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There is Magic where the Three Rivers Meet 

 

Chapter One: 

Elara Smith Returns to the Natural Outpost on Beacon Street 

 

 All stories are allowed one coincidence, and in the story of 

Elara Smith, it happened on the day Elementals returned to the Natural 

Outpost on Beacon Street. It was set in motion by the unsuspecting Mr. 

Nowak, the thoroughly average landlord of three miserable townhomes on 

Beacon Street. He realized as he prepared himself to step out into the 

Pittsburgh rain that he had managed, by coincidence, to schedule for 

all three of his tenants to move in on the exact same day. To make 

matters odder, that day just so happened to be on the very first day 

of summer.  

 "What an odd coincidence," he remarked to his wife, Mrs. Nowak, 

a doughy woman who looked as stuffed and crimped as the pierogi she 

was so famous for making, "I didn't even remember that I had these 

homes under my name." 

 This did not surprise Mrs. Nowak at all for, though she loved 

her husband, he was not an ambitious nor a forward-thinking man. 

Honestly, if it weren't for her and her pierogi, they might be 

thoroughly forgettable people.  

 "Are you sure you want to walk?" she asked as she handed him his 

umbrella.  

 He nodded, "It will be nice to walk along the park." 

 He set out and began his way towards his property. He walked 

past the bakeries, waved to the kosher butcher, and then he headed 

towards the park. As he reached the edge of the park that led to the 

townhomes, he felt an inkling, almost a trickle of consciousness. It 

was almost as if there was a hum that accompanied the breeze, or like 
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the rain was trying to drum a rhythm and tell him something, or that 

beneath his feet there was a faint tremor. Had he not been encumbered 

by his umbrella, he might have been able to see the birds watching him 

walk past with acute awareness, or the trees slowly bend towards him 

in curiosity. He stopped and looked around. But just as most adults 

become Disconnected over time, he could not feel the magic drifting in 

the wind, floating down the rivers, or rumbling in the earth. Such 

knowledge he had forgotten long ago, and so he noticed nothing.  

  As he walked, he wondered why he had waited too long to lease 

these homes. The townhomes, which had remained empty for almost twelve 

years, had never crossed his mind until he received an odd application 

for the average home in the mail, scrawled across the margins of 

pancake house menus and coffee receipts from different towns all over 

Pennsylvania. To make matters more coincidental, he had then found 

soon after three families who agreed to lease his other two 

properties. Each family, he realized as he walked, had a young child 

around the age of twelve.  

 Well, he thought to himself, they'll all be able to play 

together. Isn't that nice?   

 As he approached Beacon Street, he saw that there was already a 

family waiting for him in front of the townhomes. His first thought 

was how different the parents seemed from their child. While the 

couple appeared to be a stoic, reserved pair, their child was a 

whirlwind: a tall girl with a capricious grin and oak colored eyes. 

She sped up and down the driveway on yellow skates, unfazed by the 

rain, and waved a large hockey stick back and forth.     

 "You must be the Bells," he stepped forward and shook each of 

their hands. He turned to the young girl and said, "And you are 

Mistral. Pleasure to meet you." 

 "This place is a dump," Mistral declared.  

 Mr. Nowak bristled a bit at that. While he would admit that he 

had taken little care of the townhomes, he would not go that far. 
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 Her father came up behind her and patted his daughter's 

shoulder. "Don't worry. It looks like we're living in the best one," 

he said to his wife. Mistral's mother crossed her arms over her chest 

and glared at her husband.  

 "How can we raise a family next to such a house? Look at that 

mold, I'm sure it's gotten to our place," she said. "Is this even 

legal?" she asked Mr. Nowak. "I'm sure that the place is filled with 

rodents. Or worse, squatters."  

 As he sensed the potential loss of a tenant, Mr. Nowak quickly 

interceded. "Not at all, Mrs. Bell," he said, "I've rented out both 

homes to families much like yourselves."  

 At that moment, the Rosenthals arrived as if to declare that 

they were nothing like the Bells.  Sarah Rosenthal almost fell out of 

her earth colored Previa, a bulbous but practical van with no blind 

spots. She was a tired looking young woman who tried to keep up as her 

daughters, Tzippy, Miri, and little baby Esther, clambered out behind 

her from the car. Her eldest, a young boy named Issy, short for a 

first name he would not tell you thankyouverymuch, stepped out after 

her carrying a book that was most certainly not for girls. He scooped 

up baby Esther in the other.  

Issy held Esther and his book closer to himself when he saw the 

middle townhome and asked his mother, "Mom? Is that where we're 

living?" He was much too polite to question his mother's decision 

directly, although his doubts about his mother's logic were clear. His 

mother looked up and then waved away his concern. "No, no. We're the 

house on the right," she said, and a visible wave of relief passed 

through each of her children. Except for Little Baby Esther, for she 

knew the ivy that consumed the windows, the mold that rotted the roof, 

and the rust that had eaten away at the door were all magical. She 

thought that it would be great fun to live in such a magical house.  

 Not that anyone ever bothered to consult her on the matter. So, 

with an indignant gurgle and a little spit bubble, she kept her 

thoughts to herself.     
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 Both families along with Mr. Nowak himself looked at the middle 

townhome. It was indeed a sad house, wedged tightly as it was between 

the homes on either side. The bricks on the wall facing the street 

were falling apart and crumbling. The windows were boarded up and the 

glass broken. There was no front door, as it had been replaced by a 

plywood panel. Together, each family had the same thought, What type 

of family would want to live here?  

 

 That evening, Mr. Nowak was still at the townhomes. After 

standing there all afternoon, he decided he could no longer wait for 

the third family and prepared to leave. He thanked Mrs. Rosenthal for 

the copious amount of coffee she offered him while he waited, and Mr. 

Bell for the pizza he offered around dinner time. The landlord waited 

until he heard Issy Rosenthal reading a bedtime story to his sisters 

in one home, while Mistral Bell practiced her hockey swings in the 

other. Mr. Nowak sighed and decided he had best leave the keys to the 

middle house on the banister. "They'll have to let themselves in, I 

suppose," he said out loud. He descended the steps before walking away 

from his property. And then, almost magically, he forgot all about the 

families in the townhomes and the oddity that any family would want to 

live in the shambles of the middle home.  

 Once Mr. Nowak was gone, a faint voice drifted from the park 

across Beacon Street.   

"I'll admit that it's a bit odd but we've been through the 

Suffering before and this is nothing like that," the voice crackled 

softly. It came from a small radio with solar stones wired to its 

body. Grant Smith reached down and turned the knob to raise the 

volume.  

"Here we go again, folks. Hang on as Henry puts on the paranoia 

hat," a second voice said as a boing-yoing sound filled the airwaves. 

Grant chuckled and settled back in his seat at the head of the 

wagon-sled. He was a man who did not seem responsible enough to have a 

lease, as his appearance seemed to have halted in a rebellious phase 



There is Magic Where the Three Rivers Meet, 5 
 

from years before. He was huddled underneath a sizeable green coat a 

shade darker than his hair, which was interwoven with leaves and bits 

of grass in the seams. The wagon-sled moved and brought Grant out from 

beneath the cover of the trees. The moonlight came down on his face 

and revealed his markings. From beneath his collar, dark green 

markings crept towards his chin and curled around his jaw. His 

markings were not the most menacing aspect of his appearance, however, 

as the moonlight illuminated a large object balanced on his lap. It 

looked to be the shape of a hammer, but instead of a steelhead, was 

topped by a drum almost half his size.   

 "I'm serious," Henry continued on the radio, "why hasn't there 

been any attacks if the mines were burning? It's because someone is 

covering it up."  

 Grant hummed, and the wagon-sled sped up the hill. The name 

"wagon-sled" was a term that had been passed down instead of an apt 

description of the vehicle itself. For one, it had no wheels. Nor was 

it really shaped like a sled. The name referred first to how many 

things it could hold, as Grant and Elara's entire life was stuffed, 

cradled, shelved, and tucked within the wagon. And second to how it 

moved along the forest floor. Beneath the wagon-sled, trees brought 

their roots up from the ground to form a path and push the wagon 

forward.  

 A third voice piped up from the radio. "For those just tuning 

in, this is Henry, Marcus, and Ben here in Kachemak Bay discussing a 

region-wide call for Rangers to take up their posts in the Appalachian 

Mountains and along the Canadian Shield."   

 "Of which Henry seems to think is some big cover-up for 

something insidious," the second voice, Ben, said.   

 Marcus continued, "So prep your calendars, people, you'll 

probably be called to volunteer soon."  

 "I'm just not fooled by a little bit of magic coming back here 

and there. The Suffering doesn't just disappear. Not after only twelve 

years," Henry retorted.  
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 "They wouldn't bring the Rangers back if there wasn't enough 

magic to protect," Ben said. 

  "Let's hear from you, listeners. By water, air, or earth, we 

accept all communications. Tell us if you think this is one big hoax 

or send us your stories of how things are getting better," Marcus 

said. 

 "Of course, it could be that things are hopeless," Henry said.   

 The three seemed stumped, and dead air came from the small sun-

radio. Marcus coughed and audibly swallowed before he continued, 

"Well, we're just about out of time here, but we have one last thing 

to say."  

 "The Jugglin' Jesse's Great Travelin' Fair has officially been 

spotted outside of the Laurentian Region and seems to be heading over 

to the Appalachian Plateau," Ben said.  

 "If you're in the area, check it out!" 

 "And remember, folks, look for the signs," Henry finished. 

 A sound that was somewhere between a whoosh and a whish grew 

above Grant. He reached down and turned the radio off. As soon as the 

music died down, the wind picked up and whipped against the wagon. 

 The wind was having far too much fun tossing Elara about.  

Far above the ground, Elara rolled and tumbled throughout the sky 

as she aimed her path towards the homes on Beacon Street. The wind, 

however, was not cooperating. It flipped her over, whipped her to the 

side, and plummeted her downwards before it brought her violently back 

up. She slid further and further down the sky until she landed with a 

boots-first crash into the backyard of the outpost. 

              "Woo! What a wild breeze that was!" she exclaimed 

and wiped her forehead, "I thought I would never get down." She 

checked that her most prized possession, a small clay pot filled with 

dirt, was still safe and tucked under her arm. She sighed in relief 

that it was survived the aerial roller coaster.   

"We're home, Mom!" she yelled into the little clay pot of dirt.  

"I beat you," greeted Grant. 
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"Now, see, that is not fair," Elara argued. "I was at a 

disadvantage. How was I to know the breeze I hitchhiked was the 

beginning of a summer storm!"  

"Did you use up the whole bottle like I told you?" asked Grant.          

"Are you kidding?" Elara rummaged through her pockets and 

revealed a small bottle. "This is perfectly good air magic!" The 

bottle was half filled with small luminescent bits that glittered in 

the moonlight. "I spent months collecting this from spiderwebs and 

robin feathers.  I wasn't going to waste it on a little breeze."  

The breeze whipped around in the sky and crashed into her side. 

She flew for a moment and then landed back on the ground. With the 

gust, her coat flipped over her head, and the pattern on her back was 

exposed. Three embroidered rivers ran across the back of her jacket 

and came together under a full moon.  

 "I don't think my affinity is air-based," she said.  

  "Come on, Elara. Quit fooling around. We have to open this 

place up before the night ends," Grant said. He licked the tip of his 

index finger and raised it in the air, "Summer is almost here."  

She looked at the house that was to be her home. She took in the 

broken windows, the falling bricks, and the boarded-up door. "Are you 

sure this is the place?" she asked.  

     "I'm sure," he said, "It's hardly changed since I last saw 

it." He looked down at her and patted her on the head. "It'll be 

alright, Moonlight," he said, "I promised you would pick your bedroom 

first, right?"  

     That cheered Elara up. "And I can have a slumber party?" 

Grant pinched his lips together at that one, and Elara knew not to 

push the issue. Some battles were best left for later. But, she vowed, 

she would celebrate the coming of sleep with the new friends she was 

sure to make here. She could just picture it. She would decorate her 

room as she had seen in the pictures. A plush bed with a cover in her 

favorite colors. Walls that were painted like the rising sun on one 

wall and setting sun at the other. Green curtains that looked like ivy 
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crawling up and down her windows. And finally, finally, enough space 

to play games, eat lots of what Disconnecteds called "junk" food, and 

laugh all night until Grant came over and told her and her friends to 

be quiet and go to sleep.  

But we won't go to sleep, she thought, we'll stay up all night 

and giggle quietly.  

"Come on, Elara. We have work to do." He rummaged in the wagon 

and took out a little bag and a snow globe. "Just like we practiced."  

Elara took the bag and walked up the steps and right past the 

keys that had been set on the banister. She approached the door to 

their new home and looked up. The dark house loomed over her, and she 

tried to listen for evil critters that might be lurking inside.  

"Calm down, Elara," she said out loud to herself. "Most critters 

are good critters. Bad critters don't like good magic." She took the 

snow globe and tapped it against the plywood, gently cracking it. She 

sprinkled its contents onto the door. The boarded-up door groaned and 

the plywood came to life. It morphed and began to take on new life as 

it grew leaves, bark, and finally transformed into a living wood door. 

"This," she said and opened the door, "is good magic."  

Her heart sank. The house was no better inside than outside. If 

anything, it was much, much worse. The place was covered in mold and 

cobwebs, dust and trash. The back door led directly into a kitchen 

that looked like it could never be used to cook a heartwarming meal. 

The cabinets were gone or falling apart, and the sink was a dark, mean 

thing that had rust and darkness eating away at it. The living room 

was no place to play and study, for it was littered with the bad 

stuff. All over the floor, there were cans and pieces of plastic. 

There seemed to once have been furniture, but it had been smashed so 

many times that it lay strewn apart along the floor. And the stairs, 

the stairs led to another realm that was just nighttime and horrors.  

Elara could barely see each step in the gloom and could certainly not 

see where they ended.  

I hope my bedroom isn't up there, she thought.  



There is Magic Where the Three Rivers Meet, 9 
 

"Elara," Grant said as he looked at the moon rising above them. 

The first night of the early summer was almost over.  

Elara swallowed and gently placed the clay pot onto the porch. 

She took one, two, three deep breaths and began to open the three 

passageways to the Natural Outpost. "First, by earth," she recited. 

She opened the small bag and sprinkled its contents in a thin line 

that led from the exterior of the home to the dark interior.  She 

looked at her handy work and then stepped across the threshold into 

the dark house.  

"Second, by water," she made her way into the kitchen. She held 

her breath as the smell of decayed wood spread through her nose and 

into her lungs.  She reached the sink and opened the tap. She heaved a 

sigh of relief. They had running water. She fiddled with the knobs 

until only one drop fell at a time.  

"Third, by air," she pushed against the wood boarding up the 

windows until it fell away. The moonlight hit her face as a rush of 

air and light filled the outpost. She turned around. Already, the 

outpost looked more like a home. The light illuminated past the 

kitchen and into the living room. Elara turned around and saw that the 

outpost, while devastated of any relics of the past, had retained its 

one essential element: engraved in the walls, the floors, and the 

stairs were the Elemental creed to protect Nature.  

"The three passageways are open. We, the Rangers, Elementals who 

vow to protect Nature, are here to serve all those who need us, and 

fight against the Suffering."  

 

 

Chapter Two: 

First Day on The Job 

 The next morning, Elara's first task was to open her window. She 

struggled against the rusted latch and rattled the panes until they 

shot forward. She spun her arms, trying to regain her balance and even 

almost flew out the window and onto the porch down below. 
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 "Well, Mom," she said to the little clay pot, "We have to get 

this day started."  

 The pot just sat next to Elara's cot and said nothing.  

 Elara took out the picture in her pocket, unfolded it, and held 

it straight out. Between torn edges, the image made a bedroom seem 

like a fantastical land. There was a four-poster draped in soft 

colored curtains and a mountain of pillows and stuffed animals resting 

on the bed. The walls' lilac paint was barely visible under posters of 

places and people Elara did not recognize.  

 She lowered her arms, and the reality of her surroundings became 

apparent. Her bedroom was a barren place with a single sleeping bag on 

a cot. The walls and floor were dead things. They did not have the 

vivacity and humor of the forest trees. The only scents were of dust 

and mold. If it weren't for the spiders, Elara thought she might not 

have been able to sleep because it felt so empty inside.  

 "Don't worry, Mom," she cajoled the little clay pot, "I have big 

plans for this place. I'll leave the window open and bring in lots of 

light. And at night, I'll have enough foxfire to light up the whole 

room. No more sleeping in pitch dark."  

 She took the pot in her arms, "Now let's get you some water." 

She bounced down the stairs to the first floor of the outpost. She 

tried to practice going down the stairs in a quiet, stealthy manner, 

but Grant heard her before she could reach the bottom of the stairs.  

 "Rise and shine, moonlight," he said, and Elara froze. Drat, 

caught again. "We have lots to do." 

 She joined him in the kitchen and found him making flapjacks. He 

had his old apron, a too small thing they had found in a thrift store, 

and stared at his skillet. He brought his arm up, flipped the 

pancakes, and then settled the pan back on top of solar stones. "Watch 

these flapjacks, will you?" he asked, "I have to wash up before 

breakfast." He showed her his hands. He had folded the sleeves of his 

shirt up around his elbows, and flour coated his hands, forearms, and 

had even gotten onto his nose.  
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 "Will do," she said. When he left, she checked flapjack, but 

since there were no bubbles, she turned to give Mom some water. She 

opened the tap a little more until there was a steady stream of water. 

She put the pot underneath and watched the dry dirt grow dark from the 

water.  

 …ra… 

 Elara looked up. She could have sworn she heard something… A 

soft hum, a singing sound or maybe even a voice. It seemed to echo and 

come from very far away. She thought that it sounded like it was 

bouncing around stone walls. But all there was at the outpost were old 

bricks and wood. She looked around, but Grant was still upstairs and… 

 Elara… 

 There it was again! Elara whirled around. "Grant?" But there was 

no response. She looked outside, but there was no one there.  

 Elara…  

 There! From the faucet. She was sure of it. Something was 

calling for her from the water. She bent her head until it was right 

under the water, but when she did not see anything, she turned her ear 

towards the stream. If she could just get close enough… 

 "Elara!"  

 Grant barged in and grabbed an oven mitt and then the skillet. 

There was a steady plume of smoke rising from inside of the pan. He 

looked down at the flapjacks in dismay. They were a black, crisp mess 

and fumed back at him. "Well, I guess I'll have to make others," he 

said. Elara felt awful, she loved flapjacks, especially with paw-paw 

or shadberry jelly.  

 "I'm sorry, Grant," she said.  

 He groaned but then smiled at her, "It's all right moonlight. 

We'll just make some more. What were you distracted by?"  

 Elara thought about the sound she had heard. But surely it could 

not have been anything… 

 "Nothing. I was just daydreaming," she said.  
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 Grant beamed. "That's good! Daydreaming is very important," he 

said, "Go check out what I put on the table while I make a new batch." 

 Elara left him in the kitchen and went to the living room. It 

was the most ruined part of the house. There were broken down 

bookshelves, and many of the floorboards were broken and splintered. 

The night before, Elara had gone to sleep to the noise of Grant 

feeding the Chomp-Chomp plant pieces of broken glass and little bits 

of dirt. Well fed, it now was asleep in the corner of the room, its 

broad green leaves folded over its deep purple petals as it curled 

into a little ball.  

 She saw that Grant had managed to salvage a table from the 

living room mess. On it, there was a collection of items she had never 

seen before. There were dusty little vials, a large feather with 

golden rings across its body and quill, and then small river stones. 

There was also a compass, binoculars, things that Elara had herself in 

her Jacket of Innumerable pockets. Finally, there were pieces of 

charcoal and bits of paper with drawings of animals and plants. At the 

side of all of this, was a hefty tome.  

 She picked it up. On the front, there were gold letters spelled 

out "The Ranger's Almanac." It did not look like a sealed, single 

bound book. There were several inserts in the book. When she opened 

it, she felt the pages creak and strain at not having been opened for, 

based on the dust, seemed like years. She turned to the first couple 

of pages. There was a short section in the front that had a myriad of 

maps, diagram, and notes on all the natural phenomenon from all around 

the world. In a deep blue ink, someone had drawn tiny blue whales from 

the artic to the equator of a small global map. She recognized it as a 

map of their migratory routes.  

 "What are these?" she asked Grant when he came over with a new 

stack of pancakes.  

 "These are all that's left of the Rangers. This is all we have 

to work with," he responded.  



There is Magic Where the Three Rivers Meet, 13 
 

 Elara chewed on a flapjack as she looked more closely at the 

book. "But what is this? What's an almanac?"  

 He took the book from her and looked through the pages. "Well, 

an almanac is kind of a silly thing elementals used to use to try and 

tell the future. You know, like weather and stuff. But that's 

ridiculous," he said, "You can't tell the future."  

 "Huh," Elara tried to look over his shoulder, but he had rotated 

his body so that she could not see past his shoulders. She huffed and 

went back to the other items on the table. She picked up one of the 

small vials on the table. She twisted the little top and… 

 The entire place was instantly filled with a burst of air that 

came from the bottle and whipped Elara across the face. Grant held the 

Almanac close to him, but the feathers, rocks, and Chomp-Chomp plant 

all scattered across the floor and towards the open door. The gust 

swirled around over and over until it released out the door and into 

the sky. Elara ran after the feathers and tried to take them back. She 

ran after one feather, intent on catching it. It was the only link to 

the Rangers, and she did not want to lose it.  

 "Got it!" she exclaimed and turned around on the porch back 

towards Grant.  

He put his hands on his hips and chuckled, "Well, that's one way 

for us to get rid of all the dust."  

 That is when Elara noticed the young boy.  

 He was sitting on the back porch and had a massive book on his 

lap. He was a slight boy with umber colored hair that curled tightly 

around his face and eyes. He peered up at her from his hunched 

shoulders. He looked, to put it lightly, stunned.  

 Then, from the other side of the porch, she heard another voice.  

 "What just happened?" the voice said.  

 The voice belonged to a young girl, about Elara's age, who was 

all functional in her appearance. She was tall and willowy and was 

holding a long stick that Elara did not recognize. It did not look 

like anything she could find in the woods, as it was polished and 
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painted black. It also bent to the left at one side. The young girl 

brandished the stick in front of herself and repeated her question, 

"What was that? Was that a chemical weapon? Issy, cover your mouth!"  

 Elara looked at her panicked face, then at the boy, and knew 

exactly what would make this situation right.  

 All right, Elara. Just like you practiced.  

 "Howdy!" she said and prepared herself for a handshake. She 

extended her arm and spread her fingers really wide. She then grabbed 

the boy's hand and began to wag his hand up and down, using her entire 

body to do so. One, two, three, there, that is how many times you were 

supposed to shake a hand. Or at least, she hoped. She had only ever 

practiced alone, after seeing someone else do it from across a street.  

 "My name is Elara Smith." 


