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To anyone who needs the cozy comfort only a story can provide.






READER,


Inside the diary you hold in your hands, you may find some parts of the story unsettling, so reader discretion is advised as the following triggers may be found beyond this page. I even put them in alphabetical order to make things easier. [image: Image]

Bullying

Classism

Human sacrifice

Missing parents

&

Omen-bearing cats






“Fear makes men more dangerous than magic ever could.”

— Merrill, Dragon Age II
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The ‘magic’ of the Appalachian mountain range is older than the bones of dinosaurs embedded deep within the Earth’s crust. In times long ago, the mountain stretched as far north as Caledonia and even caressed the coast of ancestral West Africa. Today, it lies within the country that I believe the humans are now referring to as “America.” Though, I personally prefer the name the original caretakers gave the land: Turtle Island.

What’s that?

You are thinking, “Just get to the story”?

Okay, fine.

I’m getting there.

Seems like every thousand years, you humans lose more and more of your attention span.

Ahem.

Our story begins on a fog ridden April morning. The kind where the mist rises from the densely packed assortment of trees and the air surges with the powerful renewal of spring.

On this morning, the Jaeger family was up and getting ready for their day. Mrs. Jaeger was in the cramped bathroom of the narrow single-wide trailer, raking a brush through thick, purple-dyed waves—much to her daughter’s annoyance.

“Mom,” Agnes groaned while wiping the sleep from her eyes. “You keep brushing my hair like that, and my eyebrows are gonna be pulled back in a permanent look of surprise.”

Mrs. Jaeger tilted her head and laughed warmly. “Who knows? Maybe something surprising will happen while you are at school today.”

Agnes’ face scrunched. “I hope not.” The girl gave a melodramatic shudder. “Yesterday, the lunch ladies served us a ‘veggie surprise’ and I’m pretty sure it was just the steamed vegetables from last week that they mashed into a slimy green glop.”

Her mom finished the French braid in her daughter’s hair. “Maybe they have a giant sentient blob under the school and they are feeding the children little chunks of it,” her mom teased, then pecked a kiss on Agnes’ cheek.

Agnes laughed and plucked a few pieces of hair free so they’d frame her face.

Mr. Jaeger poked his head around the doorframe. “Hope you are okay with breakfast being a cinnamon-y sugary sort of surprise.”

“As long as it isn’t in the form of a gelatinous blob,” Agnes said with a chuckle as the family filed down the small hall to the open-ish kitchen.

The Jaegers weren’t your average family with a twelve-year-old kid. They rather enjoyed the company of one another, and so it was Jaeger routine to have breakfast together. Breakfast could vary from syrup sopping French toast to the most delicate flakey danish. Today, Agnes and her father sat at the small table, savoring each bite of warm cinnamon babka. Mrs. Jaeger leaned on the green speckled countertop with her pale yellow cup of tea. The smell of peppermint tickled Agnes’ nose.

“So what’s the special occasion, Dad?” Agnes asked while taking a bite from the cinnamon-y bread.

Her father raised his thick brow. “Something in the air this morning felt ‘special.’ ”

Agnes’ forehead creased with thought while her parents droned on about the typical adult nonsense like:

“Do you think Helen will call before or after we clock in?” her mom asked while stirring a lump of sugar in her cup absentmindedly.

Mr. Jaeger leaned back in the chair, stretched out his lanky form, and gave a dramatic sigh while rubbing the scruff on his chin. “Knowing Helen as we have for ten years,” he began as he adjusted the chicken-patterned cushion of the metal chair, “I’d say she’s already by the phone, waiting for the most inconvenient moment.”

While her parents prattled on, Agnes’ focus remained on the rolling hills and trees covered with ledges that lay just beyond their kitchen window. She drank her morning apple juice and cut another generous piece of babka for herself. From the corner of her eye, she saw something small flutter past the window. Her gut churned with excitement as she exclaimed over her parents’ boring banter, “I saw one! A pixie!”

Mr. Jaeger locked eyes with Mrs. Jaeger, who was currently pursing her lips.

“A pixie?” Agnes’s mom asked. “We aren’t anywhere near where the Celts used to call home.” Her words were gentle as she peeked out the window. “Know what is here?”

Agnes slid the strap of her backpack over her shoulder. “The school bus?”

Her mom nodded. “The school bus.”

Mr. Jaeger stood to his feet, his full head of onyx-colored hair almost touching the low ceiling. “C’mon, Agnes, let’s get you and your over-active imagination out the door,” he said with a warm smile.

Mrs. Jaeger and Mr. Jaeger watched their daughter board the yellow school bus. A pang of nerves wriggled in the gut of Mrs. Jaeger. Just as she looked to tell her husband she had an inkling that something bad was coming their way, they heard the landline ring from the open kitchen window.

“See? We haven’t even finished our breakfast, and the phone is already ringing,” Mr. Jaeger pointed out.

Mrs. Jaeger glided across the outdated carpet over to the landline phone. “Hello,” she said.

Mr. Jaeger let the screen door close behind him with a drawn-out CREAK. He stood in front of the large family picture in the living room with his thumbs resting in his back pocket.

“That’s not normally how we do things,” Mrs. Jaeger objected, pushing back at whoever was on the other side of the conversation. She crossed her left arm over her chest as her right hand gripped the phone tighter. “There isn’t anyone else you can put this request in with?”

Mr. Jaeger raised a brow at his wife’s distraught tone.

Mrs. Jaeger let out a huff. “What do you mean, you have the details already worked out?” She brought a hand to rub her temple. “This is far outside our zone of work.”

Mr. Jaeger reached for the frame of the family portrait over the wood stove.

Mrs. Jaeger hung up the phone.

“Helen?” Mr. Jaeger asked as he removed the photo from the wall, revealing a hidden compartment.

“Who else?” Mrs. Jaeger rolled her eyes as she began braiding back her own hair. “Apparently, we have to leave immediately. And in her own words, ‘expect it to be more than a day’s work.’ ”

Mr. Jaeger’s expression became somber. His brown eyes, which were always as warm as spiced chai, now resembled the space of a hollowed out tree. “Of course.” He tapped his foot impatiently. “And what does she suggest we do with Agnes? Just leave her?”

“Yes.”

Mr. Jaeger removed a pair of swords that could be twins, and placed them in the holster on his back. Next, he handed his wife a set of knives that she strapped onto her thigh overtop of her washed blue jeans. Then he handed her a crossbow and a bag of silver and iron-tipped bolts.

Mrs. Jaeger slung the bow over her back and tightened the buckle of her leaf-shaped fanny pack. She pulled a lighter from the pouch and handed it to her husband.

“You have got to stop putting your tools in my first aid bag, darling.”

He rubbed his thumb over the barely visible insignia and raised a bushy brow at his wife. “Well, when are you ever more than twenty feet away from me?”

She bit her lip. “Since today.”

He thumbed the hole at the bottom of his pants pocket. “No. We never part for a job.”

Mrs. Jaeger didn’t answer as she removed a book from their bookshelf. It had a vivid red cover and the silhouette of a large house. She flipped to a page she was familiar with. A page with a poem that haunted her since twelve years old. She didn’t know how it connected then, but she did now. She scratched a note onto the page. “We should leave soon.”

“What about Agnes?” Mr. Jaeger pressed.

Mrs. Jaeger left the book open on the couch where it wouldn’t be missed. “Helen has something arranged for her, apparently.”

Mr. Jaeger swallowed hard. “And you trust that?”

“I know that I trust my sister.”

“So, Helen arranged for our daughter to go be with a woman she’s never met?”

Mrs. Jaeger let out a shaky breath as she slowly spun around their home before locking eyes with her hesitant husband. She moved past him and put the portrait back on the wall. She admired the detail of the painting and her gaze naturally fell to a smiling Agnes. “James, we’ve been blessed with a daughter whose wit rivals her age.”

Mr. Jaeger nodded. “You can give me the details as we walk to the train,” he said flatly as he pulled the trench coat over himself.

Mrs. Jaeger donned her matching one. Then they were out the door.

As they walked down the creaking steps of the trailer, Mrs. Jaeger wiped a stray tear from her face.

A swarm of bug-masked pixies flew by the couple as they walked down the mountain road.

Mrs. Jaeger looked at her husband as if it were like any other day and said, “I see the pixies are quite busybodied this morning.”

Mr. Jaeger nodded. “That could be promising.”

In the distance, in the far fields below the cliffs, a lone unicorn grazed.

The gentle gusts carried an ominous warning under the fluttering wings of the fae. If James and Sandra Jaeger hadn’t ignored it, perhaps they would have returned home that night. Unfortunately for their young daughter, they ignored the warning.






THE JOKE’S ON ME, I GUESS APRIL 1ST: AFTERNOON


Before you ask, no, I didn’t wish on some stupid star for my parents to disappear. I also didn’t ask to be stuck in a bubblegum pink bug for a rough, grueling, terribly paced nine-ish hour drive to a whole other state. And to top it off, my new guardian is my aunt, even though I can’t even remember meeting her.

Not that it matters. According to the social worker, who’s currently bobbing her head along to some ancient pop song from the nineties, “the child will go to the next of kin.”

I don’t think I can roll my eyes any harder at the absolute nonsense. Am I perhaps being a little bit too bitter? No. I think not.

You’d be bitter too if you came home to similar circumstances like I did.

Don’t believe me? Fine. Allow me to recap the events that landed me in this most unfortunate situation.

In my own words, of course.

Because if it wasn’t obvious before, you are reading my diary.

By all means, don’t blush now.

We aren’t even to the good part yet.

I had come home like any other day.

Off the school bus at precisely three forty-five. Walking up the dusty drive, I sang my little tune to the melody of the squeaky steps as I hopped up them. Only to open the screen door and be greeted by… no one.

I remember thinking it was odd. But I reasoned with myself that they must just be working a later shift.

Mom and Dad had worked late before, so it wasn’t completely unexpected. I slid off my shoes and dug around in my backpack for the familiar, worn wooden sheath of my pocketknife.

I still remember the day Dad had given it to me. Because every mountain kid remembers their first pocketknife. It had been a bad day.

Like a really bad day at school. I had just found out I flunked a big test.

We were on one of our usual strolls through the woods. Dad really liked to draw animals to show Mom, and I liked watching him draw. When we sat so he could draw a salamander he spotted—Dad could always spot the tiniest things—he gave me the pocketknife. “It’s been passed down through our family for a very, very long time.”

It immediately became one of my prized possessions.

Anyway, with the school year winding down, our teachers were drilling us with test prep. It’s quite annoying honestly. I mean when am I ever going to need to know how to find the missing angle on a triangle in the real world?

The good news was a lot of my homework was already finished during my free period. I like finishing as much work at school when able, so when I get home I can enjoy the important things.

Like food. Binging T.V. shows with my parents. And reading the monthly horoscope in the Paradox Chronicle, which is like the only magazine that me and pretty much everyone in my grade reads.

I was beyond ready to relax.

But, first, I needed a snack. So I went to the kitchen to rummage through the cabinets. There was an open bag of cereal, so that would most likely be stale.

No, thank you.

Next was a box of gummies, but no packs of gummies inside. Dad would often take the last of something and not throw the box away.

I remember reaching back so far that my fingers got tangled in a cobweb.

But luckily I was able to feel out the crinkly packaging of a lone Pop-Tart. I ripped it open and the weight of disappointment gathered in my gut when I saw the pink frosting. Ew. Cherry.

I wished there was some leftover babka from this morning, but alas, I only spotted the crumbs where Dad and I had sat at the wrought-iron bistro table.

So, I sucked it up and, because I was hungry, ate the unfortunately-flavored treat.

I then went to my tiny room at the end of the trailer. My plum purple gauze curtains glowed in the evening sun. I plopped on my messily-kept bed and I sifted through a few magazines that I had piled on my nightstand. Selecting the latest issue of Paradox Chronicle, I flipped through the pages, looking for the only important part. The horoscope forecasts for the month.

[image: Image]

“A string of unfortunate events, huh?” I remember muttering as I extracted the horoscope. “Doubt it.” I recall thinking I could write snappier vague predictions as the satisfying sound of the scissors cutting the magazine paper filled my ears.

But I shouldn’t have doubted it,, dear reader. Because it was ultimately right.

Time dragged and dragged by so slowly that I remember reorganizing my whole bookshelf and had the latest episode of Tales from Verdant Grove playing in the background.

Hours later, I felt the frigid shock bite into my chest at the realization my parents still weren’t home. They have never been this late before. The thought repeated in my head as I watched the sun cast its setting glow on my lavender-painted wall behind my T.V.

I walked down the hall, past our bathroom and took in the vast emptiness of our home. The air felt as still and stale as the opened cereal in our cupboard. The wood burner flickered with life, but the trailer lacked its usual comforting warmth. I swallowed hard and poked my head out the door.

I couldn’t see anyone walking up our drive. A cooing owl in a nearby tree was the only sign of life in the area. It was like the whole world had stopped. Understanding settled into my bones. I was utterly and completely alone.

I closed and locked the white-speckled door, leaned my back against it, and slid down to the floor, hugging my knees to my chest.

But before the bitter tears of abandonment could stream down my cheeks like gentle spring rain, I noticed one of Mom’s books was left open on the couch. Walking over to it, I saw it was one of her mystery books. I pursed my lips and glanced at the scribbles Mom had drawn on the page.

[image: Image]

This was all that was left for me. An Agatha Christie collectable, and two words my mom had written down before leaving. But if they were at work, the slaughter house would have been closed by now. The peepers and crickets began their song, their melody carrying me down a dark path, wondering what could have been the real reason my parents left.

My heart raced in my ribcage. Was it something I did?

Was it my grades on my mid semester report?

THUMP THUMP

No, they said they believed in me.

THUMP THUMP

And I brought them back up.

THUMP THUMP

Oh, Reader, I hope you don’t mind my little theatrics every once in a while. I thought it would add to the diary-invading experience. Did I succeed? [image: Image]

As my thoughts continued spiraling, the walls felt like they were closing in on me. The ticking of the old grandfather clock seemed to get louder and louder with each passing moment. So, I did the only reasonable thing.

I wiped the tears from my cheeks and shakily picked up our landline. Walking to the fridge, I examined the list of numbers scratched onto a tea-stained paper.

Then I called the local sheriff.

So, you see, dear reader, it wasn’t like it is in the movies. I didn’t celebrate or throw some big party. I panicked, and that’s precisely how I ended up in this car.

It’s so annoying when car seat heaters don’t work.

[image: Image]

“Goooooood morning, Sienna Wood!” an upbeat radio voice called through the car.

I grumbled, having forgetten how miserable sleeping overnight in a car was.

The radio host continued, “It’s going to be a stormy morning so make sure and wear those rain coats and arm yourself with a trusty umbrella.”

“Well isn’t that rotten luck?” the social worker asked while loudly popping her gum.

[image: Image]

I looked out the window and my breath cast a tiny cloud of fog onto the glass. Then I saw the town’s welcome sign. It was painted a coffee shade of brown and featured script letters and scroll engraving.

I rolled my eyes at their tagline: “Pennsylvania’s best kept secret.” As we drove through the downtown filled with brick shops and cobblestone sidewalks. It was a tiny town fit for postcards. But it didn’t look like anyone actually lived here.

“Almost there,” the social worker mused.

Her name was Mariah, not that it really matters, Reader. She won’t be back after she abandons me with my long lost aunt.

I huffed out a sigh and watched the rain droplets race down the window. It made me remember how Dad would cheer, “Choose your racer!” and we’d watch to see whose droplet would reach the bottom of the window first. The memory made my stomach ache.

Mariah flipped on the vehicle’s brights as lightning flashed across the sky.

We pulled down a quiet street where, even in the blowing breeze, I could see spring buds speckling the trees.

Finally at the end of Pebble Lane, fear chewed on my stomach when I saw the house number glisten from reflecting the car’s headlights.

555.






GLOOMY BEGINNINGS APRIL 2ND: MID-MORNING


A tall woman met us outside. She wore a white-and-navy plumed coat with a puffy collar, and turned her large, round eyes on me. They were eerily similar to an owl’s. In fact, her hair had the same tufts of a great horned owl. She looked surprised at our arrival, and popped open an umbrella.

[image: Image]

“Alrighty, kiddo, here we are,” Mariah announced, then cracked her gum, once again annoying my eardrums. If she was a bird, she’d be a kookaburra. My eyes narrowed as the owl of a woman glided closer to my car door.

She barely looked anything like my mom. Was Social Services positive I was related to this lady?

Mariah opened the door and pulled out a clipboard. “Hey, there. You Sybil?” she asked with a smile despite rain drops dotting her rosy cheeks.

“You may call me ‘Miss Ariti,’ ” the woman replied, slowly blinking her long spiderweb-thin lashes.

Mariah raised a brow. “Alright, Miss Ariti. If you could just sign this.” She plopped a clipboard on the car’s hood.

I watched the woman who was supposedly my mom’s sister pull a quill pen from her coat pocket.

I furrowed my brow. Where was the well of ink?

She signed the paper, and the world felt slow as she approached the passenger door.

We made eye contact, and she tilted her head in confusion when I didn’t open it.

She gave the umbrella cane in her hand a twirl, and rain spun from the charcoal covering.

My stomach felt like it was in a knot as my mind was pulled back and forth about what I should do.

Mariah’s car door opened and shut. She huffed, buckling into the driver’s seat. “Go ahead, kiddo. You’re gonna be alright.”

I did my best to steady my breathing, but my throat burned and I blinked back tears.

Only one of us was going to return home to the West Virginia mountains. My heart shattered at the fact it wasn’t going to be me.

I swallowed hard and replied with a quiet, “Okay.”

With one hand, I gripped the strap of my backpack and, with the other, I felt around my pocket for my knife. It was separate from the necessities I packed in my bag. Clothes, toothbrush, school supplies, and, of course, my mother’s book.

My hands trembled as I opened the car door.

My estranged aunt greeted me with a soft smile. “Hello, darling.”

I nodded and closed the car door behind me.

It wasn’t long before I heard the bug’s engine turn over. Soon enough, it was down the road. There went my only ride out of here.

I let the rain fall over me. It felt like the outside was mirroring my emotions, even as I struggled to find words to express how I was feeling.

Aunt Sybil cleared her throat. “Lovely to finally make your acquaintance. And at an age where your cognitive development makes it highly likely that you’ll remember this moment for the remaining duration of your life.”

I had never heard anyone talk like that before. Did all the people in Pennsylvania talk like that? I hoped not.

I swallowed the stinging feeling in the back of my throat so it would return to its rightful place: deep down in the pit of my stomach. “Yeah. Nice to meet you, too,” I muttered.

Aunt Sybil stepped closer, shielding me from the steady fall of rain with her umbrella. “Onward,” she declared, “to the academy, for arguably the most momentus assessment you’ll ever endure.”

I nodded along even though every word from her mouth sounded like it came from a college textbook. As we walked through Sienna Wood’s downtown, everyone gave us a wide berth. But my ears tickled with the townsfolk’s whispers as we passed.

“Have you heard?”

The only thing I could hear besides the man’s low voice were the sounds our feet made walking on the cobblestones.

“Heard what?”

The woman’s voice was hoarse. Like she had found a pack of her parents’ cigarettes and once she started, she’d never stopped.

“The new statue of the missing girl at the school.”

Another group of people around a dated lamp post were also talking.

“Another one?”

Did kids just go missing every day in “Pennsylvania’s best kept secret”?

“Yes.”

I heard a group babble through bites of donuts.

“Oh, that’s so sad.”

I pursed my lips at the quiet news.

I looked up at Aunt Sybil, who was either oblivious to the talk or just willingly chose to ignore it.

Our walk was pretty silent after that.

Oh, reader, you must know, if there is one thing I hate more than cherry Pop-Tarts, it’s silence.

I cleared my throat. “So, this academy?… Does it have a name?”

Her face lit up. It was the first time I saw it do that. In fact I don’t even think she had the same look when she saw us pull in this morning.

“Silver Leaf Academy. It is a division of O.T.I.”

My feet splashed in puddles as we continued our walk. “O.T.I.?” I repeated. It sounded like a U.T.I. to me.

Aunt Sybil cleared her throat. “It is short for Ore Tree Institutes, an educational organization dedicated to producing the most brilliant minds this side of the Appalachian Mountains.”

Brilliant, huh?

I didn’t ask for anymore information, but that didn’t stop Aunt Sybil from offering it.

“O.T.I. organizes their schools by precious metals. The more valuable the metal, the more complex courses of study available.”

I tossed the details around in my head for a moment. Silver Leaf. “So, what special thing does ‘leaf’ stand for?”

Aunt Sybil didn’t hesitate. “Ore Tree Institutes is an umbrella for all their schools, but each academy has a limited age range. The names denote which are covered.”

I did my best to follow Aunt Sybil’s speech. She’d gone from not talking to happily discussing her employer.

“So,” my guardian continued, “Acorn is for pre-kindergarten through first grade. Leaf is up to sixth grade.”

That made sense. Last time I checked, I was your run of the mill average twelve-year-old girl.

“Branch is grades seventh through ninth. Lastly, Tree schools cover tenth through twelfth grade.”

Before I could ask anything else, a silver gleam pierced the thick fog. My breath hitched at the sight. The wind whipped, and a delicate chime grabbed my attention. In the trees above us, where leaves should be, there were instead small, silver keys.

“Welcome to Silver Leaf Academy, darling.”

This school felt anything but welcoming. But I kept that thought to myself.

“What are those keys for?” I asked.

Aunt Sybil, like a living encyclopedia, answered quickly. “Those are the keys of students who have proved themselves through academic achievement to be promising enough to achieve gold status.”

My forehead wrinkled as Aunt Sybil’s answer only left me with more questions.

Why did students get silver keys in the first place? What was their purpose? And what did they open?

The closer we stepped toward the polished, swirling silver gate, the smaller I felt.

Ahead of us, an old stone castle reached for the rainy sky atop the last stretch of hill. Even in the chilled, wet, spring breeze, this school didn’t look the least bit warm and inviting.

The gates opened and a rush of nerves washed over me like the rain pitter-pattering the top of Aunt Sybil’s umbrella. With each step closer, the academy became less of a silver blur and more defined. The castle’s stone looked like it was painted in liquid metal, so even in the gloom of spring, it would cut through the thickest fog and heaviest curtain of rain.

Then I noticed the statues on the sides and top of the castle. Their grayish stone was stark in contrast compared to the rest of the building. It was easy enough to determine they were supposed to be gargoyles.
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September 22nd -
October 22nd

Libra, the month of April will

challenge you to maintain the balance of
your mind and feelings. The beginning of the
month will devastate your home life and take
you far out of your comfort zone.

You may find yoursell in a long list of peculiar
situations, dealing with tension among your
peers, and doubting your own abilities.
Remember, when you look at the string of
unfortunate events trying to suck you in, that
vou are a charming and flexible individual.

Lean into your natural abilitics and the month
might actually turn in your favor.
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en Little Soldier Boys went out to dine;
One choked his ittle self and then there were nine.

Nine Little Soldier B%s s‘ig};ed up very late; f( "

One over'slept himse an hen there were eight.

Eight Little Soldier Boys travellin g in Devon, Y

One said he'd stay there and then there were seven.

Seven Little Soldier Boys choppin gd uﬁ sticks;
t

One chopped himself in halves and then there were six.

Six Little Soldier Boys playing with a hive;
A bu:nblebee s‘iung'}(;nle) a¥ld <ghen there were ﬁvefmt D

Five Little Soldier Boys going through adoor,
One stubbed his toe and then there were four. §
ipa

Four Ljttle Soldier Boys §oing out to sea,

A red herrin g swallowed one and then there were three.

Three Little Soldier Boys walldng in the zoo,
A big bear hugged one and then there were two.

Tvo Little Soldier Boys sltzmg in the sun;
One got frizzled up and then there was One.

One Little Soldier Boy left all alone;

He went and hanged imself and then there were none.
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