Mackey had said he'd switched sides in the war because the magical people had an edge over everyone else, and it wasn't fair. Bev hadn't quite agreed with him, as the only people she knew who had magic used it to help others. But Hendry was content to use her empathetic powers to help herself and keep her job. 

Would it be such a bad thing if Hendry lost? Would Freddie or Wilda be more eager to solve the town's problems instead of shoving them off on Bev? 

"Suppose we'll find out." Bev was suddenly very interested in this evening's town hall, even if she wasn't ready to put her name to a candidate yet. 







Chapter Three
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With the town meeting in the evening, Bev moved dinner to five-thirty. Luckily, the usual diners—Etheldra Daws, Earl Dollman, Max Sterling, and Bardoff Boyd—had heard because they showed up a few minutes after Bev plated everything. Petula ate quickly then excused herself, saying she had lots to prepare before the townsfolk arrived at the hall. The others ate more slowly, talking about the election and who they might vote for. 

"I don't have an opinion yet," Etheldra said, which surprised Bev, as the tea shop owner had an opinion about everything.

"Shasta and Stella are for Wilda," Bev said. "I would've thought—"

"What, do you think I let my employee tell me who I should vote for?" Etheldra snapped. 

Bev simply picked at her food instead of reminding Etheldra that Shasta was supposedly a part-owner in the shop, and not an employee. 

"I'm a bit on the fence, too," Earl said. "Freddie's nice enough, as is Wilda, but I need to know more about what they stand for."

"I'm for Freddie," Max said. "He's young. He's got some good ideas. I've offered to help with his campaign, too, but I couldn't get away from the library today."

"Well, I'm for Mayor Hendry," Bardoff said with a puff of his chest. "If there's one thing my trip to Queen's Capital taught me, it's that we need to stick with the people we know do the best job. Change is too risky these days."

"What else did you find out there?" Bev asked. The schoolteacher had gone to visit his old college and had returned the day before. 

"Lots of talk about a potential attempt to overthrow the queen," Bardoff said, wiping his mouth with the napkin. "Ludicrous, if you ask me, but you know some people can't be content with peace." 

"Overthrowing the queen?" Etheldra stared at him. "Didn't we settle that six years ago?"

Bardoff shrugged. "As I said, some people want to challenge the status quo. But for me, I'm happy with the lot we have. It's been a peaceful six years, and I'm in no hurry to overturn the apple cart."

Bev's gaze landed on Max, who was struggling to hide his true opinions. She'd been a little surprised the librarian hadn't been in the forest with Andres and the rest, as he'd always had kingside sympathies, especially as the queen's soldiers had ransacked his library and taken most of his magical books. 
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