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To Ethan,

your arrival made me a Dad

and set me on this great adventure called fatherhood

for which I am eternally grateful
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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 horrible 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 me 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. 

Mom finally left the room, in search of the doctor.

"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 the Sorcerer 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 back—er, it's more like a ring, now—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 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. 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 were the other way around. I wish she were 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 with 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."

While I was chewing the first bite of my third chocolate bar, I heard the shuffle of footsteps in the hallway. I quickly pulled the wrapper over the uneaten part and shoved it under my leg and then passed the remaining bars back to 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 through the door.

"Hey mom, I'm starving, could you grab me a bowl of 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 to watch?”

“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 more 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 from my mom. “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.”

“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 ate a few quick spoonfuls of the soup's broth. It seemed like the kitchen had run out of chicken broth and opted to use toilet water instead. Grimacing with disgust, I tried to smile 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 the 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, pick up Max from the sitter, and get yourself some sleep. 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. She whispered, "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 finally 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. It was 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 catheter 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 and on. I slipped on my shoes and stood up.

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 recheck my vitals. 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 me 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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Chapter 2
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When the spinning finally stopped, I pulled myself to my feet. I immediately vomited, but it was a vomit of victory.

I had made it to the Magical Realm! 

The field of golem parts scattered around me was a testament to Raven’s skill as a Protector. Less than a dozen of the golems were left whole, presumably having deactivated when I imprisoned the Sorcerer. I walked over to the place where I last saw Raven and cringed as I saw a thin trail of dried blood leading away from the area. 

I felt somewhat relieved when I noticed that it looked like she was moving toward the clearing where we had first met the fairies; Gwynth and Fife. Surely they would help her if she made it there. We did save their whole realm, after all. There was a genuine chance Raven was with them and safe, just waiting for me to get to her and take her back home. The relief at that thought had my body shaking. I took a second to get a grip on my emotions.

I slowly made my way away from the cave, stumbling as I followed the fading trail of blood around the small mountain and towards the home of the fairies. When I passed the last of the golem pieces, I made a mental note to circle back once I had Raven and grab an arm of one before returning to the Human Realm. I owed it to Twee Twyla in exchange for her help, and I was a boy of my word.

I had only moved a few hundred painstaking feet when the trail grew more sporadic and then disappeared entirely. Maybe her wound had finally stopped bleeding? 

I gathered my flagging strength and pushed on, working off the assumption that Raven had been thinking the same thing as me and had gone in search of Gywnth and Fife. The night time here in the Magical Realm wasn't absolutely dark tonight as the stars and moon seemed to burn brighter. As I crept through the forest, I realized it was still bustling with activity. Gryphons and even a Pegasus soared overhead as smaller creatures crackled and crunched below me as they scurried through leaves. It was like the whole forest was alive with them croaking and singing their songs as I moved closer and closer to where the fairies lived.

I was running on pure adrenaline as I pushed on, not even seeing a huge dip in the dirt beneath my feet until I stumbled into it.

“What the—?” I said as I fell to my hands and knees.

I stood back up to stand and glanced around, my heart sinking when the realization hit me. That wasn’t some random shallow spot in the earth. It was a footprint. I was standing in a massive, humanoid indent, the size of my mother’s station wagon.

For the first time tonight, I questioned my own sanity. I was already dizzy with weakness. What could I do against a creature with feet that big? Or against almost any other creature in this realm right now... 

I swallowed hard and scanned the ground around me, noting the line of prints that led from the woods. Pressing my fingers to the tracks, I realized they were dry. I was no expert, but I imagined that meant they’d been there for a while, which gave me some measure of comfort.

I pressed on until an annoying buzzing sound caught my attention. Around and around my head, droning like a giant mosquito. I waved wildly in the air. “Shoo!”

The motion only made it circle faster. I was inches from swatting whatever it was until it hovered right in front of my nose. I squinted and realized it was a tiny pixie, no bigger than a fly, wearing a purple dress. Though it was less than a tenth of the size of a fairy, now that she was still, I could feel magical energy oozing out of the tiny creature. A second later, she was gone. I felt a strange tickle in my ear.

"It's insulting for you to just keep walking while I'm trying to talk to you. Not proper etiquette a‘tall. Everyone knows that if a pixie is circling you, you should let it into your ear," she said in an annoyed voice. "How else am I supposed to speak with you, child?"

“Sorry, I didn’t know, I’m not from this realm,” I stammered, trying to resist the urge to stick my finger in my ear and wriggle it to make the itching tickle stop.

"Now you're shouting at me?! You do realize how loud that makes it in here, right? Always whisper when there's a pixie in your ear, numbskull."

“I’m very sorry,” I said, dropping my voice to a murmur. “Please forgive me.”

She let out a sniff and then sighed. “Well, I suppose, since you sound sincere, I will tell you what I’d come to say. You really need to get out of here, child. There is a Cerberus up ahead that has been hunting unicorns and fauns all day. You’d be a lovely snack for him.”

As if on cue, a wild-eyed unicorn sprinted from the thatch of bushes ahead and went cantering past.

“A Cerberus?” I breathed, pulse hammering. Ugh, why didn’t I pay more attention in class? Was that the half-goat, half-man thing or the—

Three-headed hellhound.

My pounding heart came screeching to a halt as the monster roared from the trees twenty yards away, the ground shaking beneath its massive paws.

“You’re in no state to fight a Cerberus, I’ll help you by holding him off for a bit, but only because you didn’t know any better, rude little boy. Now go! Run!” she shouted as she shot out of my ear and towards the creature.

I turned back towards the cave where the broken golems were and broke into a sprint, feeling weaker by the second. Raven was gone, and I was out of my depth. With a Cerberus on the hunt and me in this state, I stood zero chance of finding her and getting her back home tonight. I needed Twee Twyla's help, and without the golem arm to pay her for the last time she'd assisted us, she likely wouldn't even speak with me.

Legs churning faster, I glanced over my shoulder to see the massive animal running behind me, jaws snapping, red eyes gleaming, fur caked with blood. Every few steps, though, it would stop and shake its head furiously and paw at its ears as if plagued by demons, slowing it down.

Thank you, little pixie.

A moment later, the cave came into sight. 

Come on, Chace. Almost there...

The sound of jaws snapping seemed closer than ever, and I resisted the urge to look back again as I slid the last few feet to snatch an arm from one of the fallen golems, praying that I had enough energy left to get back home.

I closed my eyes and focused my magic, calling on the energy inside me. The topsy-turvy feeling swirled around me, but then a fog of breath that smelled like hot garbage and rancid meet washed over me, ruffling my hair.

My concentration wavered, and my eyes flickered open. I found myself staring into the gaping maw full of razor teeth, just feet away.

“Go, you imbecile!” a tiny voice howled into my left ear. 

The creature lunged at me, but before its teeth could rip me to shreds, a shimmering, purple wall of energy snapped to life between us.

At first, I thought I’d done it somehow...that I’d managed to access some terror-based defense mechanism that I hadn’t known I’d possessed. But as I looked on in shock, I noticed the tiny pixie floating right in front of me, hand extended, a look of determination on her scrunched face.

“Now, dang it!” 

“Thank you!” I said as I pinched my eyes closed, still shaking with fear as I focused the last of my energy on getting back to the Human Realm.

This time, I didn’t let the sounds from the Cerberus distract me. All I thought about was Raven. She needed me, and if I died here and now, she’d never get back home.

The world spun, and my stomach churned. A moment later, I was back in the hospital bathroom, a large golem arm in hand that seemed to shift colors from a fleshy pink to a metallic bronze with each jolt of pain that shot through my head.

Slick with sweat, I swayed on the toilet seat and tried to keep from upchucking the final remnants in my belly.

I was still trying to get my bearings when a firm knock sounded at the door.

“Chace, are you here? Please answer, I’m going to have to call for security to open this up if you don’t answer soon,” a woman’s nervous voice shouted from outside the door.

"Just a second," I said, glancing down at my pants, which were covered in mud and grass from sliding on the ground earlier. I stood, yanked them off, and put them next to the door. I covered the golem arm with my jeans  . To the nurse, it would look like a human arm which would cause all kinds of new problems I didn’t need.

Not gonna get any better than this, might as well get it over with.

I walked back to the toilet and flushed it before opening the door and waving to the nurse, smiling sheepishly. “What’s up?”

“What’s up? I must’ve called for you a dozen times, what were you doing?” she asked, looking past me into the bathroom.

“When you gotta go...” I said, shuffling quickly back over to the bed to pull my hospital robe on over my shirt and underwear. “I think it was the soup from the cafeteria.”

She winced and nodded. “I hear you. The food is brutal here. Sorry to bug you, I was just worried. Next time get one of us to help you with the IV and all that, okay?”

She reconnected my line, did a quick check of my vitals, and then turned off the light before padding out of the room. 

My head was pounding, and my whole body ached, but the last thing on my mind was sleep. Where was Raven? How could I find her and, even if I did, how could I gather enough strength to get us back from the Magical Realm together when there could be Cerberuses and whatever humanoid creature had left that massive footprint to fight off first?

I didn’t know the answer to any of those questions, but I knew someone who probably did...

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 3


[image: image]


[image: image]

“How you feeling, little buddy?” Mom said, handing me a granola bar as I wiped the sleep from my eyes.

“Much better,” I lied, “I think I just needed a good night’s sleep.” My head was throbbing even more than the day before, and my body felt like someone had put on the spin cycle after dropping me into an industrial washing machine.

“Good, we’ll have you out of here in a few minutes. Just waiting for the nurse to come to check your vitals once more and bring me the discharge papers. You can get changed while we wait,” she said, handing me a plastic bag full of clean clothes.

I grabbed the bag and headed to the bathroom, happy for the excuse to slip out of my sweat-stained t-shirt and underwear from the previous night before she had to see them under my robe. I got to the bathroom and quickly stuffed my filthy jeans and the golem arm into the bag before beginning to change into my clean set of clothes.

It didn’t take long before the nurse came to check me over. Once she gave me the all-clear, we headed out. I made light conversation with mom on the ride home, but my mind was elsewhere. Every minute I spent here recovering increased the risk of Raven being hurt or worse. It was eating me up that I wasn’t strong enough to go back to the Magical Realm right away.

Eating me up. Like that Cerberus beast could be doing right now to Raven...

“Sure you’re feeling okay, Chace?” Mom said, putting her hand to my forehead as we parked in the driveway, “you look pale, and still seem out of it.” 

“I feel great. I’m just still hungry,” I said, hopping out of the car. Making my mother worry would only increase the amount of time she spent staring at me. I needed her to relax the reins as much as possible if I wanted to get on with saving Raven.

As we walked up the pathway, I saw Max’s face pressed up against the window closest to the door. I went to wave, but he was gone before I had the chance. 

"I'm back," I said, smiling at Max, who was now sitting on a chair at our kitchen counter.

“Oh, I didn’t know you were still gone,” he said coolly, glancing up from his iPad.

I walked over and ruffled his hair. 

“Happy you’re okay,” he mumbled, standing up and moving away from me as he headed to his room, still staring at his iPad.

Mom smiled at me and dropped her tone to a whisper. “He was worried sick last night, barely slept a wink. I still have to work today, but I can stay home for a few more hours if you need me?”

“Nah, I’m just gonna try to squeeze in a few more hours of sleep,” I said, grabbing a pack of Pop-Tarts. In actuality, I just wanted her to leave as soon as possible. I had a fae I needed to see...

“Okay, make sure you don’t just eat junk food all day. I have some leftover tuna casserole in the fridge from last night.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t,” I said, crossing my fingers behind my back. If there was one thing I needed right now, it was junk food. And lots of it.

The second I heard Mom's car pull out of the driveway, I sprang out of bed with the golem's arm in my backpack and went into the kitchen. "If you need anything, go ask Pop. I gotta go somewhere," I shouted to Max, who was in his room. I had no time to spare, even though my body was still aching. 

I opened the door to Pop’s part of our house and called for him.

“Everything okay?” he said as he hobbled to the door.

“Yea, um, I was wondering if I could borrow a little money to get some more chocolate bars. I am headed to talk to Twee Twyla, but I'm going to have to go back to the Magical Realm later."

“Did you go back last night?” he asked, frowning.

“Yes.” I shoved back the returning panic and tried to stay calm. “Raven is in danger. When I got there, she was gone. There was some blood and some tracks...I don’t know. Before I could find her, I had to leave because a Cerberus was after me,” I said after a brief consideration about whether to lie or not. I hated to worry him, but if anyone knew what I was going through, it was Pop.

“Understood,” he said, shaking his head as he pulled his wallet out and handed me some bills, “I’ll spring for an Uber, too. Just be careful, Chace.”

I took the cash with a nod of thanks. That was good. Twee’s house wasn’t super close, and riding my bike in this condition would’ve taken a lot out of me.

When I pulled up to Twee Twyla’s house twenty minutes later, I let out a sigh of relief, already feeling calmer. She would know what to do.

As I walked toward the pathway, I noticed hundreds more carvings on the wooden gate than last time. Even the enchanted trees seemed more alert, turning to keep their eyes on me as I entered the yard. Many of their branches looked like they’d been cut and whittled into sharp stakes. I gulped back my fear and continued walking, raising my head confidently at the hundreds of birds above. The trees seemed to be leaning in towards me, but they allowed me to reach the porch without incident. The door creaked slightly and slid open a crack. 

“Risky move, boy,” Twee Twyla’s cracking voice said when I entered. She beckoned me down the hallway and into her living room, which still looked like it belonged in a show about hoarders. “I’ve had to increase my security since I found out the Sorcerer of Sumeria had been in town without my realizing it. The trees could’ve killed you if I hadn’t seen and called them off.”

"I handled the sorcerer," I said, meeting her eyes. 

The stooped elderly woman I had met the first time was gone, replaced by her true form that I had only seen a glimpse of last time. Her eyes widened. Her lips quirked up in a faint smile. “Ah...You’ve grown, boy.”

“It’s been less than a week,” I said, giving her a quizzical look, “and I’ve been a bit too busy to measure.”

She stepped forwards, flicking me with her finger right between my eyes. “Not in that way, stupid. Your powers. Even though you seem tired, your magic feels much calmer and more controlled. That’s good,” she added with a satisfied smile. “Now, what did you come here for? Do you have what you promised me?"

I opened my bag and handed her the arm. “Of course. A deal’s a deal.” 

“Good,” she said, inspecting it with interest as she took it further down the hall and into the living room. After a few minutes of watching her flip it around and examine it from various angles, I cleared my throat loudly.

“You’re still here?” she said with irritation, making a shooing motion at me. “Go on, then.”

“I actually have something else I came here for,” I said.

"Well, get on with it, boy. I don’t have all day.”

“It’s Raven. She got stuck in the Magical Realm after we defeated The Sorcerer.” Shame made my stomach ache. “I went back and followed her trail last night, but it stopped suddenly. I'm worried, and I need to get back and find her.”

She tossed the golem's arm onto a table and nodded gravely. "I'll see what I can do. You seem like a trustworthy kid. Plus, Raven has been a good customer over the years, and I would hate to lose her. So, this one’s on the house. Now leave. I’ll contact you when I find something out.” She turned and walked over to her desk, splitting it open and revealing the massive computer inside. I headed out the door while she clacked away on her blank keyboard, wishing I could stay and wait but knowing she’d never allow it. She had her process, and it was an effective one. I wasn’t about to interrupt her flow. But waiting was killing me.

I’d been inside for such a short time, I was able to get the same Uber driver that had dropped me off. He pulled up less than three minutes after I had called for him. I hopped in the car and had him take a detour to the supermarket near my house so I could grab some candy. I planned on using this time to replenish my magical energy so I could head out as soon as Twee Twyla got back to me. I bought enough candy and chocolate to stuff my backpack full and began eating them right as I left the store. Two chocolate bars were gone before the three-block ride back to my house was over.

Max was playing a game on his iPad in the kitchen when I got back. His face lit up when he saw the chocolate bar in my hand. I reached into my bag and tossed him one before heading to my room.

Twee Twyla called before I was done eating, and I picked up the phone quickly with chocolate still in my mouth.

“Hewllo,” I mumbled.

“Hey kid, I have good news and bad news,” she said, launching right in. “The bad news is that Raven was kidnapped by a troll.”

I’d barely gotten a second to even let that horrifying news sink in before she continued in a rush.

“But the good news is that she was definitely still alive a few hours ago. A contact of mine spotted the troll and her moving North. Luckily for her, it’s probably just keeping her as a slave. They’re inherently lazy creatures, but they typically don’t eat humans. They are usually quick to anger, though, so keep your fingers crossed that she hasn't said anything that would make it angry,” Twee Twyla added, seeming uncharacteristically nervous. 

Twee was pretty unflappable, so if she was nervous? I was terrified. But, if what she said was true about trolls being quick to anger, she had good reason to be concerned. Raven would definitely not make things easy. I could imagine her talking back and fighting him every step of the way, already.

Please, Raven, read the room and bite your tongue for once.

I was still grappling with that initial fear when another popped into my head. How would I save her even if I managed to figure out where she was? How would I manage to survive without returning to the Human Realm if another creature like the Cerberus attacked? I would've died without the help of the Pixie, even with the option to return to the Human Realm. And if I wasn’t strong enough to get us back this time? We could both wind up dead.

“Make sure you have everything you need to save her this time. You don’t have time to keep going back and forth,” she added.

"Thanks a lot," I said. Twee Twyla seemed to really be worried about Raven, so I added, "I'm definitely going to save her, Twyla. I promise." 

"That's Twee Twyla to you, boy," she said after a long pause, "and I'm sure you will,” she added with a sniff. “Good luck, kid.”

She disconnected, and I pocketed my phone, head spinning. This was a lot. So much was riding on me to get this right. Raven's life hung in the balance. If only I didn't have to go it alone...

I cocked my head, deep in thought.

Who said I had to?

I tugged the phone from my pocket and prepared to beg.
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“Move faster, human,” Klugg rumbled, yanking my chain, sending me flying towards him and dropping me to my knees. My stomach lurched and heaved, but there was nothing left in there after hurling so many times during the never-ending march.

It had been a rough couple of days. I was still sore from my battle with the golems, although my wounds seemed to be healing well, despite the fact that I'd had little time to tend to them what with my new job that seemed to consist of being a pet to a troll.

“Can you just carry me?” I pleaded, panting. I had no desire to be closer to him than necessary because he smelled like a sewer that had been stuffed with hot garbage and sweaty gym socks, but I was exhausted.  

“No. Human just want to take pretty and run like last time,” he said, pounding his chest heartily. My amulet was tucked snugly in his filthy shirt pocket, and he'd been checking for it every half hour or so, ever since I'd tried to nab it back from him and escape.

When he'd first found me, limping away from the cave, I'd tried to put up a tussle that I'd handily lost. He'd taken my amulet, slapped a collar around my neck, and started dragging me around like a dog.

Who carried a bag of collars in varying sizes with them, just in case they ran across a creature they wanted to enslave? And what had happened to the previous wearers of all those other collars? Because as far as I could tell, Klugg and I were flying solo.

It had been precisely those thoughts that had stopped me from continuing the fight. Plus, once I realized he wasn't going eat me—at least not right away—I vowed to wait and make another attempt at escape when I gathered my strength again and had an opportunity to get back the amulet at the same time. At this rate, though, walking what felt like fifty miles a day, that would be approximately never.

“I promise, I won’t take the pretty. Just carry me, Klugg. Please.” I was so tired that I wouldn’t be able to do anything with it even if I managed to get my hands on the thing, but there was no use wasting time explaining it to the daft beast. Once he got that stubborn look on his block-like, misshapen face, there was no changing his mind. I gritted my teeth and kept moving forward, trying to keep pace with him, which, given that he was the size of a small skyscraper, was impossible.

“Cave just ahead,” he said, pointing at the mountain ahead of us.

By the time we got to the massive opening, I was as tired as I’d been on my first day of training to be a Protector. I had pushed so hard that the pain in my legs had turned to a cold numbness. My jelly-like limbs flopped beneath me as I sat down where Klugg was pointing with his big, ugly finger, just beneath a massive sycamore tree that dwarfed even Klugg. He wrapped my tether around one of the gigantic trees and then studied his handiwork.

My chain was strong, and I suspected it was imbued with some sort of magic as all my efforts to get free of it had netted zero in the way of results. I glanced up at the branch and knew that it, too, would be futile to try to break it with magic, as weak and tired as I was. Even the smallest branch of the massive tree was beyond the size of any tree I could remember seeing in the human realm.

“Be back with food. You leave, I find you and squash you like bug.”

I swallowed hard and nodded, thoughts of escape evaporating again. Not exactly a poet, but Klugg sure knew how to make a point.

Once he’d lumbered out of sight, I moved behind the tree, about as far as my chain would allow, and began to practice my magic once again. I’d resolved myself to go back to my teacher and Master, Tiberius, when I got home and have him train me more, but I didn't want to waste any opportunity to get stronger.

I was shaking with exhaustion by the time Klugg returned, carrying a cow-sized lizard creature over his shoulder. I stopped practicing and greeted him warmly when he came into view as if he was an old friend instead of my captor. He looked at me warily and waved back before unwrapping the chain from the tree and fastening it around his wrist again. 

He dropped the beast onto the ground and began gathering a pile of sticks and logs and setting them just inside the mouth of the cave before gesturing to me. “You make fire.”

I put my hand out and used the last of my remaining energy to create a small spark, barely lighting up the stick. Better if he thought I was only able to use magic to that extent and have him believe me harmless than have him be afraid of me. He nodded and began to cook the massive beast over the fire. It didn’t look like any kind of wyvern or dragon—no wings—for which I was thankful. It would bode poorly for Chace if the troll were capable of taking something that magical straight out of the sky.

We sat in silence as darkness began to fall, and the smell of cooked meat filled the air. I must've dozed off because when I awoke, it was to a droplet of hot oil splashing my arm.

“Eat,” Klugg was saying, bent over me, holding out one massive haunch that must've weighed three times as much as I did. He looked at me quizzically when I didn’t take it right away.

“Too big,” I said slowly, trying not to sound insulting. “I can’t hold that.”

He took a piece between his dirt-covered fingers and ripped it off and handed me a chunk of meat the size of a whole turkey. It was gamey and tough, but I ate it in minutes, too hungry to worry about where it came from or what filth I was ingesting along with the meat. 

I burped loudly when I finished. This made Klugg laugh so hard, the ground of the cave beneath us shook. 

“Nice one. Klugg not know girl could make sound like that." He tilted his head back, and I curled up, eyes scrunched tightly in dread, knowing what was coming. 

An earsplitting crack hit me like a Mack Truck, and it suddenly felt like I was in a giant, stinky wind tunnel. I looked up once I managed to open my watering eyes and saw him grinning at me expectantly. 

“Nice,” I managed, forcing a smile onto my face and trying to keep from gagging. It wouldn’t do me any good to make him angry with me, and being friendly might be a way to get him to treat me a little better and trust me a bit more.

He boomed out a prolonged laugh that could probably have been measured on the Richter scale. 

“We sleep now,” he said, still smiling. He closed his massive hand around the chain still attached to my neck, and leaned against the wall, closing his eyes.

I glanced around, searching for a way to get past his massive form, mostly out of habit. I couldn’t leave with my amulet still in his pocket, anyway. Not as weak as I was and with all the dangers that lurked here in the Magical Realm. Plus, as long as I didn’t anger him or get squashed on accident somehow, I still had time on my side. I could handle another few days of this if I had to. It seemed more likely that he’d slip up and give me a chance to escape along with the amulet than that he’d kill me in the meantime. And, if Klugg didn’t give me an opportunity to get away, Chace would definitely be coming to save me. I was his Protector. As much as it annoyed me, my primary job right now was to survive and let him do the protecting.

I cursed myself for my weakness as I closed my eyes, trying to sleep. It was infuriating to always have to rely on skill and finesse with my magic rather than raw power. If Tiberius were here when I first saw the troll, he’d have blasted him halfway across the Magical Realm with a wave of his hand. Even Chace was capable of handling Klugg, though he’d yet to even scratch the surface of his potential. 

I wallowed in my sadness for what felt like an eternity before I realized how useless it was. So I’d managed to get left behind by my Hunter, and get captured by the dumbest creature on the planet, that just meant I still had a long way to go to be at the top of my game. No one had died, and Chace had gotten out of the Magical Realm in one piece. I’d done my job as Chace’s Protector, albeit the bare minimum. Even if I wasn’t as powerful as Klugg, or Tiberius, or Chace, I had one thing going for me. 

I could outwork them. 

I forced my gritty eyes open, knowing Klugg was asleep by his booming yawns and focused my magic as best I could without the amulet before shooting it at the wall behind me where it fizzled after a low crack. It had been a long day, and it would be a long night because I was going to spend at least half of it working on my skills.

The next time a magical creature tried to catch me and keep me?

I’d blast him to kingdom come.
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“Roger that. On my way,” Taz said earnestly, hanging up the phone. 

I could always rely on Taz. It didn't matter what the problem was, he’d run over to help me at a moment’s notice.

I shook my head, feeling guilty for dragging him into all this again. He’d made it clear he wanted no part of it just before Raven and I had gone to the Magical Realm, and when I’d returned alone, he’d done everything in his power to help me figure out how to get back there, to no avail. Now I was going to ask him for a whole lot more than just some encouragement and Gatorade. It felt like I was taking advantage of him. He’d never say no to helping me even though it’d be putting him in danger, but here I was, putting another friend at risk just like I had with Raven. Only this time, if I screwed up, it'd probably get Taz, who didn't even have magic, killed.

But I had no one else to turn to, and time was definitely not on my side. Raven could already be dead, for all I knew. 

Panic pushed the guilt aside, and I forced myself to try and stay positive. I clearly couldn't handle getting Raven out of the Magical Realm on my own. And now, the added pressure of having to find her in a land full of dangerous, magical creatures before I could even try to save her, would only make it harder. I couldn't do it alone, but so long as I protected Taz, everything would be fine. I was getting stronger by the hour, and, with him along, I'd have a pair of eyes and ears to keep watch while I recovered from the journey.

I heard a clatter of glass a few minutes later and knew he’d arrived. He never knocked, but he rarely made it to my room without knocking something over on his way in. 

“Yo. You really should tell your mom to nail those picture frames in better,” he said, tossing a cracked image of Max from first grade that had been hanging on the wall of the hallway onto my bed. “I brought my bow like you told me,” he said, holding it high, a questioning look on his face. “I hope this wraps up quick because my mom will not be happy about me staying out late on a school night. What’s up?”

"Raven's still in the Magical Realm, and I need your help to get her. I almost died last time I went, and I'll never be able to save Raven if that happens," I said, watching Taz's face go pale, "I need someone to give me cover when I’m at my weakest, when we first get there, in case a...” I trailed off and swallowed hard, knowing the word “cerberus” would test even the strongest of friendships, “any creatures might be lurking around. I know it's a lot to ask, but you're the only person I could think of, and you're the best marksman I know." I opened my mouth to say more, but he cut me off, reaching a hand out to shake mine.

“I’ll do it,” he said with a stoic nod. “I’ll be your Archer, buddy. Just don’t screw up like you did a few days ago against that Ogre in our game, all right? You gotta bring the confidence if you want to win. You’re the mage, after all,” he said, clearly trying to put up a brave front and doing a pretty good job of it.

I pulled him in and gave him a hug, almost weak with relief. Going back to the Magical Realm alone again and being as vulnerable as a snail without a shell wouldn't do anyone any good. If I wanted to be strong enough to save Raven, I needed a little time. Hopefully, Taz would be able to buy me that time. 

"Thanks," I said. Nothing more needed to be said, we both knew how big of a favor he was doing me, but I wasn't about to get all sappy with him. He hugged me back for a brief moment before pushing me off and rolling his eyes.

"So, what's the plan, boss?"

“We need to—" I said, cutting off as my phone buzzed. "I messaged Twee Twyla right before I called you, and she just messaged me back." I opened the reply, praying under my breath for good news. I put the phone between us so we could look together.

“Who’s Twee Twyla?”

“She’s a Fae who trades information about stuff in the Magical Realm,” I said, more focused on the message than what I was saying. She’d sent us an image of a map of the Magical Realm and below it a text that read,

Today’s map.

“This is all super weird to me still. So there are fae too? What else don’t I know about?”

I ignored Taz and texted her back.

What do you mean today’s map? 

When I’d asked her if she could get her hands on the layout of the Magical Realms for me so I would at least have some idea of what was where, and the things I should look out for, she’d said she could. But this, like everything else that had been happening lately, was confusing at heck.

She shot back a long text almost instantly.

You don’t even know that much? Places in the Magical Realm move around, sometimes slow and other times fast. If you used today's map tomorrow, it'd be pretty similar, but a week from now a location could've moved miles from where it is today. Get it?

I got it, but I sure didn’t like it. Why couldn’t anything be simple anymore?

"Sweet," Taz said with apparent awe in his voice.

"That's going to make things a lot more difficult. I couldn't find my way out of a paper bag, and you're not much better.” In fact, I had personally witnessed Taz hold up his hand like an L to determine which was left. “How the heck are we gonna follow a map that isn’t even up to date? I won’t be able to contact Twee Twyla for a new one once we’ve left the Human Realm, so we would have to return every day...unless she’ll come with us.”

The very thought sent a shot of pure hope into my heart, and I shot off another text and then waited with bated breath. If Twee came with us, it would be so much better. She was so strong. So powerful. So tough, and even mean sometimes. Surely-

My thoughts came to a crashing halt as my phone beeped again, and a new message rolled across the screen.

No can do. I'm banned from the Magical realm for seven thousand more years for reasons I prefer not to get into at this time. I wouldn't be of any use anyway since I couldn't bring my computer with me.

I bit back my disappointment, not wanting Taz to see. “That’s okay. We just need to figure out another way. It would be really hard on my body to bring us back and forth every day. I also can't control where we end up yet, so we'd just be back to square one every time I brought us in. But what else can we do?" I said, throwing my phone onto my bed. Taz looked down at the floor wordlessly, and we didn't speak for almost a minute. 

I was still wracking my brain for a solution when Taz’s eyes lit up.

“Maps!”

I stared back at him, like duh. “Right. That’s the problem. There’s more than one...”

“No, dude. Maps.” 

And then it hit me.

“That’s perfect!” I shot back, nodded furiously. “Maps” was the screen name of a virtual buddy of ours who was a regular on this online role-playing game called Pirate Warfare we spent most of the summer learning how to play. "If anyone can find Raven in the Magical Realm, it's that dude." 

“But how are we gonna get someone we haven’t even talked to or met in real life to come with us? Plus, we don't even know where he lives," Taz said. 

“I bet we can reel him in by being honest. Maps couldn’t pass up this kind of challenge,” I said. I was struck by a pang of guilt at putting yet another person in danger, but I was going to have to get used to the idea that it would take a team to get Raven back. And if that’s what it took? So be it. “And I bet I can teleport us to him. Raven said it’s a lot easier to do than moving from one Realm to another.”

“Sick,” Taz said, eyes widening.

I rolled my chair over to the computer in the corner and opened up Pirate Warfare online. Maps was online as expected and in the midst of a game. I sent him a quick and simple message.

Can we chat?

Sure, he typed back; after this match, I'll get on voice.

Maps was the top-ranked Orienteering specialist on the game, and it was a wonder he played with the rest of us in the first place. I was a mediocre captain, and the others were similarly bad at their positions.

I hopped onto our voice channel and only had to wait a few minutes before I heard a ding.

“Yo,” Maps said.

“Hey, there’s something important Taz and I need to ask you. I have a friend that needs help, and we need someone who is good at orienteering to help us get to her. There's some crazy stuff I need to show you as well, but it’s kind of one of those things you have to see to believe...”

Not the best pitch in the world, but I could hardly lead with, “Do you want to go to the Magical Realm and rescue my friend from a Troll?”

“What does she need help with?” Maps asked slowly, clearly confused. “And what are you going to show me?”

“She’s,” I said, pausing as I tried to figure out how to explain it all the better without scaring him off or making him think we were lying, “lost. Missing. Look, what state do you live in?”

“Uhh, Maryland, why?”

“Is there any way you’d feel comfortable meeting up with us? We’re in Pennsylvania.”

“I guess...like, what day?" he said. We'd talked a lot online, so I figured he wouldn't think we were some creepy old people or anything. Still, this next part might be a tough sell...

“How about right now?” I asked, trying to sound as casual as possible. “If you tell me where you live, we can be right over.”

The silence was long and thick.

“Chace...This is getting a little weird,” he said, pausing, “how do I know you’re not messing with me?”

“It’s serious, Maps,” Taz said, leaning over to talk into my headset, “I promise.”

Taz's earnestness must've pushed him over the edge because a second later, he sighed. "Okay, I guess. How about I tell you where the closest gas station is and meet you there in a few hours?”

"Sounds good, but you can leave now. We won't be long," I said. It was reasonable for him not to want to give his address out to two people he'd never met before, and this would be just as simple, so long as I knew where I was going.

“Uhh, okay. But if I stop playing and go all the way there, and you guys are messing with me, I'm not going to carry you in PWO anymore," he warned. 

“Deal,” Taz said, shooting me a wide grin and a thumbs up.

Maps left voice and shot us a message with the address of the gas station a minute later. I looked at the area on Google maps and found a small park nearby with clusters of trees and decided on that as my destination, opening up the street view and looking at the grove of trees. Even though I was bringing a few non-magic people in, I didn’t want to break the rule about not being seen using magic too much.

“Ready?” I said, smiling at Taz and reaching for his hand.

“I guess,” he said, shaking his head slowly, grabbing my hand.

I stared at the picture on the screen and trained my gaze on my dragon ring, using it to focus my magic. If it was anything like getting to the Magical Realm, it was all about intention. I imagined us walking through the screen and ending up at the location in my mind. Forcing myself not to tense up, I tugged Taz forward, visualizing the area, imagining us stepping into this new space with ease.

The noise around me changed. Instead of the hum of a computer fan and the TV pouring in from downstairs, I heard crickets chirping and the sound of traffic in the distance.

When I opened my eyes, we were in Maryland, standing beside the very trees I had seen on Google.

“Holy crap, holy crap, holy crap!” Taz said, slapping me hard on the shoulder. “That was so friggin awesome. I can’t believe this! I mean, I believed it, but I can’t believe it!”

I let out a shaky sigh as I realized I barely felt any change in my powers from the journey. Now, this would be useful, I thought, making a mental note to get some pictures of places I’d want to have quick access to once I got Raven back.

I glanced around and nodded in satisfaction. There were no bystanders, and we were sitting in the middle of a copse of pine trees.

“I can hardly believe it myself, to be honest. I thought it’d at least take a few tries.” Maybe I was actually getting better at this whole thing.

Raven's face floated into my mind and I suddenly realized we still had a long way to go. There would be no back-patting until we were back together again, and Raven was safe. Until then, it was just tricks and kids' games.

I pulled up my phone and entered the gas station into the GPS. 

"Only a three-minute walk to the gas station."

We started walking toward the agreed-upon meeting place, and Taz tripped over a root almost immediately and nearly fell. He fixed the bow's position on his shoulder and nonchalantly kept walking like I hadn't seen him.

"That really was awesome, dude. What other stuff can you do?"

“I’ll save the specifics for when Maps is with us too. No sense in explaining it twice.”

“True,” he said.

“You should see Raven use her magic. She’s so precise, it makes me look like a big dumb oaf. If I had her finesse with it, I'd never have lost her in the first place," I said, shaking my head in annoyance at myself. I’d have to work hard if I wanted to control my magic anywhere close to as well as she did.

“What you did just now seemed pretty good to me,” he said, still grinning, “I wish I could do something like that. It’d be so dope.”

I smiled back and laughed at him. Taz might not know it, but he had his own sort of magic in a way. It was impossible to be sad around the kid for long, his toothy grin and upbeat attitude were contagious. Just having him here made me feel better.

“There it is,” I said, pointing at a building just to our right. We walked inside and, not seeing any kids, began to look around at the shelves. It might still be a bit since we’d talked to Maps just about five minutes ago. 

"I got some money from Pop earlier, so I can buy you something if you want. I already have a backpack full of stuff, but I should get a little more chocolate. It's perfect for keeping my stamina up, and I can't afford to run out of energy again in the Magical Realm," I said, grabbing a few bars from the shelf in front of us.

“Me too,” he agreed, nodding as he grabbed an armload of candy for himself.

We took it up to the front. The cashier looked at us questioningly. "Do your parents know about this?"

“Yea, it’s for a...party,” I said, stammering.

He shrugged and rang up the items. I'd just grabbed my change when I felt a tap on my shoulder. Taz and I both turned to see a kid our age wearing a backward baseball cap. 

“Maps?” I asked, squinting as I cocked my head and studied the person grinning back at me.

“Magdalena Ruiz," a husky, familiar voice said. One hand shot out for a shake as the other yanked off the ball cap, sending a mass of brown curls down her back. "But, I guess you can still call me Maps.”

“Duuuude,” Taz whispered, dropping his armload of candy bars on the ground. “Maps is a girl.”
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"If you don't close your mouth, you're liable to get flies in it," I said, parroting my

mom's favorite phrase as I shook my head at Taz. It had been a solid half-hour since Maps had revealed her true gender to us at the gas station, and he still hadn't gotten his head around it. We'd gone back to her house and were waiting in the finished basement for her to bring back some milk and cookies, so this was the first time Taz and I had been alone since we'd met her.

"Her voice, though..." Taz marveled, holding up both hands in genuine shock.

"Sounds about as high as yours," I noted with a shrug. "Face it. We assumed she was a dude because she's so good at PWO. Total sexism on our part and I'm willing to admit it. You should be, too."

"I admit it," Taz agreed. "To be fair, though, most of the people who play are guys. So can we get a little bit of a pass, there?"

"Or," a voice said from the open doorway, "You might ask yourself if that's even true. Ever think maybe some of the girl players are like me and just don't broadcast the fact that they’re girls so we don't have to deal with boys who think they're too cool to play with us or talk down to us?"

Maps arched a brow at Taz, who had the good sense to look embarrassed as Magdalena Ruiz—AKA, Maps—padded toward us with a plate of cookies, a stack of paper cups and a quart of milk hooked onto one finger.

"Nope. I didn't even think of it. You're right. I'm a sexist. Can I still have a cookie, though? If I promise I won't be in the future?" He rushed over and helped her carry the snacks to the beat-up old coffee table in front of the lumpy couch I was seated on.

"Sure," Maps replied. "You can have two if you like."

We each helped ourselves to a couple of the still-warm cookies as Maps poured us all a paper cup full of cold milk.

"So go over this for me one more time," Maps urged, breaking off a gooey bite of her treat and pausing to stuff it into her mouth before continuing. "There's a guy named the Sorcerer of Sumatra who—"

"Sumeria," Taz interjected helpfully.

"Sumeria," she said, glaring at him, "Who took your magical bracelet and retreated back to the Magical Realm. You and your friend, Raven, got it back, but she was left behind. Now, you need to create a team to go back into the Magical Realm and rescue her? Have I got that all right?"

I nodded, really pleased that she'd gotten on board so quickly. She hadn't even asked me for proof or anything. She was taking me at my word, which was kind of a relief. I was getting better at using my powers every single day, but it still felt like a lot of pressure to perform on command, especially when the stakes were so high. "Exactly."

"Sounds like a classic Zelda scenario," she said as she nodded thoughtfully. 

"We've been workshopping names for the rescue team," Taz said, popping the last bite of the cookie into his mouth and then wiping the crumbs on his jeans. "We were thinking the Rescue Rangers."

I blew out a sigh. "Um, I didn't think that at all."

"Yeah, no," Maps agreed, "That's legit terrible. What kind of creatures are in this realm?" she asked, folding her legs under her as she settled in to get comfortable.

"Well, I technically haven't been yet, but Chase mentioned fairies and a troll. Oh," Taz said, lighting up and snapping his fingers. "And a Cerberus."

"Your standard magical fare, then, you got your sorcerer, some mythological creatures...hey! What about the Myth Squad?" she asked.

"That's actually pretty good," Taz agreed, eyeing me in question.

"I like it. I like it a lot. The Myth Squad it is," I said with a grin. 

"Okay, so catch me up on the rating system. I imagine I'm probably going to need some screen time to level up if I'm going to be of any use to you, right?" she asked, cracking her knuckles. "Is this a console or PC game? I’ll do a console game as a favor for you guys, but I’d really rather not."

I blinked and shot a look at Taz as it hit me. The reason she hadn't asked me for proof was because she thought we were talking about a video game this time. "Um...actually, Maps, this isn't a game at all. This is real. Like... as in... real life."

She looked at me, turned toward Taz, who just nodded and then back at me again. "Like LARPing? Oh, dude, you got the wrong girl. I don't like live-action role-playing games. It means I have to go outside and stuff. Plus, they always make girls wear stupid outfits with metal bras and leather skirts. That's a hard no for me."

"Chace..." Taz urged, bumping his shoulder against mine. "Show her the thing."

I chewed on my lip and then stood, but before I could even explain what I was about to do, she was already standing as well.

"I'm sure you have tons of cool jousting moves or bow staff skills you can showcase, but seriously, save your energy. I'm not interested."

Her expression was so full of pity, a laugh gurgled out of me.

"This is all pretty hilarious when you think about it. First, we thought Maps was a boy, then she thought we were talking about a video game, and now she thinks we're talking about dressing up in costumes. Nothing but one misunderstanding after another. We should call ourselves the Miss Squad since we can't seem to pick up on anything."

Maps perched her hands on her hips and eyed me, hard. Her expression reminded me of Raven, and instantly, I stopped smiling.

"I know it's hard to believe, and I wish I had more time to ease you into this all, but here's the deal, Maps. My friend is gone. A troll took her. Not a make-believe, video game troll. Not a kid dressed up as a troll. An actual, giant, humanoid creature with anger management issues. I am putting together a team to get her back. Now, I'd like you..." I broke off and cleared my throat, "Actually, I need you to help me do that. Please, Maps."

She had just opened her mouth to argue with me when I turned toward the plate of cookies. Focusing on the warmth in my belly, I lifted my hand and sent a pulse of energy outward. For a second, nothing happened, but I kept pushing. This was not the time to fall apart. One of the three remaining cookies began to tremble and then it floated into the air. Dimly, I heard Maps gasp as I lifted the cookie gently into the air and toward one of the cups. I used my power to dunk it into the milk and lift it out, still dripping. Then, I carried it through the air until it hovered in front of a gaping Maps.

For a second, she just stood there and stared, her dark eyes wide. Then she snagged the cookie and popped it into her mouth, whole.

"Okay, I'm in. When do we start?"
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"Are you not feeling well, still? Maybe I should make a follow-up appointment to have you checked out tomorrow?"

My Mom was eyeing me worriedly as we sat around the kitchen table. I realized I hadn't touched my meatloaf and mashed potatoes and quickly forked up the bite I'd been pushing around the plate.

"I'm feeling fine, just a little tired. A good night's sleep in my own bed is all I need."

I shoveled in the bite of meatloaf and forced a smile. Tomorrow was the big day. We were going to head into the Magical Realm to save Raven. I couldn't have my mom throwing a wrench in things by staying home to take care of me or scheduling a doctor's appointment in the middle of our rescue efforts.

The Myth Squad.

My fake smile actually turned real as I thought about our ragtag little group. Taz, with his bow and arrow, Maps with her keen mind, and me with my magic. When Taz and I had left that afternoon, she'd been too engrossed in the map I'd left with her to even bother with goodbyes. We weren't exactly on the Avengers level or anything, but I felt more confident than ever before that we had a decent chance of getting Raven back.

My phone buzzed in my pocket as I took another bite of my dinner.

"No cells at the table, Chace," Mon scolded gently.

I picked up the last hunk of meatloaf and stuffed it into my mouth. "Mmkay, can I be excused?" I asked.

Max giggled as Mom shook her head disapprovingly. "I guess so. Max, you're on dish duty since Chace is still recovering."

I rushed out of the room to the sound of my still buzzing phone and Max's whiny protests. I hit the steps running and fished my phone out of my pocket.

"Hello?" I knew by glancing at the screen that it was Twee Twyle returning my call, and I was anxious to hear what she had to say.

When Taz and I had left Maps' house, we realized we still had a couple problems to sort out before we could begin our quest. Namely, how the heck we were going to leave the Human Realm for as long as it took to save Raven without causing our parents to call the cops and report three kidnappings? I'd posed the question to Twee via text, and had also asked her if there was anything I could do to get an extra burst of strength to help me transport, not two, but four people back to the Human Realm. The last thing I needed was to put together a rescue team only to wind up leaving even more friends behind in the Magical Realm.

"You asked if there was magic that can help you get a burst of strength, and how to mask your disappearance in the Human Realm, boy?" Twee blurted without even a hello. 

"Yes," I murmured, rushing into my bedroom and closing the door behind me. "We don't know how long we're going to be away, and I've already worried my mom enough. Not to mention, Taz's mom is pretty crazy. She will have pictures of him on milk cartons and billboards on the side of the road if he's later for dinner."

"I don't know what a Taz is, nor do I care," Twee said with a long-suffering sigh. "To answer your question, though, you should be fine as far as time goes. The measure of moments passing is different in the Magical Realm. I did a quick scan, and as it stands, there are no beings from the Human Realm currently in the Magical Realm who are stronger than you are. Therefore, you are in control."

I wanted to pretend I understood what she meant just because I knew asking her to clarify would only annoy her, but I was clueless. "So, you're saying I control how time passes in the Magical Realm?"

She let out a cackle. "Heavens, no, boy. You aren't that strong. No, but you do control how quickly time will pass in the Human Realm while you're gone."

I thought harder, but it only made my head hurt. "Isn't that basically the same thing?"

"Not even remotely, no. It would take a being far stronger than you to alter the passage of time in the Magical Realm, for that is the true measure. That said, it does mean that you can make it seem like you were only gone an hour here in the Human Realm, even if you're gone a full day."

That was all I needed to hear. The details didn't matter. "Okay, so how do I do that?"

"You just perceive it to be true. When you return to the Human Realm, place yourself in the moments shortly after you left. Imagine the space you vacated and the way the light would filter through the clouds at the time of day you wish to return. For example, if you left in the afternoon, see yourself being gone for a few hours and then returning to that very spot, only in darkness. The same trees around you, the same autumn chill in the air, the same lunch in your belly. Even you can manage that, boy," she added with a sniff.

Not exactly what I'd call a vote of confidence. I was feeling better about the situation, though. I made a mental note to tell Taz and Maps to leave a note hidden in their rooms just in case I failed somehow, but if what Twee said was right, it didn't seem like it was going to be that difficult. I could only hope my second request would be as painless.

"And what about some potion to beef up my power for a short period of time? Is there any magic for that?" I asked, padding over to my bed and flopping onto the mattress.

"There's magic for everything, boy," she snapped. "But it all comes with a price. In this case, the price is a steep one."

I’d already had to come up with a golem arm to pay Twee Twyla and had succeeded, so I wasn't too worried.

"I have a dealer who can give you a dose of Thriple—a potion that increases your magic three-fold—, but there are pros and cons. First, the cost is astronomical. Second, it's a single-use dose. You take it, the power courses through you, and then comes pouring out. You have to fight the natural panic that comes with the sudden rush of power, and then control it. If not, you could not only fail in your quest, but you could potentially do harm to those around you. It's strong magic, not to be trifled with."

I swallowed hard and pinched my eyes closed, seeing Raven's face etched on the back of my eyelids. "How much?"

"The teardrop of a unicorn."

"How would I even get such a thing?" I asked, stunned. I'd expected the price to be steep, but that was a stretch, even for Twee.

"In the Magical Realm, of course. My dealer will work with you on credit and give you the Thriple before he receives payment so long as you sign a binding, magical contract. You just have to make sure you come through with the payment as agreed upon. If not, the price grows even steeper."

I didn't even want to ask. After all, I really didn't have much of a choice in the matter. I'd only use the Thriple if it were absolutely necessary, but there was no question that having it would be a huge benefit.

"How steep?"

"He would require you to surrender the physical manifestation of your magic for his use."

I mulled that over for a few seconds and nodded. "So, like the Sorcerer, he'd want my dragon bracelet...erm, ring," I clarified.

Twee's chuckle was oddly sad-sounding. "No, boy. I'm afraid not."

I sat up and frowned, confused. "What do you mean—"

My brain was instantly reeled back to a conversation Raven and I had in the very beginning. 

"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."

My stomach did a flip as Twee's craggy voice rang over the receiver, barely audible over the blood rushing in my ears.

"If you fail to pay your debt, you will be required to surrender your heart, Chace."
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“Come in, boy,” Twee Twyla said from behind the door, “the supplier will be here soon to finalize the contract.”

I walked inside and followed her to the computer room at the back of the house. “Is he really going to take my heart if I can’t get the unicorn tear, or is it more of a metaphorical thing?" I asked, trying not to seem nervous.

She took a long pause before saying, “Sorry, boy, but it’s not metaphorical at all. He’s what is known as a Warlock, which means he can store the magical energy of others and use it for his own purposes in the future. With that said, his magical power doesn’t regenerate by itself like yours does. In this situation, he’ll get the magic he hungers for one way or the other, either from you or the unicorn. Are you certain you don’t want to get the unicorn tear on your own first and make a trade with him then?”

“It’d delay me by another day if I had to wait for my powers to return after yet another trip to the Magical Realm, which is one more day Raven would be in danger. And, if a unicorn tear is that hard to come by, I also might not have the ability to get it on my own. Heck, anything could happen. A Cerberus could get me, and then what? If I ended up getting myself hurt or worse, Raven could be stuck there forever,” I said, shaking my head sadly.

I had to admit, though, I was touched that she seemed to care about the fact that I might end up having my heart torn from my chest after all was said and done.

Maybe she did like me...

She nodded and turned away with a sniff, “I understand. Well, it might reassure you to know that I’ve been a liaison between Seth, the Warlock, and my clients many times. I'd say that both parties have been satisfied with their agreements about ninety percent of the time. With that said, there have been instances where things went very wrong, so make sure you read the contract closely. He's a clever salesman, and sometimes he can be a bit slippery if given the room. I will also do all I can to help you get the unicorn tear because getting clients killed is surprisingly bad for business,” she said, turning up her nose when I smiled at the thinly veiled compassion in her eyes. 

Yup. She might not want to admit it, but she did like me.

“Ah, here he is, now,” she said with a look of relief as a sharp rap sounded on the door.

She walked to the front room, gesturing for me to stay put, before returning accompanied by a handsome, pale middle-aged man wearing a white bowtie that contrasted sharply with his jet-black suit and pants. He carried a small, tattered briefcase and shot me a grin.

“Hello, Chace, I’m Twee’s magical items supplier, Seth. It’s so nice to meet you,” he said, reaching out a hand to shake mine. “Twee, do you think there’s any way I could get a cup of tea? I didn't get much sleep last night." He had a deep baritone voice, and he spoke just slowly enough that it seemed odd, the way he enunciated each word. 

Twee Twyla stood up, clearly annoyed, and walked towards her kitchen, glancing at me as she left the room.

I reached out and shook his hand, “Nice to meet you, Seth. So, Twee Twyla explained it a little, but can you tell me what exactly the potion is and what it will do for me?” I said. No need for small talk. The faster I could confirm the information I’d been given and sign this contract, so I could get out of here, the sooner I’d see Raven again.

“Eager, aren’t we?” he asked with a wide grin as he rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get right to it, then. Thriple is a very rare elixir made with ground dragon’s scales that, in such a high dosage, allows one to increase their magical energy three-fold for a period of time,” he said calmly, pulling out a vial of silvery liquid from his briefcase. “This vial contains a dosage that should last you a minute or so. Long enough to prevail in a fight against a stronger being, or at least long enough to escape the fight, if that’s what you’re looking for...” He studied me questioningly, and I opened my mouth to correct him and explain what I needed the Thriple for, but then changed my mind. Twee Twyla was right. Something about him felt oily, like one of those guys on those infomercials in the middle of the night who tried to fool you into buying more junk than you needed.

Better to just say as little as possible and get the deal done.

“Can I take a look?” I asked. 

He pulled back and shook up the vial before handing it to me with a smile. Flecks of sparkling incandescent flakes swirled through the small vial as I watched. Strange, it was far heavier than I'd expected. 

“So why do you want the unicorn tear if you could just take the Thriple instead?” I asked, prying my eyes away from the beautiful liquid.

"The potion increases one's power threefold, but us Warlocks, unlike Hunters such as you, can drink the unicorn tear to increase my power, and then use the Thriple, increasing that amount three-fold as well. Besides,” he added with a shrug, accepting the vial back from me with a nod. “I already have a supply of Thriple. I’m always on the hunt for new and unique collectibles and rarities. Which is where you come in.”

I couldn't be sure if it was my imagination or not, but it felt like his gaze drifted down over the buttons of my shirt.

Instinctively, I folded my arms over my chest, covering my heart.

If I thought about the risks here for a second longer, I’d chicken out. It was now or never.

“Do you have a contract written up?” I blurted as he set the vial on the table between us. He smiled kindly and produced a small scroll from inside his suit. Twee Twyla walked back into the room and handed him a cup of tea before sitting next to me without a word. 

“Ah, that was speedy. Thank you, my dear,” he said before turning back to me and laying the scroll on the table and unrolling it. “Just put your finger right here," he pointed to the second of two small circles that sat next to each other at the bottom. "This type of contract is magically binding, and it will enforce exactly what is written on the page."  

“Is there any way we can negotiate on what will happen if I don’t get the unicorn tear? I have this bracel- er... ring that I could offer you instead, it contains an incredible amount of magical power.”

“I’m afraid that I can’t budge on that. I've learned over the years that this is the best way to incentivize my clients to fulfill their part of the bargain," he said calmly, in a tone someone might use when talking about the weather. "Just put your thumb there, and we'll be done with it." 

“I want to read it first,” I stuttered as Twee Twyla grabbed at my arm and gave me a pointed look.

Seth frowned slightly as I looked down to read the paper. The top section was already signed.

I, Seth, hereby swear that the liquid provided, is, in fact, Thriple and will increase the client's power three-fold for a period of at least one minute. I will give this liquid to the client on loan, which will be considered repaid if the client provides me with a vial of at least one tear from a unicorn.

The second part was mine.

I, Chace Ogden, hereby swear that I will provide the supplier, Seth, with at least one tear from a unicorn. If the supplier doesn't have said vial of unicorn tears by October 1st, 2018, he will receive the source of my magical power, my heart, in lieu of payment, and the debt will then be considered to be repaid in full.

I was about to sign and then paused. "I think you got this date wrong. It says 2018 instead of 2019," I said.

“Oh, silly me. I guess I really am getting old! Good thing you caught that, I'll make the necessary changes," he put his finger over the 2018, and when he pulled it away, it changed to the proper date instead.

“Is it safe to sign it? I’m not going to be held to what it used to say or something?” I said, turning to a frowning Twee Twyla.

“The magic in it will only bind you to what it currently says, it wouldn’t matter even if he used some kind of illusion,” she said as she eyed it over my shoulder with a scowl, “you can sign it.”

I sucked in a breath and put my shaky thumb into the circle and held it there, feeling a pulse of magical energy as it quickly flashed green. 

"All set then," he said, flashing a charming grin as he stood, "pleasure doing business with you." He put out his hand. I shook it, doing my best to keep it professional and civil despite his "mistake." He didn't seem like someone whose wrong side I'd want to be on once this was all said and done.

“Good day,” Twee Twyla said tersely as she led him quickly to the door, practically slamming the door behind him. 

"That man might be a valuable resource for me, but he gives me the creeps," she said after waiting for him to be out of earshot. "You did well, by the way, boy. It's a good thing you caught that little error he made," she said, putting up air quotes when she said the word "error."

“Do you really think he was trying to fool me?” I asked softly.

"Of course, he was. Even though most people heed my warnings and read closely to catch his little tricks, he always puts something like that in the contract. I think half the time, he just does it to see if he can get away with it. He is a wily trickster.”

"So, what can you tell me about getting a unicorn's tear?" I asked, trying to focus on the immediate future.

“It’ll be a lot easier to make a young one cry than an old one, and, though the adults can be found all over the Magical Realm, they take their foals to graze in the Great Green Meadow. It's as big as a country, but there are thousands of unicorns in it. Once you manage to find one, you’ll have to find a way to make it cry. I’ll look into that in the coming hours and will send you any information I get. Creatures don’t exactly like to share such sensitive information. Don’t try killing one or anything, though! Their tears can only be gathered while they’re alive, as much as the unicorn poachers would love to get their hands on the tears as well as the horn.”

Killing or even hurting a unicorn hadn’t even occurred to me, but I nodded. “Thank you, Twee Twyla,” I said after a pause. “I guess I should get going now, Raven is still out there, waiting.”

“Be careful, boy,” she said, opening the door for me, “and make sure you bring her back with you. I miss that smart-mouthed little girl.”

“Me too. Twyla...Me too.”
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"Big, daft, evil bag of snot," I muttered under my breath as I furiously swept out the remaining rat droppings and dust from the stone floor of my captor's castle. 

I let out a snort at the word. Castle, indeed. It was a crumbling pile of rough stone fashioned into a dwelling of sorts, but with its dank, musty interior and lack of fancy trappings like a toilet or running water, it was much more a dungeon than a palace. Especially given that I was tethered to the place by a long chain.

Still, the boss wanted me to call it a castle, I'd call it a castle.

I set the wicker broom to the side and pressed a gentle finger to the fresh bruise blooming on my cheek.

Never a fan of being bossed around, our journey north had been mostly miserable for me, but things had taken a much darker turn early this morning when we'd finally gotten to Klugg's home. I'd thought I had a good handle on what made him tick—he wasn't exactly a complex creature, after all—but I'd made a critical error. Hungry Klugg was not a troll to be messed with.

We'd skipped breakfast in our rush to get to this dump, and when I'd complained about my feet hurting, he'd responded with a casual backhanded slap that had sent me sprawling.

The blow hurt. Like, my ears were ringing, I saw stars, and even imagined some cartoonish tweety birds flying around me for a few seconds there, kind of hurt. But the knowledge that he'd barely even swept his hand toward me and had almost taken my head clean off was far more painful.

Klugg might be dumb as a box of rocks, but he was as strong as fifty men. If I had any chance of getting away from him on my own, I'd need to get a lot stronger without my amulet or find a way to get my hands on the thing.

Armed with the knowledge that, if I failed, he could kill me on accident with little more than a single punch, I resolved to try and hold my tongue in check until I was free.

"Klugg go out. Girl make sure castle clean, or Klugg get mad!"

His deep voice rang through the halls. I picked up the broom again with a sigh as I heard him leave the front door.

For the next few hours, I put my back into my work, determined to do a good job. Partly for my own safety, but partly for my sanity as well. I'd tripped over massive bones with tidbits of rotting flesh still attached, swept away cobwebs the size and thickness of a mattress, and had my feet get stuck in green goop on the stone floors that I refused to even try to identify. This was my home too—a least for the next short while—and I'd be a lot more comfortable if I weren't surrounded by the ghosts of meals past.

I had just finished disposing of one particularly concerning skull that looked all too human for my taste when the sound of thundering footsteps shook the ground.

"Klugg home! Bring friend meet pet."

Pet?

I curled my lip and wiped the sweat from my brow as I dragged my chains down the long, dark hallway toward the front entrance of the "castle."

"Be nice," I counseled myself softly. "You can do it."

I forced a smile on my face and stepped into the main room of the dwelling, but my short stint in drama class at school hadn't prepared me for what awaited.

Another troll, this one almost as big but twice as gruesome, stood beside him, staring down at me with a twisted expression I could only guess was delight by the way it clapped its hands together and jumped up and down, shaking the very foundation beneath my feet.

"Ah, Klugg, me like pet! So tiny!"

The voice of this troll was pitched slightly higher than Klugg's, and between that, a smear of red lipstick and the dress, I could only assume that this was my captor's girlfriend.

"Girl pet, this Blarg. Klugg soon wife." He eyed me expectantly as I tried to think of the proper response in this situation.

"Um, good day, Blarg," I murmured, bending into some sort of half-curtsy, half-bow like I was being introduced to a queen. "Welcome to Klugg's castle. Can I offer you some..."

I peered behind me into what could loosely be referred to as a kitchen, "bat wings?" I said, swallowing hard and shooting Klugg a glance under my lashes. I had no idea if that was a proper tea-time snack, but unless she had a hankering for cockroaches the size of dinner plates or rotting skulls, that was about the only thing there seemed to be an abundance of to offer her. And Blarg clearly had a healthy appetite.

To my relief, Klugg and his lady friend both broke into fits of roaring laughter.

"Your pet funny!" Blarg bellowed as she bent over to get a closer look at me. "Troll no eat bat wings. Gross! We only eat bat body, silly pet."

I joined in with their laughter just to keep things friendly, but it wasn't easy. As impossible as it seemed, Blarg's breath was even worse than Klugg's. If I'd ever wondered if they had garlic in the Magical Realm, I wondered no more. 

They didn't. 

Because clearly, Blarg had eaten it all.

"Hey, so why don't I step out, give you guys a little alone time? I can go gather some...critters for you guys to snack on?" I asked, sidling toward the exit, holding my breath. I'd already given up on the idea of escaping without my amulet, especially after Klugg's violent outburst, but I could sure use some fresh air.

To my shock, he nodded. "Pet get Klugg and Blarg some grapples from orchard behind castle," he said.

I didn't know what a grapple was, but I nearly wept with relief as he bent and released me from my shackle. Maybe trying to escape wasn't such a bad idea, after all—

"If pet not back before sun go down, she dead meat. Dragons in north hunt at night. Hurry, pet."

Annnd... suddenly, the chains didn't seem all that bad after all. Call me crazy, but given a choice between being a troll's pet and a dragon's dinner, I'd pick troll pet every time. There was still a silver lining here. I could work on my magic for a little while, and maybe I could also lay some more clues out for Chace as I'd done on our final trek this morning in case he was out there looking for me.

Brain occupied with my new plan, I grabbed the nearly Raven-sized basket Klugg handed me and muscled it out of the "castle." Whistling the tune from Cinderella under my breath, I headed around the massive, stone dwelling and made my way toward the rows of towering trees in the distance. It was a short walk, less than a mile, but I enjoyed every step in spite of my exhaustion. I was free. At least, for a few moments.

Once I reached the fruit trees, I set down my basket and sank to the soft grass with a sigh. Closing my eyes, I let the sun warm my face for a few minutes and tried to get my head together. 

Nearly three days had passed since the battle with the Sorcerer of Sumeria. At least, here, in the Magical Realm, nearly three days had passed. I wasn’t sure how many had passed back in the Human Realm, but I had to hope Chace had figured a way to get back to me by now. Heck, he could be out there right now, calling my name as he searched the forest.

I let my eyes drift open and stood. With a wriggle of my fingers, I sent out a spray of magic. Tiny droplets of energy floated around me, drifting in the breeze and clinging to the leaves and blades of grass. It wasn't much and would only linger for a few days, but if Chace saw it or any of the other magical breadcrumbs I'd left as Klugg and I traveled, maybe he'd make the connection.

It was a long shot, and I knew it. Chace might not know it was my magic and he might disregard it even if he did see it. But we had a special connection—as Hunter and Protector, of course. One that gave me hope that Chace would know my trail when he saw it. 

And if not? 

Well, no harm done. My mental health relied on having some hope because the only thing worse than being a troll's pet was being a troll's pet without any hope of escape...

"Or being plucked out of a grapple orchard by a hungry dragon," I said, glancing at the soon-to-be-setting sun.

I set my sights on the watermelon-sized, purple fruits hanging heavily from the trunk-like tree-branches and rolled up my sleeves.

Time to get my master and his fiancé some grapples. Who knew? Maybe if I were a good dog and did as I was told, our bond of trust would grow stronger. Deep enough to forgo the chains, even at night, which would allow me to take a stab at getting the amulet. If I could do that, there would be no stopping me.

Because as tough as Klugg might be, he was no match for a healthy Raven with her magical artifact in hand.

Buoyed by the thought, I went to work, thoughts of Chace at the forefront of my mind. He'd be coming soon. I knew it in the deepest part of my heart. 

I only hoped that silly boy had done his research and knew about the dragons of the north hunting at night...

"Please be careful, my friend," I whispered into the wind. "I've lost enough of the people I care about. I can't lose you, too."
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I lifted myself to my feet, feeling only slightly dizzy as I looked around at the lush, green forest surrounding us. 

“It worked,” I breathed, letting out a heavy sigh. I’d been feeling really good and strong prior to making the journey this time, but with the extra baggage of Taz and Maps, I’d been nervous. At the very least, I’d expected to feel wiped out by the journey. 

It was amazing what a few dozen chocolate bars could do for my stores of magical energy. Or maybe I was just getting stronger now that I’d become more familiar with my true power. Either way, I felt a little fatigued but mostly stoked.

Here we come, Raven.

I released the grip I had on Taz and Maps and gazed around while they recovered and got their bearings. 

I could see the cave, which was now basically a pile of rocks with only tiny gaps in between, where I’d last seen Raven just ahead through the trees. 

Taz was still groaning and holding his stomach as Maps stood stock-still where she had landed, head turned to her right with mouth agape. 

“Holy crap, is that a freaking centaur?” she gasped, pointing. 

Taz let out a high-pitched squeal as the half-human, half-horse bolted past us.

“Yup, looks like it,” I said, holding onto a tree for balance and chuckling. "You're going to see a lot more crazy creatures around here, so get used to it.”

Taz smoothed his Godzilla t-shirt, glancing at Maps as she stood and nodding nonchalantly as if he hadn’t just completely freaked out. “Sure, ...yeah. No problem.”

“Let me see the map,” Maps said, standing up and rubbing her hands together excitedly. 

“All yours,” I said, handing it over.

“So, you’re sure that we’ll be back in the Human Realm before a day has passed there, right? My mom’ll kill me if I’m not back in time to get some rest for school tomorrow or if I miss a bunch of her calls,” Taz said, turning to explain to Maps sheepishly. “She’s real paranoid that someone is going to kidnap me, for some reason.”

“Yeah, Twee Twyla said that we’ll be able to slow the time down in the Human Realm significantly because nobody too strong is here to throw me off,” I said, trying to be reassuring even though I still wasn’t entirely clear on how it worked myself. 

“I told my parents I was playing in a PWO tournament all night, and it would mess up my concentration if I were disturbed, so I’m in the clear as long as we get back before late tonight,” Maps said, not looking up from her map. “Pfft, as if you could have a tournament of PWO,” she snorted and rolled her eyes, “parents, man.”

“Our parents think we’re going to each other’s houses for the evening after we spend the afternoon hiking in the woods, which I guess isn’t entirely a lie,” Taz said, gesturing around us. 

“I don’t think they’ll go looking or calling around for hours,” I said. “Now let’s get going, we need to get back on Raven’s trail.”

“Do you have any idea where you were when you last saw tracks?” Maps asked, rubbing her chin pensively as she gazed at the paper in her hand.

I walked over and studied the map over her shoulder for a few moments. “I don’t recall any notable landmarks on the way, but I was headed in this direction," I said, pointing to a spot north of the cave. 

“Let’s get a move on then,” Maps said, looking up for the first time since she’d gotten the map. 

"Leading away from here," I said, gesturing to the area where I remembered the trail started. It was still slightly visible after all these days, and we could still navigate by it.

Maps deftly rolled the paper back up and handed it to me. 

I gave her a quizzical look, “Why don’t you just hold onto it?”

“I doubt I’ll need it again. I’ve got everything within a hundred miles right in here,” she tapped her head a few times as I took the map from her hand. “I’ll just change my mental map of the place as we go and see which things have moved.”

“That’s pretty awesome, I bet you do like, really well on tests and stuff,” Taz gushed from her left.

Someone had a crush.

“Always,” Maps said with a frown as if that was a given as she led the way towards the cave.

Taz followed after her, nearly tripping over his feet to catch up. On any other day, I might have had some fun with him over it and teased him a little, but right now, my mind was on Raven.

“Geez...What the heck is all this?” Taz murmured as we approached the field of golem parts. “Did you guys really take all of these things down?”

“I was inside the cave over there,” I pointed at the cave, “fighting the Sorcerer of Sumeria while Raven held the golems off,” I said quietly. My mood still turned to crap every time I thought of what my Protector and friend had done for me. And I’d repaid her by abandoning her.

I was a real hero.

“Incredible,” Maps said, hunched over the cluster of fallen golems nearest the fallen cave. “Look at this,” she said, “the ones over here are all completely intact except a small hole in their chests.” 

“Seems weird that the ones further away are hacked to pieces,” Taz said as we approached the pile of golems and parts that Maps was looking at.

“There’s a shattered red crystal here,” Maps said, pointing to the hole in a bird-like golem. Sparkling crimson fragments sat inside its bronze torso. “I’m guessing it was acting as a sort of receiver for the Sorcerer's magic, so she took them out by destroying those with her magic.”

It was classic Raven to be as efficient as possible in taking them down. And the fact that Maps had used her massive brain and determined all that with just a glance proved to me that she was precisely the right person to help us find Raven. My mood lifted slightly.

“What do you think happened over there?” I said, pointing further away from the cave.

“She must’ve run out of magic after defeating the ones closer to the cave,” Maps said, eyes wide. “Are they pretty weak or something?”

“No,” I said, too lost in thought to say anything more. Raven was even more skilled than I’d thought. She had beaten over a dozen golems at once and had defeated almost half of them with sheer brute force and her hand to hand skills while completely drained of magic. The encounter that we’d had in the Human Realm with the massive golem that had nearly killed me flashed in my mind. Even though it had been larger than any of the golems lying on the ground, it brought home again how far I had to go. I had a lot to learn before I could ever be as powerful as Raven. 

But first I had to find her.

“Let’s get going,” I said, standing up and pulling my thoughts back to the task at hand as I led them towards the footprints, “we’ve got a friend to save.” 

“Aye, Captain,” Maps said, shooting a mock salute at me and following. 

“Aye aye, Sir," Taz said, following suit. They always insisted on roleplaying when we played PWO, and I guess this wasn't too much different. Only this time, the stakes were infinity higher. 

Instead of losing a few rating points, I’d lose Raven if we failed.

“Failure is not an option,” I muttered as much to myself as the others as I led them down the trail of faded Troll-prints up to the area where I’d seen the Cerberus. “I made it up to around this point before a Pixie came to warn me about a Cerberus nearby. I would’ve died if she didn’t hold him off for long enough for me to escape.”

“Ugh, the Cerberus...” Taz groaned. “I think I blocked that out before we got here. Are you sure it was a Cerberus? As in a three-headed watchdog from hell?” he pressed as his steps slowed.

“I guess it’s no crazier than the centaur we saw before or you teleporting us all around,” Maps said, shrugging. “No point getting too hung up on it. Chace was able to get away from one before, and I'll keep an eye for fresh tracks. Let’s keep going with these footprints and see if they lead anywhere. Best case is that we can just follow them straight through to wherever Raven is, but I doubt we'll be able to see them once they enter that forest so I'll take point now," Maps said, stepping in front and leading us after the tracks and into the woods.

I was struck by the lack of concern in her voice when talking about the Cerberus. Though I knew it would change if we actually encountered one, it meant a lot that a friend who I’d never even met in real life until just recently was willing to risk so much for me.

As she expected, there were significant gaps where we couldn't find any tracks, and Maps had to lead us by following subtle signs like broken branches and dead foliage. It was pretty impressive, and Taz and I exchanged amazed looks as she pointed to a trampled bush.

“The flowers are browning and the leaves are dried instead of weeping, which means this didn’t just happen. I’d say the troll came through here a day or two ago.”

“How did you learn to do this,” Taz asked after the third time she deftly led us through a long stretch without any tracks to follow.

“My dad is pretty into survivalist type stuff. He taught me how to track when I was younger, and playing PWO helped by forcing me to pay attention to detail and look out for anomalies,” she said, suddenly scurrying over to the right and crouching low. “Check this out,” she said as she stood and held up a small, translucent object in her hand. 

A slight buzzing sound grew as we approached. She put it into her open palm and showed it to Taz and I. Two vibrating wings sat in her hand, iridescent, lovely and familiar. 

“Fairy wings,” I said, awed. “How’d you see them?”

"There was just a little sparkle in the bush over here, so I wanted to take a look. Seemed like the type of place a game designer would put a magical item or an easter egg in a game," she said, grabbing the wings by the base. I turned to look at Taz, wondering why he was so quiet, and he was just standing there open-mouthed with a look of shock on his face.

“I think I recall Raven telling me that fairies sometimes shed their wings for faster ones and—”

I broke off as I turned and realized I was talking to myself because Maps was gone.

“Maps?” I peered around, turning in a circle, heart racing. Had some sort of creature snatched her just like that? So fast, so stealthy that I hadn’t seen or even heard it? “Maps!” I shouted, panic clutching at my chest.

I was a nanosecond from a full-on freak out when I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned to find Taz pointing up at the sky in awe.

“Dude.”

“I’m flying!” Maps cried, giggling with childish joy.

Sure enough, thirty or so feet above our heads, Maps was flitting around like a butterfly, the wings in her hand fluttering furiously as they swept her through the blue sky above.

“Holy cow. Those things must be super strong to hold her up like that. Maps!” I called, watching as she began to gain altitude and soar above the tree-line. “Come down lower if you can. We don’t know how long they will hold you!”

“What?” she asked as she erupted in another peal of giggles.

But she was too high up to hear my words of warning. She zipped out of sight as Taz and I broke into a jog in the general direction she’d gone. We’d just crashed through a bunch of pine trees and into a clearing when Maps’ laughter turned into a scream.

“Help!”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 11


[image: image]


[image: image]

Taz and I looked up to see Maps falling rapidly at the far edge of the clearing, and we sprang into action. As Taz bolted towards her, to do who knew what, I focused on stopping her fall with my magic. My efforts helped, and she slowed some, but she was still plummeting from the sky at an alarming rate. Like a cannonball dropped from the sky and I just wasn’t quick enough to stop her completely no matter how hard I tried.

Taz had his gaze locked on the sky as he ran with arms extended, clearly intent on catching her.

“Taz, um, I—”

But the words died on my lips as he ran face-first into a tree and fell flat onto his back. Maps hit the ground not even a second later...or she would have if there wasn’t a chubby ball of Taz laying face up right below her to break her fall with a loud “Ooph!”

My heart hammered as I jogged over. 

Maps pushed herself to her feet and stared down at Taz. “Holy cow, are you okay?” she asked her face a mask of worry.

His mouth opened and closed like a trout on land as he tried to catch his breath. “Yeah, yup, I’m fine,” he finally managed, barely choking the words out. 

Maps rolled her eyes and chuckled as she reached down and helped him to his feet.

“You sure neither of you are hurt?” I asked, scanning each of them. Aside from Taz’s jeans being covered in leaves and dirt, surprisingly, neither looked worse for wear. “She was coming in at a pretty good clip when she landed...”

“Nah, I’m all good,” Taz said, holding onto the tree he had just face-planted into as he tried to regain his balance. He forced a shaky smile and held up one thumb. “No problem. Ready when you are, team.”

Maps studied him for a silent moment, head cocked to one side. “Thanks, Taz.” With that, she turned and strode out of the clearing and back into the forest, leaving Taz red-cheeked and grinning after her. “Are you guys coming or what?” she called over her shoulder.

We scurried ahead to join her. Maps slowed her pace, pausing to pocket the now motionless fairy wings with a fond smile.

“So, while I was flying, I noticed a few changes in the landscape. More importantly, though, there was a strange glow just outside the forest that I want to check out. It was sort of the same type of glow I noticed when I spotted the fairy wings. Come on!”

She led the way quickly through the thick undergrowth and trees. It was hard to hold back a laugh at Taz, who was following just behind her and trying to pretend he wasn't entirely out of breath.

“Sorry, we’re going to have to slow down a bit. Using all the magic to get us here made me a little tired,” I said, leaning over and pretending to be out of breath for Taz’s sake. 

He shot me a grateful glance as Maps slowed her pace some.

“Don’t worry, it's just a little further," she said, pointing ahead of us at a cluster of massive trees larger than I'd ever imagined possible. The trees marked the border between the forest and the mountain on the other side of it.

“Wow, cool. Taz, do you see that glow?” I asked, turning to him as we approached a massive hole in the side of the mountain. A shimmering mark was emblazoned on the ground near the entrance.

“What glow?” he asked, his gaze flitting around aimlessly.

“Right here,” Maps said, pointing to the symbol. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. It doesn’t look like anything to me,” Taz said, leaning in and squinting.

“It’s Raven,” I interrupted, the breath catching in my throat as I realized what I was looking at. “It’s a picture of her amulet.”

“It just looks like a shimmering blur to me,” Maps said, frowning.

“It’s some sort of magical mark. She must’ve left us clues on the way for us,” I said, not able to stop a grin from spreading over my face. That meant Raven had likely decided to wait for me to come and get her rather than just trying to escape by herself. She knew I wouldn’t leave her behind.

The thought made my whole body feel warm.

“You saw that from the sky, Maps?” I asked.

“I saw something from the sky. And I see something in front of me now, but it’s like trying to see through a dirty window. Know what I mean?”

I did. But it was fascinating. If Taz couldn't see it, but Maps kind of could, that meant there might be even more to Maps than met the eye.

I tucked that nugget of info away to examine later, maybe with Raven’s help once we rescued her, and focused on the task at hand.

“At least we know we’re on the right path now for sure.”

“Pretty small cave,” Maps said, stepping inside and stooping down to look at something before continuing, “looks like they stayed here recently. There are remnants of a fire, and some animal remains here.” She toed a long, white thing on the ground and nodded thoughtfully. “The meat left on this bone doesn’t stink of rot just yet. They were probably here overnight and left this morning. Let’s keep moving, we have a lot of distance to make up if they left at daybreak.”

“Aye aye,” Taz said. 

We marched through a rocky wasteland for more than an hour. Although we veered off the path every so often, we kept finding our way back to the trail of magical markers that Raven had left for us to follow. 

Well done, you genius Protector.

We had just arrived at the bank of a massive river when we decided to stop for a bite to eat. 

"How the heck are we gonna cross that river?" Maps said, chewing a chocolate bar thoughtfully. "There's no bridge, and I couldn't see the end of the river in either direction when I was flying earlier."

I took another bite of my candy, mulling it over. 

“Why don’t you just teleport us over?” Taz chimed in, breaking my concentration.

“I’m pretty sure I can, so long as I know where I’m headed,” I said, gazing across what looked like a half-mile gap between one side of the river and the other. If I didn’t have a mental image of where I was going, I could end up zapping us all the way back where we started, or just about anywhere else in the Magical Realm. Not ideal.

Maps stood up, wiping her hands on her jeans and nodding. “Only one way to find out.”

I popped the last of the chocolate bar into my mouth, holding my hands out for my friends to grab as I stared across the raging river at the far bank. A strange feeling came over me. The more I tried to focus, the weirder everything felt.

Why did we even need to cross the river, anyway? It was so beautiful. We could just dive right in and swim. My body swayed in place as the urge to pitch forward into the water grew stronger. I could see thousands of fish in the crystalline depths, shimmering with colors so beautiful and true...colors that English had no name for. I found myself wondering if I had ever seen in color before or had everything just been in black-and-white. It was as if I’d lived in a pit for my entire life and just stepped into the light of day for the first time. I laughed giddily and took a step toward the water.

“Come and play with us, it’s fun you’ll see, become part of our family,” a voice echoed gleefully in my head. Other voices joined in, repeating the sentiment, all laughing with such joy that my heart swelled. What I was even doing here in the first place? And who was I?

Five sleek forms appeared in the water, and their pretty, childlike faces bobbed to the surface. All of them reached out their arms, beckoning for me to follow. 

I lurched forward, the cold water enveloping me, dragging me in deeper as the current rushed around me. Giggles shimmered past like colors in the breeze as I sank deeper into the water until my head was submerged, and the breath left my lungs. 

It was only then that my brain clicked back on, and I realized I was still holding my friends' hands. What were their names again? Taz. Maps!

A swirl of bubbles exploded beside me. Then the hands holding mine were gone. I kicked my feet, panic closing over me as I fought my way to the surface.

I could hear frantic movement, splashing and gurgling shouts to my left. 

“Taz?” I called, shaking off the intoxicating fog that was still trying to take over my brain. I swiped away the water in my eyes and caught sight of my friend, flailing in terror, a few yards away.  I swam toward him and pulled him to the surface, gasping.

"Maps!" I called frantically.

“Chace, behind you!”

I turned to see Maps floating on the current, gesturing wildly to a spot over my shoulder, her face twisted in horror. I wheeled around to see a jet black whale-sized creature with teeth the size of car doors not twenty yards away.  Without warning, the river’s current changed directions. Suddenly, instead of being carried away from the beast, we were being sucked directly towards the monster’s gaping mouth.

“Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap,” Taz said, kicking wildly. “Grab Maps by the hand and get us out of here, Chace!”

I held onto Taz with my legs and reached for Maps' outstretched hand, but just as I laced my fingers with hers, it started again. The low, hypnotic chants and whispers. 

“Stay with us, have some fun. Our time together has just begun.”

My mind began to glaze over like it had before. I closed my eyes and shook my head, trying to break free of the illusion, but it was too strong. I loosened my grip on Maps’ hand and began to drift down into the water’s depths.

Then, it was like I was flying. The sky blurred before my eyes as I pitched and rolled.

“What’s happening?” I mumbled groggily.

“Sweet!” I heard Taz yell as I forced myself to focus. Taz was still locked between my legs, and Maps’ hand was clutched in mine as we floated above the water in a giant bubble seemingly made of pure magic. 

“Holy crapoley...it’s a freaking Lamassu,” Maps whispered, mouth gaping with awe.

“La-ma-what?”

She pointed. I caught sight of the bull-sized creature flying alongside us. It had wings with the body of a bull and a human head. He sported a braided black beard and warm eyes, the color of fudge brownies. 

“He’s a Lamassu,” she whispered reverently. “They’re a kind of protector god in Assyrian mythology.”

We all watched the noble creature as it led our magic bubble toward the opposite shore. Before we reached it, Maps yanked her hand away, suddenly coming to her senses.

“Oh my gosh, Chace. Why the heck did you teleport us right in front of that killer whale thing. Were you trying to get us killed?” she demanded furiously.

“I didn’t. The current changed and I...didn’t you hear the voices?” I said, as bewildered as she was. “They wanted us to stay, and I couldn’t seem to remember why we shouldn’t. I swear, I think I lost my mind for a minute.”

The majestic creature beside us let out a booming laugh as we floated towards the river bank. “You got caught by the mermaids, boy.”

“Mermaids?” Maps demanded, eyes wide as saucers. “For real?” 

"Yes. Though mermaids aren't evil creatures, they can be incredibly dangerous. They are able to place powerful illusions on the minds of those they wish to enchant.”

“How could they not be evil? They led us right into that crazy shark thing,” I said, still shaken. 

"That was not their intention. I doubt the mermaids even considered it. Their goal was to keep you in their illusion for the rest of your life, no matter how long or short that might be. In their eyes, living a final few moments in bliss playing with them in the water would’ve been far better for you than living out the rest of your life as you are. Even now, they call to me, and I must fight their lure,” he said as we landed on the ground. The bubble disappeared with a loud pop.

“Um, Mr. Lamassu...Can I touch your wing?” Taz asked, still clearly awe-struck by the fantastic creature.

The Lamassu let out his hearty laugh and leaned into Taz, letting him stroke his feathers. Once Taz had gotten a good feel, the Lamassu stepped back and eyed us solemnly.

“I must warn the three of you. This realm is not for the faint of heart. You should be careful if you plan on continuing onward. You’ll be entering troll country soon. If that wasn’t scary enough, you should also know that the dragons come out to hunt in this area at night. I cannot accompany you on your journey as my duty lies on the other side of the river, but I give you my blessing.” He stepped back and turned as if to go.

“H-How did you know we were in danger?” Maps asked as he spread his majestic wings. 

"You could call it a Lamassu's intuition. We're bound to guard any nearby pure-hearted creatures that are in danger. This is my territory."

How I wished he could’ve been member number five of the Myth Squad...

I pushed away my disappointment. I brought the conversation back around to the missing member number four of the Myth Squad, Raven.

“Have you seen a girl about our age recently? She should’ve passed through here yesterday or so,” I asked hopefully.

"I saw no such girl, but I was many miles west of here yesterday," He flapped his great wings and took to the air. "I must go. There are more creatures in need. Good luck, children. I fear you’ll need it.”

I knew he was right. And given that we’d used a butt-ton of luck evading death by mermaid and decapitation by killer whale-shark, I couldn’t help but wonder if we’d used up our share...
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“At least we know we’re still headed in the right direction,” Maps said, pointing to the first amulet symbol we’d seen since crossing the river an hour or so earlier.

I nodded and looked sympathetically at a frustrated Taz as he bent over the spot, squinting. 

“Good, I’d like to avoid becoming dragon food at nightfall.” Taz gulped and straightened, noticeably picking up the pace as we continued. 

The wasteland we trekked through made for excellent visibility and easy walking. Still, it had gotten so depressing over the last hour that I felt ready to sing when several small clusters of large trees came into view. "Let's try climbing one of those trees and see if we can spot anything from up high,” I said, pointing to the closest group.

Maps nodded and led us onward towards the small copse. “I wonder how big a troll is,” she said idly as we walked.

“Judging by the size of those footprints, I’d guess he’s at least twenty or thirty feet,” I murmured thoughtfully. “Could be even more.”

“I’m going to just pretend you didn’t say that,” Taz replied, rushing ahead.

When we arrived at the base of the largest tree, he blew out a sigh.

“Guess I’m going to try scooting up this thing so I can play lookout,” he said, cracking his knuckles and then tugging the bow from his back. I let out a poorly stifled laugh as I shook my head. In all our years of hanging out and exploring the woods in our neighborhoods, I couldn’t remember a single time Taz had made it all the way up a tree. He was a lot of things...loyal, funny, and a great shot. But a good tree climber, he was not. 

"I can use my magic to help me if I fall, so maybe it’s safer for me to go...” I said, moving towards the trunk before he had a chance to argue.

The thick branches made the climb relatively simple, but the height of the tree meant it still took me several minutes. After I recovered from the breathtaking view at the top, I noticed a slightly curved trail of glowing dots that disappeared before reaching the mountains in the distance. 

“What do you see?” a voice blared in my ear.

I jerked my head around, nearly toppling over, to find Maps balanced on another branch beside me. 

"Holy crap, Maps," I said, my heart pounding in my chest. "Jeez, talk about stealth mode. I didn’t even hear you climbing.”

She tipped her head in a sage nod. “I’m like a cat. Catch sight of anything or what?” she asked again as she peered over my shoulder.

Heartbeat returning to something closer to normal, I nodded and thrust my index finger in front of me. “If I remember the map correctly, it looks like there’s been some movement in the landscape since Raven placed her marks. See the sparkles?”

She nodded and let out a low groan. "If those are all her marks, there's no end in sight. Which means we've got miles to go at the very least. We better get a move on. I don’t want to be without shelter in the dark.”

“You’re not kidding,” I agreed with a frown. I followed Maps as best I could as she scuttled quickly down the branches. Taz was waiting at the bottom, leaning with his back against the tree. Judging by his heavy breathing and the dirt and tree bark shrapnel on his shirt, I had to assume that he’d tried to follow us up and failed.

“Ready?” he asked, trying to play it cool.

“Yeah, we have a lot of ground to cover if we want to get there in time. We couldn’t see the end of the trail, even from up there,” Maps said, beginning to march forward.  

When we arrived at the second trail marker since leaving the tree a short while later, Maps stopped and turned to her right, cocking her head at a tiny cluster of trees. “What do you think that is? Let’s go check it out.” She pointed to a tiny glowing spot near one of the trees. “Looks like some kind of earring,” she murmured, frowning as she leaned down to pick it up.

A small black-and-white bird swooped in and grabbed the small, shining bar just before Maps could get her hand on it. 

“Mine!” it squawked loudly as it flew up and perched on the lowest branch of the tree it’d been sitting under. It cocked its head at Maps and looked at her speculatively. 

“Did that bird just—” Taz began before the bird cut in sharply.

“What’s wrong with you, never seen a talking bird before?” it said back, sounding more and more human with each word.

"My aunt had a parrot, but he just repeated stuff. You know, like Polly wanna cracker. You’re actually talking,” Taz said, shifting uncomfortably as he looked to Maps and me for confirmation that he wasn't losing it.

“You’re a Magpie, right?” Maps asked.

“You can call me Clara. I collect shiny things from all over the Realm. Normally I’d go by the rule of finder’s keepers, but this one,” she gestured to the earring held in her left claw with her beak, “just fell out of my nest. Can’t find what isn’t lost, I always say.”

“What does it do?” Maps asked, “I see it glowing with magical energy.”

“Most importantly, it looks shiny,” it eyed Maps for a long moment, “but, one magpie to another, I should tell you that I’ve heard some here use it to enhance their attributes. If you're fast, it can make you faster, and so on...”

"So, there's no way we can have it?" Maps asked gently.

“I would, but a magpie never gives away its shinies.”

Maps settled back with a frown and then brightened. She cleared her throat and then casually tugged a gleaming, golden compass from her pocket and looked at it in her hand. The arrow at the center of it was spinning like a top in all directions. "I really wish we could have it, but I guess we'd better get going if there's nothing we can do that'll make you part with it." She turned and started walking away as if to leave as Taz and I followed her lead.

Please let this work. 

We could really use that earring...

“Wait. What is that?” The bird called after a few seconds.

“Oh, this?” Maps asked, turning back around, “It's just a compass from the Human Realm. They don't work here apparently, so the arrow won't stop moving."

I stifled a laugh as I watched her move her hand from side to side, enticing the bird with the shininess of the item. 

“C-can I have that?” Clara asked, eyes gleaming. “You said it doesn't work here, so you won't need it anyway, right?" She cocked her head to one side, mesmerized by the compass. I'd never thought birds could look greedy before, but I knew they could now as I looked at the longing in Clara’s face. 

“Sorry, I wish I could, but I'll still want to have it once we get back to the Human Realm," Maps said, pausing before adding, "unless you have something to offer in a trade that might be more helpful...”

“What about the earring?” the bird said, still staring at the compass hungrily. 

Maps walked back over to the bird, "sounds good to me." She tossed the compass up, and Clara released the bar earring from her claw, sending it falling into the forest floor as she flew past to catch the compass by the chain in her beak. “Pleasure doing business with you, Clara.” 

The magpie squawked, unable to talk through the chain in her mouth, and flew high into the tree, presumably back to her nest. 

“That was awesome,” I said after we were a few dozen feet away. 

“Thanks,” she said, tossing the earring to Taz. “For you. As thanks for before, when you caught me.”

“Thanks,” he breathed, beaming with pleasure as he went to slip it into his pocket.

“No way!” Maps rolled her eyes and punched him playfully in the shoulder, “you’ll lose it like that, we gotta do this right. Also, does it even work if you’re not wearing it?” She snorted. “Doubt it.” She grabbed the earring from his hand and shot me a glance. I nodded and grabbed him gently by the shoulders.

“This will only hurt for a second,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. 

"No way, guys, my mom will kill me," he said as he wriggled around. We ended up on the ground, but I eventually managed to hold him still as Maps descended on him, earring in hand.

“One. Two. Three!”
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"It's getting pretty close to nighttime. It's been a while since we saw a mark from Raven," Maps said, glancing worriedly up at the sky, “I hope we’re close.”

I nodded and frowned, thoughts of hungry dragons filling my mind. “Maybe it’s time to find shelter,” I said as I turned to Taz, who was still rubbing at his earlobe. 

“These troll tracks are starting to freak me out,” Maps added, pointing at a cluster of overlapping footprints of various sizes going on all different directions. We'd started seeing more and more massive tracks about an hour before. Still, while I was excited to know we were likely getting closer to Raven and her captor, the sheer number of prints was definitely nerve-wracking. "Do you know anything about them, Chace? Are you powerful enough to handle them if they attack us in a group?"

“I don’t know much about them,” I said, hesitating before continuing, “but in terms of me being powerful enough, everyone I’ve come in contact with who would know seems to think I’m pretty strong.” If only I had a better understanding of how strong, maybe I wouldn’t feel so afraid. “If we run into more than one, I could probably use some tricks to fool them before they were able to get their hands on any of us. They’re not exactly known for being intellectual, after all. I bet the only reason Raven got captured is because of her injuries.”

Still, it would be safer to continue in daylight.

Which meant another night of leaving Raven at the mercy of her kidnapper.

“I think we should press on,” I said finally. Hoping against hope that I wasn't leading my squad into the jaws of certain death and dismemberment or something equally awful. 

Taz and Maps both nodded. We pressed on, our steps a little slower, quieter, and less confident with each passing minute. My spirits lifted a short while later when Maps pointed to the familiar glow of an amulet marker in the distance. Stone structures were also just coming into view in the swiftly fading light. 

“See those?” I whispered, pointing as my pulse began to pound with excitement, “I bet she’s somewhere in one of those houses or whatever they are. How far do you think it is, Maps?”

She paused and put her hand to her chin speculatively, squinting into the distance. "I'd guess no more than three miles, but it's hard to say without knowing how big the structures are.”

"Think we can pick up the pace to near a jog?" I said, "if we get there tired, we can take a few minutes to catch our breath before we prep for Operation: Save Raven. What do you say?”

Taz groaned from behind, “I can usually barely handle running the mile in gym. I don't know how I'm gonna handle this, but I guess it’s better than being dragon food. Lead on, Captain.”

“Yup, let’s go,” Maps said, nodding and picking her pace up to a light jog.

The trip went quickly, and the large buildings were just a stone's throw away by the time the last rays of sunlight disappeared from the horizon. Running short of breath and seeing that the others were no different, I slowed our pace from a gallop to a slow walk. 

“We made it,” Taz said, grinning. "I can't believe it, maybe it's just the earring, but I've never run so far in my life. And I don't even feel tired."

“The magpie did say it would enhance your abilities some,” I said as I fumbled through my bag. I grabbed a bottle of water, one of our last, and took a swig before passing it around as we trudged on as quietly as possible. Despite all the tracks, we still hadn't run into an actual troll. I definitely didn't want one seeing us before we saw it. “Those look smallish, but that one looks big enough for a troll,” I said, pointing to some smaller stone buildings a few hundred yards away that were just in front of a rough, castle-sized structure. A few similar setups could be seen to the left and right, almost like we were in a weird sort of Troll neighborhood mixed in with people-sized dwellings.

“Seems weird that those are so small, no way the trolls made buildings they couldn’t even fit into,” Maps said.

Suddenly, the light went from dim to nearly nonexistent. It was as if the moon had been plucked right from the sky.

We stopped talking.

I could hear my own heart beating.

“Well, that’s not ideal,” Maps murmured as we all moved instinctively closer together until our backs were touching. 

I blinked furiously, willing my eyes to adjust to the lack of light, but then instantly wished I hadn’t. Because, to my horror, I could just make out a massive, inky shape against the midnight blue sky. 

“Dragon,” I whispered furiously, voice catching in my throat. "We need to get to shelter now. Run!"

The three of us broke into a sprint as we headed wordlessly toward one of the smaller houses. We’d gotten halfway to the nearest one when a blast of strange, dark energy hit me so hard it threatened to bring me to my knees. I knew without a shred of doubt the dragon had spotted us and was closing in.

“Faster!” I shouted, grabbing Taz and Maps by their wrists and yanking them along. The night sky lit up as a stream of flames shot just overhead. A roar filled the air. Terror nearly paralyzed me. Legs still in motion, I looked up to see the creature pulling its massive wings in close to its barge-sized body and dropping into a dive straight for us. 

So this is how it ends. 

Pushing past the fear, I gripped my friends more tightly. All the while, trying to keep my focus away from the monster that was attacking us and on the shelter just twenty yards ahead. 

I felt a whoosh and squeezed my eyes closed, lips moving in silent prayer.

Magic, don’t fail me now.

“Ouch!” Taz yelped.

I forced my eyes open again to find the three of us safely inside a small stone dwelling. Taz was face down close to one of the roughly cut walls. I quickly helped him to his feet.

“Sorry about that,” I said, holding back what would’ve been a giddy and inappropriate laugh as I caught sight of a pale-faced and shaken Maps. “I couldn’t really judge where to put us without seeing the inside.”

It hadn't been perfect. Still, I'd actually managed to teleport us inside the building. All while the biggest concentration breaker imaginable had been dive-bombing us. A second later, the earth shook, and a furious roar erupted as the dragon slammed into the ground where we had been just an instant before.

I released my hold on Maps and Taz and hurried toward a small window. The creature rolled blearily to its feet and took a quick look around as it shook its massive head in confusion. For a second, I wondered if he would keep up the hunt. A moment later, though, I let out a sigh of relief as it flapped its mighty wings and took to the sky again, maybe in pursuit of less slippery prey.

“Holy cow, Chace,” Maps managed finally, once the sound of flapping wings faded into the distance.  She let out a nervous chuckle and punched me in the arm, “Way to cut it close, bro.”

“Yeah, next time we’re on the dinner menu, I’ll try to do it a little quicker,” I said, circling the small shelter. I made my way to the rotting door and quietly pushed it open. It was facing in the opposite direction of where we had been when the dragon dived at us. It gave me a good view of the other buildings in the area. "It looks like there's a field with some trees in it over there. I see a glow just like Raven's amulet markings. Looks like we're in the right place,” I said excitedly.

It had been a scary journey ending in a super close call, but we’d done it. We’d managed to catch Raven’s trail again. And something told me she was closer than she’d ever been.

“We should wait a bit before going back out, just to make sure it’s not lying in wait,” Taz said, shivering noticeably in the dim light. I looked down, surprised to see that I was shaking like a leaf myself. Even ignoring its massive frame, flaming breath, and lethal jaws, the magical pressure of the dragon had been enough to nearly overwhelm me. How could anyone even dream of standing up to something like that?

I swallowed hard and reached into my pack to pull out a handful of chocolate bars, leaving what couldn’t have been much more than a dozen remaining in my bag. I tossed one to each of my friends. We needed to keep our strength up if we hoped to take on a creature that matched the footprints we’d been seeing.

We munched them in silence for a few minutes. When we finished, I rose to my feet and dusted myself off.  

Taz and Maps stood, following suit. "So, what's the plan, Captain?" Maps asked. 

“I think Raven is in that big, castle-like structure,” I said, feeling more sure with every passing moment. “It’s the only place close by that a troll could fit into.”

And more than that, I just knew it, deep in my bones. I’d explain it to Taz and Maps if I could, but it wasn’t something I could describe. Raven and I were connected in a way that even I didn’t truly understand. Hunter and Protector, like two halves of a whole. We were so close to getting her back, no matter the risk, I wasn’t waiting any longer.

“We need to be sneaky because the place is huge and we don’t know if they’re awake or sleeping, or even where they’ll be. Stealth is key. I'll lead the way, but we should all stay close. If the Troll wakes up and notices us before we get to Raven, we'll have to stay and fight, or else we put Raven at risk if it takes out its anger on her. So please be careful and don’t make any loud sounds,” I said, looking nervously at Taz when I said the last part. 

Taz was a lot of things, but he definitely wasn't made for sneaking.

I opened the door slowly and poked my head out, scanning the area thoroughly for dragons before stepping outside. We crept silently toward what we assumed was the Troll’s huge dwelling and circled around the edge of it, looking for a way in. Just after turning the corner to the back wall, a small hole just large enough for us to fit through came into view. We approached. A loud, snuffling snore echoed through the hole, followed by the stench of old meat. 

If that wasn’t a troll snore, I didn’t know what was.

I gestured to my companions. I crawled through, entering a massive hall with enough light shining through the poorly made roof to see a gigantic form lying on a raised stone slab in the corner of the room.  

Troll. 

I covered my nose and continued creeping through the hall, waving for my friends to follow. I kept tiptoeing through the room and then to the end of a large hallway, Taz and Maps following close behind. 

A sound and a blaze of light in the distance surprised me and I pulled up to a sharp stop. Was there a second Troll still awake in the central part of the house? I motioned for Taz and Maps to stay back and stepped gingerly forward, peeking my head around the corner.

There, in a cage tucked in the corner, I saw her, hand extended as a tiny flame flickered in her palm, illuminating her small figure. My heart stuttered to a stop.

“Raven?” I whispered.
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At first, I thought I was seeing things. But I blinked, then I blinked again, and he was still there.

"Chace!" I whispered, joy flowing through me like a sugar rush. He'd come for me. I knew he would. Hot on the heels of my initial excitement came fear, though.

I extinguished the ball of magic in my hand. I held a finger to my lips, resisting the urge to go running toward him as I gestured toward a snoring Klugg as if Chace could've missed the foul-smelling behemoth.

Chace nodded his understanding and pointed toward a partially open door across the room, urging him to follow.

I crept in that direction, making sure not to trip over the shoes and trash littering the floor. It was only when I slipped through the door and looked back that I saw two other figures creeping behind Chace.

"Taz?" I asked, perching my hands on my hips as I glanced from him to a girl with long, dark curls and brown eyes who was staring back at me. "And who's this?" I hissed, glaring at Chace in disbelief.

"I can explain," he said, still beaming. "But first..." He broke off and threw his arms around me, squeezing the very breath out of me. "I'm so glad you're all right."

My eyes stung as I allowed myself to hug him back for a quick second before releasing him. "Chace, what's going on?"

"I tried to come back alone and failed. I was too weak and had to go back. It made no sense to come and try again without some reinforcements. So...here they are. You know Taz, of course. And this is our friend Maps."

He waved a hand at the girl. 

She flapped both hands as if to say, "Ta-da! Here I am." I liked her spunk, but I hated surprises. And this was certainly a surprise.

"We're calling ourselves the Myth Squad now, FYI," Taz added with a grin.

I wasn't sure we needed a cutesy nickname, and I was even less sure that Chace and I had suddenly needed to become part of a "Squad," but there was little to do about it now. They'd all risked life and limb to come and save me. I wasn't always a bowl full of charm, but even I couldn't justify being snarky with them right now. So I just wrinkled my nose a little and shrugged. "Um, is that an earring?" I asked, leaning into Taz to see more closely.

"It is, yes. A magical one. It's supposed to help enhance my natural abilities," Taz replied proudly.

Definitely a plus for a human in the sometimes perilous Magical Realm. "I like it. And what about you?" I asked Maps softly.

"Maps got us here," Chace cut in with a grin. "She's an expert at orienteering."

"Perfect," I said, refusing to give a name to the icky feeling in my stomach at Chace's quick and hearty praise of his pretty new friend. "Then how about we all put our heads together and get working on a plan to get us out of here?"

The three of them nodded. Chace pointed down the long hallway.

"Not to sound dense, but...can't we just, like, walk out? He's sound asleep."

"We could," I replied. "Except Klugg has my amulet in his front pocket. To be an effective Protector, I need to get it back.”

I didn't have to say more. Chace knew what that meant.

I wasn't leaving Klugg's crappy castle without it. To Chace's credit, he didn't bother arguing.

"Okay," he said, pursing his lips. "Well, let's see what we can do, shall we?"

He craned his neck to peer back into the room, studying Klugg.

"Think I could use magic to somehow float it out of his pocket?"

I shook my head. "If you got all three of you here, you're getting stronger fast, but without being able to actually see the item and grab onto it with your magic, I doubt you'd be able to move it."

"I can try, at least."

"If you fail, the ping of your magic against his chest will likely wake him."

We exchanged a long look and then we both grimaced, resigned to a difficult and dangerous plan to retrieve my amulet. The alternative was for one of us to scale the mighty beast like a mountain and try to grab it from him without waking him, which was about the riskiest move ever, so I nodded. 

"At least if we do it with magic, we can be far enough away to make a run for it and try again as opposed to him squashing one of us like a bug if we're on top of him."

Taz and Maps moved in, following behind Chace and I as we skulked toward Klugg.

"It's moving. I think it's working! I almost—"

It happened so fast, it was almost a blur. One second Klugg was out cold and snoring and the next second he shot upright, eyes flying open as he scratched at his chest with a dirty fingernail.

"What happen to Klugg?" he demanded, glancing around the room furiously, trying to see in the dim light. "Girl, you try to get stone?" he demanded furiously, his thundering voice practically shaking the stone walls.

"Crap," Taz muttered as we all backed stealthily toward the door. But it was too late. Klugg's gaze locked on me. He let out a furious bellow.

"Girl dead meat now!"

We didn't stay to watch, but I could hear Klugg lumbering out of bed as we tumbled out the door in a rush of churning legs.

"Let's lead him outside. He's easily confused. Hopefully, we'll get another try at it," I shouted, grabbing Chace by the arm and pulling him along behind me.

"There is a dragon outside," Taz hissed as he stopped short, clearly torn between the two evils.

"We scared him off. We have no choice, Taz."

“Dragon’s like the dark anyway. I’ll create an aura of light around us,” I urged, starting to panic. We didn’t have a lot of time here. “Come on, Taz.”

"When Klugg get you, Klugg eat you!" the Troll thundered as he pounded toward the door in a full-on fury.

The threatening words were enough to knock Taz off the proverbial fence. He started to run and we all joined him in a headlong dash for the door.

Adrenaline pounded through me as I realized something with a start. There, deep down, mixed in with all the fear and terror, was a tiny kernel of something warm. Something joyful.

No matter what happened, Chace had come for me, sealing our bond forever.

Come what may, at least we were together. And together? We could do anything.

We rushed through the door and out into the night, heading straight for the tree-line in the distance as I illuminated the space around us with magic.

Come and get us, Klugg.
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We’d just gotten past the clearing and to the treeline when I skidded to a stop, turning around to face the raging Troll, who was still a few hundred feet away. 

“He's not only massive, but he's also furious. If we're going to get your amulet back, we'll have to knock him out or something to take it. I could barely feel the amulet with my magic when he was sleeping. I doubt I can focus well enough to grab it without seeing it while he's moving. We're all in danger.” I turned to Taz and Maps, “You two, keep moving while Raven and I try to take him down so we can get the amulet the old-fashioned way.”

This was a bit too much for either of them right now, even if Taz did have the magical earring. They were still human, and that made them scarily fragile in so many ways. One blow from a creature that big and strong and either one of them would be dead meat. 

“Aye, aye,” Maps said, and I nodded a silent thanks when she grabbed Taz, who looked like he was about to protest, and pulled him over to a nearby cluster of trees. Clearly, she’d realized that it would be easier for Raven and me if we didn't have to worry about looking out for them as well.

“What’s our plan?” I asked, turning to shoot as big of a blast of energy at the Troll’s feet as I could manage. It fizzled on contact and turned into a harmless wash of blue smoke. 

Crap.

I shot a quick glance at Raven. She nodded grimly, motioning for me to run with her a bit further. “Yeah, about that...Trolls are apparently somewhat magic resistant. He won't take damage from any kind of magic blast. Still, we can use our powers to manipulate other objects. We can use those to restrain him or make him fall so we can get the amulet. That should be our goal,” she said calmly, “I think he’ll be more interested in me than you, so we should split up. I’ll keep him occupied and focused on me. Just watch closely for an opening to trip him or wrap him up." 

“Got it,” I said, springing to the left as she went right. She turned toward the Troll, magic gathering in her feet as she used it to amplify her speed, a thin magic blade forming in her hand. The Troll turned toward her as expected. I watched helplessly as he swung a large hand down at Raven, leaving a giant gash in the ground where she had been a moment earlier as she leaped at his legs. She slashed at his leg, but he seemed to barely notice it as he lifted his tree-trunk sized leg and viciously kicked at her. 

I lifted my hand and sent a blast of air at her, sending her tumbling back onto the ground just a second before the Troll’s kick could connect.

She rolled swiftly to her feet, uninjured, and circled around him again, her face a mask of concentration.

“Girl stop. Klugg getting mad!”

If Klugg were just starting to get mad now, I'd hate to see him when he really blew his top.

I crouched, focusing again and waited for my next chance as the Troll turned in a circle, trying to get a bead on Raven again. 

He finally caught sight of her and let out a primal roar as he put his hands together and slammed them into the ground. It created a miniature crater and sent a shockwave of force toward us, making the earth shudder like an earthquake had hit. My breath caught. I lost sight of Raven in the rising cloud of dust. She appeared moments later, on the run again, forcing the Troll into a lumbering jog behind her. When she’d managed to lead him toward a cluster of trees and put some space between them, she motioned at me with her hand and then stopped in her tracks. 

I could almost hear her thoughts across the short distance between us.

It’s up to you now, Chief.

I squeezed my eyes closed, thinking about the vines winding through the branches of the trees around us, focusing in on them. Lifting both hands, I opened my eyes and used my magic to grab hold of the vines and tug. To my surprise and nearly giddy relief, they peeled away from the trees and snaked toward me as if they were alive.

“Hurry, Chase!” Raven shouted as the Troll quickly narrowed the gap, closing in on her.

You can do this, I counseled myself, tightening my focus and trying not to let images of Raven being squashed like a bug distract me. 

The Troll was only two strides away when I finally managed to shoot the vines toward him, wrapping them around his massive legs. 

Ready, annnd...

I yanked my arms back hard and nearly crowed with glee as the vines tightened around him, pulling him to a dead stop. A second later, he let out a bellow as one leg buckled, and he came thundering to the ground and landed on his knees. 

Raven saw her chance and leaped toward him, dropping her sword as she lunged toward his front pocket. Klugg shot an arm out to grab her but found only the air where she’d been just a moment earlier. He looked around, almost as confused as Raven was.

“Did you just teleport me from there to here without touching me?” she gasped, eyes wide.

"Yeah...I guess I did," I replied, trying to maintain my mental hold on the vines even as Klugg struggled to stand. "I saw him swing at you, and it was like instinct or something."

“Thanks,” Raven managed, clearly impressed, “you’ve really come so far in the past few days. Think you can do it again?” she asked, holding up her empty hands with a wince. “I felt the chain. I didn’t have a good grip on it when you transported me, though. If you can do that again, you can teleport me out with it?”

“Too risky,” I said with a shake of my head, watching with dismay as Klugg managed to get back on his feet, the golden chain of Raven’s amulet hanging from his pocket. Now that I could see it, maybe I could grab with my magic. But could I keep my hold on the vines at the same time? Only time would tell. “I’m going to-” The words died on my lips as Raven narrowed her eyes and went sprinting toward the Troll again.

“Dang it, Raven!”

“No time for talk. Time for action. Hold him tight!” she shouted back at me over her shoulder. 

The Troll saw her coming and smashed at the ground again, his car-sized fists barely missing her as she dodged to the right. I was praying under my breath and concentrating with all my might when I heard a rustling sound in the distance. A second later, there was a soft twang as something glinted through the air, making a direct line for Klugg’s chest as he struggled to his feet.

What the heck?

“Go, go, go! Grab it, then run!” Taz was yelling from a thicket of trees twenty yards away, Maps at his side. Raven dashed wildly in the direction Taz was pointing as I tried to piece together what had happened. 

I was still reeling with confusion when Raven came running toward me, arm thrust high in victory. In her hand was a long, thin arrow with her amulet hanging from the lethal-looking tip.

“We got it! Taz did it!”

I wheeled around to Taz, who stood with his bow hanging loosely at his side, a grin spreading over his face.

Holy cow...He’d just shot the chain of the amulet right out of the Troll’s shirt. 

I could barely even calculate how impossible the odds of making such a shot were as Raven sped over and grabbed my hand.

“We’ve got to get out of here, fast!”

I nodded and yanked both arms down with all my might pulling the loose vines tight again and causing the troll to stumble back to his knees with a roar. Then, we sprinted over to the thicket of trees.

“Let’s get the heck out of here, you guys!” I said, reaching to pat Taz on the shoulder as we reunited with him and Maps and began to run. “Dude, I can’t believe it. You’re like freaking Robin Hood.”

“We did it,” Taz corrected, his cheeks flushing with pride as he jogged easily beside me. “You held the troll in place, Raven made the chain visible, and I never would’ve been able to make that shot without the magical earring that Maps gave me,” he said, touching his ear with reverence.

“You're modest. You did so awesome,” Raven said, grinning as she held up the amulet’s damaged chain, “but you did mess up the chain a bit. I’m going to have to charge you for that,” she added with a wink.

We all erupted with laughter. More because of the fading fear and release of tension than because it had been all that funny. The troll’s bellows grew more and more distant as we ran until we could run no more.

The sun had fully risen above the horizon by the time we stopped to rest under a large umbrella tree. I plopped on the ground and dug through my bag until I found some chocolate bars and jerky. I tossed two of the bars of chocolate to a weary-looking Raven, handed sticks of beef jerky to Taz and Maps, and grabbed a single candy bar for myself.

“Man, Chace, I can’t believe it. You are way stronger now,” Raven mused in between bites. “That was some really high-level magic you displayed back there.”

“It just feels like it comes easier now,” I said, shrugging, but secretly thrilled with her praise.

“You guys were awesome out there,” Maps said, grinning and taking a bite of her jerky. “Both of you. I can’t wait to see what you can do now that you have your amulet back!”

Raven smiled, “It helps focus my power a lot. I’m super happy to have it back. Thanks, guys. All of you.”

Raven’s throat worked as she crumpled up her wrapper and met my gaze.

“Thanks for not giving up on me.”

I swallowed past a lump of emotion and nodded. “You would’ve done the same for me. I’m just glad to have you back.”

I didn’t realize we were both just staring at each other in silence until Taz cleared his throat.

“So, uh, what’s the plan now?” 

I plugged the last bite of candy into my mouth and tried to ignore the heat in my cheeks, “Now we just have to get that unicorn tear to repay Seth.”

“Did you just say Seth?” Raven demanded, her expression going dark as she studied me intently.

“Yeah...you know him?”

She let out a snort. "Seth's a trickster and a cheat. My dad told me about him before he...when I was younger. Said never to do business with him because if there is an angle to be found, he will find it." She narrowed her eyes at me and crossed her arms over her chest. "Oh, Chace, tell me you didn't..."

I held up both hands helplessly. “I didn’t really have a choice. I needed a surefire way to get us all back to the Human Realm without risking any one of you, so I went to Twee Twyla. She introduced me to Seth, and he sold me a potion called Thriple. It will multiply my magic for a short burst...long enough to get us back. All of us, this time. No man, or woman, left behind. For payment, I just need to get him the tear of a unicorn and bring it back to him before October 1st.”

Please don’t ask what happens if I fail.

“Okay. And if you fail?  What did that slimy jerk ask for?”

I gulped, “My, um...my heart,” I whispered miserably.

She jerked back like she’d been slapped. “Chace. Tell me you’re kidding?”

I was silent. 

Raven let out a low hiss.

"Why the heck would you promise that?” she asked, rising and standing over me, shaking her hand angrily as Taz and Maps sat and watched us, both of them wincing on my behalf. “Are you some kind of idiot?” 

Harsh, but it was a fair question. In hindsight, it didn't seem like the brightest move. But it had been necessary. A fact which I quickly pointed out.

“I lost you last time without it, and now there are more of us. I wanted to make sure I wouldn’t end up leaving anyone behind this time. Anyway, if we get the unicorn tear, it won't be an issue. So let’s just focus on that,” I said, toeing the ground with my sneaker. “We got you back. That was the goal. I couldn’t have lived with myself any other way.”

“I’m supposed to be your Protector, Chace. So what about me? What about what I can live with, Chace?” she snarled. She opened her mouth to say more and then stopped short, throwing the remaining half of her second chocolate bar at me and storming away.

Silence reigned as I watched her walk until she was out of sight, and Maps cleared her throat 

“Well, looks like you really screwed that one up, huh?” 

Indeed, Maps. Indeed.
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“Wow, good job, Maps!” Taz said as we exited the woods into a massive clearing where hoofprints abounded, pressing into the soft earth.

It'd been less than half a day since we got away from the Troll. Yet, it seemed like we’d already managed to find the unicorn grazing spot that Twee Twyla had told us about before our journey had even begun. Hope skittered through me as I snuck a glance at Raven.

I hated her being mad at me.  She was still quiet and clearly upset, but her posture was slightly less stiff than it had been before, which gave me hope that she was thawing. So long as we got the unicorn tear to Seth in time, my heart would remain intact. Then again, she could hardly be mad at me if we failed because, well, I'd be dead. And being angry at a dead kid was definitely bad form.

I pushed away thoughts of my own demise and turned to Maps, patting her on the shoulder. “Yeah, you really came through on the whole orienteering thing again. Great job.” 

"Thanks, it was pretty easy. It's not called the Great Green Meadow for nothing. This thing takes up like a third of the Realm."

“Now you're modest. The rest of us couldn’t have found it,” Taz said.

Maps pressed a finger to her lips as her eyes lit up. “Oh my gosh, look,” she whispered. 

We all swung our heads to follow her line of sight and there, not twenty yards away, stood a unicorn foal, munching serenely on the long, green grass.

“I can’t believe they’re real,” Maps murmured, moving slowly closer to the snowy-white creature. It seemed to sense our presence and straightened, cocking its head as it looked up at us.

We all froze, but it seemed to acknowledge our presence and then ignore it, craning its graceful neck to nibble at a spray of nearby violets.  

Maps waved us forward. We all moved closer until we were just a few feet away from the grazing animal. It truly was a thing to behold. I knelt beside it. 

It lifted its head and studied me, showing no signs of fear. Something about its face seemed knowing and wise, reminding me more of a human with a horn than a horse. 

"So, what’s the plan?” I asked, looking at the others.

We'd talked about it some on the way, but none of us had come up with a bullet-proof way to get a unicorn to cry. I'd considered trying to use magic but still hadn't managed to think of how.

“Let’s think about what would make us cry,” Taz reasoned. “Like, I know it makes me wanna cry when I bang my funny bone. Do you think unicorns have anything like that?” He rubbed at his elbow and then frowned, “I don’t think it would really hurt the little guy.” He reached to pat the unicorn on the muzzle, but it pulled away, looking strangely annoyed.

Raven sent him a half-smile and shook her head, “I don’t even think they have elbows, so it seems really unlikely, Taz.”

“And even though it’s not really injuring them, something like that does kind of hurt, which is a big no-no,” I added. “Anyone have any other ideas?” 

Raven bent to look the unicorn in the face and patted its head softly.

After a pause, Maps’ face lit up. “Actually, what if Taz was on to something with trying to focus on things that would make us cry? I saw a patch of weird-looking wild onions a little ways back on our walk here that we could try using....”

"That's... actually not a bad idea," Raven said, "They won't cry from physical pain, but onions target your tear ducts directly. If we mash them up and use magic to enhance the smell. It could work!”

“We should split up then. Maps and I can go get the onions,” I said. I hated separating from Raven so soon after I'd gotten her back. Still, it made sense to have one magic-user in each group just for protection purposes.

“Nope,” she said flatly. “I'm your Protector, and I don't plan on leaving your side until we’re safely back in the human realm, placing the unicorn tear in Seth’s hands. I told you he can't be trusted to play fair. Plus, we should see if we can get it to cry using our magic,” Raven said, standing up from where she was looking at the tiny unicorn. “Let those two go, they can look out for themselves. It’s broad daylight. Plus, Taz has his bow if things get nasty, and Maps seems very capable. You guys aren’t going far, right?”

"Just a quarter-mile back. We'll be fast," Maps assured us.

“Yeah, super fast. We can go alone,” Taz agreed almost too readily. I was about to press a little more but then realized Taz was hoping to get some one on one time with Maps. It was midday, after all, and who was I to get in the way of young love?

I nodded slowly, pushing aside my reservations. Raven was already irritated with me, and I wasn't about to press my luck. Besides, she was right. The two of us using our magic might very well be able to tackle this job and get us on our way to the Human Realm, lickety-split.

“Okay.”

“See you in a little while,” Maps said, leading Taz back down the path we’d just followed to get to the meadow. 

I turned toward a still-reserved looking Raven.

“Any ideas?”

"Not yet," she admitted with a shrug. "I've been thinking, but everything I come up with sounds stupid. Like...I was thinking we could try a really bright light, maybe?” 

I nodded. “I like that. I’ve walked out of the dark into the sun and always immediately tear up. Let’s try it,” I said quickly.

Raven took a deep breath and patted the unicorn on the head apologetically before putting her hands out towards it. She turned around as a piercing light split through the air and persisted for a few seconds before fading to nothing. I dropped to the ground and held my head, cursing myself for not looking away fast enough as I fought off a headache.

If it had been my tears we were looking for, her plan would’ve been a major success.

“Did it work?” I gasped, blinking furiously as I tried to clear my vision. 

“No,” Raven said, frowning at me. “The little thing just closed its eyes calmly and waited it out. Like it heard and understood what I was saying and acted accordingly. We’ll have to come up with something else.”

We sat in silence, struggling to gather my thoughts for a few minutes. "What if we get the unicorn to yawn?" I said, finally. "They seem so human, I bet it'll be able to catch our yawn."

“I doubt that would work,” she said slowly but then shrugged. "We need to get back ASAP, so I'm willing to try anything. Let's do it." 

My eyes finally cleared as I walked over to pat the unicorn on the head. It was a miracle that the unicorn was still here at all after the light. The clever look in its eye wasn’t an illusion. They really did understand what was going on around them. Part of me wondered if they understood it better than we did.

I gave the unicorn’s head one last stroke and let out as big a yawn as I could manage, which Raven responded to with her own. I stared at the unicorn expectantly for a moment and was rewarded with a soft puff of air as its mouth opened and stretched.

Raven and I watched expectantly, but its eyes didn’t even get damp.

After another ten minutes of fake yawning followed by real yawning and waiting for tears other than my own, I finally turned back toward Raven. I was stunned to see her leaning against a rock. She held her head in her hands, and her slim shoulders were shaking. At first, I thought she was laughing, but then I heard it. The sound of her muffled sobs through her splayed fingers. 

“Raven?” I called softly, my gut churning as I walked over and put a hand on her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

She lifted her tear-stained face and stared at me like I’d lost my mind.

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong?! I feel like this is all some kind of sick joke. I’ve never let anyone in since I lost my Dad... until I met you. I can’t afford to lose you here, especially not when it’s all my fault that we’re in this mess,” she said, speaking slowly and doing her best to stifle tears. “What kind of Protector lets their Hunter die protecting them? If I weren't so weak, this never would've happened." She punched the ground, emphasizing the sentence.

I felt like I was going throw up because if this was anyone's fault, it was mine. And now I was making Raven cry on top of it. "It's not your fault, Raven. If I'd been strong enough, you wouldn't be stuck here in the first place. Besides that, we still have a lot of time to fix this, the deadline isn’t for another day or two,” I said, walking over to put my hand on her shoulder.

“That’s what you think,” she said, pulling away from my hand and meeting eyes with me. “Do you know for sure that your magic is really slowing things in the Human Realm? Do you really think Seth would let you off this easily? You told me yourself that he tried to trick you by messing with the dates on the contract. Which means Seth definitely values your heart more than the tear. And when he wants something, he'll go to any length to get it. He has something up his sleeve. And don't give me that crap about it not being my fault, if I were as strong as you or my teacher, I'd have teleported myself right out. I am a burden, and I always have been. To you, to my mother...even to my father,” she said, tears streaming uncontrollably now. “If I can’t think of how to fix this, I’m going to lose someone else I love. Chace...I don’t think my heart could bear it. If he takes yours, he takes mine too.

“Raven—,” I started, cutting off when I heard the sound of hooves against the earth from behind me as the tiny unicorn foal trotted toward us. It gently nuzzled the top of Raven’s head, causing her to look up. A pained neigh broke from its velvety mouth. And as Raven looked up to meet its gaze, a drop of silvery liquid rolled from the corner of one coal-black eye, down its face, and onto Raven’s cheek.

A unicorn tear. 

She lifted a trembling finger to the unicorn's face, and then she pulled it away as another sob broke free of her chest. 

We both stared at the pearly drop on her fingertip. It acted more like mercury inside a thermometer than it did a tear.

The pain melted from her face only to be replaced by pure joy as she leaped to her feet and threw her free arm around me. “We did it, Chace!”

“No.” I pulled back and stared down at her. “You did it, Raven. And our new friend.”

We both turned and pet the magical creature, comforting it with soft coos of praise.

“Get the vial,” Raven said as she rubbed the animal’s fur. 

I nodded and reached into my backpack for the vial Seth had given me. “Raven, I..." I wanted to keep talking about what she'd said, but her expression told me to leave it for now. The issue at hand had been resolved, and we still had work to do. There would be time for talking later.

I pulled the final two chocolate bars out of my pack and tossed one to Raven before offering a piece of the other to our new furry friend. The unicorn stared at it and then sniffed in disgust and turned away. Raven laughed, taking a bite of her own bar, and suddenly everything was right in the world again. 

All that was left was to get everyone back to the Human Realm with the Thriple and give the unicorn tear to Seth.

“We got them!”

Raven and I turned to find Maps and Taz in the distance, waving wild onions in the air when they saw us. They moved into a quick run when I lifted the vial over my head in response.

“Awesome! How’d you guys pull it off?” Taz asked excitedly, dropping his onions to the ground and grabbing the vial.

I looked to Raven before answering. “Raven figured it out, we used our magic to pull it off,” I lied. After all we'd been through, the Myth Squad was already a pretty tight-knit group, but what had been said was between Raven and me and no one else.

“Sweet,” Taz said, about to say more when he was cut off by a loud crunching sound from the unicorn. We turned to find the creature happily munching on the onions they’d brought with a look of sheer pleasure on its sweet little face.

Maps let out a guffaw, clutching her stomach. “I guess it wouldn’t have worked anyway if unicorns like onions so much. These things are so freaking strong, Me and Taz were crying half the trip back and it would have all been for nothing if you two hadn’t gotten a tear from that little unicorn.”

“I appreciate the try, though,” I said with a grin.

“All that’s left is to bring us back, Chace,” Raven said, looking at me expectantly. “Think you’re feeling strong enough.

“Yup,” I said, pulling out the bottle of Thriple and uncorking it. “And if I’m not, this should do the trick. Thanks, buddy," I said to the unicorn, patting him on the head as he greedily scarfed down another onion. I lifted the bottle and then knocked back to contents in one swallow. I cringed briefly at the strange metallic taste, but the disgust faded as the magical energy of what felt like the whole Realm seemed to come into view all at once.

I could recognize Gwynth, Fyfe, the Lamassu, and even Klugg himself as fuzzy balls of various colors made of magical light in the distance. I could sense dragons in the high mountains with more magical power than I had, even after taking the Thriple. I could detect tiny insects in the ground below me with just a flicker of light inside them.

“Amazing,” I whispered, trying not to get sucked into the wonder of it all.

Weirdest of all was the writhing mass of magical energy in the trees not ten feet away from us. It felt like a mix of all sorts of beings put into one, brown and thick and horrible. It made me sick to look at it for some reason I couldn’t explain. Worse yet, it felt like it was clawing at me and sucking me into it. I turned away from it, repulsed, and reached to grab my friends’ hands, eager to get away from whatever the heck that was.

I pulled myself back to my senses, remembering that I didn't have much time with the Thriple. I put my hands out for my friends to grab, noticing briefly that Taz was invisible to me except for the earring in his ear. Even stranger was the fact that Maps was lit up with the same type of light that the other magical creatures were, though it was more faded and dim. I made a mental note to ask Twee Twyla about it later. I focused all of my magical energy on returning to the Human Realm. 

A second later, the Magical Realm blinked out of existence. The next thing I knew, I felt a bony hand clutching my wrist and heard a familiar, raspy voice in my ear.

“Hurry, boy! Hurry!”
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I frowned, motioning for my friends to follow as Twee Twyla dragged me inside.

“We’re more than a day early...” I murmured, her panicked response starting to make me panic. 

"You're not, child. We have—" she broke off as the grandfather clock in her living room began to gong, and she began to run. "No time to waste!"

We barreled breathlessly into the living room as the twelfth chime sounded.

“He’s here!” she shouted, pulling me to sit at the couch across from a smiling Seth. 

“Ah, yes. Unfortunately, a bit too late,” Seth said as he shook his head, pointing to the clock. “I was pulling for you, but alas, a deal is a deal. I am truly sorry about your heart, boyo." He reached into his pocket with a sigh and stood, pulled out a latex glove before tugging it onto his hand. 

“Wait, what?” I asked, terror rolling over me in nauseating waves as Raven rushed to my side and gripped my shoulder.

Twee Twyla had told me that I’d be able to slow the passing of time while I was in the Magical Realm, but it clearly hadn’t worked. Raven leaped in front of me as I huddled against the couch cushions and put my hand to my chest, heart thumping rapidly. Taz pulled the bow off of his shoulder and padded over to stand beside Raven, a fierce expression on his face I’d never seen before. 

“D-Did I really miss it?” I whispered, turning to Twee Twyla. 

She wheeled around and glared at Seth, hands raised as if she was going to give him a wallop. “Back away from him, immediately.” Seth raised one eyebrow and blew out an exasperated breath as he stepped back, hands raised in surrender.

Twee Twyla turned back to me with a gentle smile.

“It’s all right, boy. Seth knows very well that your heart would already have been magically transported into his care if the time for the contract was truly up. It was, indeed, a close call. A few moments later and..." she trailed off and sniffed indignantly. "Let's just say your efforts to slow time in the Magical Realm didn't work so well. Something I'm sure we can thank Seth for. Decided not to play fair again, Seth?" she demanded, cocking a hand on her hip.

"There were no caveats about my interference in the contract, so I'd say I did play fair. What's not fair is that you're stopping me from completing the transaction when Chace clearly missed the midnight deadline," he said as he pointed at the clock.

I turned back to Twee Twyla, fear still clawing at me. 

She let out a snort and shrugged. “Wrong. I always set my clocks five minutes fast so that I don't miss my Pilates class. Chace still has five minutes. Now take the unicorn tear he’s brought you and be done with it.” 

She turned and shot me a nervous glance. “You did bring the tear, yes, boy?”

I nodded, the tightness in my chest finally loosening some. “Yes.” I lightly pushed Raven’s outstretched arm out of the way and stepped toward Seth reluctantly. Realizing what a close call it had been and how ready he’d been to take my heart made me want to get away from him as soon as possible. “Here you go,” I said, making an effort to meet his eyes as I handed him the vial. 

“Good, then,” he said, giving me a thin smile as he put it in his bag. He reached out to shake my hand, “And I hope you’ll keep me in mind if you’re looking for other magical items in the future.” 

Raven let out a low snarl. I ignored my instincts as I reached to shake his hand. The fact was, it didn’t pay to make enemies in my position. Especially with someone as useful as Seth. Despite the price I’d nearly paid for his help, I would go to him again if Raven or one of the other Myth Squad members were in trouble. I’d just be a lot more careful next time. 

But the moment his skin touched mine, my mind was filled with a familiar image of a writhing mass of magical energy of all colors mixing to a muddy brown. I could even feel the same sensation of being sucked in as I had in the Magical Realm. 

I drew back with a gasp as he shot me a knowing smile. Twee Twyla was right. He had been in the Magical Realm. Not only influencing the passage of time but also trying to suck me back in long enough to miss the deadline. 

That went beyond tricky and cunning straight into serial killer, psycho territory. 

Raven and Maps yanked me away after what must've been a very long handshake. I turned to see Taz with a drawn bow pointed at Seth.  

“Well, it seems as if I've overstayed my welcome. I supposed I should take my leave," Seth said, bowing in an exaggerated manner. "Feel free to give me a call directly if you need anything in the future." He held out a business card to me, but Raven reached for it instead.

“Thanks for your help, but I'd rather eat maggoty cheese than ever see you again," she said sarcastically. The card instantly burned to ash in her hand. He smiled and stepped past her, heading out the door. 

“You were right about him, he’s the worst,” Maps grumbled.

Taz finally took the arrow out of his bow and lowered it as I flopped onto the couch, suddenly drained of energy. The rush of Thriple had evaporated, and the near-death experience must’ve really taken a toll on me. 

“Wait a moment,” Twee Twyla said, her gaze catching on Maps, a horrified expression washing over her face. “Who is this? Did you bring this young Fae girl back from the Magical Realm with you? That’s totally against the code. This could end up being a serious cross-Realm incident if we don’t get her back there, ASAP.”

“What Fae girl? We didn’t take anyone extra back from the Magical Realm except Raven.” Maps said, looking around, confused.

“Do you mean to tell me you don’t even know?” Twee Twyla asked, mouth gaping. “You...What’s your name, girl?” she demanded.

“Magdalena, but you can call me Maps if you prefer,” she said, looking around the room hesitantly. “Why?” 

"Well, Magdalena, I'm sure this'll be a bit of a bombshell for you, but you're at least part Fae."

Maps drew back, clearly shell-shocked. “I-I don’t know what that means, what even is a Fae?” Maps said, cutting off as Twee Twyla began talking again.

“Well, to give you the short answer, the Fae are ancestors of humans from many eons ago, when the two Realms were one. One of the biggest differences is that we Fae have inherent magical power, while most humans lack abilities of any kind. With that said, partly because we have such a long lifespan and partly because our magic makes life simpler, we tend to lack the creativity and drive that humans have. I'm sure this is all a lot to process, but I can sense your latent Magical Talent. All it would take is for you to tap into it.”

“I’m Magic?” Maps asked incredulously. 

“I sensed it too,” I interjected, my words slightly slurred as the exhaustion seemed to thicken. "When I took the Thriple, I could see magical power coming out of you where I saw none from Taz. Besides the earring." I looked at him apologetically, but he seemed too stunned by the revelation about Maps to care.

Twee Twyla nodded before walking over to her desk and scribbling something on a piece of paper. "Here, take this and give me a call once you've given it some thought. I'll give you whatever information you need, free of charge. You can consider it a first-time customer special." 

Maps nodded in wonder, grabbing the paper, “It’s all starting to make sense. I guess it explains why I was able to see those amulet markings Raven left behind and Taz wasn’t.” 

"Now be on your way, I have a lot of work to do," Twee Twyla said, starting to sound like her usual, harsh self which actually made me feel a little better. If Twee Twyla felt better about all this, then I could finally let out a sigh of relief. We’d done it. We’d gotten to the Magical Realm, saved Raven, and returned in time to save my heart.

Barely. 

“Have a good day, Twee Twyla,” Raven said, helping me to my feet and ushering us out, following close behind us. “But know this. If you ever allow Chace to put himself in danger like that again over me? Seth will be the least of your problems. ” 

She slammed the door before Twee Twyla could respond. 

That sealed it. Seth was scary, but Raven?

Was terrifying.

But she was home, and that was all that mattered.
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“I'm so dead. Like so, so, so dead. I'm thinking about going back and asking Seth for help. Because whatever he might do is going to pale in comparison to what my mom is gonna do,” Taz hissed as we neared his street a few minutes later. “What happened to slowing time down, bro?”

"Yea, I'm really sorry," I said, "but when I took the Thriple, I noticed a mysterious presence that felt very similar to the one I felt from Seth when I shook his hand. He must've been using his powers to try to make us miss the deadline."

Raven nodded, a sickened look on her face, “That’d be just like him.”

“Well, all I know is that my mom is going to literally kill me,” Taz said, now shaking as we turned down his street. “We’ve been gone for more than two days.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I’m dead meat too,” I said, frowning as I imagined how bad my mom was going to freak out when she saw me.

“Don’t forget what we agreed on. We're telling our parents we got lost while we were in the woods. They can't be as mad if we didn't do it on purpose," Maps said.

“Oh no, oh no, oh no, is that a police car?” Taz said as his house came into view. “I’m so screwed!”
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“Chace? Chace! Is that you?!"

Mom's voice rang through the hall as she came running into the living room to find Raven and me standing there, shamefaced.

“Chace!” She tightened the belt around her robe and rushed toward me, cupping my face in her hands. “Thank goodness! Where have you been?” Mom hissed, face tomato red as relief turned to anger. I could see how tired she was from the purple bags under her eyes. Guilt hit me like a blow to the stomach when I thought about how worried she must’ve been.

“I’m so sorry, Mom. W-we all went out exploring in the woods,” I stammered, parroting Maps’ planned excuse that had worked so well on her parents just a few minutes earlier when we’d dropped her off. They hadn’t even noticed she was gone until this morning, and while they’d been afraid, they were just happy to have her back. On the other hand, I’d gotten one text from Taz since we’d dropped him off. It read:

2007-2019
Here lies Taz, and all of his privileges. This will be our last communication for the foreseeable future. No phone, no games, no computer, no going outside, and can you believe no snacks?? How long, you ask? According to my mom, “forever.”
So, it’s been real. Also, my mom is now in possession of one magical earring.

Still, I wouldn't trade the past couple of days for the world. Catch you on the flip side, bro.

#MythSquad4Ever

Now, as I looked at the fury sweeping across my mom’s face, I knew which way she was leaning.

“Who do you think you are?” Mom demanded, sucking in a long breath before continuing to shout, “You leave the house and go off galavanting for days without even contacting me? Who even is this girl, and when did I say you were allowed to go camping?"

"This is Raven, she's a friend from school. And we were planning on coming back, but we got lost," I said. The effects of the Thriple had done a number on me. I was shaking with exhaustion, which I hoped made it more believable to her.

"Well, you're grounded, young man. No more video games or playing outside for a month. I can’t...I don’t understand. We all pay for these silly cell phones. Why didn’t you text me? And where did you even go to get lost in the woods around here?” she said, not entirely out of steam, but not screaming quite as loudly as before. I spotted Max coming out of his room and shooting me a sympathetic but relieved look as he wiggled his fingers in greeting. 

"We didn't have service, and we eventually ran out of battery," I said. It was a weak excuse, none of the forests around us were remote enough to actually be out of range of cell service, but it was all we could come up with. “And we were in the woods behind the cornfield near the school.” It was a large enough area for a person to lose their way, although the idea that Taz and I would get lost there was ludicrous. We’d practically grown up in those woods.

“No more playing in that forest until you’re older. You and Taz need to get a better sense of direction. I swear the two of you don’t have the brains the celestial heavens gave you.” Triumph swelled in me as her angry frown was replaced by what could almost pass as a watery smile. If a month-long grounding and a short, if brutal, lecture was the worst I got for this, I considered it a win. "I know you didn't mean it, Chace, but everyone was anxious about you guys, I really need you to try to be safer." 

“I will,” I said, glancing behind her to see Pop following Max into the room.

“Chace!” he said, moving as quickly as his old legs could carry him to pull me into a hug. “Are you hurt?”

"No, I'm fine," I said. My head was pounding. I just wanted this to be over with, so I could go to sleep, but I knew I'd have to explain it all to Pop before doing so.

“How about you, young lady?” Mom demanded sternly, turning to Raven. “Do your parents know yet? Shall I give you a ride home?”

“My mom is on her way to pick me up,” she lied, “but she’ll be a while, she works pretty far away. I can wait outside if...”

“No! No more outside,” Mom said, holding up a hand with a sigh, “You can stay as long as you need,” she said, turning back to me. “We’ll talk more soon, I have to call the police and the other people I had searching.” She shot me one last icy look before kissing me firmly on the forehead. “Now get some food for you and Raven, I’m sure you’re hungry.”

“Chace?” Pop called softly as my mom exited the room. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Sure,” I said with a smile. It was finally hitting me that I'd almost died, never to see these faces again, and I wasn't handling it super well. I needed food and rest, in that order, but I could tell Pop needed to hear the tale, and likely wouldn't feel settled until he did. And, after all that I'd put them through, it seemed the least I could do. 

He turned to Raven then back to me, giving me a questioning look. I nodded. He beckoned us both to follow him into his side of the house.

“Go back to your game, Max, I have to ask your brother a few questions.”

He nodded, jumping forward and giving me a hug. “I was worried about you, dumb-dumb," he said, squeezing tight.

“Sorry, bud,” I said as he pulled away. I mentally cursed Seth for putting my family through this nightmare and followed Pop into his section of the house. 

“I tried to keep your mother calm, but it was impossible," Pop said as he gestured to his weathered old couch and sat on a recliner across from us. "She was beside herself, and I knew anything I could tell her would likely only scare her more. I'm glad you're back. Both of you." His eyes looked a little glassy, and he blinked back tears before turning to Raven. "So, Raven, Chace tells me you're his Protector.” I cringed internally, hoping he’d stop there. I’d sworn to Raven I wouldn’t talk to anyone about my magic...

“Oh yeah?” she said, shooting me a pointed glare.

“No need to worry, I know all about it. I was a Hunter myself when I was younger.”

Raven looked to me in shock, “Wait, what? W-Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded, shaking her head slowly.

“We’ve been pretty busy...It just always seemed like the wrong time,” I said, feeling guilty for what felt like the hundredth time today. “I guess I thought you might be mad at me if you knew I was talking to him about Professor Uwyn and the golem and all because I wasn’t supposed to talk about it. But when Pop told me what he was, I thought it would be okay. Then all this started happening, and you got taken and...” I shrugged helplessly, realizing how thin my excuses sounded. “I should’ve told you. I was just afraid you would...I dunno, walk away from me or something.”

Her blue eyes blazed fiercely as she took my hand. “I’d have been mad if you told someone who wasn’t Magic because it could be dangerous, Chace. But we’re together, like peanut butter and chocolate. Like Phineas and Ferb. Like mashed potatoes and gravy. Nothing can tear us apart. Get it?”

I nodded, a lump forming in my throat. Raven clearly noted my emotional state and took the lead, filling Pops in on everything that had happened. His fists clenched during the part about Seth. Something told me Seth should be glad he'd never run into my grandfather in his prime. By the time Raven finished our tale, though, Pop's anger had faded, and he looked nothing but proud if a little sad.

"You both did a fine job." He said, reaching out to ruffle my hair. "That's how it should be. Together for one another through thick and thin. I hope that, as this life throws more and more in your path, you only grow closer and more in tune and can protect each other no matter what."

His eyes filled with grief. He cleared his throat.

“Not a day passes that I don’t wish I’d been able to do the same.”

Raven’s face went cloudy as she reached out and patted Pop’s wrinkly hand. “Did something happen to your Protector?” she asked softly.

"Yes. I lost my Protector years ago. It should've been me," he whispered, shooting a glance over Raven's shoulder.

We both turned to see a copy of the image of Pops and another, younger, handsome man. The same photo I'd seen in the attic now sitting in a frame. My new life must've triggered those memories in him, and he'd decided to bring those memories out in the light again.

“Th-that...that man in the photo is the one who died in your place. He was your Protector?” Raven asked, her cheeks going bone white as she stared, wide-eyed at the photo.

“Yes,” Pop said with a frown. “Why? Did you know him?”

Raven turned her stricken face toward mine. I knew before she even said it.

But the knowing didn’t make her words any less devastating.

She swallowed hard, her eyes growing cold, like glittering chips of ice. “That’s my dad.”
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Chapter 1
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It had been nearly a month. Four whole weeks since we’d defeated Klugg the Troll and had rescued Raven from the Magical Realm...Four whole weeks since I lost a piece of myself.

I dragged my gaze away from her as she slipped into the cafeteria line and managed to wipe the misery off my face right as Taz walked over to join me at our lunch table. There was a skip in his step and he was practically beaming as he took his seat. 

Taco day could do that to a person. Especially if that person was Taz.

“So delicious. I love Taco Day, bro. And it’s doubly good this time, because our watch has almost ended. Tomorrow it’s sweet release,” he said through a mouthful of slightly soggy shell filled with meat and cheese, “I wonder if this is how prisoners feel when they get out?” 

I couldn’t help but return his smile in spite of my mood. The last month had been a long haul and I was starting to wonder if being grounded that long qualified as cruel and unusual punishment.

“I know, right? I’ve actually been looking forward to the walk to my bus stop every morning because it’s the only chance I get to actually feel the sun on my face,” I said, laughing. 

“My mom doesn’t even give me the luxury of walking to the bus stop,” he said, shaking his head. “She also thinks going to the grocery store with her is ‘too much fun’, so I wasn’t even allowed to do that.” He continued his griping but I was focused on Raven again, who was now walking from the lunch line to a table across the room. “She still blowing you off, bro?” Taz said, stopping whatever he’d been saying as he caught my gaze.

“Yep,” I said. No use in complaining about it. he’d talk to me when she was ready.

“She’ll come around. I know finding out your pop and her dad were Hunter and Protector was a lot for her to handle. Especially considering the way things had turned out, but I still think she’s being kind of a jerk to you,” he said sympathetically, shoving the remaining half of his first taco into his mouth.  “It’s not like it was your fault or something,” he mumbled through the mouthful. “Or even your great-grandfather’s. I mean, it’s a dangerous job, right?”

I nodded, taking a bite of my own meal and giving silent thanks as Mikey and Aaron sat down at our table. I’d already explained a million times that this situation went beyond someone being in the right and the other in the wrong. Sometimes things just hurt too much to process right away, and it didn’t mean it was someone else’s fault.  But he was too good a friend to accept that as an excuse. If someone was making me feel bad, you could guarantee Taz would have an issue with them. Even though it wasn’t very helpful right now, I was lucky to have someone like him in my corner. 

After a long discussion with Mikey and Aaron on the benefits of bringing in another Ogre for our online game, Night Watch, I took a final swig off of my carton of chocolate milk and stood with Taz, who had finished his food within three minutes of getting it. We walked our trays over to the trashcan, pushing through a crowd of kids doing the same. I dumped my tray off and turned to put my tray on the counter behind the trash, which was lined with empty trays in messy stacks. 

When I turned to walk back toward the table, I felt my heartbeat thumping as Raven dumped her own tray out into the trash. 

Everything is so screwed up. 

I did my best to look casual as we passed her, resisting the urge to take the long way around. It felt like a dagger to the chest when she walked by us without so much as a glance at us. Just a month ago we’d been best friends, but now she couldn’t even bear to look at me.

Taz put his hand on my shoulder in silent comfort as we made our way back to Mikey and Aaron.

“So who are you guys thinking of recruiting for the new Ogre?” Mikey said, turning to bring us back into their conversation. 

I tried to focus on our gaming team, but the fact was, I could only focus on one thing. Getting our real-life team back on track. Sure, the rest of the Myth Squad was doing all right. I’d managed to keep low-key in touch with Maps via short, magic-assisted visits to her house a few times to keep from going crazy with boredom. I’d even gone there, grabbed her, and zapped us both into Taz’s bedroom for a very quiet night of board games once, but facts were facts. Without Raven, I felt like half of a whole. My only hope was that time would help heal her pain. 

Hey, it had worked on Mom, after all. She was hardly even mad at me anymore. But as I called up an image of Raven’s icy expression, I winced. 

Maybe the old saying was wrong. 

Maybe there were wounds that even time couldn’t heal...

***
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Five hours later, I was still mulling that over while idly practicing my magic. Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and I quickly released the magical tether I’d affixed to my math textbook that was making it spin around the room. It dropped to my desk with a light thump in the same spot my monitor would be when I was ungrounded tomorrow morning.

At least I had something to look forward to.

“How was school, sweetie?” Mom said as she stepped into my room with a gentle smile.

I forced a grin in response and shrugged. “It was fine,” I said, looking up from the textbook I’d been pretending read. “How did work go?” I said.

Her eyes narrowed and her forehead creased into a frown, “Good. Why do you seem so down? I’d think you’d be excited for your grounding to be over. One more sleep!”

“I am, I can’t wait. I just want to get my homework out of the way so I’ll have all weekend to do whatever,” I said, mustering as much enthusiasm as I could. 

She cocked her head at me, clearly smelling my little fib, but she shrugged and said, “Whatever. Dinner’ll be ready soon. It’ll be a Binner night to celebrate, pancakes and eggs.” She grinned at me.

I smiled back and this time it was more genuine. Mom, Max, Pop, and I had a tradition of eating breakfast for dinner on Friday’s when we were younger, and Mom still brought that tradition back on special occasions. It was silly, but her thoughtfulness and the promise of gooey, chocolate chip pancakes drenched in butter and maple syrup did lighten my mood a little.

“Thanks, Mom,” I said.

“I’ll call for you in a bit but come right down when I do. I can’t guarantee that Pop won’t eat yours too if you take too long,” she said with a wink before shutting my door and heading back to the kitchen.

I raised my hand, flicked my wrist, and the textbook disappeared. I pumped my fist in victory, turning around and seeing the book on the bed behind me. I’d been practicing all month, trying to recreate the feat I’d managed with Raven when we’d been in the Magical Realm fighting the Troll. Before then, I’d only been able to transport people if we were touching or holding hands. Somehow, in my panic to keep her from getting squashed by Klugg’s massive fist, I’d managed to transport her from standing on top of him to the forest floor yards away without laying a finger on her. I had no clue how I’d done it and hadn’t been able to repeat it until now.

Maybe it was one of those tricks I had to not think so hard about. Maybe it was all about the feel. Both times it worked, it had been almost second nature and without thought. But if I was going to use it, I had to make sure I could access it at will. Otherwise, counting on it and failing could prove to be deadly.

There were so many uses for a power like that. Would it eventually be possible for me to teleport things right to me from far away? There was a certain thrill in knowing that I’d only scratched the surface of what I was able to do with my powers. I put my hand out and pushed all thought from my mind, flicking my wrist again. As the book popped back into existence, as if from thin air, my only wish was that Raven was here to celebrate with me.

A rapid patter of steps came down the hall and my brother Max burst into the room a second later. 

“Dinner’s ready, butthead.” He scampered back down the hall, clearly as eager as I was to eat. I followed after him into the living room. Another benefit of binner? No kitchen table! We got to eat in the living room while watching TV. I was still technically grounded for the rest of the evening, though, so I knew I’d have no say on what we watched.

“Looks great,” I said, looking at the awesome breakfast laid out on the coffee table. Mom handed me a plate stacked high with chocolate chip pancakes, bacon, and eggs and the smell had me practically drooling.

“Thanks a lot, Sandy. Smells delicious,” Pop said, shoving a hefty forkful of pancake into his mouth. I followed suit and was reminded once again how good Mom’s pancake-making skills still were. Crispy on the edges, fluffy in the middle, just like they should be.

Mom walked into the kitchen with an empty glass and called back over her shoulder. “Anyone want anything while I’m up?”

“I need some milk to dunk these pancakes in,” Max called in response, taking a bite of his eggs but ignoring the pancakes for now. 

I rolled my eyes, laughing, “Haven’t you grown out of that yet?”

“You dip cookies in milk so why is this so different?” he shot back as mom walked in and handed him a glass of milk.

“They just get all soggy and you end up spooning a bunch of pancake mush from the bottom of your glass when you’re done eating,” I said. “It’s gross.”

“Exactly! That’s what makes it so good. There’s a million dollar business for you. Just sell it pre-soaked like that, you could call it pancake milk,” Max said, dropping an entire folded pancake into the milk and letting it soak up the milk like a sponge while he focused back on his eggs. “You can take that to Shark Tank and make a fortune off that idea if you want. You’re welcome,” he said with a half-bow.

I wrinkled my nose at him in disgust. ”That’s a terrible idea and no one but you would buy it because it’s gross.”

“Look, at least I’m not the one that uses French fries as a spoon for his ketchup,” he said with laugh.

“Wait a second, there. What’s gross about that? Ketchup is delicious,” I said through a bite of pancake. It was nice being with the family on the eve of my ungrounding. The fund food and lighthearted conversation after so many days of misery was almost enough to take my mind off the situation with Raven. 

“Mom, which one’s grosser?” Max said, turning to her as he stirred his muddy brown concoction up with his spoon. 

“They’re both horrifying,” she said, not looking away from the television, “now shush, I want to hear this.” She pointed to the news anchor who was delivering some clearly disturbing information judging by the serious expression on her face. 

“Just a few hours ago, all the cameras at the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History in Washington, DC, mysteriously stopped working. According to reports, the footage on every camera went black for a full five minutes, confounding security professionals, before returning to normal. It was during this time that the famed Hope Diamond disappeared. The MPDC have not commented on this story except to say that they’re in the process of looking for suspects.”

Pop let out a low whistle and Mom shook her head and made a snicking sound with her tongue.

“So much crazy stuff going on in the world lately,” she said. “Did you see this past week all those weird weather patterns with the super-small but mighty storms popping up all over the world? And there was that sinkhole in New York just yesterday. The world’s really going a bit nutty lately.”

I nodded an uninterested agreement. Strange weather stuff like that happened all the time. I’d seen pictures of hail the size of baseballs just a few months back, and there were always tornados and hurricanes going on somewhere. No reason to be too worried about it all of a sudden, and I didn’t much care about some dumb diamond. Especially when we couldn’t do anything about it. I was much more focused on what Taz and I were going to be doing tomorrow. 

It was going to be epic. We’d finally get to play some video games and do some biking. Maybe we’d even go to Zorby’s Shake Shack for one of their famous triple chocolate shakes. It sounded great, but it honestly couldn’t be much better than these pancakes, I thought as I cleaned my fork of the final bite with a happy sigh.

I had just put my fork down when my pocket buzzed. Mom, in her infinite mercy that Taz’s mom seemingly didn’t share, had given it back to me after just two weeks of grounding. I clicked the home button once and a message from Twee Twyla popped up. 

Several mysterious and magical  artifacts have gone missing, and I’ve got good intel that it’s no coincidence. Assemble the Myth Squad and meet at my house at 9:00 am tomorrow. Make sure to get everyone here...the fate of the world depends on it, boy.




The third MYTH Squad book is available.

You can find it on Amazon.

Buy it now.




Thank you for reading my story.

If you enjoyed it, I invite you to share your thoughts and reactions on Amazon. It is amazing what a few moments of your time can do to help a new author. Thanks!
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Review on Amazon




Special thanks to my friend Ricky Gundawan.

He designed and created the cover for Chace Ogden and the Quest for Raven.
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