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"Have a good first day, love-bug!"

I winced. I didn’t turn around as my mother's booming voice seemed to ricochet through the courtyard behind me as I walked toward the double doors of Martin Middle School.

Humiliation, thy name is mom.

Eh, who could say? Maybe I'd lucked out, and no one I knew had heard her...

"Aw, love-bug! You gonna have a good day, my sweet boy?" a cackling voice called from my left.

"Did you want mommy to hold your wittle hand on the way in?" someone else added.

I looked over with a sigh to see my three best buddies, Mikey, Taz, and Aaron, standing by the doors. They wore matching, dopey grins spread across their faces.

Whatever. After today, I wouldn't have to worry about it anymore. My mother always dropped me off on the first day of school. It was a long-standing tradition, but her crazy work schedule made it a once a year event. From now until June, I'd be hoofing it the mile each way. Hard on the feet, but much better for my social life.

"You should talk, Taz. I literally watched your mom cut the crust off your peanut butter and jelly sandwiches the other day," I shot back with a scoff. "And, Mikey, we all know you still sleep with a nightlight."

"He got you there, bro,” Aaron let out a low whistle and nodded.  “You do still have that Spiderman nightlight."

Mikey smirked and smoothed a hand through his wavy, dark hair. "When you're as cool as I am, you can pull off a nightlight. The rest of you losers need to try harder."

I gave his arm a good-natured shove, and we all piled through the doors. Lingering nerves about the first day evaporated under the warmth of our familiar banter.

Sure, there would be new kids to meet, but this was middle school now and at least my best buds were with me. Same stuff, different building. It wasn't like my whole world was about to change or something.

The four of us stood in the main hall, vowing to meet up at lunch and compare class schedules if we didn't see each other before, then veered off toward our assigned homerooms.

The first hour went by in a blur of activity. Home room teachers gave all the new seventh graders like me a tour of the school and assigned us our lockers before handing out our schedules.

I was slotted into the B schedule and crossed my fingers that Taz, Mikey or Aaron would be in B schedule with me.

If not? It was going to be a long, lonely year.

See, it's not that I'm bad at making new friends. It's just; I like the friends I have already. I like not having to explain my jokes to them, and being able to make a fool of myself in front of them, and not having to try to act cool. Starting from scratch with new friends seems like a lot of work. I sometimes get anxious just thinking about making new friends.

"Okay, class, the bell to period one is about to ring, so you'll be off on your own," my new homeroom teacher, Mrs. Davellis, said with an encouraging smile. "And remember, if you get lost, ask someone for help. The eighth-graders have been in your shoes too, and they're happy to assist. Same with the teachers, who will be standing in the hallways waiting for you all."

The bell rang, and we all filed out, on the hunt for our period one classroom.

I glanced down at my schedule and hefted my books higher in my arms — World History with Mr. Uwyn.

I wracked my brain for some nugget of info I might have heard about that particular teacher but came up empty.

As I approached his classroom a few minutes later, I let out a whoop as I saw Taz standing in the doorway.

"Yesss!" he called, holding up a hand for a high five. "I was getting worried."

I slapped my hand against his as I walked past through the classroom door. He followed behind.

"What’s that?" he asked, jabbing a finger toward my arm.

I glanced down and lifted it higher to give him a better view of my new bracelet. "Pop gave it to me. It's a dragon's head. He says it's really old or something."

"Looks it. What is it made of, silver or iron or something?"

I shrugged. "Dunno. It just reminded me of Lord of the Rings or some medieval time, so I took it and thought I'd—"

The door slammed shut. The sound was like a thunder-crack reverberating through the room. It cut our conversation short.

I looked toward the front of the class to find a tall, slim man dressed in an ill-fitting brown suit standing there. He was staring at me through narrowed eyes, dark against his pale skin.

"What have you got there, Mister...?"

His gaze seemed to cut right through me, and I cleared my throat, suddenly nervous. "Uh, Ogden. My name is Chace Ogden."

“That isn’t what I asked, Chace Ogden. Answer the question.”

He raised an inky, expectant brow and gestured for me to continue.

The class went quiet. I could feel the gaze of the other two dozen students on me, and my cheeks felt hot as I stammered my reply.

"It’s just a bracelet my great grandad gave me for my birthday last week."

"A bracelet?" he said with a sneer. He moved closer and grabbed my elbow to get a better look. "In the shape of a dragon, no less. How quaint."

Despite his dismissive tone, he stared at it for so long that I wanted to snatch my arm away.

Something felt...wrong about him. He was off-putting, rude, creepy looking like a scary clown, plus he had a musty smell that seemed to roll off him in waves. It was something else. A weird air about him that gave me the heebie-jeebies.

Just as I was about to pull my arm away, the bell rang, and Mr. Uwyn reluctantly released his hold on me. I let out a pent-up breath and scurried to grab a seat next to Taz.

“Geez, I thought he was gonna ask you to dance or something. He was hanging onto your arm so long there, bro.” Taz laughed, but he sounded about as nervous as I felt. 

His laugh did little to ease the tension still curled inside me like a venomous snake, but I forced a smile back and shrugged. “Yeah, I think he was born about the same time as this bracelet was forged, so it probably just reminded him of his childhood.”

I didn’t realize the background chatter in the room had quieted, and my words carried...all the way to the front of the class where Mr. Uwyn stood, eyeing me with something close to hatred. A complete hush came over the class. It felt as if everyone was holding their breath at the same time.

“You think you’re so smart, Mr. Ogden, why don’t you come up and teach the class today, hmm?” he asked, sweeping a bony hand toward the chalkboard. “We’re starting with the Ottoman Empire.”

The only ottoman I knew about was the plaid one in our living room. I shook my head quickly. "Sorry, Mr. Uwyn. It won't happen again."

He started a staring contest. I blinked and let him win so he would quit staring at me. I didn't want to look into his soulless face any longer. 

He sneered at me and then turned toward the board and began teaching. When he turned, it felt as if the whole class breathed a sigh of relief. I know I did.

“The Ottoman Empire was a state that controlled much of Southeast Europe, North Africa and Western Asia for centuries," he droned in a nasal voice that I tuned out instantly as I brainstormed how to get switched out of this class as soon as humanly possible. 

I'd had plenty of teachers in the past that I wasn't crazy about; for instance, Mrs. Masterson in second grade who called on me to read aloud all the time even though she knew it made me anxious. Mr. Pendleton in fifth grade, who was nice enough, but smelled like bologna and used to spend half the class teaching us the wrong thing before one of the more advanced students finally got up the nerve to correct him. Still, I'd never felt this uncomfortable before. Like my skin was crawling just being in this Mr. Uwyn’s presence.

A voice broke through my musing.

"Sorry, I'm late. There was a problem with my transfer paperwork, and it took some time to sort," a low female voice murmured. There was a lilt to it that sounded like a song, and I looked up to find a girl standing beside Mr. Uwyn's desk with an apologetic smile on her face.

She was pretty.

Really really pretty.

Black hair that would make you think her eyes would be dark, but they weren't. They were this sparkling, crystal blue. Blue like the bottles of expensive water my mom would never let me get at the corner store.

My gut flopped like a fish as I stared at her.

“And your inability to manage your affairs is my problem, exactly how, little girl?” Mr. Uwyn said back with a sneer. “Mayhap we should all sit, hands folded, and wait until you grace us with your presence each morning before we start?”

Instead of stammering and shutting down as I had when Mr. Uwyn confronted me, the new girl tipped her head back and met Uwyn's gaze head-on, her blue eyes seeming to snap with fire.

“Mayhap, since it's the first day of school, you want to cut some people a little slack. And my name is Raven like the bird, last name Winters, like the season. I much prefer you call me one or the other since I despise being called ‘little girl.'" Her lips smiled, but her eyes didn't. "Please, and thank you."

She turned and made her way down the aisle, choosing an open seat directly behind Taz.

He craned his neck toward me, eyes wide, clearly as impressed with the new kid as I was.

For the rest of the class period, I tried to pay attention, but my mind was bubbling like a pot of spaghetti sauce on the stove. 

Why was Mr. Uwyn such a jerk?

Was he a big enough jerk that I should risk transferring out of a class with my best friend in it?

Eh, who was I kidding...the real question was whether Mr. Uwyn was enough of a jerk to make me transfer out of a class with Raven Winters in it. Because as sure as I knew Mr. Uwyn was a miserable old geezer with a chip on his shoulder, I also knew that Raven was something special.

Decisions, decisions....

I was so deep in thought that, when the bell rang again, I nearly fell out of my chair in surprise.

“Come on, let’s go find Mikey and Aaron at our lockers and check out their schedules,” Taz said as he gathered up his books.

“Yeah, sure,” I said, trying not to look obvious as I watched Raven out of the corner of my eye.

“What are you looking at?” she said, her dark eyebrows winging into a frown.

So much for stealth.

“Uh, nothing, I just...I wanted to welcome you to our school. And to America,” I said, sweeping my arm out.

Duh, what a loser. Maybe I should’ve offered her a flag and a gift basket full of apple pie while I was at it. 

It didn't help that I could see Taz cringe out of the corner of my eye.

“Thanks?” she replied with a snort-laugh. “Although, my family moved from Ireland to here like five years ago.”

“Right. Well, either way, just...welcome.”

She cocked her head and studied me like I was some weird science experiment, then she scooped up her books. “Bye.”

Just as she was about to walk away, her gaze locked on my wrist and she stopped short.

“What’s that?” she asked. Her eyes narrowed as she reached for my arm.

Her grip on my elbow felt nothing like Mr. Uwyn's, and my heartbeat kicked up a notch.

“Just a, um, bracelet my great-grandad gave me.”

She nodded slowly and then released me before taking a step back.

“Cool.”

With that, she scurried away, leaving Taz and me watching after her as she went.

“Wow,” Taz whispered, letting out a low whistle. “She’s something.”

She really was. She'd managed to put Mr. Uwyn in his place like it was nothing. Not to mention, she was pretty and smart, too.

Even better? She’d said I was cool.

Or, at least my bracelet was cool. I made a mental note to thank Pop when I got home and grabbed my books off the desk.

Maybe Mr. Uwyn was having a rough day, and tomorrow would be better. Either way, I'd be sure to find out soon because I sure as heck wasn't switching out of his class.

Not if Raven Winters was going to be here.
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Chapter Two
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The rest of my morning went by in a blur of faces and places, some new and some familiar, as I moved from class to class.

Taz and I were pretty much on the same core class schedule, but we’d gotten lucky and had Mikey and Aaron in our gym class as well. I’d only seen Raven once more, in our Home Economics class and apparently, my bracelet wasn’t that cool, because she pretty much ignored me.

By the time lunch rolled around, I was so ready for a break and to rehash the day so far with my boys.

“Can you believe we already have homework?” Mikey was saying as we filled our lunch trays with fish sticks, corn niblets and what looked like peach cobbler. “Isn’t it a law somewhere that they can’t give homework on the first day?”

Aaron shook his head and snatched a chocolate milk from the cooler. “An unspoken rule, yes. A law, no.”

“Well, it should be,” Mikey grumbled as we filed into line at the register and paid for our food.

"Okay, well I bet at least none of your teachers is a time-traveling serial killer from the 1700s," I shot back, recalling creepy Mr. Uwyn again with a shiver.

Taz laughed and led the way into the lunchroom as we followed. "That might be a stretch, but he did seem angry for no reason. At first, I thought it was just you, but he was pretty harsh on the new girl, too."

We took our seats and started to eat as we exchanged stories about our day.

Mikey pointed, “Dude, what’s that guy doing?”

I looked up from my peach cobbler to find Mr. Uwyn standing by one of the cafeteria windows staring out like he was in some sort of trance or something.

A chill shot through me and I tried to look away, but before I could a glint caught my eye. As I squinted to get a closer look, I let out a gasp.

A towering bronze figure, the size of a large man, moved past the window. The sun bathed it in light and glinted off its shoulders and arms as it moved.

“Holy crap!” I whispered.

“What?” Taz asked, popping a fish stick in his mouth and crunching it down as he followed my gaze. “The dude in the maintenance uniform?”

I blinked hard and scrubbed a hand over my eyes before looking again.

Taz was right. The only thing out there now seemed to be the hulking figure of a normal man strolling past the window in gray overalls with a hose stretched over his shoulder. He appeared to be watering the school lawn.

The dessert in my mouth felt like glue. I choked it down before turning toward my friends.

“Mikey...Aaron, tell me you saw it a second ago. A big, shiny thing? Like some sort of gargoyle or something?”

Aaron frowned, picked up my milk carton and peered inside. "Was this open when you bought it? Maybe somebody slipped you some acid or something because you're losing it."

Mikey poked at his remaining fish stick, eyeing it suspiciously. “Could be botulism. That’s like some sort of bad virus or parasite you can get from bad fish, I think. Probably what drove DaVinci crazy and made him cut his ear off.”

"That's Van Gogh, and it was a bacterial infection," I murmured absently. Because my mind wasn't on long-dead artists and their medical problems, my mind was on my own mental health.

“So, you guys seriously didn’t see that?”

They shook their heads in unison.

Was I really losing it?

I shot a glance back to Mr. Uwyn and realized with a start he was gone. Before he’d left, he’d been staring out the window same as I had. Could he have seen what I’d seen?

Yes, Chace, because giant metal men were always skulking around the schoolyard causing trouble and then hiding before anyone else could see them.

The most logical answer was almost always the right one and, here, in this case, logic was loud and clear.

It had been a long, sleepless night full of nerves and an even longer day so far. The sunlight had hit the window in a weird way, and my tired eyes had misinterpreted what they'd seen.

No biggie.

I scrubbed my hand over my face again and tossed my napkin onto my tray. When I looked up, I found myself staring into the eyes of Raven Winters, who was watching me from a table by herself across the room. 

Crud. Had Raven been sitting there alone all this time?

Feeling like a jerk for not thinking of looking for her sooner, I held up a hand and waved her over.

She frowned and jammed a pair of earbuds into her ears and then looked away.

“Oh, dang! Now, that I saw," Aaron said with a howl of laughter. "She shut you down, dude. Like, that was some ice-cold stuff right there. You were all, ‘Come and sit with us!' and she was all, ‘Nah, I'm good, bud. I'd rather sit here all alone instead of sitting next to you."

Taz shot me a sympathetic wince. My cheeks went white-hot.

“She probably heard you chewing with your mouth open for the past twenty minutes and didn’t want to subject herself to that particularly nasty torment,” I said, standing to grab my tray, wishing this day would be over.

A warm feeling slid through me. It took me a moment to realize it was emanating from my wrist.

I set the tray down and ran my fingers over the skin beneath my new bracelet, realizing with a start that it felt warmer than the rest of me. Interesting. There had been a girl back in fourth grade that was allergic to nickel. She found out after she got her ears pierced and wound up in the hospital covered in hives and hallucinating the next day.

That sure would explain the weird bronze thing I’d seen, but other than that, I felt fine.

I moved my fingers to the latch and then paused, something inside me stopped me from taking it off.

I was notorious for getting distracted and losing stuff. One time my mom sent me into the store for a gallon of milk with a twenty-dollar bill. Instead of throwing the receipt out as I left the store, I threw away the seventeen dollars in change. Then, I got in the car and handed her the receipt and the milk. If I took this bracelet off, it would wind up in my pocket and then, somewhere between school and home, it would fall out, guaranteed.

Plus, Pop had given it to me, and I didn’t want to hurt his feelings by not wearing it. I’d give it the rest of the day and keep an eye out for any bumps, itching, or more strange visions.

I won't lie, though. Despite really liking the cool gift my Pop had given me, part of me hoped I was allergic to the bracelet. That was fixable. I could stop wearing it. If it wasn't the bracelet, though, that was a whole other ball of wax. A ball of wax I didn't even want to contemplate. Because the vision of the bronze creature I'd seen for just that one instant outside the cafeteria window was terrifying, and the thought of seeing it again?

Had my blood running cold.
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When I stepped into the house a few hours later and tossed my backpack on the kitchen island, it was with a feeling of total relief.

Day one down, one hundred and seventy-nine to go. While it didn't rank with the best first day of school in my life, or even top five, I'd wound up liking most of my teachers.

Except...

I bent close and inhaled a whiff of the chocolate chip cookies sitting on a plate as the tension in the back of my neck finally began to melt away. I shoved thoughts of Mr. Uwyn aside and plugged a cookie into my mouth before heading toward the fridge for the milk.

“How’d it go, Scout?” my great-grandfather said as he hobbled into the room from behind the door that led to the rooms that made up his half of the house.

Pop had lived with us since my dad left when I was four. Mom liked to make sure he still had his independence and privacy, especially after his leg injury, so when we rented this place, she’d made sure the landlord was okay with us adding on a little kitchenette and a separate entryway for him. 

It worked out great for Mom, because she had a built-in babysitter when Max and I were little, and it worked out great for Pop because he usually got a good hot meal every night and had someone around all the time to keep him from getting in one of his sad moods.

For me, I was happy to have him. It was nice to have a guy around to ask questions.

“It was pretty good. I have this one teacher I’m not crazy about. He’s got a weird vibe, but other than that it was a good day.”

I briefly considered telling him about the whole cafeteria hallucination thing, but there was no point in worrying him, either. I set two glasses on the counter and poured us both some milk.

“Sooo, Pop,” I murmured as he snagged a cookie for himself and sat across from me. “This bracelet you gave me...Where did you say you got it, again?” 

Pop’s rheumy eyes narrowed some as he considered me for a long moment. “What makes you ask?”

I shrugged and took a sip of cold milk. "Not sure. I keep thinking about it a lot. It feels...special."

He nodded, his expression grave. 

“Good. It should.” He glanced around before leaning in. “It has great power, Chace. It protects our family. In the right hands, it can even protect the whole world, if need be.”

My heart gave a squeeze as I stared at him.

“What does th—”

“Give it a rest, Pop,” my mother’s voice chimed in as she ambled into the room, pinning her badge onto the front pocket of her scrubs. “I said you could give him the bracelet, but I don’t want you filling his head with that nonsense.”

She ran a hand through my hair and ruffled it as she passed me.

“Good first day?”

"Not too bad," I hedged, smiling at her. I could see the tiredness in her eyes and a stab of guilt shot through me. She'd already put in seven hours at her job as an x-ray technician at the doctor's office. Now, she would work another five at a local clinic. I wasn't about to add to that weight by telling her about Mr. Uwyn. "Pretty good, actually. Taz and I have a bunch of classes together, and there's this cool new girl."

Mom groaned and chuckled. "I knew this was going to be the year I'd have to start hearing about cool girls. How did you grow up so fast?" she asked, her smile turning bittersweet for a second before she shook it off. "I'm gonna be late, but I'll be back to tuck you guys in. Pop won't be here for dinner. He's going to the Elk's Hall tonight. Make sure Max eats some of the meatloaf I left you guys and not just cookies for dinner, all right?"

With that, she wiggled her fingers at us in farewell, then wheeled around and rushed out the door.

I didn’t hesitate as I turned back to Pop. “You were saying?”

Pop scratched at the gray stubble on his jaw and then let out a sigh. "It's nothing, really — your mom's right. You're still so young, and there's no reason to burden yourself with any of this nonsense. It's been so many years since it mattered, anyway. I'm sure it will all be fine."

His bizarre rambling words did nothing to tame my curiosity. Just as I was about to press him, the front door banged open, and Max came barreling in.

“I can smell ‘em from here,” he announced, his face breaking into a crooked smile as he spotted the cookies. “Mom’s the best.” He popped one into his mouth and then grabbed one for each hand as Pop let out a cackle.

“Take it easy, Sport. Your mom said not to spoil your dinner.”

“Two. That’s it until after dinner,” I added with a stern glare.

Max was only a couple years younger than me, but without our dad in the house, I took my role as big brother very seriously. Luckily, so did Max, and he put one back, hardly even sulking.

“Going upstairs to finish my Lego robot,” he said as he rushed out of the room.

I was so relieved I didn't have to figure out a way to get rid of Max, so I could hit Pop with more questions, that I hadn't even realized the object of my interrogation had already slipped away, back to his part of the house.

Slick.

I briefly considered chasing after him, but Pop was stubborn. If he was done talking, nothing I was going to say would change his mind.

I stared down at the bracelet, examining the glittering green eyes of the dragon for a long moment, and then blew out a sigh.

Nothing else to do about it today. I'd put all this weirdness behind me and start fresh tomorrow. Probably, after a good night's sleep and a little perspective, things would go back to normal, and this would all be a memory.

I rinsed out my cup and then did my chores. I was anxious to get online and play Night Watch. If anything could get my mind off of strange things, it would be gaming with my friends.

An hour later, I was propped up in front of the television on my beanbag chair with a just-opened can of soda in hand.

“Ready?” I said into my headset as I set the can down and palmed my controller.

“Yep.”

“Yes. sir.”

“Affirmative.”

“Let’s get this party started.”

“You know it, buddy.”

Anticipation ran through me as my friends all replied at once. 

Of course, there was me, Taz, Mikey, and Aaron, but we also played with a kid named Sunil who lived in England and another kid from Kentucky who went by the handle Slick Rick.

For the next couple of hours, we worked together as a team of ogres, wizards, and dwarves to defeat other teams in battle using weapons we'd earned and customized as we progressed in the game. There was a lot of hollering, laughing, and teasing as we  made our way up the ranks through the semi-finals.

“We did it!” Sunil said. 

“We’re going to slaughter them in the final battle!” Taz added.

"Get your game faces on, good buddies because we're taking them down," Slick Rick promised.

I blew out a breath as the game clock began to tick down. We were starting in ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five...

“The golem is coming.”

My hands clenched reflexively at the sound of the eerie, whispering voice that poured through my headphones.

“If you can’t stop him, no one can...”

“W-which one of you is saying that?” I demanded, my throat going tight with fear. “Cut the crap.”

“Dude, go go go!” Taz shouted.

"What are you doing, Chace?" Mikey yelped. "Put a spell on that frigging ogre, or you're going to get us all kill—"

I blinked, forcing myself to focus back on the screen as a flaming sword sliced Aaron's avatar in two. I stabbed at buttons, frantically trying to remember how to do a freezing spell, but failed and was forced to watch as Sunil took a swinging mace to the face. The other team must've smelled blood in the water, and they swarmed as one, taking the rest of us down before I could get myself together.

“Duuuude...” Taz groaned in despair as the game ended with our team’s bodies scattered on the battlefield and the screen proclaiming our opponents the winners of the final battle.

"What the heck, Chace? Did your brain melt or something?" Mikey demanded, clearly outraged. "Please tell me you're having a medical emergency or a stroke or something because that's the only excuse you could possibly give for sucking so bad."

The guys were all jabbering at me at the same time, clearly irritated. And, on any other day, I wouldn't have blamed them. It wasn't often that we made it to the finals, and I'd really let them down, but...

“Did you guys hear that weird voice?” I said, a sick feeling clutching at me. “Tell me you heard it. Saying something about a golem?”

The chatter went quiet, and I waited, hands cold and slick with sweat all at the same time.

Please, someone, say they heard it. Please, someone, say they heard it...

“I’m going back to my bad fish botulism theory,” Mikey finally said, breaking the silence. “Seriously, you guys. We can’t be eating that school lunch crap anymore. Chace has lost his mind.”

“Did you hit your head or something, Chace?” Slick Rick asked.

“I didn’t hear anything like that,” Sunil said, sounding worried.

I forced myself to sound calm as I set the controller down on the floor next to me. 

"I'm okay. I'll be fine. I just...I didn't sleep so well, and I think I might be coming down with something. Sorry, I lost the game for us. I'm going to go rest."

The guys all murmured replies ranging from, “Feel better,” to “We’ll forgive you...eventually,” as I logged out, tugged off my headset, and laid it next to the controller.

This couldn’t be a coincidence. It was one thing to hallucinate a golem. It was another to then also hear voices talking about said golem that didn’t exist.

Something fishy was going on here, and, unlike Mikey, I didn’t think it had anything to do with the fish sticks at school.

I glanced down at my bracelet again and, again, those green eyes seemed to glow an eerie green as my wrist began to warm, almost imperceptibly.

Pulse hammering, I fumbled with the catch and yanked it off with a gasp.

None of this had been happening before I put that bracelet on my wrist. Imagination or not, I needed some space from it.

I left the bracelet on my dresser and jogged down the stairs, not wanting to be alone. I walked in to find Max sitting on the couch, watching cartoons.

"Getting hungry?" I called, padding into the kitchen. My stomach was churning, but on the off chance I had eaten something that didn't agree with me, maybe some meatloaf and mash potatoes would dampen the effects.

Hey, it was a longshot, but I was desperate.

By the time I finished eating, though, I’d come firmly back to reality. 

Something was seriously wrong. Whether it was in my head or not, this was no simple food poisoning or virus. I was dealing with either a major medical issue, like a brain tumor, or I was dealing with...something else.

At the moment, I didn't know which was worse.
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The sun streamed in through my window, nearly blinding me as I tried to open my eyes. I let out a groan as I glanced at the alarm clock.

No way. There was no possible way it could be six forty-five AM already. 

So much for a good night's sleep to solve my brain dysfunction. I'd watched those red, glowing numbers turn from eleven, to twelve, to one, and even recall two AM before I had finally drifted off.

And the sleep I did get? It was miserable — full of dreams about ogres and wizards and monsters and, yup, even golems made of bronze.

"Rise and shine, Chace! Breakfast is on the table."

I rolled out of bed, realizing with a wince that, at some point, I'd reached under my bed and had pulled out the teddy bear my dad had given me before he'd left. 

Good old Mr. Fuzzface. 

If the guys saw me with that, I'd never hear the end of it. I patted the bear on the head and stuffed him back under the bed before rolling to my feet.

I passed my nightstand and slowed as the dragon bracelet caught my eye.

As much as I wanted to leave it there, my hand reached for it, almost of its own accord. The second I touched it, I felt better. I was still confused. Still afraid. But more settled somehow.

Not about to argue with anything that made me feel a little less like I was spiraling into insanity, I fastened the bracelet over my wrist and went to get ready for school.

Once I was prepped and dressed, I jogged down the stairs to find Mom still in the kitchen.

I was honestly hoping I'd miss her this morning. I'd caught sight of myself in the mirror, and I looked like I'd lost a fight.

"Wow, honey. You look exhausted. Those dark circles under your eyes...did you stay up past bedtime playing that silly game?" Mom demanded, concern turning to irritation. She dropped a plate of now-cold waffles on the table and gestured for me to sit.

"No, I just didn't sleep well. Weird dreams," I mumbled, poking at my waffle.

"Do you feel sick?" she asked, holding a hand to my forehead. "No fever. Do you have a stomach ache?"

"Mom, I feel fine," I sighed, taking a bite to prove it.

Max strolled into the room, taking his seat across from me. His uncombed hair and dirty, wrinkled shirt took the attention off me, and, for once, I was grateful he was a little slob.

"You honestly think you're going to school looking like that, Mr. Man?" Mom asked with a laugh. "Eat and then get your butt back upstairs to change into something you didn’t get out of the dirty laundry pile. And comb that rat's nest while you’re at it."

I glanced at the clock and forked up a pile of waffle, jamming it into my mouth as I stood.

"You're sure you're well enough to go?" Mom asked with a frown.

I set my dish in the sink and then gave her a quick hug as I passed by. "Yup, all good."

I grabbed my backpack and rushed out the door before she had a chance to argue.

It was a cold morning so the walk should've been pleasant, but instead, I found myself peering behind every dumpster and down every alleyway looking for...what?

Golems?

Ridiculous.

As I approached the school, I sucked in a deep breath and tried to blow out all the tension inside me like I'd seen mom do when she was practicing one of her yoga videos.

It was going to be okay. Everything was going to be just fine, I told myself.

I walked toward the double doors just as Mikey and Taz rolled up, side by side.

"Glad to see you made it through the night," Taz observed with a grin. "I was sure your brain had exploded or something."

"I'm still not over it," Mikey muttered, shaking his head. "We were so close. So. Freaking. Close! What happened, dude?"

I had planned on really grilling them on the whole voice thing, making sure that none of them had even heard the hint of something that could be considered a whisper. Now, though, I knew it was a waste. My friends hadn't heard it. Which meant it hadn't happened. Period. That was it — end of story.

Did this mean I was going crazy?

There were too many of us on the game for one of them not to have heard the voice if it was real.

"I guess Max was listening to something in the other room and had it up too loud. I got confused and dropped the controller. By the time I grabbed it and got my fingers in the right stops again, the battle was over," I explained, studying the toe of my sneaker intently to avoid eye contact. I hated lying to them.

They both nodded, but I could tell Mikey was still annoyed with me. Luckily, he'd get over it. We'd all been best friends since kindergarten. A video game wouldn't come between us for long.

How about a total mental breakdown though, buddy? Do you think you can keep your friends in the dark while you slowly slide into madness?

I shoved that dark thought aside and cleared my throat.

"Where's Aaron?" I asked.

"He's at the office. He came early to switch one of his classes out. Thinks the teacher’s got it out for him because his brother was such a troublemaker."

That instantly brought an image of Mr. Uwyn to mind, and I tensed. "I may be doing some switching myself."

"Uwyn?" Taz asked. "Don't do it, man. I'll be all alone then. You know my mom won't let me switch classes. She'll be all, 'When you get out in the real world, you don't get to switch bosses, do you? Adapt, Nathaniel. Darwin. Look it up.'"

His impression of his mom was spot on, and Mikey and I cracked up.

"I agree with her, Nathaniel," Mikey said, elbowing Taz in the ribs as he repeated his given name mockingly. "Eat or be eaten. Survival of the fittest."

The bell rang, cutting our laughter short.

Reality came crashing back in on me as we filed into the building. Nothing had changed. I was still going to have to face whatever was happening with me. More and more, I was starting to suspect it was something medical. 

Something serious.

If anything else weird happened today, I had to talk to mom. I hated to worry her, but I also would never forgive myself if this were something that a trip to the doctor could solve. Mom had nearly broken when dad had left. Losing a kid wasn't an option.

With that thought in mind, I kept my eyes peeled and my ears open for anything strange throughout my homeroom period.

By the time I got to Mr. Uwyn's class a while later, I was feeling cautiously optimistic.

So far, so good.

The bell was in mid-ring, and his hand was on the doorknob to close it when Raven brushed past him and took her seat.

He shot her a nostril-flaring glare and closed the door with a decisive snap.

"Good to see you've decided to honor us with your presence on time, Ms. Winters."

"And it's good to see that you've decided to continue your blond Professor Snape impression, Mr. Uwyn," she said with a cheery smile.

One, pale eyebrow shot up, and I could hear Taz's muffled snort of laughter, but I managed to keep a straight face.

Barely.

“You can all thank Ms. Winters and her smart mouth for your homework assignment tonight, class.”

The class let out a groan as Raven’s blue eyes narrowed on the teacher as he made his way to the front of the classroom. He had that smug smirk on his face again. I think he just hates kids so much it makes him happy to be mean.

"Now, take out your notebooks. We left off talking about the Ottoman empire. Interestingly, for the period, they were considered to be progressive in terms of religious tolerance as opposed to many other cultures where even the hint of worshipping the wrong god or deity could get you killed."

“Like the witches in Salem,” Taz piped up.

Mr. Uwyn's eyes locked on Taz, and he nodded grudgingly. "Correct."

“Or like the Romans with the Druids,” Raven said, folding her arms over her chest.

There was definitely something brewing between those two. If I thought Uwyn didn’t like me, he hated Raven. Seemed over the top for being late once, if you asked me.

I tucked that thought away to ask her about when I had the chance and focused back in on the lecture.

"There were many throughout history that practiced magic: soothsayers, fortune tellers, and alchemists. The world is full of people who want to harness the powers that this earth holds, but only a few met with success," he said. "Some looked, and still look, for the fountain of youth. Some collected ancient artifacts they thought to be imbued with special powers."

My wrist went warm, and I glanced down at the bracelet that encircled it.

Not this again.

It’s not real, Chace. It’s not real.

“Do you believe in magic, Mr. Uwyn?” I heard myself asking tentatively.

A few chuckles rang through the room, but Uwyn didn’t crack a smile as he studied me.

“Do you, Mr. Ogden?”

I shrugged, my face flaming as the whole class turned to face me.

"Moving along," Mr. Uwyn said when he realized I wasn't going to respond further, "Let's talk about what types of lodging people had during the Ottoman empire."

He droned on for a long while. I tried to listen, but my mind was elsewhere on magical objects, and druids, and strange voices.

When the bell rang to switch classes, I almost jumped out of my seat. I’ve got to pull it together, I thought, now even the class bell is scaring me.

“You okay?”

I turned to find Raven standing beside me, her brow furrowed in concern.

"I'm good. You?"

“Fine...” She chewed on her lower lip, like she was having some inner debate with herself, and then grabbed my arm. “Look, it’s none of my business but be careful with Mr. Uwyn. Some things aren’t as simple as they seem.”

With that disturbing advice, she turned around and rushed out of the room, leaving me staring after her.

So far, seventh grade was turning out to be a lot more complicated than I’d expected.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Five



[image: image]


For the rest of the day, I felt on edge. Nothing major happened, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a storm brewing. Raven’s words had only intensified those feelings.

By the time I got to my last period of the day, I couldn’t wait to talk to her again.

The distinct smell of burnt food wafted out the door as I stepped into the classroom. Mr. Tatenall, our Home Economics teacher, was standing by one of the mini-kitchen stations wiping what looked like a pile of black stones off of a baking sheet into the trash can beside him.

"No worries, class. Come on in. I just had a little mishap with the timing on these crème puffs. There's no such thing as failing in the kitchen. There is only trial and error!" Mr. Tatenall said, his round face breaking into a smile.

I went to one of the stations at the back of the room and watched the door like a hawk, waiting for Raven to walk in. The second she did, I waved her over. She walked toward me, but then stopped halfway down the aisle, putting her bag down on a different station toward the front of the room.

Dang it.

I didn’t want to be annoying, but nothing was going to stop me from talking to her. I was at my wit’s end with everything that was going on, and I needed answers. 

I marched to where she stood and laid my hands on the countertop.

“Who does that?” I demanded in a harsh whisper. “Who mutters some twisted fortune cookie message at another person and then walks away without explaining?”

“I do,” she said, glaring at me, not giving an inch. “And, since you’re not the boss of me, I get to do what I want.”

I blinked at her and realized I'd taken the wrong route. Raven was what mom referred to as a "tough cookie." Demanding answers was so not the way to go with a girl like Raven. Besides, she wasn't wrong. I had no right to talk to her like that.

I let out a sigh, and the anger drained out of me. "I'm sorry. Listen, I know you don't owe me anything. We barely know each other, but something is seriously wrong. My life has gone crazy the past couple days. I'm seeing things, and I'm hearing voices, I can't sleep. Please, Raven—"

“Everyone, find your partner and get situated. The cream puffs aren’t going to bake themselves,” Mr. Tatenall called out.

Raven's rigid stance faltered, and she opened her mouth to reply, but another girl pushed past me.

“My stuff is already here, I just had to go the bathroom,” she said, pointing to her book bag on the station beside Raven’s stuff.

“Can we please talk later?” I asked Raven.

She paused and then tipped her head in a small nod. It wasn’t much, but it gave me hope that she might be willing to shed some light on what was happening.

For now, that had to be enough.

My cream puff partner wound up being Taz, who showed up late after having to go to the nurse with a nosebleed. According to both him and Mr. Tatenall, our baked treats came out perfect, but I’d barely tasted them. My mind was totally focused on Raven.

The second the bell rang, I snatched my bag and pushed my way toward the front of the class, but Raven was already out the door.

I flew into the hallway, hoping I could catch her, but I could already see her heading toward the exit, protected by the wall of kids as desperate to get out of this human zoo we call school as I was.

She’d ghosted me.

“Where’s the fire, dude?” Taz asked as he pushed his way toward me.

“No fire, I just gotta get home,” I said as we walked.

“Want to come to my house and play Battle Star?”

“I can’t. I have chores to do.”

Lie. My only chores were the ones I’d given myself. Take the shortcut home, dive into a giant bowl of emergency ice cream smothered in hot fudge and eat it before Max saw me, and then block the world out and fall asleep for a while.

These fitful nights and crazy dreams were taking a toll on me. Once I woke up from my nap, I’d sit down with a clear head and talk to my mom about everything.

I stepped into the warm afternoon sunshine and waved goodbye to Taz as I headed toward my house. Typically, I took the long way home because Pop liked me to avoid the rougher part of town, but desperate times called for extreme measures. I was bone-tired, both mentally and physically, and the thought of adding another half mile to my trek seemed like torture.

I was cutting through an alleyway only two blocks from my house when a strange sensation settled over me. Like someone was watching me.

I looked around, quickening my pace, but aside from the stray cat eyeing me from its perch on top of an old oil barrel, I was alone.

“It’s all in your head, buddy. This whole thing is. You’ll talk to mom tonight, and she’ll call Dr. Musante. Once he gets you in, he’ll find out what’s—”

The words died on my tongue as a massive shadow crossed my path.

The stray cat hissed and, before I could turn around, something hit me hard, right between the shoulder blades.

I fell face forward, barely catching myself with my hands in time to roll to the side. I crabbed backward as I squinted up at a massive form hulking over me, gleaming in the sunshine.

The bronze golem.

My stomach dropped to my toes, and I opened my mouth to scream, but the sound cut short as the creature fell on top of me, pinning me to the asphalt.

“Give it to me,” it groaned. 

I wanted to ask what it was talking about because I was so terrified, I'd have given it anything it wanted, but its weight was crushing me.

“Give it to me, boy,” it murmured again, pressing harder against my chest.

I let out a muffled choking sound as I tried to buck and kick. It was no use, though. This thing was massive and weighed as much as a buffalo.

A buffalo that was slowly suffocating me to death.

My vision began to blur, even as blood rushed to my ears.

I was going to die here, in an alleyway alone at the hands of a creature that could not...should not even exist.

“Please,” I squeaked, tugging at the thing’s arms with the last of my strength.

It looked down and caught sight of the bracelet on my wrist.

“Ah, yessss,” it hissed.

Something came over me, I don’t know what, but I felt electrified. I bucked and twisted and turned with renewed energy as it reached for the dragon.

“No!” I shouted.

The golem flew backward and hit the brick wall with a crash and then crumpled to the ground. It was almost as if my shout had launched the golem from on top of me. One second he was crushing me and the next he was flying through the air.

I looked up. Above me stood Raven, some sort of amulet glowing like fire in her hand, black hair blowing in the breeze, her pretty face fierce with determination. 

"Get up, Chace. We've got to get out of here fast, or we're both dead."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Six



[image: image]


It took a second for her words to sink in, but once they did, they made perfect sense.

What with an actual, gargantuan, bronze golem trying to choke me out in the alley, I was pretty okay with being anywhere else at that moment, so we ran.

Through the city streets, ducking through alleyways when we could, both of us sending frantic glances over our shoulders pretty much the whole time.

I tugged my backpack higher on my shoulder as we continued our headlong rush away from the monster intent on ending me.

"Feel like telling me what's going on?" I gasped.

Raven was clearly in better shape than me, because she responded without pausing for a breath. 

"Nope."

Despite every flight or fight instinct in me telling me to do otherwise, I slowed to a stop and bent at the waist to suck in some air. "I'm not going another step unless you tell me something, Raven. I'm seeing things, I'm hearing voices, and now this? I feel like I'm losing my mind, and I can't take it anymore."

She skidded to a stop a few yards ahead of me and wheeled around to glare at me.

"Are you kidding me right now? Does this seem like a good time to chat?"

I peered warily over my shoulder to see if our friend had caught up to us and then dug in my heels, hoping she wouldn't call me on my bluff. 

"In the time it took you to say that stuff, you could’ve told me something...anything," I pleaded.

I was too afraid to stay still much longer, but dang it; I deserved some answers.

5, 4, 3, 2—

"Fine. We'll run and talk. Deal?"

I nodded, and she took off again.

"What do you want to know?" she asked as I pulled up behind her, my legs churning.

"Well, what are you?" I asked, trying to comprehend how she could've gotten that massive beast off me. She weighed eighty pounds, max. It defied the laws of physics.

"A Protector," she replied, her tone matter of fact as if that explained it all.

A Protector. I nodded like that meant something to me and pressed on. "Okay, so what was that...thing?"

"A golem."

At least I'd gotten that right. Part of me felt like I should do a little celebration dance. I wasn't crazy after all. But the bigger part of me couldn't help but think that an imaginary golem was a whole lot less terrifying than a real one.

I decided to shelve thinking about that creature for a little while longer and circled back.

"Okay, so what exactly is a Protector?"

"One who protects a Hunter," she said without slowing her pace as she barreled through an old, dilapidated gate and into someone's yard.

I considered her words for a few seconds. The realization began to sink in. If she protected hunters, and she protected me back there, then...

"Wait a second. I'm not a hunter. I don't even like fishing, to be honest. You gotta stab the worms, and that makes me feel bad, and don't even get me started on the poor fishies—"

"A Hunter, with a capital H!" she shouted as she whipped around to face me so fast, I slammed directly into her hard enough to make my teeth clack together. "You're slowing down again. We have to keep going, or that thing is going to catch up to us. Can you just focus until I can find us a safe place to talk?"

I nodded and made a mental vow to keep my trap shut and let Raven do her thing. She'd proven herself enough already that I had to trust her...didn't I?

Luckily, a couple of minutes later, she rounded a busy street corner and dragged me into a diner called "Peg's Place." She led me to a booth with a view of the window but not easily visible from the street. We slid into the seats with echoing sighs.

"That was a close call, kiddo. You were in deep back there," Raven said, her blue eyes examining me. "You okay?"

It was a loaded question, because, technically, I was. Sure, my neck was a little sore, and I was sure to be covered in bruises by morning, but I wasn't seriously injured.

Which reminded me...

"Thanks," I said, clearing my throat as I fidgeted with the paper napkin dispenser on the table between us. "You really saved my bacon back there."

"You don't have to thank me. It's my job," Raven murmured as she grabbed a food-spattered plastic menu from its stand.

"Well, you did good at it, so thank you. In fact, who do we talk to about getting you a raise?" I asked, shooting for a joke to lighten the mood a little.

A nugget of warmth spread through my chest as her tight lips tipped into a grudging smile.

"I don't get paid, but I appreciate the thought."

"Fill me in a little more on the job," I urged, leaning forward on both elbows as I took a look around to make sure no one else was listening. "What's this Protector Hunter thing? And why us?"

Her mouth spread into a charming, uncharacteristic grin, and for a second, my heart stopped until I realized she was aiming it at the waitress who was headed to our table. 

"Hiya, kids, what’ll it be?”

“I’ll have French fries with cheese and gravy on them and a chocolate shake,” Raven said as she closed the menu and set it down.

“Um, I guess I’ll have a grilled cheese and an orange soda,” I said, realizing with a start that I was surprisingly hungry.

“Running for your life takes a lot out of you,” Raven said, her smile fading as the waitress moved on to put our orders in.

“Something you’ve had a lot of practice with, I guess?”

“A bit.”

“Go on,” I urged.

She tapped her fingers lightly on the table and eyed me. "I'm not totally sure where to start, but I'll give it a go. Hunters, which is what you are, have the special ability to see through the veil that hides reality from most humans. See, most humans’ minds refuse to believe in the fantastical, by nature. But Hunters see right through all that to the true fabric of the universe. They see a golem as a golem, for instance, rather than seeing it as a huge man who walks funny.”

I thought back to the flash outside the window at school and realized that what looked like just a regular guy to my friends had looked like the golem to me. Could this actually be the truth?

My head spun as I stared at her, unblinking.

“Did Mikey put you up to this?” I asked. “Because, seriously, it’s not funny.”

But even as I said the words, I knew I was grasping at straws. Mikey was too broke and too lazy to put together a prank like this. Hiring actors, faking voices and involving teachers in the drama...it just didn't make sense for a twelve-year-old underachiever.

“I don’t know who Mikey is,” Raven shot back with a frown. “But the quicker you come to terms with what’s going on here, the better chance we have of making it through this mess alive.”

Alive was good. Ideal.

“Okay, go ahead, tell me the rest.”

She sighed wearily and continued, “Protectors like me can see magical beings as well, but we can't banish them back to the magical world. All we can do is support the Hunter in doing so and protect him or her until they get the job done. Luckily, we spend our lives preparing and have some powers of our own.” 

I thought back to the amulet she’d been holding and made a mental note to ask her about it later.

“It’s a checks and balances system,” she added with a shrug, pausing to thank the waitress as she delivered our drinks before starting again. “So, at any given time in the world, there are exactly seven Hunters and seven Protectors in the world. One Protector for each Hunter, one pair in each continent. The Protectors always try to find their Hunter so when the need arises, they can work together and protect humanity. Sometimes, if they live in a time or area where magic is strong, they might enlist the help of a few other people for their Squad, but every Squad has to have at least one Hunter and one Protector to make it all work.”

The waitress arrived back at our table. “Here’s your drinks, food should be out in a jiffy.” She smiled and walked over to the next table.

"And the golem is bad and wants to kill me. Why?"

“I’m not sure yet,” she said grimly. “You were dying, you know, so I didn’t take the time to interview him. Usually, though, creatures like that don’t get here on their own. They don’t have that type of power. They also don’t try to gather more than they have naturally. Power-mongering is a human trait. A creature like that would need a sorcerer or sorceress to conjure them into the human realm.”

I took a long sip from my orange soda and briefly fantasized about my life before all this happened. The day before yesterday. Man, it had all been so easy, and I had no idea...

I was still feeling sorry for myself when I caught sight of the dragon bracelet on my wrist out of the corner of my eye.

"And my bracelet? It seemed like he was trying to get it from me."

She nodded. "I thought so. See, Hunters often have an ancient relic that helps them channel their power. The dragon bracelet is yours. It stands to reason that whoever is behind this wants it. The only question is whether they want it so they can use it to focus their power, or they want it so you can’t focus yours. I’m guessing it’s a little of both.”

We both went silent again as our server dropped off our food and then we tucked in.

I had a lot to think about, and Raven was kind enough to give me some quiet to come to terms with it all. We were almost done with our food when my bracelet seemed to grow warm against my skin.

“Weird,” I said, swallowing the last bite of gooey grilled cheese. “My bracelet—”

“Crap!” Raven hissed, motioning for me to duck down. “It’s here.”

I didn’t need to ask what “it” was. The hair standing up on the back of my neck told me.

"How did it find us?" I demanded, crouching low as the adrenaline pumped through my veins.

“No clue, but it will be my mission to find out,” she promised, her eyes narrowing on the massive bronze figure lumbering up the sidewalk toward the door of the diner.

“Don’t you mean our mission?” I asked.

She turned her gaze on me, eyes piercing through me like icy blue lasers. "That's up to you, Chace. But you need to decide now. Do you accept your destiny as a Hunter, and all that it entails? Will you sacrifice life as you know it to shield the world from any and all threats from the Magical Realm, no matter the cost? If not, relinquish the bracelet to me now, and you can go back to the way things were before the golem. Before the bracelet. Before me."

The golem shoved the door open and lurched in, but none of the other customers even paid him any mind. They didn’t see what we were seeing. So, if it decided to go crazy and kill them all, who would stop it?

“Chace, I need an answer right now. Do you accept?”

I swallowed hard and worked up every ounce of courage I had. Then I nodded.

“I do.”
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Raven reached into her pocket, tugging out a twenty-dollar bill and tossing it on the table before facing me again.

"Let's go then, partner."

It was borderline pathetic, but my heart kind of skipped a beat as she laced her fingers with mine. Running for our lives and here I was, wondering if this girl might like me even five percent as much as I liked her.

She dragged me toward the swinging door that led to the kitchen, and I looked back just as we pushed through. The golem didn't seem to want to kill anyone, but he had no regard for personal space or objects, either. He barreled through like a moose in a mirror factory, crashing into the table, knocking over counter stools, and nearly plowing down our waitress and sending her tray of pancakes flying.

"Shouldn't we try to...I don't know, stop him or something?" I asked, already feeling guilty about the poor waitress and the owner of the diner who would have to pay for this mess.

"It would be like hitting a blaring fire alarm with a hammer. The noise might stop, but the fire is still burning, right?" Raven asked as she led me passed a busy line-cook who barely glanced at us as we ran headlong past him toward the door with the red exit sign above it.

"Good point. We need to put out the fire," I said as we pushed our way out into the alley.

"Yup. Countless magical creatures can be exploited by someone with enough power to do it. Which means finding the puppet master and stopping him or her for good."

"And we do that, how?"

She slowed as we reached the curb. "I'm hoping Twee Twyla can help."

"Twee what?"

She sighed and shot me a glare. "Not a what. A who. She's a fae who lives nearby. She's got gobs of magical connections and is an expert at locating magical beings...for the right price. Now, no more questions until we get there. I need to think of how to get this golem off our tail."

"How about an Uber?" I asked before closing my mouth with a snap. Whoops. Three seconds in and I'd already broken the "no questions" rule.

Raven seemed like she was about to argue and then shrugged. "Actually, that's not a bad idea, newbie. You got a cell phone?"

Ten minutes later, we were safely in an Uber and halfway across town, headed toward a neighborhood even shadier than mine. When we stopped a few turns later, it was in front of a dilapidated house that looked like it was sagging on one side. It was surrounded by nothing but a few old trash cans and a lawn of burnt-out crabgrass. Several towering trees stood around the edge of the lot, as if they guarded the old house.

"If she's magical, why does she live here? Seems like she could conjure herself a better house."

As we thanked the driver and stepped out of the car, though, my wrist began to warm in the now familiar way. Suddenly, the house in front of me seemed to change. 

The trees were alive. And guarding? That was no exaggeration. With branches for arms and faces...

Faces that were currently scowling at Raven and me.

"Do you see those," I muttered out of the corner of my mouth, trying not to move my lips like a ventriloquist.

"I do," she said with a clipped nod as she led the way toward the house. "She's enchanted them to guard her home. You haven't seen anything yet. Wait until we get past the gate."

The gate in question was wooden and covered in innate carvings.

"Those are spells to keep evil out," she added as we pushed it open and stepped through.

"Why isn't it locked if she doesn't want people coming in?"

Raven shook her head, sending her inky locks flying. "She doesn't want certain people to get in. She does, however, want new clients, no matter how much she pretends she doesn’t. She likes a challenge."

As if she'd conjured them with her words, a flock of birds in every color of the rainbow descended on us, circling us in a frenzy.

"And this?" I asked, wondering if I'd managed to survive a possessed golem attack only to die by a thousand little pecks from what looked like a gang of marshmallow Peeps.

"Recon. Like little drones, she can see through their eyes." Raven lifted a hand and wiggled her fingers in greeting.

The birds veered off a few seconds later, and the front door of the house swung open.

We carefully made our way up the pathway and climbed onto the porch.

"Should we just walk in or—"

"The door is open, isn't it, you imbecile?" a throaty voice croaked from inside the house.

Raven smothered a chuckle. "She's what the old folk like to call eccentric. But she grows on you."

“I told you last time, girlie, I don’t like to meddle,” the voice called.

Raven led the way into the darkened foyer, and I trailed behind.

"I know it, Twee, but this one's a real mystery, and I can't figure it out without your help," she said, pouring on the charm.

“A mystery, you say?”

A stooped grandmotherly lady with gray hair crept down the hall toward us and motioned for us to follow her. We did. As we continued to walk, she seemed to change before my eyes into an unusually tall, thin woman with a crown of silvery hair in a bun on top of her head. We entered a cluttered living room and she turned to face us. She looked a thousand years wise, but her face was like that of a much younger woman.

“How did you do that?” I asked.

“I didn’t do anything, boy. You’re not used to your new eyes yet, is all. Now find a seat and tell me your business.”

Raven and I looked around in dismay. The couch and end chairs were fairly creaking under the weight of old, leather-bound books and shriveled up, browning papers. The color of the walls wasn’t even visible because of the towering stacks of tomes that surrounded them. Mixed in with the books would be a random collection of old pocket watches, jars full of brightly colored powders and liquids, and all manner of strange contraptions. A thick layer of dust seemed to cover every surface, and suddenly, I sneezed.

“Gesundheit,” Twee murmured, as she settled herself on top of a pile of books perched on a swivel chair in front of a desk.

Raven cleared her throat and settled gracefully on a stack of papers piled on what I could only assume was a coffee table. I opted to lean awkwardly against a lamp in the shape of a griffin.

“I’m cool to stand, thanks.”

"As you wish," she said with an indignant sniff. "Get on with it. I haven't got all day."

“Well, Chace here has just found out he’s a Hunter—”

“Obviously,” Twee interrupted with a snort.

"Right, and he's being chased by a bronze golem who seems to want his artifact."

“Which is?” she asked, staring at me long and hard, in a way that made me want to hide my wrist behind my back.

“A bracelet he was given by his great grandfather.”

“Hmm...okay, so what do you want me to do about it?” Twee asked, crossing her arms over her chest in irritation. “I’m not a babysitter, you know.”

“I’ll Protect him,” Raven said sweetly. “I just need you to help us find out who is pulling that golem’s strings.”

She regarded Raven for a long moment and narrowed her eyes shrewdly. “And what’s in it for me?”

Raven seemed to consider that before replying. “Personal satisfaction that you helped a boy and his friend protect the human realm from potential evil and destruction?” she asked with a winning smile.

Twee cackled so long and so loudly that eventually she began to cough and choke until the arm of her chair moved and started patting her sharply on the back.

When she ceased, the arm moved back to its place like it never happened and I blinked.

This whole magic thing was definitely going to take more than a day to get used to.

“What else is in it for me, girlie?”

Raven's thousand-watt smile flickered and disappeared. "What do you want?"

Twee clearly had her answer ready long before Raven asked the question because she didn't hesitate. "The right arm of the golem once it's no longer animated."

Raven shot me a questioning glance, and I shrugged. What the heck did I know? Sounded like a fair deal to me. It wasn't like we were going to keep the thing for posterity or sell it to a museum or something.

“Deal,” Raven said with a nod.

“Well then, I guess I’d better get to work. Leave your cell phone number on your way out and close the door behind you,” she said, pausing to crack her knuckles before hunkering over her desk.

I didn’t know what to expect...maybe that she would pull out some tea leaves to read or a cauldron and some frogs tongues. But when the desk split into two and a massive computer unlike anything I’d ever seen rose up before her, I gasped.

"Pretty sweet, huh, kid?" she asked with a wink before turning her attention to the screen in front of her.

She began tapping furiously on keys that bore no letters or symbols as countless lines of indecipherable words flashed across the screen before her.

"We should go. This could take a while, and the dust is starting to cake the insides of my nostrils," Raven muttered, standing and gesturing me to follow.

We left the house, closing the door behind us as requested, and stepped into the afternoon sunshine.

The birds crowded around us as the trees looked on as if to ensure we left the premises as instructed.

The second we stepped out of the gate I let out a pent-up sigh.

“That was...interesting.”

“Yeah, she’s a peach, right?” Raven said with a chuckle.

"So, now what?" I asked.

“Now?” she shrugged. “Now, we wait.”
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We were far enough away from my house that Raven felt it only made sense to take an Uber home. I was thrilled with that decision because I was pretty against the idea of having to run from a golem again. I wasn't precisely a jock or known for my athletic physique, and I was exhausted.

"Do you want to come in?" I asked Raven as the driver pulled up to our modest little house.

She shook her head, but there was a hesitation there that made me try again.

"I make a mean hot fudge sundae."

She shrugged as if it didn't matter to her one way or another, but when I slid out of the car, she slid out behind me.

Don't read too much into it; I counseled myself silently. Raven probably just really likes ice cream.

I led her up the walkway, using my key to unlock the front door. I stepped inside and was about to call for Max, but caught sight of a note on the kitchen island out of the corner of my eye. I picked it up and scanned it.

Max has a play date and won't be home until seven. Made tuna casserole, it's in the fridge. Bake at 350 for forty minutes and bring some over to Pop. 

Love,

Mom

"Or set it on fire and flush it down the toilet into the bowels of hell where it belongs," I muttered, letting the note slip from my fingers back onto the island. "I don't know why she makes that," I said with a low chuckle. "She knows literally no one in the world likes it."

"I think it's sweet," Raven said, her lilting brogue making the word sound like "swate." "I wish I had a mum who would make me casseroles," she murmured wistfully.

I stared at her, unblinking. "You...you don't have a mom?"

She let out a snort and gave my shoulder a shove. "Of course, I do. Everyone has a mum at some point or another, don't they? I just meant she isn't around."

"Where is she?" I heard myself asking. It was probably a rude question, but I wanted to know more about Raven. Everything about her.

"She had some trouble dealing with who and what I am. I inherited my amulet and powers from my Da, and being a Protector had cost him his life. When I found the amulet my father had hidden away for me and became aware of my destiny, she gave me an ultimatum," she added with a bitter laugh. "I could throw the amulet in the sea and move to Ireland with her and embrace a normal life, or I was on my own."

She went quiet, and I waited, not wanting to push her any more than I already had.

"I felt like I had a duty to the world," she glanced up at me, cheeks going pink with color, "And to you...my potential Hunter. So, I chose the latter. I thought she was bluffing. I thought she'd cave and stay with me. Instead, she gave me our little house and everything my father had in trust for me so I could take care of myself, and she left."

For a long time, I didn't know what to say. My brain was whirring like an overworked laptop. How awful that must've been for Raven. And, as angry as I was at her mother for abandoning her, part of me felt terrible for her as well. What must that have been like, to lose her husband and then face potentially losing your only child?

She'd opted to skip all the fear and terror and sleepless nights waiting for a night that Raven didn't come home and just cut her off like a limb with gangrene.

The thought sent a rush of love and gratitude through me. I had my mom and Max and Pop, and I was lucky for it.

"I'm so sorry, Raven. That must've been terrible. My Dad left us when I was four. Not because I was magic or anything...at least not back then. He was just sick of being around, I guess. I know how hard it is to feel like there was something you could've done differently or..."

I trailed off helplessly, not sure if I was making it worse or better, but then she shot me a crooked smile.

"It's okay. I like my freedom and can come and go as I please. I also have my Master who I can turn to if I need help."

"Master?" I asked, taking a seat on one of the stools and gesturing for her to do the same.

"Yeah, Protectors need training so, when we receive our amulets, we are brought to a facility to train with a Master Protector. I've stayed close with mine since my training ended last year. He's like an older brother to me, so I'm not totally alone."

"And now you have me," I added, my face flaming the second the words left my mouth. "I mean, like, as your Hunter. And a friend...if you want to be my friend, that is."

Her lips twitched, and she finally let out a chuckle as she shook her head. "You're a weird boy sometimes, Chace."

She was smiling, and that was all that mattered.

"How about putting that tuna casserole in the oven, friend? I could use a home-cooked, mom meal, even if it is tuna casserole. Then, while it's heating, I can fill you in on some more about our world."

I did as requested, grabbed us both a soda from the fridge and then let her into my bedroom.

It didn't occur to me to be embarrassed by the mess until she was already inside.

"Was there some sort of weather event in here?" she asked, one dark brow winging high up on her forehead in question. "A tornado or cyclone, maybe?"

I kicked a pile of dirty clothes under the bed and nodded. "Actually, there was. Sort of like in Wizard of Oz, except for instead of taking me to Munchkinland, the storm brought me a bronze golem. Weird."

She grinned at my joke, and the embarrassment fled.

I gestured gallantly toward my beanbag chair, the only clear space to sit. "M'lady."

She rolled her eyes and plopped down before cracking open her drink.

"This your gaming spot?" she asked, eyeing the controller beside the chair.

"Yup. You play?" I asked, sitting on a pile of clean but not yet put away clothes at the edge of my bed.

"I do. Night Watch?"

Could this girl be any cooler? "Yeah, in fact, me and the guys have a game scheduled at eight tonight, and we could use another player.”

“What guys?”

“Taz, from our history class, and my friends Mikey, Aaron and a couple others we know from online. You a wizard?"

"Ogre, level eighty-nine," she said proudly. "I'm so small in real life. I like to be massive and physically strong in the game."

I let out a low whistle. "Eighty-nine. That's something. If you give me your gamer tag, we can hook up?"

"Sure."

I pulled out my cheap, pay by usage cell phone and typed her info into my notes before shoving it back into my pocket.

After a few seconds of awkward silence, I could see the tension settling over her, and her easy smile faded.

“Chace, look, I know this might seem like one of those video games, but I want to make sure we’re clear.” She met and held my gaze with an unwavering one of her own. “This is real. If you die, there are no extra lives. No starting again. It’s game over. Are you sure?”

Her words sent a chill over me, just like they were meant to. But she wasn’t going to dissuade me. She’d lost her mom and her dad over this, and while some might view that as a reason to get as far away as possible, all it did for me was reaffirm how important it was.

Raven had called it destiny. And, as scared as I was, I knew she was right. This...this was my purpose.

“I’m sure. But it would help a lot if I knew what the heck I was supposed to do.”

“That’s why you have me,” she said, rubbing her hands together. “While we wait for Twee to work her magic, let’s show you some of mine and even a little of yours. What do you say?”

"I say, let's do it!"
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Our attic was the furthest place in the house from everyone else, so if Pop came into the kitchen or Max came home from his playdate, they'd be less likely to hear any shenanigans. 

That said, it was also the most cluttered and dusty, a fact which Raven noted the second we climbed up the rickety pulldown steps.

"Oh. My. Goodness. It smells like musty socks and old people farts in here, Chace," she muttered waving her hand in front of her nose as I tugged on the string that worked the bare light bulb on the ceiling.

"Do old people fart dust?" I asked with a chuckle, refusing to be embarrassed. Who had a clean, not-smelly attic? Sociopaths, maybe. The rest of America had a messy attic like mine.

I watched as Raven picked her way through the old boxes and books to find a clear space in the middle of the room.

She opened her mouth to say something and then let out a loud sneeze.

"Bless you," I said with a grin.

She shot me a mock scowl and gestured for me to come toward her. "Okay, whatever. This is what we have to work with right now, so let's make do. Tomorrow, after school we'll go somewhere outside with some space...and clean air."

I nodded affably and made my way toward her, nearly tripping on a box of old photos. The photo on top was one of my dad and I. It caught my eye, and my stomach lurched.

"Is that you?" Raven asked, following my line of vision.

"Yeah, me and my dad."

Sometimes I forgot how much we looked alike. My dad was tall and wiry, and his thoughtful expression reminded me of my own. Raven bent to pick up the photo and examine it closer.

"You're looking at him like he's your hero. It's really sweet," she said softly, in the gentlest voice I'd ever heard come from her mouth.

I cleared my throat as I stared down into the face of plump-cheeked, dimpled, two-year-old me, and then looked away, throat suddenly aching. "Yeah, uh, I was a big fan when I was little."

"He looks like he's a pretty big fan of you too," she added, bending to set the picture back where she'd found it.

"Was," I said, in a tone sharper than I'd meant it to be. "Past tense."

She took a step back and nodded, her face full of understanding. "Sorry. It must be tough. We don't have to talk about it."

"Excellent," I replied, shoving the rush of memories away and cracking my knuckles playfully. "Let's get down to it. Teach me your magical ways, Sensei."

She paused and looked like she wanted to say something more, but then dropped back into what looked like a fighting stance. "Okay, so the first thing you want to do is stand like this."

I moved my feet about a foot apart and settled back into my hips, feet firmly planted on the ground opposite her. "Like this?"

"Exactly. You're in a nice, stable spot, ideally able to take a hit without falling. Just angle yourself a little more away from me. Angles are your friend. They make you a smaller target."

Made sense to me, so I did as she said.

"Now, I'm going to do something that is going to scare you. Later on, as we progress, I won't warn you. Mainly, because your opponent isn't going to warn you and we're trying to prep you for the real world. This time, though, because we're at your house, I'm giving you advance notice because I don't want you to scream or whatever, okay?"

I grinned. "Yeah, um, since I'm not a five-year-old girl, I'm pretty sure I can handle whatever you throw at me without screaming—Ahhh!!!"

My words ended in a high-pitched squeal as a legit bolt of lightning arced from her fisted hand and nailed me right in the chest. Fighting stance, schmighting schmance...I went flying halfway across the room and landed in a pile of boxes with a grunt.

It took me a full thirty seconds to get the breath back into my lungs, but when I did, I was still speechless as I blinked up into her smug, pretty face.

"No need to specify 'girls,'" she said, one dark brow arched, "Five-year-old boys scream just as well. Apparently, so do twelve-year-old ones."

She was right, and that was a mistake I wouldn't make again. 

I pushed myself to my feet, wincing at the sudden pain in my tailbone. "I think I landed on that clock," I said, gesturing over my shoulder. "At least I was 'on time' though...ha! Get it? On time?"

She tried not to laugh at my olive branch disguised as a corny pun, but soon enough, she was smiling back at me.

"If you keep telling jokes like that, you're going to find yourself on the ground a lot."

"All kidding aside though, that was seriously awesome. How come my butt hurts but my chest doesn't? You definitely hit me with a lightning bolt. I feel like I should be dead or close to it."

She held out her fisted hand and opened it. There lay the amulet I'd seen earlier that afternoon.

"My amulet helps me control my power. I can turn up the frequency as high or as low as I want. I gave you the old 'all show and no go' shot. It looks super cool, but there is very little punch behind it. It's more like if I gave you a hard shove than a jolt. If you were my enemy, I'd have done it differently."

Her eyes went flat and serious, making my skin prickle. 

"H-have you ever used it to kill someone?" I asked hesitantly. I wanted to know the answer...but I also kind of didn't.

"No. Not yet. But I would if I had to," Raven replied grimly.

The reply left me inexplicably relieved. It was one thing to know my new friend was capable of killing. In fact, it was probably a necessary qualification for someone in her role. At the same time, I was glad she hadn't had to do that in her young life yet. Taking the life of another seemed like a heavy burden to bear.

I was still contemplating that when her voice drew me from my thoughts.

“Who’s that?” Raven asked, her eyes narrowed as she stared down at the picture on top of another box full of photos.

I followed her gaze and smiled. "My great grandfather. We call him Pop. He lives with us in the in-law setup. Why, do you think I look like him too?"

She shook her head slowly and gnawed on her lower lip. “No. He just looks familiar, is all. How long ago was this taken?”

It was a shot of him and my Nana. Arms slung around each other under a sign that said Aloha!

“Hmm, I remember my mom telling me they went on their fiftieth wedding anniversary trip to Hawaii before my Nana died, so I’m gonna say like ten years ago?”

“Weird, I feel like I’ve seen that face somewhere before,” she said with a shrug before she faced me again. “Anyway, back to it!”

For the next half an hour, Raven showed me what else she could do. Everything from holding what looked like a ball of fire in her hand—only it wasn’t hot and didn’t burn—to using her magic to lift furniture off the ground. 

I was gobsmacked.

“So why didn’t we do any of this in the diner to that golem?” I asked.

“Because, unlike the magical creatures themselves, humans can see the result of magic. If I used my power to throw a table at the golem, customers would still have seen a table hurl itself across the room. Not exactly low key. And I can tell you this,” she said with a frown. “If there is anything more dangerous than an evil wizard, it’s a human being with a mystery to solve. We definitely don’t want to stir up any curiosity.”

I wanted to protest just out of the instinct to stand up for our kind, but as her words sunk in, I realized she was right. If our government knew magic liked this existed, they'd have Raven in a facility underground somewhere with a probe down her throat and needles in her arms inside one hour. They'd test and poke and pull and prod until they figured out how to use it and eventually weaponize it because that's what people did.

“Okay, so we have to be really careful what we do around humans.”

"Exactly. But, luckily, so do our enemies," Raven said with a nod. "Remember, in this one aspect, we all have the same goal. Try not to flash magic in front of humans unless you also have a way to make them forget about it."

Her words stopped me dead. "Wait. What? Like the Men in Black? Can we do that?"

“We can't," she said with a pointed stare. "But you might be able to, eventually. It remains to be seen. Until we start to explore and develop your powers, we won't know exactly what else you're capable of."

I flexed my fingers, jogged in place and shook out my arms like a prizefighter before a big matchup. "Let's start exploring, then...Let's do this!"

She chuckled and held up a hand, "Take it easy, Creed. You're just coming into your power now, and it's going to be all over the place until you get some control over it. The bracelet will help, but it's not foolproof. Why don't we try something small?" She glanced around the room and pointed to the window. "Open the window."

I turned toward the tiny, cobweb-covered pane of glass and perched my tongue on my top lip in concentration. "Okay, so I'm just gonna...what? Think about it opening or?"

“Raise your hand toward it and will it to open. Send the message from your brain, down your neck, through your shoulder.” Her voice was soft and almost hypnotic. “Feel the power skating along in your veins, down your arm, and out your fingertips until—”

The window didn’t open. It exploded, shattering into a billion tiny pieces as the sound ricocheted through the room like a shot.

“Holy crap!” I muttered, stunned as I stared at the hole in the house in shock.

“You can say that again,” she said with a chuckle. “Needless to say, that’s going to need some work.”

“Are you lighting fireworks up there?” a voice called from downstairs. “Because while Mom never specifically ruled it out, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t be okay with that. And if you think she would be okay with it, I should probably come up and help.”

"Nope, I just dropped something...loudly," I called back down. "Go, do your homework."

For a second there was silence, and then a muttered, "Fine, you're no fun, though," followed by the scamper of feet.

Raven shot me a glance. "My little brother, Max. He has a big mouth, so we're going to have to keep this quiet."

“Right. Of course.” She eyed me long and hard. “You know, you have to keep this quiet regardless, yes? You can’t tell Max, or your mom, or even Taz. No one can know.”

“No one?”

That seemed really depressing. I was going to learn how to use magic, had just found out my fingers could be used to explode windows, and I had to keep it to myself?

“No one,” she said, her expression solemn as a graveyard.

“What happens if someone sees something or they find out by accident?”

“Then you compromise everything we’re doing here and potentially everyone in the magical realm. Remember what I said about humans and a mystery?”

I toed a ripped-up box, not wanting to meet her gaze. She was right. I knew it, but that didn’t make it any less hard.

“Okay, I understand.”

I was still a little sulky when suddenly, my cell phone buzzed. Raven moved toward me as I pulled it from my pocket, and we both peered down at the screen.

A message from Twee Twyla. Raven read out loud as I scrolled to see it in its entirety.

“I have some of the answers you seek. One of the ancient Sumerian Sorcerers has gotten loose. They were locked up in a great battle of antiquities, but I recognized his handiwork in the Bronze Golem. He is a very powerful sorcerer and most likely seeking that dragon's head bracelet Chace was wearing. Putting it on his wrist would allow him to enslave the entire human race and restore the ancient Empire he and his fellow sorcerers had created in ancient times.  Whatever it takes to stop him, you must do. I have some of my minions working on finding his identity in the Human Realm, but in the meantime, stay safe and whatever you do, don't lose that bracelet."

We were both quiet for a long moment as I held up my wrist.

“No pressure there,” I said, trying for a joke, but it fell flat under the weight of Twyla’s message.

Raven looked worried for a second and then seemed to shake it off.

"Okay, this is what we were born to do. It's going to be fine. Remember, they can't do a lot of flashy magic in public, so you need to stay around people. They're not going to come into your home with your neighbors so close. We have to make sure when you're out and about on the streets that you're careful, and I'm with you whenever possible."

That made me feel a little better until she continued.

“Tomorrow after school, we go out into the woods and practice. The quicker you learn how to protect yourself and the artifact when I’m not around, the less chance of you getting killed and losing the bracelet, and dooming humanity to the rule of a magical and evil tyrant, the better.”

“Right, yeah, thanks.”

The next few minutes went by in near silence as we quickly cleaned up the glass and covered the window with cardboard before heading downstairs to eat tuna casserole. Raven didn't stay long after that, seeming to sense my heavy mood.

“It’s a lot, Chace. I know,” she said as we stood by the front door. “But you can do it. If I didn’t believe in you, I wouldn’t still be here. We got this.”

She leaned in and kissed my cheek, sending a shot of pure joy straight to my toes, and then disappeared out the door.

Maybe she was right. Maybe we did have this.

But when the fate of the world sat squarely on your shoulders? ‘Maybe’ seemed awfully weak...
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Chapter Ten
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"That's it. I'm making an appointment for you to get a check-up, and I'm not taking no for an answer," Mom said as she stared at me through narrowed eyes.

"I've just been having trouble sleeping, Mom. I'll be fine." Granted, she'd caught me literally falling asleep at the breakfast table, about two seconds away from face-planting in my generic Frosted Flakes—which Pop and I had taken to calling 'Frosted Fakes.' That was neither here nor there, though. I was a busy kid. Especially now, what with the fate of the world in my hands and all. I already had to waste most of my day at school. A fact that really bugged me, since, if Raven and I failed, none of that stuff would matter one lick because we'd all be some sort of slaves to an evil sorcerer bound by magic and I was pretty sure he wasn't doing it so he'd have someone he could quiz on their times tables or their knowledge about the Founding Fathers.

"Please don't make me go to the doctor. He talks to me like I'm a baby. 'Hey, bud. Got a wittle tummy ache? Bad little bug getting' you down? Gonna give you a special potion to fix you right up.'"

Max chuckled as he shoveled a spoonful of cereal into his mouth. "He totally does that," he agreed as he chewed.

"Say it don't spray it, sport," Pop said to Max before pausing to take a sip of tea, eyeing me over the rim. "Why don't I drive you boys to school today? Give us a chance to chat and all."

"Yes!" I blurted. This got my attention because it had seemed to me that Pop had been avoiding me the past couple of days, and there were some questions I wanted to ask him. Not to mention, being in a car made it a lot harder for, say, a golem to hunt me down.

I would have to be careful. Raven had said I wasn’t allowed to tell anybody what I was, but something inside me told me Pop already knew.

"Sounds good to me," Mom said with a shrug, bending to kiss all three of us on the head in turn before glancing at her watch with a groan. "I have to go, but we're not done talking about the doctor. One more day of these bags under the eyes and pale face, and I'm done letting you worm your way out of it," she warned, wagging a finger in my direction as she headed out the door. "Love you guys."

A second later, she was gone.

The three of us men finished breakfast in silence unless you counted Max's open-mouthed chewing. Pop read the newspaper, Max read the back of the cereal box, and I mostly tried not to think about my potential imminent death by way of the golem. Once we were done, we got our backpacks and filed out of the house and into Pop's old station wagon. He opted to by-pass my school and drop Max off first, but my little brother either didn't notice or didn't care.

The second the door closed behind him; Pop turned to me with a knowing look. "Something is brewing already, isn't it?"

I swallowed hard and nodded. Once we put this out there, there was no taking it back. With Raven, she was another kid like me. Kids had wild imaginations. I even remember back when I was three, and my dad pretended he'd "got my nose" by pushing the tip of his thumb through his first and middle finger. I'd lost my mind and had a total meltdown because I genuinely thought he'd taken it. In spite of all the evidence to the contrary, if it was just Raven and me, there was the potential for this all to be a game. A shared imagination.

Once I cracked this open with Pop, it was extra super-duper real, and suddenly I didn't feel magical or tough or ready.

I just felt scared.

"Why didn't you tell me?" I asked softly, ashamed of the sudden tightness in my throat.

Don't cry. Don't cry. 

I wasn't sure if that was a rule for Hunters, but it felt like it might be.

"It's against the code," Pop said, not even attempting to pretend he didn't know what I meant. He shot me an apologetic look as he popped the car into drive and pulled away from the elementary school. "If asked, I could tell you more, but if not, I...all of us, are to remain silent. Receiving an artifact doesn't make you magical, and if I gave it to you, and nothing ever happened, it would be considered a sign that you weren't the person meant to have it. See, the bracelet might only be a tool, but it's a mighty one. Like all Hunters, I was honored with its care and safekeeping until I could no longer perform my duties, and I found another in my bloodline who was worthy. Your mother didn't have what we call 'the shine'...that inexplicable aura around her that would've signaled to me that she had latent powers."

"Are you sure?" I asked. Mom was pretty special, and I couldn't imagine that she wasn't special enough for the bracelet. Even the suggestion made me a little mad at Pop.

"I'm sure, kiddo. Your mother had different gifts. Gifts just as valuable passed on by your grandmother. Her amazing capacity for love and empathy made her perfect for work in the healthcare field and also being a mother to you guys. She wouldn't have had the heart to do what would need to be done as a Hunter."

"And Max?" I asked softly. "What if he was a better choice?"

"You can decide that for yourself someday and pass it along. Right now, Max is far too young to know, and I could sense the urgency in the world...the need for a Hunter was coming fast. You'll see as your powers begin to strengthen that your senses become highly tuned to the Magical Realm. It had to be passed on, and it had to be done soon."

I nodded, staring at the trees as they passed, head humming. "I met my Protector. Her name is Raven."

I sensed him stiffen and turned to study his face, but it was a blank slate as he gripped the steering wheel more tightly.

"Was I not supposed to tell you about her?" I asked, a sudden stab of guilt hitting me. "I wasn't told about any code, just that I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone what I was, but you already knew so—”

"It's alright. You've done nothing wrong. Had I not known, I would've told you so, and you could have assumed that I had been a guardian of the bracelet only, without the powers of a Hunter. It happens, every few generations, that a Hunter passes on unexpectedly and doesn't have a magical heir in place yet. The artifacts get moved from mother to daughter to cousin to son as years pass until it finds another magical host to bond with. And then a new Hunter is born."

The car slowed, and I blinked in surprise, realizing we were already at my school.

“Pop...I’m scared. There is all this stuff happening so fast. There’s a golem and a sorcerer and this fae lady—”

He smiled at that. “Ah, Twee Twyla, still in business, eh?”

I nodded and tugged my backpack onto my shoulder as the first bell rang. “Yeah, but Raven and I could really use some guidance.”

He pursed his lips and shook his head slowly. "I wish I could give it to you, kiddo. But I'd only be a hindrance. I'm old now. My body is broken and weak, and my magic is weaker. Worse still, my Protector is no longer with me. My presence would only make the two of you more vulnerable to attack. Imagine if Spiderman had to take his Aunt May everywhere with him. He would be so focused on protecting her, he wouldn't be able to focus on what was important. Which is what, Chace?" he asked, shooting me an encouraging smile.

“Saving the world?”

“That’s right, kiddo. I know it’s a heavy burden to bear. I won’t lie, I hoped neither you or Max had the shine. I almost tossed that thing into the sea when I saw the shine in you last year. But we don’t get to choose our destinies.”

I nodded and pushed the car door open on autopilot, his words ringing in my ears long after I stepped out of the car.

We don’t get to choose our destinies.

But once we learned what they are, we could prep like crazy for the thing to come, couldn’t we.

I caught sight of Raven’s back just as she was about to walk into the building and I ran up behind her and tugged her hair lightly.

“What the—” she wheeled around and karate-chopped me right in the neck. It was a good thing she registered it was me a second before the blow landed and she opted to take some of the heat off it, or she might’ve killed me.

“Glurg,” I blurted, grabbing at my throat as my eyes bulged at her. “Overreact much?” I croaked as I glared at her.

"You rolled up on me and pulled my hair, you tosser. I think my reaction was standard," Raven said, a grin tugging at her lips as she eyed me curiously. "Now what was so important you had to assault me to get my attention?"

“Once you walked in, one of the teachers might have seen you,” I managed to whisper through my aching throat. “Which would be bad since we’re cutting class.”

“Cutting class?” she asked, glancing around. “Why?”

"Because I need to learn as much as I can as fast as I can about my powers and that takes precedence over memorizing the half-life of plutonium," I said, starting to get nervous as the second bell rang. "Coming or not?" I asked, beginning to walk away, knowing our window of opportunity was closing.

“I’m your Protector. You go, I go. Lead the way, boss.”
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Chapter Eleven
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"Are you worried you're going to get in trouble?" Raven asked as we skulked around the back of the school and barreled down a footpath in the woods behind the gymnasium.

"Well, if we get caught, we would get in trouble, not just me," I corrected her with a grin, "But not really. I'm more worried about saving the world."

"Since I live by myself, there is no one to get in trouble with," she reminded me with a wink. "So, you'd be grounded all on your own, buddy."

Again, I found myself wondering if Raven's situation was a good thing or a bad thing. On one hand, Oreos and cake for dinner if you wanted, no bedtime and unlimited gaming. On the other, no Mom, no Max, and no Pop.

I was surprised to find how sad the thought made me. Even Max, as annoying as he was, was an essential part of my life. We were woven together like the fabric of a fancy dress shirt. I was the arms, and Pop was the torso, Max was that annoying, too-tight collar, and Mom? She was the buttons that held us all together.

"Well, you can still get detention, so let's just try not to get caught, shall we?" I said as we jogged along the dirt trail.

The air was brisk that early in the morning, but a light sheen of sweat popped out on my upper lip as Raven increased the pace.

"Might as well start to get into fighting shape now," she called over her shoulder with a chuckle in her voice.

I found myself wishing that I'd done a little less gaming and a little more exercising as I pumped my legs harder.

By the time we reached a clearing in the woods about three miles from the school, I was huffing and puffing as Raven slowed to a stop.

"I'm going to type up a workout regimen for you," she said with a grin. "We'll have you stronger and faster in no time."

"Great," I gasped. "No time is exactly how long I want it to take since I sort of have a monster breathing down my neck."

"Lucky for you, I packed my lunch today, so I have some water and snacks because you're clearly going to need them," she observed as she tossed her backpack onto the ground.

I slipped mine off my shoulders and set it with hers before straightening and sucking in one, massive breath. "Okay," I murmured as I blew it out. "Let's do this."

"We're going to start with something easy, okay? We don't need to be destroying stuff. 'Member that time you exploded that window?"

"Yeah, wow, thanks for reminding me of that. I almost forgot since it happened yesterday," I cracked back. There was no malice in my voice, though. I enjoyed our teasing. If Raven was dead serious all the time, I think I would've been a lot more terrified. Our sarcastic banter broke the constant fear and tension, which I believe was her goal. Again, I was reminded of how lucky I was that she seemed to be so good at her job.

"Come stand beside me," Raven instructed, the smile leaving her face as we got down to business.

I stood next to her and settled into a fighting stance, mimicking her motions.

"First thing I want you to do is to take in a deep breath and try to clear your mind. I know it sounds a little hippy-dippy, but magic is weird. It's rooted in intention. You can have all the bracelets and amulets you want. Without a clear, strong intention, they're worthless."

I did as she said and tried to empty my mind. It wasn't easy, given my discussion with Pop and everything else going on. That thought got my mind churning even more as I wrestled with myself over telling Raven what he'd told me. She'd asked me not to talk about being a Hunter to anyone, but technically, I hadn't told him...he'd told me. I also wasn't sure if he'd told me about his own experience in confidence, and I didn't want to break that confidence either. It was a tough spot to be in, and I still hadn't made up my mind.

"Oof!"

Raven had sent a closed fist into my solar plexus just hard enough to knock the wind out of me.

"Stop thinking, dummy. I said clear your mind, and you're over there with your face scrunched up in thought like Socrates, trying to solve the mysteries of the world. You're doing the exact opposite of listening to me," she scolded, her eyes flashing a warning that I knew I'd better heed.

It was just a light shot this time. Next time I wouldn't be so lucky.

For the next hour and a half, Raven and I worked on our magic. I can't lie; at first, it was a hot mess just like the night before. I pinged when I should've ponged, and I zapped when I should've zipped. At one point, I nearly gave myself an unintentional haircut when I sent a blast of energy at a nearby boulder and missed by such a vast margin that it ricocheted off a puddle of water and came arcing back like a magical boomerang, almost taking my head off. If not for Raven's lightning reflexes, I likely would've been dead by my own hand. Instead, all I felt was a ruffle of wind as it soared past, bouncing harmlessly off the trunk of a massive oak tree.

"You're a menace," she murmured, blowing out a huff of air that sent her bangs flapping. "I didn't want to get into this part yet, because it can be a real mental trap, but it seems like if we want to get you up and functioning quickly enough, we have no choice. Let's try to tap into the focusing power of the bracelet, all right?"

I still wasn't quite sure how the artifacts worked, but I trusted Raven with my life, so I nodded.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out her amulet. The blood-red stone in the center gleamed in the morning sunlight.

"It's stunning," I commented, reaching out to touch it. Almost as if by instinct, Raven snatched her hand away before shooting me an apologetic smile.

"Sorry. Force of habit. You can touch it."

I reached out a finger and traced the smooth gemstone, surprised to find it wasn't hot or even warm.

"Yours is cool too," she said, leaning in to get a closer look at the dragon bracelet. She tapped a thumbnail against one of the glittering emerald eyes of the beast. "It's very different than mine. The heart of my amulet lies in its center. Yours lies in its eyes. I would start by treating it as an actual animal. Look into its eyes. Feel the connection between you and it. It's going to feel really silly at first, but once you sort of click into the power and become one, it's..." she shrugged and let out a low chuckle. "Well, it's magic."

She was right. It did feel silly at first. But as I stared into the eyes of the dragon, the bracelet grew warm, and the eyes began to glow as if illuminated by an invisible light source."

"That's it," she whispered as I stared harder, willing myself to connect with the heart of my artifact.

Animal, I reminded myself sternly. The mighty dragon. The first time I thought I'd clicked in, there was a sense of calm that flowed over me. But when I clicked in a few seconds later, peace didn't begin to describe it. I was the dragon. The dragon was me. I didn't wonder if I could control my powers. I didn't wonder anything. I just knew.

Breaking eye contact with the creature, I looked up, spotting a dead tree in the distance. On instinct, I lifted my hand and stretched my fingers wide, then snapped them closed, in a fist. The tree disintegrated into dust.

"Holy geezzzz," Raven breathed. Her wide blue eyes shot from me to the spot where the tree had been and back to me again. "That was something."

I lowered my hand, feeling myself come back into my own body, and nearly stumbled on legs made of jelly. "Wow," I whispered. 

I stared down at the bracelet again, and could almost imagine my dragon winking at me.

"Don't look at it that way," Raven said, her tone harsh.

"What do you mean?" I asked, tearing my gaze away.

"You're giving it too much power, Chace. Protectors are all warned about this. If a Hunter begins to believe that his magic lies in his artifact, then he begins to doubt himself. The object is just that, an object meant to help direct and control that which already lies in you. If you start to think of it any differently, you'll become a slave to it." Her ominous words sent a shiver through me, but she didn't let them marinate long. She motioned for me to move closer to her and pointed in the distance. "This time, try it without letting the connection go too deep. Aim, focus, and fire."

I did as she said, but was irritated by it and the results. Without that almost tangible connection locked and in place, it all felt loose and unfocused. My shot went wide as I nearly blasted a poor woodpecker clean out of the sky.

"I can't do it, Raven. Maybe your amulet works like that, but mine is definitely more magic than I am."

"Chace, you have to listen to me—"

But her words were cut short by the chiming of my phone.

"Uh oh...are we busted?" she hissed as I fished it out of my pocket and held it up to examine.

"Dunno." I flipped the phone open and spoke into the receiver. "Hello?"

"Chace? It’s Twee Twyla. I think I’ve discovered the identity of the Sumerian Sorcerer. I’m going to send along an image now. Don’t forget, once you defeat the golem, I expect my payment.”

She disconnected, and I pulled the phone away from my ear to stare down at it. "She's sending a picture of the Sorcerer now. On cue, a text message lit the screen. I could feel Raven's breath on the nape of my neck as I touched my thumb to the attachment and waited.

Only a few seconds passed, but it felt like an eternity before an image appeared on the screen.

"Holy crap," Raven murmured, echoing the very phrase ringing in my mind.

Because staring back at us was a picture of none other than History teacher extraordinaire...

Mr. Uwyn.

"Mr. Uwyn is the Sorcerer of Sumeria," I whispered dully.

Ho. Lee. Crap.
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Chapter Twelve
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"I still can't believe it. Like, I knew Mr. Uwyn was off, but an evil sorcerer? That's crazy," Raven said as we made our way down the maze of alleyways through town. We were headed to Twee's house after she'd followed up her text message with another, saying she was still working on it, but she would have more information to share soon, and she wasn't sure we were going to like it.

"Well, you did seem suspicious of him that first day."

"I was," she said with a nod. "But not evil sorcerer trying to control the universe suspicious," she said with a snort. "To be honest, he just doesn't seem all that smart."

"Agree," I said as I bobbed my head. "My question is, how come we didn't recognize what Uwyn was? I mean, isn't that supposed to be one of our talents? Knowing magical creatures when we see them?"

Raven nodded grimly as we passed a row of broken down, abandoned houses. "Yup. Except sorcerers like him have their own magic. They can use a shielding spell to hide from those like us for short periods of time. They wear off and have to be renewed constantly, so it's exhausting to keep it up constantly, which is probably why he didn't use one on the golem. I imagine he would use the shielding spell during school hours and then, the second he goes home; he lets his freak flag fly and gets his energy back up." 

"Interesting," I murmured, mind already whirring. Seemed like the time to approach Uwyn and have the best chance of succeeding would be when he was on school grounds. I told Raven as much, and she nodded, seemingly impressed with my thought process.

"I like it. Uwyn would also have to be careful because there would be so many normal mortals around."

"How long before you think I can get good enough control over my magic to send someone as strong as a Sorcerer back to the Magical Realm?"

"Uhm, hard to say." Raven wet her lips and began to walk faster, but I wasn't about to let her avoid the question.

"Just give me your best guess," I shot back.

"Months? Weeks? It depends on how much time we have to work together. But remember, that whole time, you're going to have the golem on your tail, not to mention any other surprises Uwyn has cooked up to get that bracelet. We have to strike a balance between getting you ready as soon as possible while also not getting you killed or having him get the bracelet during that time. The longer we wait, the bolder he'll become, and the more he'll know your habits and things. The short answer, Chace?" she slowed to a stop and held my gaze. "I don't honestly know. It's a judgment call that we're going to have to make together once we have all the information."

She was nothing if not honest, and, even though I hated her answer with the fire of a thousand suns, I respected it.

By the time we got to Twee's, my stomach was growling, and Raven shot me a glance as she tossed me a granola bar from her bag and took out an apple for herself.

"Wolf this down."

I unwrapped the bar with a mumbled thanks, and the two of us quickly ate our snacks. When we were done, we approached the gate of Twee Twyla's as the trees glared at us in warning.

"Come on, then," she called from the open front doorway. "We don't have all day."

We rushed down the pathway, and this time, no birds bothered to check on us.

When we stepped into the foyer, Twee was waiting there, one brow raised.

"Golem hand. Mine, yes?" she demanded.

"The second we get it, ma'am. You have our word."

She nodded and waved for us to follow. "As I mentioned, I don't think you're going to be thrilled by my most recent findings, but it's important that you have all the facts so you can plan accordingly."

She perched herself onto the pile of papers and books in front of her computer again and stared at the jibber-jabber on the screen.

"See this?" she asked, stabbing a long finger toward a string of symbols.

I nodded.

"Yes, but I don't know what it means," Raven replied, her patience already wearing thin.

"Well, it's the Magical Almanac, of course," Twee said with a derisive snort. "And this line means that there will be a Heather Moon in three days."

She looked at us both as if waiting for a reaction.

"Okayyy," Raven replied, "And that means..."

"Where do they even get you kids, nowadays? Don't know what a Heather Moon is and what it means. That means," she replied, her tone brimming with snark, "That a Sorcerer as savvy as he of Sumeria would surely time his takeover for that day since that's when magic is at its peak."

"So, you're saying he's going to make his move soon, then?"

"That would be my guess. Whatever Uwyn's been doing to this point, he's going to press even harder to get the bracelet in time."

I could feel Raven's gaze on me, and I tried not to let my fear show. So much for months or weeks. We were likely going to be pushed into a corner and have to face off against this guy within the next few days.

My hands went clammy. I tried to unravel my jumbled thoughts.

"What do you suggest?" I asked Twee, hoping she would have some nugget of wisdom that might help.

"I suggest you get busy coming up with a plan. Geez, what, I find the guy for you, tell you his plans and you want me to catch him while I'm at it? Who's the Hunter here, me or you?"

I wanted to reply, "Neither of us. I'm a twelve-year-old kid, and I'm not ready for this." But I didn't.

"We appreciate all you've done for us, Twee. We'll take it from here."

Raven led the way out. I followed blindly, too lost in thought to even pay attention.

"Three days...I mean, do you think she's right about that?" I asked as we made our way onto the street. It was still only lunchtime, but I was already drained from the day.

"Her research skills are unparalleled, and her reasoning is sound," Raven replied. "In my estimation, the scales have shifted. The potential for danger to you and the bracelet has gone up significantly with this information. I think we've got to move on Uwyn and we've got to do it soon."

We began weaving our way down various side streets, both of us lost in our thoughts until I looked up with a start. "Where are we going, anyway? I can't go home yet or Pop will know I skipped."

"Yeah, I figured so we are headed to my house. We're almost there."

She pointed toward a modest home on a postage-stamp-sized lot. The place itself wasn't fancy, but it was on a tree-lined street and had a coat of fresh, white paint. "Nice," I said with a nod as we made our way toward it.

She tugged a set of keys from her backpack and let us in. I was surprised to find the interior was neat as a pin, which made me cringe at the state she'd seen my bedroom in.

"Make yourself at home in the living room. I'll get us some snacks, and we can work on a plan."

I meandered into the direction she'd pointed and slowed to check out the photos lining the walls.

A child, maybe three or four years old, with big, blue eyes and a swath of black hair. Obviously, Raven, as, aside from the chubby cheeks back then, she looked exactly the same. She was seated between an attractive couple in their late twenties, clearly her mom and dad.

"I just grabbed some popcorn and chips, hope that's okay?" she said as she came barreling out of the kitchen. She stopped short as she caught sight of me, checking out the pictures. "That's, um, my parents.

“Nice picture,” I said, recognizing that she didn’t want to talk about them right now.

I followed her into the living room. We each took a seat on the couch as we dug into the snack bags.

“I’ve been thinking. To my mind, the best play is the soonest play,” Raven said. 

I opened my mouth to argue, but she shut me down with a hand in front of my face.

“Listen, first. If we try tomorrow and we screw up, we have two more shots at it. If we sit around planning until the last minute, the golem could get to you before we even implement our plan, and if we fail, we’re screwed.”

Her logic was sound, but I still preferred the one that was, you know, not going to have to happen tomorrow. I knew I couldn't say that out loud, so I nodded grudgingly. "Fine. But we need to come up with something good. I don't want to go in thinking it's okay to fail. We want something foolproof, right?"

She eyed me as she popped a chip into her mouth and crunched. “Doesn’t exist. Not in this case. We’re going to have to take some chances, Chace. At least if we take control of this thing, I’ll be with you. We need to make sure we can face him together if we can help it.”

“I think I have an idea, then. It’s risky, but I feel like if we do everything exactly right, it’s got a real chance of working...but if it doesn’t, there’s no turning back. He’ll know we’re onto him. There will be nowhere to hide.”

Raven seemed to weigh that in her mind and then leaned forward, her eyes full of steely determination. “Okay, let’s hear it.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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When I woke up from school the next morning, it felt how I imagined being in line to walk the plank in an old pirate tale might feel — just a general sense of impending doom and a low-level panic.

As I headed downstairs and passed Max on the way down, I reached out and ruffled his hair. “Love you, buddy.”

He scrunched his face up, swiping a fist over his milk mustache, before shrugging. "You too, I guess," he replied and then scampered up the rest of the steps.

Good talk.

As far as last conversations went, it was a pretty decent one. Hey, at least I hadn't let my potential final words to Max be, "Brush your teeth, your breath smells like hot garbage, Twerp," which would've been the case if this had all gone down yesterday.

I shot a glance down at my wrist and almost imagined the dragon winking at me. It’s going to be okay, Chace, it seemed to say.

“Don’t forget, I have to work late tonight, so I need you to make sure Max takes a bath before bed and Pop takes his night time meds, okay?” Mom asked as she did her usual dance around the kitchen, flitting from the toaster to the fridge, all while balancing a coffee cup, her purse, and paper plate at the same time.

“Roger that,” if I’m not dead. “I don’t have time for breakfast, but I’ve got a snack in my bag,” I said as I moved toward her and laid my head against her shoulder for a second, breathing in the familiar, clean laundry smell of her crisp, cotton scrubs. “Have a good day, Mom. I love you.”

She froze in place, still staring into the open refrigerator, for a long moment. Then, she turned to me, gaze searching my face like a detective. "Love you too, Chace. But now I'm making you that doctor appointment."

Clearly, based on the reactions I was getting so far, I needed to be a little more vocal about my appreciation for family.

As Mom called a goodbye over her shoulder and rushed out the door, Pop came strolling in from the in-law.

“Good morning, kiddo,” he said as he shuffled over to the coffee maker.

“Hey, Pop. I gotta go, I can’t be late today. I just wanted to say before I left that I love you a lot.”

It was when those cloudy eyes met mine that the weight of this all came crashing down and my throat began to ache something fierce as I blinked back tears.

"Ah, Chace. It's come to that, has it?" he asked softly, ruffling my hair much as I'd done to Max. "I remember the days, especially the ones early on. It's so foreign...so scary. All I can say is that it gets easier and that you have nothing to fear. This is what you were born to do. Even if you don't know it in your mind yet, your gut knows. Lead with it, and you can't go wrong. And if you do?" he asked with a wink, "Then you have your Protector. I'll see you when you get home from school...assuming you plan to go today?"

I blinked up at him, cheeks flushing. The pep talk had helped some, and the knowledge that I was busted for skipping had brought it all around again, making me feel like a normal kid for a second.

“Pop, I had something important to do. Please don’t tell Mom. She’s already worried and—”

“Just don’t make a habit of it, all right?”

I nodded, relief flooding through me. "I won't."

With that, I turned and headed out the door. Taz met me at the curb as we'd planned the night before, a broad grin on his face.

“Bro, I cannot believe you skipped yesterday! So cool! Did you guys have fun?”

"Yeah, it was pretty fun," I said, hating that I had to keep lying to him. But the fact was, Raven and I needed an accomplice and Taz was exactly the right guy for the job. He'd do anything for a friend and, on the off-chance, he got in trouble for it at school, his Mom and Dad were the least strict so the consequences wouldn't be too dire.

"I can't believe we're gonna do this. I'm so psyched. It's like something out of a movie," Taz continued, his contagious excitement and energy taking some of the edges off my fear.

“Did you bring the stuff?” I asked, checking over my shoulder as we walked, as much to check for prying eyes as for golems or something.

“Yup and it looks amazing. So real. I used a mix of dog food and the beef stew we had in the fridge. I felt like the corn in it added a nice touch.” He dug through his backpack and pulled out a quart of what looked like barf in a plastic baggie.

"Ug, yeah. It looks real enough," I said, almost gagging.

He waggled his brows. “Because you hired the right man for the job, Chace. I got your back.”

He patted me sharply between the shoulders, and we kept walking as he chattered on about the upcoming plan. On paper, it was a good one. I'd told Taz that Raven and I wanted to make sure that the office didn't send home an unexcused absence notice to our parents from the day before, so we needed to get into the school office to catch the afternoon mail before it went out. He thought it was a brilliant plan and had been happy to help. So, about an hour after lunch, Taz was going to create a distraction by going into the principal's office with a complaint about the cafeteria food. He planned to rush out the door and, right at the threshold, he was going to, shall we say, "give the lunch back to the school" all over the floor from the baggie hidden in his shirt.

Principal Keegler and the school secretary, Mrs. Wiggins, would be distracted dealing with that mess, allowing me and Raven to sneak into the empty office unseen from the side door, thereby giving us access to the intercom. Raven and I had recorded about thirty versions of the special message we would be broadcasting until we got one that sounded a lot like Mrs. Wiggins. Little would Mr. Uwyn know that broadcast would be sent to his room only.

Ideally, he would hear the message, see his window of opportunity, and take the bait we were throwing out. And when he did? Raven and I would be waiting to send him back to the Magical Realm.

If you can even manage to do that under pressure, a little voice reminded me.

I’d done it yesterday. After hours of practice with Raven, I’d managed to “magic” a navel orange from the human realm to the magical one. 

Once.

The other half dozen wound up splattered all over her not-so-tidy-anymore kitchen. I’d done some more practicing when I’d gotten back home, and managed to send a paperclip somewhere, but I couldn’t say for sure where. In the end, my nerves were so shot that I realized practice wasn’t making for perfect. I just had to hope my Pop was right and that my gut would know how to do it when the time came.

We reached the school a few minutes later and headed to homeroom. Once the bell rang for the first period, I unclasped my bracelet and slipped it into my pocket. My stomach was churning.

It was going to be okay. It had to be...the alternative was too terrible to even wrap my mind around.

By the time I got to Mr. Uwyn's class, I'd managed to talk myself down enough to act calm, cool, and collected until Raven snuck up behind me and grabbed my shoulder.

“Hey.”

“Ahhh!” I yelped as I wheeled around, hands in karate-chop formation. “Holy crap, you scared me half to death. What’s wrong with you sneaking up on someone like that,” I hissed, looking around just in time to catch Mr. Uwyn stepping into the classroom.

“Good morning class, let’s all have a seat, shall we?” he asked, peering down his long nose.

I tried not to make eye contact with him as I took my seat but failed.

“Ah, Mr. Ogden, nice of you to join us today. Did you enjoy your day off?” 

I shook my head and croaked, “Sick. Sore throat,” gesturing to my throat for good measure.

"I see," he replied, about to turn back to the blackboard when suddenly he stopped short, his gaze locked on my bare wrist. For a long moment, I wondered if he was going to mention it, but he didn't. His eyes went steely as he marched forward to grab a piece of chalk.

“I think today seems like a good day for our first pop quiz. Answer the following five questions,” he said, ignoring the groans from the classroom as he jotted questions on the board.

I shot a glance toward Raven, and she gave me a thumbs up. So far, so good. Uwyn had noticed my bracelet was missing. Soon enough, we'd be on to phase two, if I didn't die of stress. History class dragged on endlessly, and by the time it was over, I was so anxious I nearly ran out of there. The rest of the day was much the same. There were moments of laughter and joking with Mikey and Aaron and the gang at lunch, but Taz, sworn to secrecy, had been pretty quiet and I was a wreck. All in all, it was pure torture, and when 2 PM rolled around, I was ready to jump out of my skin. We'd wanted to wait until the afternoon when Uwyn was theoretically at his weakest from keeping up his façade, but neither Raven or I had considered the toll the wait would have on us.

When we met as planned in front of the first-floor lavatories, she looked as wrung out as I felt.

“How you holding up?” she asked, glancing around nervously.

"Crummy, but it's almost over. Let's just get it done with."

We slipped into the nearby stairwell and waited for Taz to walk by as planned. Seconds ticked by as we held our breath, the air between us practically vibrating with tension and fear.

Just when I thought maybe he'd chickened out, there he was, walking down the hallway whistling, just to prove how casual he was. Raven and I watched from our hiding spot as he stopped in front of the office and took a deep breath and then pushed the door open.

"Mrs. Wiggins, I gotta see Principal Keegler. Someone has to do something about these school lunches. I ate the beefaroni and let me tell you; they should change the name to barfaroni. My stomach is killing me. "

The door finally clicked closed behind him, and the rest was muffled as we waited with bated breath. Less than a minute later, Taz was back at the door making impressively realistic retching sounds.

“We’re on,” Raven muttered, leading the way out of the stairwell and into the front foyer where the side door into the office was located.

“Five, four, three, two...”

She shoved the door open and peeked her head in, then turned back toward me with a nod. “All clear.”

As I skulked in beside her, we rushed into Mrs. Keegler’s now-empty office. In the distance, we could hear both she and Mrs. Wiggins comforting Taz.

“Don’t be embarrassed. Everyone throws up sometimes, son.”

“I’ll keep watch, go, go!” Raven whispered.

I slunk toward the intercom, my heart pounding in my ears, and grabbed hold. Quickly, I scanned the teacher's names and corresponding numbers on the sheet in front of it. Saying a prayer under my breath, I tapped out the extension for Mr. Uwyn’s room and then pulled out the tiny recorder we’d recorded Raven’s message on and hit play. 

“Chace Ogden, please report to the lost and found after the dismissal bell, please. Chace Ogden, please go to the lost and found to retrieve your bracelet upon dismissal.”

I disconnected and skulked back toward the side door, Raven hot on my heels.

As we entered the hallway again, I caught sight of Taz still being comforted in the hallway as the janitor trudged toward him, his face a mask of irritation.

We were halfway home. The bait was laid, the trap was set, now to see if the rat fell for it. 

Raven and I made our way to the tiny room just around the corner from the office that acted as the lost and found closet. She'd already picked the lock before meeting me in the stairwell and the door opened without incident.

We slipped inside, and I tugged my bracelet out of my pocket and fastened it to my wrist as Raven closed the door, plunging us back into darkness.

“And now, we wait,” she whispered. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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The sound of my own breathing seemed as loud as an oncoming train, and the longer we sat there, motionless, the louder it seemed. 

Apparently, it wasn't just in my head because a few seconds after I noticed it, Raven hissed, "Is your nose stuffy or something, or did I just not notice you were a mouth-breather before?"

I snapped my mouth closed and breathed through my nose in slow, calming breaths — no big deal. I was going to face off against Uwyn—a freaking sorcerer—and try to send him back to the Magical Realm along with that orange.  For some reason, the thought did nothing to calm my nerves, and when the doorknob jiggled a minute later, all I wanted to do was run and hide. Why couldn't my powers include a rewind button so I could roll back the hands of time to the moment before I'd thought this was a good idea?

The door swung open a moment later, squealing eerily on its hinge in the way the lid of a rusted old coffin might right before a vampire jumped out of it. Raven's fingers gripped mine, and my heart beat so hard, it actually hurt.

You can do this, Chace. You were born to do this.

A sliver of light poured into the tiny room, leaving us still cloaked in shadows until Uwyn stepped in. Then, he flipped the switch by the door. Everything seemed to move in slow motion from there. Dimly, I heard Raven's shouted command.

"Now!"

She leaped forward as I blinked furiously, black dots exploding behind my lids as my eyes adjusted to the light. Those unplanned few seconds cost us dearly, and I struggled to call forth the focusing power of the dragon as I tried to get Uwyn in focus. His hand flew up to block the ball of energy Raven had blasted at him an instant before it found its mark. Only he didn't just block it. He stopped it mid-air and held it there, his lips tipping into a cruel smile before he lobbed it back at her. She went crashing into a wall of metal shelves behind me, sending Raven and the random contents of cell phones, school supplies and keys to the floor with a clatter. 

"Raven!"

Uwyn moved away from a groaning Raven and turned his attention to me. My stomach pitched as I tried to connect with the dragon. Come on, buddy. Don't leave me hanging. Just as I felt it...the bond with the dragon forming, Uwyn was on me, his long, bony fingers curling around my wrist.

I wish I could say I used my powers and blasted him into kingdom come. I wish I could say that we prevailed and saved the world from evil. But none of that happened. Instead, I bit him like a teething baby, clawing and yanking to free myself from his terrifyingly strong grasp.

He let me go an instant later; only my arm felt decidedly lighter.

He'd torn off the bracelet and now held it in his hand.

"No!"

"Mr. Uwyn? Did you need something from the lost and found?" a low voice asked from the doorway.

"Actually, Mrs. McNalley, I've got everything I need. I found these children breaking in, though. If you could get the principal to come deal with them while I make sure they don't run away, that would be great," Mr. Uwyn said, his voice oozing with charm as he stood in front of the door to block Mrs. McNalley's view.

"Certainly!"

He turned back toward us and shot me a wink. "If you two don't want to spend the short remainder of your lives in detention you should leave when I do."

"We're not going to let you get away with this," Raven murmured, her breath coming in short gasps as she pushed herself up to a seated position, her blue eyes cutting through him like a laser. "The next time we see you—"

"Why ever would you think you'll see me again? I only worked here to help me find this," he said as he held up the bracelet. "Now I have everything I need to put the wheels in motion. I wasn't kidding, children. Get outside, enjoy your last breath of freedom on this earth, because things are about to get rough in your realm." He turned toward me and waved. "Thanks for the bracelet, Chace."

And then he disappeared.

For a few seconds, Raven and I were silent as the ramifications of what had just happened sank in.

"He was so strong," Raven said, her voice breaking. "I was nearly powerless against him. Did you see?" she asked, facing me and blinking back tears.

I'd seen it. But Raven blaming herself was pointless because there was only one person to blame for this mess, and it was me. "I didn't even get a chance to try. I was so shaken up and afraid, I just let him snatch it right off my wrist, like taking candy from a baby."

What had made me think I could do this?

"We can beat ourselves up about this later. Right now, I hate to admit Uwyn is right. We've got to get out of here," Raven said with a loud sniffle as she rolled to her feet and reached a hand out to me.

I let her help me up, and we rushed out of the little room, heading for the exit.

***
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“It’s okay, Chace,” Raven was saying for probably the tenth time as we slogged down the path toward my house, side by side. “You can’t give up. We can’t give up. This is just a bump in the road.”

But I could tell by the edge of fear in her voice that she didn’t believe it any more than I did.

“I don’t know, Raven. I think we’re in over our heads.”

"I messed up," she said, slowing to a stop. "I should've hidden behind the door and hit Uwyn with that shot from the back where he couldn't see it coming. That was my bad. I won't do it again, Chace, and I'm sorry I failed you."

"Failed me?" Is that what she thought...That I was mad at her? Didn't she get it? She'd been saddled with a loser. A pathetic excuse for a Hunter who could barely transport citrus properly. "I failed both of us. I failed the whole human race. Without the dragon bracelet, I'm nothing. Just a regular kid. If we couldn't stop him with it, how the heck are we going to stop him without it?"

I didn’t even need to remind her that, if Twee Twyla was right, we had just a little over twenty-four hours to make this all happen before it was too late.

"I told you before, the bracelet is just a tool. You're the only thing we really need, Chace. Come on, don't give up on me now," she said, a note of pleading in her voice that hit me right in the feels.

"I'm not giving up, Raven, I just know I can't do it!" I shouted back, feeling perilously close to tears. "I'm not saying I'm giving up, but I need a couple of hours to think. Alone," I added with a frown. "I'm glad you don't blame me. The fact of the matter is that my plan failed, though."

So badly, it left me feeling like a toddler who actually thought that his mother couldn’t see him when they played peek-a-boo. I had gravely underestimated Uwyn’s powers and gravely overestimated my comfort level with my own.

Not to mention, it had never even occurred to me that sitting in total darkness would make it near impossible to see clearly once the light came into the room.

Mistakes like that were unacceptable and, in this case, could’ve cost Raven her life.

That thought hit me like a one-two punch, and I came away wanting to puke.

“I need to go. I’ll call you later,” I murmured, rushing the rest of the way down the path, leaving Raven in silence, watching me go.

I hated knowing I’d let her down, but seeing her crumpled on the floor had been just as awful. 

Putting my head down, I jogged the rest of the way home, hating myself a little more with each, heavy step.
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Chapter Fifteen


[image: image]


When I got home that afternoon, my great grandfather was sitting at the kitchen table, almost as if he was waiting for me.

"Hey, kiddo. How was your—"

His blue eyes dimmed as he glanced at my wrist and froze.

"It's gone," I said, my throat raw with emotion as I tossed my backpack onto the floor. "I tried to fulfill my destiny, and I ruined everything. I can't do this, Pop. I'm not you. I'm just a dumb kid who plays video games too much."

He shook his head slowly and gestured for me to sit. All I wanted to do was go to my room and plant myself face down on my bed so I could wallow in my misery, but I sat.

"I don't know what happened today, Chace, but I do know that it's not the end of the world. You know why?"

I shook my head mutely.

"Because we're still here. You're still here. That means we've still got a chance to make this right." He leaned in and put his weight on his elbows as he blew out a sigh. "I didn't tell you this before because my job is to encourage you, not discourage you, but I wasn't always successful at being a Hunter either, you know."

I cocked my head and eyed him warily.

"How do you think I wound up with this bum leg?" he asked with a wry twist of his lips. "If only that were all I lost that day..."

"What else did you—" I broke off, recalling what he'd shared with me in the car the other day about his Protector no longer being with him. "You mean she died? Your Protector?"

I don't know what I'd thought before, but it had never occurred to me that his Protector had been killed during a mission. I'd assumed that when Pop had gotten injured, they relocated her...

"Unlike yours, my Protector was a he, not a she. And yes, he's no longer on this earth. His name was Declan," Pop sighed deeply, face going vacant as he lost himself in memories. "We were called to descend into the magical world to battle a minotaur possessed by a warlock. It was wreaking havoc there, killing fairies and brownies by the dozens. We thought it would be an easy job. Go in, neutralize the beast, banish the witch, and get out. Easy peasy. We were wrong."

Pop's head dropped, and his shoulders heaved. "The witch was unlike any I'd ever seen, her powers so great, she held fast to the great bull no matter how hard I tried to break their link. I used every ounce of strength I had to drag her free using the bracelet to focus it even more, but the Minotaur came charging at me like a locomotive. I had no recourse; all I could do was stand my ground and pray that it worked just an instant before contact. It did, but unlike me, Declan was unwilling to risk my life on that gamble. He leaped in front of me, and the beast gored him with its great horns straight through the chest."

I blinked furiously, the sting of tears almost too much to bear as the weight of Pop's guilt settled over me.

"He was the bravest, most loyal soul I'd ever known and when duty called for him to put his life on the line, he did, without hesitation. The Minotaur fell back, now in its right mind since I had been able to banish the witch from its psyche, but it was too late. Declan died in my arms. His last words to me were, 'You did it, buddy. You did it.'" Pop sucked in a shuddering breath and tipped his head back to stare at the ceiling for a long moment before he continued. "My greatest comfort is that I had a chance to tell him that we did it. That he was the true hero. I also told him that he was my best friend, and I loved him dearly. Then his eyes closed for the last time."

If this story was supposed to be a pep talk, someone clearly needed to work on their pep talk game. Hoping to break the desperately bleak sense of sadness closing over me, I said as much. To my everlasting relief, Pop cracked a bittersweet smile.

"Aye, kiddo, you're right about that. I tell you all that only to say that everyone fails sometimes. It's what you do afterward that counts. So, what are you going to do, Chace?"

Despite my sulking for the past hour or so, there was only one answer to that question. The fate of the world lay in my hands. And, if Twee Twyla was right, there was no time to waste.

"I'm going to call Raven and tell her I’m going over there so she can help prepare me to take down the Sumerian Sorcerer."

***
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“That’s your plan?” I demanded, staring at Raven like she’d sprouted a third head.

And she might as well have. It would be no less ridiculous than what she was suggesting.

Since I'd gotten to her house three hours before, we'd done nothing but brainstorm. We even had a whiteboard we'd nabbed from an old game of Pictionary we'd found in her attic full of our ideas. A lot of them were stupid—most of them, actually. But this one was pretty much friend-assisted suicide.

“Uwyn told us he wasn’t going to stay here and continue to teach, and we wouldn’t see him again,” Raven reasoned, blowing a chunk of bang from her eye as she circled her most recent contribution with the black dry erase marker. “Which, to me, implies he was going back to the Magical Realm until the heather moon. Do you agree with that assessment so far?”

“Well, I mean, based off what Twee Twyla said, that seems right, yeah,” I admitted with a nod as I hunkered lower into my chair, knowing she was about to logic me into submission and my whole body already rejecting the idea. “But we also know Uwyn has to come back to the Human Realm before the Heather moon tomorrow night if he wants to use the bracelet to focus his power, enslave the human race, and then take control of both realms, right?”

"Right. I messaged Twee to confirm, and she said as much. He has to be in the Human Realm to use his powers here."

"So why in the world would we transport ourselves there—to his domain, I might add—when he's going to come back here, and we can nab him then? Isn't that like offering up home-field advantage for no good reason?"

She held up a finger, a sly grin spreading over her face. "That's exactly what Uwyn will think, too. Don't you get it? When he comes back, he'll make sure it's with his powers back in full effect after putting on his human façade all this time, and probably with a bunch of back up. Golems, freaking phoenixes, heck, he might even have some troll friends over there who he can wrangle up. He'll be armed to the teeth and protected. But, if we go there..."

“Then we have the element of surprise,” I finished for her slowly, staring at the words on the dry erase board.

Fight Sorcerer in the Magical Realm.

It was insane. But, dang it, I couldn't find fault with Raven's reasoning, no matter how hard I tried. And believe me, I tried.

Pop's devastating tale came rushing back to me, and I swallowed hard to dislodge the fear wedged in my throat.

“There will be even more magical creatures there to protect him, though,” I said, knowing her response before she even uttered it.

"Right. Just hanging out minding their own business, not protecting Uwyn like some sort of magical secret service. He'll be comfortable there. Letting his guard down and laying low to regain his full strength. We might even catch him sleeping, Chace." She met and held my gaze, her chin firming in a look I'd come to recognize.

She wasn’t going to give up on this.

“If I take you there...assuming I can even do it without the aid of the bracelet,” I tacked on with a snort, “which is a big assumption, and something happens to you, how do I live with myself, Raven?”

She scowled at me and cocked one hand on her hip. “Are you insulting my abilities as a Protector?” she demanded.

“Not at all,” I said truthfully. “I’m doubting my abilities as a Hunter.”

Her features softened, and she laid down the dry erase marker as she stepped away from the board. "Welp, we've got all night to remedy that situation, haven't we? Put up your dukes, Chace. We've got to get you into fighting shape."
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Chapter Sixteen
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"Put your hands up, Chace. Every time you drop them, you leave him an opening to strike," Raven said, huffing out a sigh as she swiped at the sweat on her brow.
We'd been at it for three hours, with some marginal success, but without the bracelet, I felt off. Like a hand with no fingers. I could do the magic, but the fine-tune control I had just begun to explore was gone.

"Grrr," I muttered, trying my hardest to focus.

She'd been lobbing energy balls at me from every angle, and my arms were tired from blocking them.

"Let's go back to trying the other thing," I said, raking a hand through my sweaty hair. Magic really did take a lot out of a body, so I hoped Raven's assessment about the Sorcerer was right. I needed him nice and tired, but if I were just as worn out, it would defeat the whole purpose of rushing onto his turf.

"Okay. Let's do the watermelon this time," Raven said with a nod, gesturing to the dwindling table full of fruit we'd been practicing on. The pint of blueberries hadn't fared well on their journey to the Magical Realm and wound up splattered all over the kitchen—may they rest in peace—but I'd finally gotten the hang of it with an apple and two peaches.

Now for the big fellow.

I clenched my jaw and nodded. "Ready...set..." I held both hands out and channeled all my energy into the melon, holding nothing back. Its weight was a burden on my power, like lifting a set of weights, only with the very essence of my soul. It trembled and twitched, hovering in the air for long, tense moments as I dragged ragged breaths in and out of my mouth.

"I can't seem to—"

"You can, Chace. And you must," Raven hissed.

I must, because our very lives depended on it.

Come on...

I strained one last time, and suddenly, the massive fruit snapped out of existence. It was gone from here to a place in another dimension.

Raven stared at the space where the melon had been hovering and then back at me, clapping like a loon.

"You did it! For the love of Pete, you did it, Chace!" She threw her arms around me and danced me in a circle, but I couldn't even enjoy it.

I felt like that last move had sucked everything out of me, and my arms were like wet noodles.

"Raven," I murmured, even my voice sounding sluggish. "If I have to transport you and I both there tomorrow, I'll be useless. Maybe I should go it alone."

The slap came so fast, I didn't even see it until it was too late, but I sure as heck heard it as it landed on my cheek.

"Don't you say that, Chace Ogden. Don't ever say that to me again," she demanded, eyes burrowing into mine as she moved forward until we were nose to nose. "If you need to recover, we'll go tonight, as soon as you're strong enough to do it. Then, we'll lay in wait while you rest and gain your strength back."

I rubbed at my cheek and scowled at her. "Fine, geez. Was that really necessary?"

"I don't want you trying to ditch me, and I needed you to know how serious I was. Plus, I figured it would wake you up a little," Raven admitted with a wry grin. "I didn't mean to do it so hard; you leaned into it, so it's kinda your fault too..."

"Yeah, no, definitely. I can see how you slapping me in the face could be my fault," I said with a snort.

But despite the sting in my cheek, I had to admit; I felt a little better. More alert, but also really warm inside. It was comforting knowing I had someone by my side who would be there no matter what. Not many people could say they had a friend who would fight an evil sorcerer for them.

Speaking of which...

"I've got to call and check on Taz, make sure he didn't get in trouble or anything and tell him we won't be at school tomorrow. I'll also tell him that I'm going to tell my mom I'm sleeping at his house tonight."

"Sounds good. Why don't you go home and call Taz, set the whole story up with your Mom and all and then go over? I'll come to Taz's window at midnight tonight and throw a rock at it to let you know I'm there. You sneak out, and we'll go from there, sound good? Taz won't think anything of you wanting to come out and meet me anyway."

I nodded. "Okay, got it."

I turned to walk away until Raven grabbed my arm and turned me back to face her.

"Chace?"

I shot her a glance, still feeling dead on my feet.

"Yeah?"

"We're going to do this. I know we are." Her eyes filled with stubborn determination that made my lips twitch despite my exhaustion.

"Oh yeah? How do you know that?"

"Because I have faith in you...in us..."

The words hung there for a long moment, and then she grinned.

"And because if you don't, the whole world falls prey to an evil sorcerer and ends in darkness and chaos. No big."

No big, indeed.

***
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When I finally heard the clicking of the pebbles on the window, I'd been awake for more than an hour waiting in anticipation. Raven had been right. After a big meal and a couple of hours of sleep, I felt considerably better than I had when I left her house.

But that didn't mean I was feeling good.

My biggest worry right now? What if I managed to magic Raven into another realm and got stuck in the human one?

I pushed aside my fears and remembered what Pop told me. This was my destiny.

I was tugging on my lightweight jacket—who knew what the weather was like in the Magical Realm this time of year? I paused at the sound of Taz's quiet voice.

"Be careful, bro."

"I told you, I'm just sneaking out to spend some time with Raven."

He nodded and tucked one arm under his pillow as he studied my face for an uncomfortably long time.

"I know I joke around a lot, Chace, but I'm not an idiot. I know something major is happening, and frankly, I haven't decided whether I want to know what it is yet, because I feel like it's bad." He nodded gravely. "Like, really bad."

"Taz, I—"

"No!" He held up a hand and then lowered his voice again to a murmur. "I said I don't want to know yet. I'm pretty comfortable with the way I see the world right now. If that changes, you'll be the first to find out. But good luck, whatever it is buddy. You're the brother I never had."

I shook my head and chuckled, trying to keep things light despite the ball of emotion in my chest.

"You have a brother, Taz. And stop being such a wimp. Everything is going to be fine. I'll call you tomorrow or the next day. Scout's honor." 

Boy, did I hope that wasn't a lie, because if it was, that meant I was either dead or had somehow gotten stuck in the Magical Realm, and neither of those fates sat well with me.

Another shower of pebbles hit the window, and I winced. "Gotta go!"

I climbed out onto a massive tree and climbed nimbly down to find Raven standing there, her expression solemn.

"Ready to do this thing?"

"Ready as I'll ever be. I slept like the dead for two hours, and it gave me a little bit of hope because if the Sorcerer has to use high-level magic to stay in Mr. Uwyn's form all day, every day, I bet he's super drained. And it's a Friday, after all. It's been a long week."

Raven nodded, looking encouraged. "He probably wishes he could hibernate for a month before this whole Heather Moon thing."

We both gazed up at the regular old moon and sighed, likely wondering the same thing.

Would we ever see it again?

"Let's go," she whispered, leading me around the back of Taz's house.

"Where are we going?" I asked. We had discussed a lot about this new plan, but not where I would, you know, zap us out of the Human Realm.

"There is a clearing in the woods back here. I came early and scouted it out earlier."

Of course, she had. I followed her, taking in the sights and smells all around me, just in case — the crackle of the twigs under my feet. The sound of the frogs croaking and crickets chirping. An owl hooted, and I even managed a smile. Nothing felt more magick-y than an owl hooting after midnight.

"Here we are," Raven said as she slowed in an open space under a circle of towering poplars.

"Looks like the perfect spot."

We locked gazes, and suddenly a sense of calm stole over me. This plan had to work, or Raven and I would never do this...any of this again. In fact, this might be the last I ever saw of her, and if that was true, I needed her to know something.

"I'm scared out of my mind, but wouldn't trade this last week with you for the world." 

With that, I bent low and brushed my lips against her cheek, glad she didn't pull away.

"Me either."

I took a step back, laced my fingers with hers, and sucked in a breath. Then, I dug deep to find my magic. When I sensed it, swirling inside me like magma, glowing and hot, I tugged.

"Abracadabra!"
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Chapter Seventeen
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"Chace?"
Raven's low voice called to me, but seemingly from a distance. It was like my head was filled with cotton. I tried to force my eyelids to open, but they were just so heavy...

"Chace!"

It was the jarring shake of my shoulder that finally did it, and I blinked blearily to peer into Raven's worried face.

"Yeah?"

It wasn't until she rolled back on her haunches that I realized she was crouched beside me, and I was laying down.

On the forest floor. In a clearing.

The same exact clearing we'd started in.

I struggled to sit up, the wave of dizziness and nausea so strong, I was sure I was about to blow chunks all over the flora and fauna.

"Take it slow," Raven murmured as she rubbed my back in slow, gentle circles.

It felt good, so I let her do it for a few seconds before I pulled away and allowed the crushing disappointment to sink in.

"It didn't work," I whispered miserably. "I failed."

She shook her head furiously, "No. No, you did not fail, Chace. Sure, so maybe it didn't work, but that's not your fault. You're a brand-new Hunter. Who could've even hoped that you—"

"The whole world, Raven!" I said, cutting in sharply. "The whole world's hopes rested on me, and I couldn't even execute part one of the plan to save it."

"We can try again," she said, setting her jaw in that stubborn way that I feared almost as much as I admired.

"No, we can't." It hurt my pride to admit it to her, but even the effort of keeping my eyes open while we had this conversation felt like a superhuman feat. "If trying to transport us both to the magical world took this much energy out of me, I can't imagine what actually doing it would take, assuming I even could. I'd need to sleep and recover before I'd be able to try, and then I'd be as useless as a kitten in a battle with the Sorcerer. Face it, Raven. It's over."

"Uhh, Chace?" Raven said, her gaze locked on a random spot behind me. Great. She was so disgusted and disappointed. She couldn't even look at me.

She poked me hard in the chest, and I used the last of my waning energy to reply.

"What?" I muttered miserably.

She jabbed a finger in the air, and I had to crane my neck three-quarters of the way around to see, but it was worth the effort.

A unicorn stood at the edge of the clearing. Head cocked as it watched us through curious, lavender eyes. The creature was bathed in a golden glow that gave off enough light that I could see the forest around it more clearly now. Tiny fairy-like creatures curled atop colorful mushroom caps, just their heads peeping out from blankets of moss and ferns. A massive toad opened its mouth and let out a croak before its four-foot-long, glowing tongue lashed out to snatch a palm-sized dragonfly, that looked much more dragon than fly, right out of the sky.

My mind whirred like Pop's old movie projector when the tape ran out. It was too much even to fathom, and I stared, dumbfounded.

"You did it, Chace. You freaking did it."

Raven's whispered words were the last I heard before I let my heavy lids close again and drifted into a healing slumber.

***
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Light streamed in through my cracked eyelids, and I blinked fitfully, pushing myself to a seated position with a groan. I had a major crick in my neck, but other than that, I felt much better than I had last night when—

"Holy crap. It wasn't a dream, right? We did it?" I demanded, catching sight of Raven, who was sitting at the edge of a babbling brook about ten yards away, a bemused smile on her face.

"We did it. You did it," Raven added as she rolled smoothly to her feet. “We’re here. Now comes the hard part,” she said with a chuckle that let me know she knew exactly how tough the first part had been on me. “First things first; How do you feel?”

I resisted the urge to say "fine" out of habit and took stock before answering. "A little tired, like I spent the day in the sun at the beach or something. Other than that, I feel pretty good. Hopeful," I added as I rubbed the knots in my neck. "Although I think I must've slept on that rock."

"Hope is good. If you're well enough to get up and get a move on, we should probably go. We have no real idea how long it's going to take even to find the Sorcerer."

She was right. We were here, and that was great, but now what? Something occurred to me at that moment that made my head spin. "If these woods are essentially just a replica of the forest near Taz's house in the Human Realm, is the Magical Realm just a mirror image of the earth? And if so, then won't finding the Sorcerer be like finding a needle in a haystack?"

“Worse. Way worse,” a wispy voice chimed in.

My heart pounded as I turned to see a thumb-sized fairy seated on a branch a few feet away. The fairy's wings gleamed, a rainbow of color in the early morning sunlight as she launched herself from her perch and fluttered closer.

"Lucky for you, he's not far. When we sensed his arrival back from your world, he was just a few miles from here. His body was so tired and his mind so depleted, we almost made our move," she said, shaking her head mournfully, sending her silver ringlet bobbing. "But even at his weakest, we knew we just weren't strong enough. There were too many magical creatures here who were certain of his success and feared retribution if we tried to rise against him and lost."

“What difference would it make if we are all slaves under his power come midnight?” another voice chimed in from over my shoulder.

I turned and saw a second fairy standing on top of the rock I’d used as a pillow. With her black hair and sparkling blue eyes, she reminded me enough of Raven to make me smile.

“How can you be joyful at a time like this, boy?” she demanded, crossing her arms over her chest with a harrumph.

Yup. Just like Raven.

“Well, we aren’t afraid,” Raven herself chimed in as she shot me a disapproving frown and then rose. “We believe Chace has the power to stop him, and if you lead us to him, we will do our best.”

The two fairies shared a glance, and then the black-haired one nodded. "But first, we eat and drink. You'll need the energy, and it might be our last good meal here if the Sumerian Sorcerer has his say. The longer you wait to let your magic restore, the better your chances of beating him. You only have one shot, boy. You'll need to ensure it's your best."

It shouldn't have been a beautiful day, but it was. The fairies—who we learned were name Gwynth and Fife—led us through the forest to an orchard, unlike anything we'd ever seen. Fat melons hung heavy off dew-covered branches, and when we hit them with a stone, they split in two to reveal a honeycomb of sweet pulp. Cherries the size of baseballs and ten times as delicious fell at our feet as the fairies gave the bushes a shake. White flowers shaped like daffodils lifted their faces to us as we passed, delicious peach nectar filling their cups. With every bite and sip in the golden-hued sunshine, I felt better and stronger.

But with every hour that passed, I also felt the pressure growing. 

“Are we almost there?” I asked for the hundredth time as we walked a winding path, seemingly passing the same landmarks over and over as the sun began to fade.

“Stop asking,” Gwynth and Raven snapped in unison. Unsurprisingly, the two had become fast friends, and Gwynth was currently riding on Raven’s shoulder. 

“The Heather Moon is just hours away...” I reminded them with a nervous look to the sky.

“Actually,” Fife said in a conversational tone as she buzzed in front of me. “The Heather Moon will rise in the Human Realm in less than an hour. Time is different here in the Magical Realm, child.”

I slowed to a stop and stared at her. “An hour? As in one?” I demanded, panic surging through me.

“Well, yes,” Fife replied, clearly confused by my question.

"We skipped around eating melons and drinking flowers, and now we have less than an hour to stop him from leaving here and save the world?

Fife cocked her head and eyed me defiantly. “How long do you think it should take? You're battling a wizard, boy. You'll either win, or you'll lose, and it's going to be clear very quickly which way it will go." 

I wished I could argue, but she was right. I’d battled Uwyn for less than a minute in the Lost and Found closet, and he’d humiliated me.

“Besides, if you stopped complaining, you’d realize we’re here.”

“We’re...where?” I asked, looking around at what seemed to be just more trees and foliage.

“The Sorcerer’s lair, of course,” Gwynth said from her perch atop Raven’s shoulder. “Open your eyes, Chace.”

I widened my eyes and still saw nothing.

"Not those eyes, boy," Gwynth said with an exasperated sigh. "These eyes." She fluttered over to me and slapped me in the forehead with one, tiny hand. But the result was like an explosion. The entire forest in front of me disappeared, and suddenly I was staring at the yawning mouth of a dark cave. As if on cue, a dozen bats came flying out, and I blinked.

“What did you just do to me?” I whispered.

"Nothing. The Sorcerer uses a shielding spell, and for some reason, you weren't tapping into your Hunter power to see through it."

“It’s become harder for me without my bracelet,” I admitted softly, the apprehension returning like a dark cloud.

“The bracelet is nothing. All you need is this,” Gwynth said softly, tapping my head again and then flitting lower to place a hand on my heart, “and this.”

A squealing, grinding sound rent the air, and Gwyth's eyes darted to mine.

“He’s awake. We’ll be here with you, even if you don’t see us, boy. Good luck!” she whispered.

An instant later, the two were gone, leaving Raven and I standing in front of the world’s creepiest, bat-infested lair, alone.

The grinding continued as I mustered my courage, and Raven stepped closer and took my hand.

“We’ve got this, Chace,” Raven said as we entered the cave.

A deep laugh boomed from the back of the enormous cavern followed by the scraping sound of bronze that we knew all too well. Raven dropped into a defensive stance as a golem twice as tall as a person came into view.

“Leave this part to me,” she said, striking the bronze creature with a massive ball of energy from her palm, “just get to the Sorcerer before he tries to leave!”

I bolted forward towards a sliver of light that shone straight ahead, ignoring the dozens of golems coming into view. It was hardly the time to start doubting Raven. I had to trust her power like she was trusting mine. 

As I approached the beam of light at the back of the cave, a massive crack sounded from just behind me. When I turned around, I caught sight of a bronze golem laying on the cave floor. A smoking, crumpled mess.

Raven shot me a wink as she jogged into view and struck another of the golems down. “Go!”

I sprang ahead, and I realized that what I had thought was the cave's exit was just an entrance to another room in the cave. The light wasn’t coming from the sun. It was coming from the Sorcerer’s raw, magic power.

“I commend you for getting this far, Chace, but this is just silly. Haven’t I already proven that you have no chance of winning? You weren’t even able to best me when you had the bracelet. You are weak,” he said. I crawled through the passage and saw him. He looked nothing like Professor Uwyn now, his long beard silvery-white, and his face as old and wrinkled as parchment paper. He wore a long blue robe that crackled and pulsed as if it were the very essence of magic.  

I moved forward, ignoring my fear, and put my hands out in front of me, calling on the pulse of light inside me. Imprison Uwyn, my mind pleaded. 

The Sorcerer clawed at his throat, letting out a gasp and a series of wracking coughs. For a moment, I thought my magic was doing something.

Until his cough turned into a loud cackle.

“Ahhh, you should see your face. I figured it was apropos. After all, you choked in the Lost and Found closet when you had a chance, and you're going to choke again, aren’t you, Chace?” he asked, raising his hand and unleashing a ball of blue energy the size of a bowling ball.

I dodged sideways, but he waved his hand, and it changed directions, striking me in the side. A jolt of pain shot through my body as it threw me to the ground. I tried to roll to my feet, but my body wasn't responding. He raised his hand, and I floated into the air, unable to move. I felt as if I were wrapped in a magical web — me the puppet, and him the cruel puppet-master. 

My thoughts instantly went to Raven and my family. I’d failed them all.

“You just weren’t good enough,” he said with a sneer, “and neither was that silly girl, Raven, it seems. She isn’t even strong enough to keep up with my golems. I think when we're done here, I'll go finish her off. I bet you wish you still had the bracelet. You're useless without it."

For an instant, I felt a flash of rage, but it was quickly replaced by cold tranquility when I thought of how sure Raven had been that I could do it. I couldn't betray her trust in me by losing. If she believed in me, then so could I.

“You’re mistaking me for you, Professor Uwyn. I don’t need a silly object to channel my power,” I said calmly, pulling at the ember at my core, molding, shaping it, making it grow until my body began to tremble and then slowly descend to the ground. 

“How did you?” he sputtered, this time his gasps genuine.

He whipped his hand in a circle, sending a massive cloud of buzzing blue magic towards me. I held up my glowing palm and, with a flick of my wrist, it dissipated like smoke. He turned the other way and ran, trying to get through a small passage behind him.

I raised a hand toward him, and he stopped in his tracks. "I won't let you turn the life forms in both realms into your slaves,” I shouted, pushing every ounce of energy into my hand as I closed it tighter, and tighter.

He yelled and cursed me as his body began to shrink, smaller and smaller until he was the size of a child, even smaller than me. I stepped closer and snatched the now tiny bracelet and yanked it from his arm. Then, I stepped away and closed my fist. The rocks around him shot up, as if they were made of liquid, and wrapped themselves around him like a stony little tomb. I could still hear his cries and curses, but I paid them no mind as I hurried back toward the mouth of the cave. 

I found Raven on the ground among a pile of broken, gnarled bronze creatures, holding her hand to her shoulder, which oozed blood. 

“Raven!” I shouted. I could see from where I stood that she was injured, but not mortally.

“Is it done?” she gasped, her face a mask of pain as I helped her to her feet.

"Yes! I've got the bracelet back, although it's more like a ring now, and Uwyn's trapped in this lair," I said, supporting her weight as best I could despite my waning energy. "We'll get you fixed up the second we get back. My mom's a nurse. You're going to be fine, Raven."

"I know. Don't worry about me, get us home, Chace. Go, go, go, go!" she shouted as she pointed toward the cave mouth where rubble had begun to fall, sprinkling the ground in a spray of dirt and rock. More rocks began to fall, and the walls of the cave began to tremble and quake.

My pulse sped, and I called on the last dregs of my magic as Raven slipped her hand into mine, digging deep, and thinking of home.

The dizziness and nausea came as the world spun around us. I gasped at the sudden rush of energy, and then winced at the mental crash.

For a second, I just stood there, afraid to even open my eyes. But then, I smelled barbecuing meat in the air and knew.

We were home.

"We did it. I can't believe it. We did it!" I mumbled jubilantly as I forced my heavy eyes open to see Raven's pretty face.

Only it was nowhere to be found.

“Raven?” I called softly, the low thrum of my pulse speeding up as I looked around in confusion at the tree line and row of houses in front of me.

Panic began to close over me, and as I stared down at my fisted, empty hand, I realized what had happened with a clarity so stunning, it brought me to my knees.

I'd succeeded in trapping the Sumerian Sorcerer away in his lair...

But I’d left an injured Raven inside with him. And once those walls came down, she’d have no means of escape.

What had I done?

My limbs felt like anvils as I tried to get myself back to the Magical Realm, but it was no use. I felt drained. There was no way I could do this alone.

I gathered the last of my strength and used it to half walk, half crawl to Taz’s front door a hundred yards away. Luckily, he was the one who answered my weak knock, because when the door opened, I was laying on the stoop in front of it.

"Taz, I know you said you didn't want to hear about it," I gasped, sweat dripping into my eyes, mixing with salty tears, "but I'm going to need your help..."
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Chapter One
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It was the beep beep beeping that finally pulled me from the clawing grips of darkness. My head felt muzzy and confused as I turned to see my mom sitting in a chair next to the hospital bed where I lay. 

“Chace,” she said, her weary face brightening, “how do you feel? You’ve been out for hours.” 

“What happened?” I asked, looking around at my sterile white surroundings, “I have a really bad headache.”

“I let you convince me that you didn’t need to see a doctor, that’s what happened,” she said, her brows caving into a frown. “They said it was dehydration and probably some sort of anxiety attack, but it’s my fault. I knew you were sick, I don’t know why I listened to you when you said you were fine. I hate seeing my baby boy like this. Are you hungry? I can go get you something from the cafeteria, they said it’s fine for you to eat,” she rambled, her fingers fidgeting as she fussed with my blankets.

“Don’t worry about it Mom, and no I’m not hungry, I’ll eat a little later,” I said distractedly as I tried to think past the throb in my temples and sort my memories of yesterday. The only part that truly mattered was that Raven had been badly hurt and she was still stuck in the Magical Realm. I’d failed her.

Pop’s voice rumbled from the doorway, “How you feeling, kiddo? I heard you were out for a few hours.” His wrinkled face was pulled taut with worry but he winked at me as he sat down in the chair next to my mom. 

“My head hurts but I feel okay for the most part,” I said. 

“When does he get to leave?” Pop asked, turning to my mom.

“I’m not sure, I’ll go talk to the doctor. They told me to let them know if he woke up anyway.” Mom replied, cutting short my brainstorming session of how to get her to leave Pop and I alone for a few minutes. I needed to figure out how to get Raven back. and if anyone could help me do that, it was Pop.

“I lost her,” I said the second my Mom was out of earshot. I continued, unable to meet Pop’s gaze, “It turned out that one of our teachers was a Sorcerer of Sumeria who wanted to take over the world. Raven showed me how to focus my magic a bit better but when he got the bracelet, we had to go to the Magical Realm to beat him before the rise of the Heather Moon,” I said in a rush. “I managed to imprison him using my magic while Raven held off an army of bronze golems but she was hurt and we needed to get her to a doctor. When I tried to bring us back to the Human Realm, I failed somehow, and when I got here, I was alone. She’s still there and even though Taz and I were trying all night, I can’t seem to get back there. Even though I have the bracelet—er, it’s more like a ring, now—back but I still can’t do it,” I put my hand up to show him the ring which now sat on the third finger of my right hand, “I’ve never felt this helpless before.”

Pop sighed and thought for a long time before speaking. “I’m so sorry, Chace. You’re still too inexperienced. Frankly, it’s a miracle that you managed to get yourself back to the Human Realm after all you had been through,” he said. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but you need time to rest up before you’re going to be able to go back.” 

“I don’t have time! Raven is still out there alone and scared. I can’t abandon her,” I said, furious, albeit more with myself more than with Pop for his all-too-true words.

“She’s a capable girl. Think of all you’ve learned from her and how strong she is. Your job is to practice and find the best way to save her and her job is to keep herself safe until you can bring her back. You’re not going to be able to save anyone if you start trying to go back like this. Even if you managed it, you’d be so out of energy that you’d just end up getting yourself killed.”

I nodded, knowing he was right and hating it. “I’m useless, I wish it was the other way around and she was the Hunter and I was the Protector. She would definitely figure out a way to save me. Heck, she would’ve never lost me in the first place.”

“A smart girl like her wouldn’t just charge in headfirst without any energy. You’ll find a way to save her but you need to build up your strength before you do. Magic is a lot like physical exercise, when you use too much of it, your body needs nutrients. When your mom called me and told me what happened, I had a feeling you had overused your magic. I stopped at the candy store on my way here. I never thought I’d say this but, you need to get some chocolate in you, stat,” he said, producing nearly a dozen candy bars from the pockets of his windbreaker. “From personal experience I can tell you that nothing will get you up and running faster than chocolate. Fat and calorie rich, sugar for quick energy. It’s pretty much the perfect food for this kind of thing. Don’t tell your mother.”

The sight of the chocolate bars almost brought a smile to my face. It reminded me of the cookie jar shaped like a teddy bear where Pop used to leave cookies, candy, and other treats for me to eat when mom wasn’t around. She had put the kibosh on that a few years back when she found out about it saying something about it “spoiling my appetite” and me being “a growing boy”.

A shuffle of steps sounded from the hallway while I was chewing the first bite of the third chocolate bar, and I quickly pulled the wrapper over it and shoved it under my leg and the remaining bars back at Pop. When my mom stepped back in the room, I waved nonchalantly, hoping she wouldn’t notice my bulging cheeks.

“They said we can take you home tomorrow but they want to keep you here overnight to make sure it doesn’t happen again,” she said as she stepped into the door.

“Hey mom, I’m starving, could you grab me a soup or something at the cafeteria?” I asked, desperate to get her to leave for a bit longer so I could scarf down a few more chocolate bars. I was already feeling a little more energetic.

“You just said you weren’t hungry,” she said, crossing her arms, “but sure, I’ll be back in a few. Do you need anything else, sweetie? I can see if we can get you another pillow or something, maybe see about a movie you’d like?”

“I’d love to watch the new Spiderman movie,” I said, thinking of other ways to stall her.

“Sure, honey,” she said with a smile, turning towards the door and beginning to walk out, “I’ll drop your soup off in a minute then I’ll find out from the nurse how to get the movie.”

A few minutes and two candy bars later, she dropped off a big steaming bowl of what appeared to be dirty dishwater with some carrots and celery floating in it before leaving to speak to the nurse about a movie that was still in theaters.

“I’ll stay with you for another hour or so, but you should try to get to bed pretty early so you can get back some more energy. Sleep and food. You’ll be right as rain soon enough,” Pop said as I opened a new chocolate bar, “By the way, how did you manage to shrink the bracelet down like that?”

“When I was fighting the Sorcerer, I put my hand out and focused my magic on weakening and imprisoning him and he just started to shrink.”

He glanced at the ring on my hand in wonder as he pocketed another of the wrappers from my chocolate bars to hide the evidence. “You should know that doing something like that is very impressive. If the legends about the Sorcerers of Sumeria are anywhere near true, I can’t even imagine how powerful you’d have to be to defeat one when they had the bracelet.”

“And I still wasn’t strong enough to save Raven,” I said, looking down in shame.

“You will save Raven,” he said, gripping my shoulder, “I’m sure of it.”

When I heard my mom’s steps in the hallway, I held my nose and took a few gulps of the soup’s broth. It seemed like the kitchen had run out of chicken broth and opted to use toilet water instead but I put the bowl down and kept a smile on my face as she entered the room.

“Is that really all you’re going to eat?” she asked, glancing at the three-quarters full bowl of soup. 

“I am still chipping away at it,” I said, grabbing a spoon and holding back a gag as I shoved a piece of mushy chicken into my mouth.

She stepped up to the TV and pressed a button before handing me the remote. “I paid for the premium channels, but they said there’s no Spiderman. You poke around and get what you like.” 

“I’ll stay here with him and watch for a while, why don’t you head home and get some sleep and get Max from the sitter. You have work tomorrow,” Pop said.

“Thanks, Dad.  Is there anything else you need, sweetie?” she asked, glancing at me. She looked down at my legs and her eyes widened and she began to whisper, “Oh, honey, did you have an accident?”

I looked down at the bed and saw that the chocolate bar I had left under my leg earlier was melting, leaving a dark brown stain on the bed beneath me. “Uhh, no, it’s just, I, uh,” I stuttered.

“It’s okay, Chace, the jig is up. I snuck him in a few chocolate bars, figured they’d help him feel better,” Pop said, laughing.

“Old habits die hard I guess,” she said, rolling her eyes and playfully swatting him in the shoulder, “now let’s get you cleaned up.”

When my mom left, Pop and I did find a movie, but it did little to take my mind off Raven. All I could think about was how I was going to get her back, a problem that kept me awake long after Pop had left.

By the time the nurse left after checking my vitals and promising to give me a few hours to sleep before poking and prodding me again, I was feeling more myself, and decided I could wait no longer. I gently tugged the IV out of the little piece in my arm and pulled myself to my feet shakily. Quiet as a mouse, I slipped off the thin hospital coat they’d dressed me in and pulled my shirt on. 

I didn’t want to wait until I was in the Magical Realm to find out whether I could actually stand on my own two feet or not, so I took a few circles around the room, growing more comfortable with each step. Pop was right, the chocolate feast had been just what the doctor ordered. 

All I had to do was grab Raven and get back before they came to check my vitals again. As a final precaution, I went into the bathroom, turned on the light and locked the door, sitting on the toilet as I prepared for my journey. It would hold the nurses off for a bit if they came to check on me before I returned. 

I closed my eyes and tried to remember how I felt when I brought Raven and I to the Magical Realm last time and channeled the same energy. A moment later, the world seemed to spin around me and a familiar feeling of nausea overcame me.

I’m coming, Raven!
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