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			For all who desire to glance at Earth 

			through a stained glass window…

		

	
		
			Prologue
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			A crow was flying in the night sky. A crow which appeared ordinary, so ordinary that if a birdwatcher gazed upon it, they would simply disregard it. It would be hard to blame them. In the grand scheme of things, one small crow might not seem very significant, at least not to the inhabitants of Earth, mortals. The crow, however, flew in the skies of a much different world. A magical world, Magia. 

			The crow flew over a massive city, a municipality named after the cawing creature itself, Crow City. Beneath it, was a city just as immense. 

			Underground, in a lengthy corridor, men in white suits were hastily pacing. The men had an urgent, crucial meeting to attend to which was why they couldn’t saunter. The first man’s most notable traits were his dark brown eyes and loftiness which made him tower over anyone of a normal stature. The second had gleaming red hair and a pale complexion that was shades away from making him look like an apparition. The third man was short and had a quite caramel complexion which made him look like a plump toffee. The last had shaggy blonde hair that looked like it hadn’t been styled in years and rich brown eyes which looked like chocolate truffles. 

			The men kept striding until they reached a set of doors. The first man swung his hands and the doors opened. This revealed an airy circular room. There was a man in a black tuxedo waiting for them. 

			“Aah, Agents Ross, Carter, Parker, and Willow. Thank you for coming so urgently, you know that the mission you are about to embark upon is of the utmost importance, even if it is a rather swift one,” he said to the men.

			 “We know what this means to our world, Mr. Hale,” replied Agent Ross.

			“Remember, go to Earth using your mirorvators. You know their addresses. Proceed to their homes and tell the caretakers, it’s time. Then convey them all here. We will let them say their farewells. After that, we will explain everything to the four,” Mr. Hale said. 

			“What if the guardians are reluctant?” inquired Parker.

			“Of course the guardians are going to be reluctant,” answered Hale. “When we presented the four to them, while they did agree to return them when the time came, we all knew how hard it would be for them to let go. I feel like I’m committing a crime when I do this, but it has to be done. We both know this.”

			The agents nodded. They each then pulled their sleeves up a little to reveal a curious apparatus with a flexible white band and round, black screen made out of thin, resistant glass. If a mortal saw one, they would think of it as a smartwatch. Oh how wrong they would be. The implements were mirorvators, one of the most useful gadgets in Magia. 

			The agents all pinioned on the black screens and they illuminated. The mirorvators were now turned on. Suddenly, an array of holographic buttons appeared in the air. The agents had to swipe through rows of them before they found the one they were seeking. The button was minuscule and cobalt blue. On it was the word travel. They each positioned a finger on it and a small tab appeared along with letters for them to type with. All of the agents carefully entered the words: New York City, U.S.A, Earth. All of a sudden, out of the paraphernalia, purple rays of light appeared and encircled all of them. The rays spun around them and spun faster and faster until the men completely vanished. 

			The agents all materialized in a dark alley of New York City so the mortals wouldn’t witness anything that would make them question the universe itself. It had been a long time since magians had been to Earth and the mortals had forgotten all about them. Now wasn’t the time to be bothered. 

			“Remember, each of us will spread out and go to one of the four’s houses,” Willow spoke. “Then we bring them along with their guardians back here, and absolutely no magic is to be used. Remember we are on Earth. Harry, you will go to the Winstons,” he said to Ross. “Dexter, you will go to the Harrisons,” he said to Agent Parker. “Craig, you will pay a visit to the Quinns,” he said to Carter. 

			The other agents nodded and they all left the alley in their discreet ways, trying their best not to attract attention from mortals.

		

	
		
			Chapter One 
Olivia
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			Olivia Lee was looking for a snack in her kitchen and her stepparents were upstairs researching hemophilia. She didn’t find anything except for the nutritional bars which tasted revolting (broccoli and oats don’t go well together). 

			They always said, “None of that ‘processed food nonsense’ will be tolerated in this household, now eat your asparagus.” 

			It was a normal afternoon which followed a monotonous day like any other. It started with Olivia falling off of her bed when she heard her irritatingly loud alarm clock which her stepparents installed because “This will give you no excuse to not wake up early.” 

			Luckily, her stepparents also “Olivia-proofed” her entire bedroom by placing cushions all over her floor in case of an “accident”. Then, she went to school in her stepparents’ heavily cushioned car (they wouldn’t let her ride the bus because they said, “it doesn’t have enough seatbelts for one person.”). After that, her stepparents picked her up from school an hour late because of the babies they both had to deliver (As she waited, Olivia was rereading all of the books in the library with another kid who had honey eyes and black hair). Once she was home, she could finally relax while looking at the walls covered with her stepparents’ certificates and memorabilia (there was nothing else to do since Olivia already finished her homework in school and her house didn’t have a television). Even though her life was exceptionally boring, she had somewhat gotten used to it. Nothing out of the ordinary ever happened to her.

			Olivia was twelve and had what the doctors called a “very healthy complexion”. Her long, straight hair looked like it had never had a single tangle and it was as dark as the night. She also had pure emerald green eyes which glistened to anyone who saw her. The most unusual thing about her appearance was a purple, crow-shaped birthmark on her right hand which contradicted her other orderly attributes. 

			She lived with her adoptive parents, the Kims. By now you could guess that both of her stepparents were doctors. 

			Olivia’s stepmother, Mia Kim, was tall with long, black hair and slightly pale skin. She was very health conscious and made sure that Olivia kept track of what she ate (this meant that Olivia could eat no more than precisely twenty-five grams of sugar a day; that’s the amount a human being should consume a day).

			Her stepfather, Bryan Kim, was short with mahogany hair and peach skin just like his stepdaughter. He made sure that Olivia didn’t get ill and would be worried even if she would just cough (or say it was hot outside). 

			The Kims were very overprotective towards Olivia which she was fine with her because, even though she was very perspicacious, she had one tremendous flaw: she was very afraid. She was never the daring type and didn’t like anything that was even a little bit frightening. It may seem ridiculous; after all, everyone is afraid. However, fear seemed to affect her differently than others. Olivia knew that it was normal to have some irrational fears or phobias. In fact, a plethora of her classmates in school had rather unusual fears. One girl was afraid of spiders, while a boy was afraid of the school librarian. Despite all of this, Olivia seemed to be more fearful than everyone else. She couldn’t explain why this was so. It was like if fear itself was a person, it tormented Olivia more than anyone else. 

			Along with that, Olivia was also very shy. In school, she was never talked to and didn’t have any friends. It was like she was invisible. Olivia loved the Kims, but there was a part of her that felt like she didn’t belong there. She thought today was also going to be normal and ordinary. However, that all changed when she heard a knock on her door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two 
David
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			David Gonzales was in his living room finishing his homework all alone, but he was used to it. His stepparents were in their studies like always. His stepmother was working on an article for the newspaper about students’ school uniforms being “cheaply made” and his father was talking to his colleague on the phone. Once David’s stepfather was on the phone he wouldn’t stop talking for hours because he had “important business to attend to.” However, whenever David overheard one of these calls, all he heard was talk of golf. Nevertheless, both of his stepparents were truly busy, so it was normal for David to be alone. 

			He was twelve and had a slightly tan complexion which looked flawless. His chocolate brown hair was curly and lustrous. His eyes were hazel and anyone who saw him would say that they looked melancholy. The most unusual thing about his appearance was a purple, crow-shaped birthmark on his right hand which he quite liked even though he wasn’t the most supernatural of people.

			David lived with his adoptive family, the Winstons. The Winstons were very well known for their enormous wealth.

			His stepmother, Claire Winston, was tall with a fair complexion, long blonde hair, and gingerbread-colored eyes. She was a very charitable woman (she gave away so much money, people called her ‘Charity Winston’). 

			His stepfather, Alex Winston, was just as tall with black hair and a slightly pale complexion. He was very humorous, or at least that’s what he thought whenever he told a joke to house guests. Both stepparents were notably generous. 

			The Winstons were as busy as they were wealthy which was why they couldn’t spend much time with David. He was well-known at his school, but that didn’t matter to him at all. He knew the only reason people wanted to spend time with him was that his adoptive parents were rich. He was tired of kids rushing up to him when they saw him dropped off in a limousine, so he now took the bus. He was tired when kids would ask to sample his lunch at the cafeteria when they saw his chef-made food, so he learned to cook. But most of all, he was tired when his ‘friends’ would bully kids in front of him. A lot of the kids that wanted to be friends with him were jerks. One boy was always mean to bright students because they were smarter than him. One girl would always chew gum and stick it in other people’s hair. David tried his hardest to ignore them and would always reach out to kids who were bothered by them.  

			Whenever David came home, he was always lonely. All he wanted was to spend more time with his family. A part of him also felt different from everyone else. It was like he wasn’t even from Earth! He didn’t think anything special would happen to him that day, but that all changed when he heard a knock on his door. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three 
Vanessa
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			Vanessa Irvine was in her living room sitting on her antique chair finishing her homework while her stepparents were in the kitchen talking about furniture tears and curtain rips. Practically everything in Vanessa’s house was an antique, even her clothes. Copious people at her school made fun of her for this, but she didn’t care. 

			“Why would it matter if a bunch of selfish, spoiled brats think I’m ‘weird’? They’re just boring,” she always said.

			Vanessa was twelve and had a light skin tone. She had wavy blonde hair that was as bright as sunshine, or it would be if she didn’t constantly dye it. She though that blonde was too “bland” for her liking. This week her hair was its normal color since her stepparents had enough of the colorant’s strong smell and the permanent stains it left on their furniture. Vanessa’s eyes were as blue as the ocean. Like the ocean, her eyes also looked vast and mysterious. Her favorite thing about her appearance, however, was also the most unusual. It was a birthmark. A purple crow-shaped birthmark on her right hand. 

			 The reason that everything she owned was vintage was because her adoptive family, the Harrisons, ran their antique store and they thought that it was much cheaper to just use things from the shop. 

			Vanessa’s stepmother, Victoria Harrison, was lanky with honey blonde hair and a fair complexion. She had always kept track of how much she was spending (her definition of a shopping spree was going into the local grocery store for produce).

			 Her stepfather, Tim Harrison, was short with dark brown hair and a light complexion. He was very persuasive so people would buy his antiques (he made sure that a person didn’t leave his store empty-handed). 

			The Harrisons had a motto: “Why throw away toothbrushes, when you can use them as house décor?”

			The Harrisons got very creative with how they reused items.

			Vanessa wasn’t irritated that she didn’t get anything new. What did bother her, however, was when people assumed that she was one-dimensional and spoiled. Vanessa despised dolls. The first time she got a doll (which was also a haunting porcelain one from the antique store), she pulled out its hand and used it as a slingshot to shoot the doll’s head (which she also pulled out). Vanessa was very venturesome and wanted to leave New York. Her first word was adwentuwe (she couldn’t pronounce her v’s or r’s yet). It didn’t help her that her family would never go on vacations. Vanessa had never stepped foot outside of New York! She truly cared about her family, but she desperately wanted to escape her current life. Little did she know that her wish would come true when she heard a knock on her door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four 
Eric
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			Eric Andrews was in the kitchen with his adoptive family, the Quinns, playing chess. The Quinns were real estate agents who were very busy but always spent time with Eric. 

			Eric was twelve and had a fair complexion. He had plain black hair which he liked to cut short. His eyes were honey-colored and looked welcoming. The most unusual thing about his appearance was the purple, crow-shaped birthmark on his right hand. Eric cherished his birthmark because it made him look like a character in a storybook.

			Eric wasn’t very popular at school and didn’t have many friends but he didn’t care. Whenever he came home, his stepparents would happily greet him and he would tell them how his day went. He loved his stepfamily very much. 

			His stepmother, Sophia Quinn, was tall with wavy brown hair and a medium complexion. She was very helpful so people would find their perfect home (she earned the nickname ‘dream house giver’). 

			His stepfather, Jake Quinn, was short with bright red hair and a fair complexion. He was an admirable businessman who sold an abundance of houses (some people claimed that he sold half of the houses in New York). 

			“Checkmate,” Eric said and his parents clapped (the Quinns would always let Eric win at board games, or at least that’s the excuse they were going with).

			Besides chess, there were other assorted activities that Eric excelled at. Among these, however, his favorite was perspicuously to read. Eric was an enormous bibliophile. There were numerous things which Eric liked to read about. Whenever he read about science fiction or fantasy, he imagined himself as one of the characters experiencing the magic itself. He also read his fair share of informational volumes about historical events. Whenever he read those, he imagined the contrast between his present life and the past. Despite all of this, Eric also loved travel books. He relished reading about faraway paradises and mysterious lands. While he did love reading about them, he was also saddened. Eric was saddened because he knew that he would never be able to see the places in person. His family never traveled because his stepparents were very busy and always had houses to sell.

			 Eric was very happy with his adoptive family, but nothing exciting ever happened to him. He wanted to live life to the fullest, but he wasn’t sure that he wanted to sacrifice his relationship with his family for that. Little did he know, that his choice was already made when he heard a knock on his door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five 
An Unexpected Visitor
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			When Olivia answered her door, she was quite startled to see a man with long blonde hair and brown eyes. His hair was so disheveled, it looked like a broom. It was very different from Olivia’s neat, straight, black hair. He was wearing a white suit and on it was a badge: AGT Willow. 

			“Excuse me, young lady,” he spoke, “but are you, Olivia Lee?”

			Olivia started responding cautiously, “Yes I am. Who are you, and how do you know my name?”

			 The man had a serious expression. “I am Agent Peregrine Willow, and I urgently need to see your guardians.” 

			“How do you know them?”

			“Let’s just say your stepparents were given a task to protect something and now, we need that something back.”

			“First tell me what this something is,” demanded Olivia, not satisfied with this so-called Agent Willow’s answer.

			“Look, I don’t have all the time in the world. I know that you don’t know me, but you have to trust me when I say that I know your stepparents. Please let me in.”

			“No, you look. I’m sorry, but I can’t just let you in,” Olivia firmly asserted. “My stepparents’ most important rule is to never talk to strangers and you are the strangest stranger I have ever met.”

			Agent Willow sighed. “I am sorry that my answers aren’t obsequious for you, but please just bring your stepparents.”

			To Willow’s gratification, the Kims came down the stairs and saw the man at their doorstep. 

			Mrs. Kim spoke, “Olivia, we heard you talking to someone. We told you not to speak with strangers. Who is this?” 

			“He says his name is Agent Peregrine Willow.” 

			“Mr. and Mrs. Kim, it’s time for Olivia to return to Magia,” Agent Willow said calmly, but firmly. 

			The last word, Magia, made Mrs. Kim’s eyes open wide. She turned to her husband. 

			“Return where now? What’s Magia?” queried Olivia.

			The adults ignored Olivia’s question.

			“B-b-bryan, n-n-no, we c-c-can’t let them take Olivia a-a-away from us! Not now,” quivered Mrs. Kim. 

			“Don’t worry Mia, I will handle this,” Mr. Kim reassured her. 

			They approached Agent Willow and Mrs. Kim protectively grabbed Olivia back.

			  “We will not let you take her away,” Mrs. Kim firmly stated.

			“Take me away? Where?” Olivia perplexedly asked. 

			The adults continued to disregard Olivia.

			Agent Willow uttered, “That’s not your decision to make. When we gave Olivia to you, you promised that you would protect and take care of her until it was time for her to return to Magia. It is time now.” 

			Mrs. Kim wailed, “H-h-how can we just g-g-give her a-a-away? She has been with u-u-us for so l-l-long!” 

			“What do you mean give me away?” Olivia continued to question, puzzled.

			The adults continued to ignore her.

			“We know it will be hard for you and I am sorry this day had to come so soon, but please understand. The fate of Magia depends on it,” Agent Willow sympathetically tried to reason.

			During the whole conversation, Olivia was in the dark. She didn’t understand anything that was happening. Where was this man going to take her and what was Magia? 

			“CAN SOMEONE IN THIS BLASTED ROOM PLEASE TELL ME WHAT IS HAPPENING?” Olivia bellowed, finally at her breaking point.

			“It’s n-n-nothing dear, don’t you w-w-worry about it,” Mia Kim hastily responded.

			“Excuse me.” Olivia scoffed, knowing the lie when she heard it. “You three were just blathering about taking me someplace. How can you still possibly expect me to believe it’s nothing?!”

			“She is correct, I’m afraid. You know that it’s not ‘nothing.’ It’s a very critical matter revolving around Olivia. She needs to know. However, here is not the place to talk about this, we will sort this out at A.S.H. Headquarters in Magia,” Agent Willow stated. 

			“W-w-what do we do Bryan? He won’t l-l-leave,” Mia Kim whispered to her husband.

			“Fine, take us to your planet. But that doesn’t guarantee that Olivia will stay there,” Mr. Kim reluctantly huffed. 

			“Very well then,” Agent Willow acknowledged. “Follow me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six 
A.S.H. Headquarters
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			Agent Willow led Olivia and the Kims to the same dark alley where he and the other agents had traveled to. 

			“I still can’t believe you agreed to this, Bryan,” Mia said angrily.

			“You think I wanted them to take her away from us,” Bryan answered frustrated.

			“Honestly, sometimes I wonder why I even try to make some sense out of things,” Olivia whispered to herself just as exasperated.

			The other agents were already there with more adults and three other kids. Olivia had seen all three of the kids before in school, but they never formally met. 

			“They can’t take Eric away from us, Jake,” Mrs. Quinn whispered to her husband. 

			“And we won’t let them, Sophia,” Mr. Quinn replied.

			“Take me where?” Eric asked, confused.

			“Trust me, I want to know just as much you do,” Olivia told him once she was near.

			“You’re Olivia Lee, aren’t you?” Eric asked her with a smile.

			“Yes, how did you know my name?”

			“You were always at library like I was. We were the only ones who finished all of the works.”

			“You’re Eric Andrews, right?” Olivia asked, now remembering him.

			Eric nodded.

			“Let me guess, you got a visit from a strange man in a white suit too,” Olivia postulated.

			“Surprisingly, yes. He said his name was Agent Carter or something. He seemed very intimidating, or so I think. My stepparents were terrified when they saw him,” Eric admitted with a chuckle.

			“You have stepparents too?”

			“Yes,” Eric answered. “I’ve lived with them for as long as I can remember. I don’t even know anything about my real parents. My stepparents never told me anything about them. I learned not to ask questions. I love my adoptive parents, my parents, I mean. They are more than I could ask for. It’s just that I feel like something is missing in my life, don’t you?”

			“I’m not just missing something,” Olivia joked. “I’m practically missing half of my life. It gets kind of boring doing the same thing every day, even if you’re used to it.”

			“I just want to live my life. I just want to fulfill something, but I don’t know the price I’m willing to pay,” Eric confessed.

			“You’re very philosophical, you know that?” Olivia grinned.

			“Thank you, it’s one of my favorite qualities about myself.” Eric beamed.

			As the children were speaking together, the agents were also discussing.

			Agent Roses shook his head. “Peregrine, we have been waiting for you for quite a while.” 

			“Sorry I am late, but now that we have everyone here, we shouldn’t waste another moment. Everyone hold hands and agents set your mirorvators to Magia,” Agent Willow instructed. 

			“I guess we have no choice,” Claire Winston murmured. “Children, do as they say.”

			Everyone followed the directions and each of the agents clicked travel on their devices. Suddenly, lots of purple light appeared out of the mirorvators and encircled them all. 

			“What’s happening?” David asked nervously.

			“I don’t know, but I don’t think this is just a fancy light show,” Vanessa quipped.

			The light spun faster and faster and everyone disappeared.

			It was the worst feeling any of the kids ever felt. All they saw was a bright purple blur, and then complete black. They all opened their eyes to see that they were no longer in the dark alley of New York, but on the streets of another bustling city. All of them were in shock. None of the kids could believe what had just happened. Did they just teleport?

			 Before anyone could recover from what had happened or process any information, Agent Parker spoke, “Sorry about that, we know how unpleasant the feeling is to travel with someone else using a mirorvator, so we are going to walk the rest of the way, but we have no time to lose. Follow us.” 

			“Follow you? We physically just teleported! How?” Olivia asked confounded.

			“Get used to it,” Vanessa responded. “I have a feeling this isn’t the last peculiar thing we’ll experience.”

			Olivia nodded. “Before today I would never dream of anything like this happening to me of all people.”

			The agents started walking and everyone followed them. The four children started looking around their surroundings. Whatever the place was, it was much different than New York.

			 Multifarious towering skyscrapers with whimsical shapes were lit up in the night and a countless amount of people were strolling on the sidewalks. On the road, people were driving strange cars. As the four looked close they saw that there were not only humans hurrying about their businesses, there were also different creatures wearing human clothes. 

			Olivia saw a short goblin-like thing with pendulous ears and warty green skin wearing a crisp suit walking into a building holding a briefcase. David saw a furry pink animal with pointy ears wearing what looked like some designer dress and a belt. It was walking out of a store with lots of shopping bags. 

			“Wherever this place is I kind of like it. It’s strange and it’s my cup of tea,” Vanessa whispered.

			“Well I have to agree, it is definitely strange,” David replied. 

			Eric rolled his eyes. “Never mind what this place is like. Does anyone else have a clue as to where we are, I can’t possibly be the only one who is frustrated at not knowing?” 

			“Believe me, Eric, we are all frustrated,” Olivia said speaking for them all.

			David then spoke, “I still can’t believe what just happened. I mean, one moment we’re on Earth thinking that nothing is going to happen, and then the next we get a visit from a man in a white suit.”

			“What on Earth do they want with us?” Olivia wondered with a hint of worry in her voice. 

			“Technically, we probably aren’t on Earth anymore,” Eric corrected her. “I’ve read lots of travel books and this place looks nothing like any of the pictures.”

			This time, it was Olivia’s turn to roll her eyes. “Anyway, does anyone have an idea as to why we were brought here?”

			The rest of the kids shrugged. 

			David then asked, “What do you suppose Magia is?” 

			“Wait a minute,” Olivia realized. “I think that’s where we are. The agent who was at my house kept talking about it. He said that he was going to take me to Magia. This is Magia, this planet.”

			David shook his head in disbelief.

			“She’s right, it’s obviously the planet we are on right now,” Vanessa agreed. 

			“Maybe this is all just some sort of dream,” David put forward. 

			Olivia disputed, “How can we all possibly be sharing the same dream?” 

			“Then what else could it be then? We couldn’t have just teleported, I mean, that would require magic. There is no such thing as magic,” David pointed out. 

			“This can’t be a dream because I have this disorder that doesn’t allow me to dream, and we all felt that terrible feeling when we teleported here. In dreams, I heard you can’t feel anything. Wherever we are, we are awake and this is all real,” Eric explained. 

			The four weren’t the only ones who were talking. The stepparents were also whispering amongst each other. 

			“Can you believe this is happening? They are taking our children away from us,” Mrs. Winston said to the group. 

			“They had left us alone for so long, I thought they weren’t going to come back,” Mr. Kim replied. 

			“They gave us the children to protect them and now they are taking them away at such a young age. It’s too dangerous for them. They are just kids!” Mr. Harrison told them. 

			Mrs. Harrison responded, “Why do they need them so early now anyway?” 

			“I don’t know, but I still wonder. What can our kids possibly do to help them save their world?” Mrs. Quinn fumed. 

			Mrs. Harrison firmly stated, “I agree. How could their world depend on children? We can’t just give our kids away. We have to protect them.” 

			All the stepparents nodded and held their heads high. The agents led everyone farther into the city until they finally stopped. In front of them was a magnificent golden statue of a crow. 

			“I’ll activate the cloaking,” Agent Carter announced after looking around to make sure no one was watching. 

			“What does he mean, activate the cloaking?” Olivia whispered to the group.

			“I think we’re about to find out.” Vanessa pointed at Agent Carter’s wrist.

			He touched the black screen of his contraption and it turned on. He swiped the screen to reveal a button: Show All A.S.H. Headquarters Entrances. Carter pressed the button and a list of locations appeared. He kept scrolling down until he found the one he was looking for. It said Crow Statue Entrance (Main). Carter pressed on it and two buttons appeared. He clicked the one that said Activate Cloaking. Suddenly, out of the agent’s mirorvator, another purple light came out and encircled the statue. After encircling the statue for a while the light evanesced. It was as if nothing happened. Carter nodded to the other agents and they all walked forward. After taking a few steps closer to the statue, they had completely disappeared. 

			The four, who were still amazed that they teleported, were shocked at what happened. Each of them thought that they would never get used to any of this. Next, the stepparents walked forward. After taking as many steps as the agents did, they too disappeared. The four now didn’t know what to do. 

			Vanessa broke the silence. “I think we follow them.” 

			Olivia was dazed. “Are you mad? We all saw that they just disappeared. What if something bad happens?” 

			“That’s the only thing we can do, we just have to hope that we will be safe.” Vanessa shrugged. 

			“Hope we’ll be safe?! This isn’t even Earth, this a whole new planet,” Olivia said, scared and frustrated.

			Vanessa sighed. “What else do we do then? We can’t just stay here and wait for something to happen. The agents and our stepparents went forward so maybe it is safe.”

			“I-i-i’m still not sure,” Olivia whimpered.

			“Don’t worry, we can both go at the same time.” Vanessa smiled.

			The rest of them nodded and they all nervously started walking until they took about the same amount of steps as the agents did. They all then closed their eyes, held hands, and took a deep breath. They then took one more step. 

			Nothing happened, they all felt alright. All at once, they opened their eyes to see that they were in some translucent purple dome surrounding them and the statue. The kids looked out to see that some people were walking near them. However, it seemed like they didn’t see any of the company near the statue. Everyone inside the dome was invisible to those outside of it.

			“Woah,” David marveled.

			Agent Ross looked around the dome to make sure everyone was inside. 

			Once he was assured, he told Agent Carter, “Everyone is here, you can open the entrance now.” 

			Agent Carter nodded and pressed the second button which said Open Entrance. Suddenly the statue started to turn and a part of it opened to reveal a set of stairs leading down. There was also an elevator with glass walls which allowed you to observe the outside.

			“This day just keeps getting more and more bizarre,” Eric exclaimed.

			The agents walked into the elevator and everyone else followed. Agent Parker pressed a button and the elevator started to descend. The four looked out to see that below them was a huge viaduct which led to an enthralling waterfall. Once the elevator landed down, everyone got out and started walking over the bridge. Olivia looked down to see that under the viaduct was a very deep trench. Olivia was dreadfully afraid of falling. 

			“Why did I have to look down?” she mumbled to herself.

			She continued walking and tried to stay as far away from the edge of the bridge as possible. As they reached closer to the doors, the waterfall magically parted so that they could pass through. 

			“The waterfall is so thoughtful,” Vanessa joked.

			The waterfall revealed two giant golden doors which allowed the group to move on.

			Once they were close enough to the doors, they automatically opened and everyone entered. The sight the four saw once they walked in was magnificent. They were on the highest floor inside the most voluminous room they had ever seen. The walls and ceiling were white. In the center was an elevator in a cylindrical shaft. Connecting the shaft to each story were white walkways with safety railings. On each level, there was a multitude of doors which led to different rooms. A fair deal of people were walking around. Plenty of them were also like the creatures the four had seen before. Numerous were wearing white suits just like the agents. The agents then led the company across a walkway into the center of the room. 

			“This is amazing,” David remarked.

			Both the four and their stepparents were marveling at the room. They were all speechless. Olivia, however, tried not to look down because she knew she was very high up. Once they had reached the elevator, they all got in. Another creature also entered. It was very short with brown skin covered in warts. It was wearing safety goggles and a white lab coat with a steel name tag. Engraved on the tag was the name Phyllis. She was pushing a cart with glass beakers and test tubes into the elevator. 
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			“Excuse me,” she grunted. 

			There was a digital sign at the top of the elevator: Floor 7. Agent Willow pressed the button for the third floor and Phyllis pressed the button for the fifth. The elevator started its descent. As the elevator went down, some of the test tubes on Phyllis were shaking. One beaker fell off of the cart and shattered onto the floor. Bits of glass were everywhere. 

			“Ugh, sorry about that,” Phyllis grumpily uttered. 

			“Oh, don’t worry Phyllis, you are fine,” Agent Ross said politely. 

			Phyllis then bent down over the shattered pieces of glass. She waved her hand and blue light came out of it. The light then went to each shard of glass and the fragments started coming together. The beaker had soon repaired itself.

			“How did you do that?” Olivia asked, astonished.

			“Umm, how did I do that?! How did I do that?! Honestly, some halfwits make wonder about the magian race,” Phyllis grumbled.

			“Well that was some unnecessary rudeness,” Vanessa remarked.

			Olivia, however, wondered what Phyllis meant by the magian race.

			Finally, the elevator reached the fifth floor. Phyllis got off. After she left, the doors of the elevator closed again and it resumed its descent. When the elevator finally went to the third floor, everyone got off. The agents then led all of them to a corner of the room. Over there were rows of the strangest vehicle any of the four had ever seen. 

			“Everybody hop on please. These will take us there faster,” Agent Carter stated. 

			They all followed the instructions given. It took no time before they all managed to fit in. The vehicle was spacious and it didn’t have a roof. It was shiny silver with cushioned seats that were very comfortable. It had no apparent tires or anything that would seem to allow it to move. In the front in the driver’s seat was a steel driving wheel along with several miscellaneous buttons and levers to operate it. Agent Carter was the driver. He pressed the start button. 

			Suddenly, an automated voice spoke, “Hello, welcome to the Hover-X-Velocity. Please keep all hands and feet inside the tram. Thank you and drive safely.” 

			Carter then pulled a bright red lever. Suddenly everyone inside the vehicle felt a rising sensation. They felt as if they had risen into the air. When the four looked down, they saw that the tram was floating in the air without the support of anything! The Hover-X-Velocity was, as its name suggested, hovering!

			It took a while for the four to grasp themselves back to reality, but they all soon realized that they were in for countless other surprises. Agent Carter then pulled a chartreuse lever and the vehicle started going forward. Every time the vehicle needed to make a turn, Carter would simply turn the wheel and the Hover-X-Velocity would shift its path. The four were watching in awe as they traveled around underground. The place they were in seemed immeasurable. Once they had left the main room, they had entered another one through an extensive corridor that was crowded with people. Once they had exited that room, there were several other places they had passed that were just as impressive. Along the way, they had seen innumerable others driving Hover-X-Velocities. It took a while before, finally, Agent Carter pressed a button. The tram came to a halt and it descended until it landed on the floor. Everyone got out. They noticed that they had arrived in front of another corridor. This one was very narrow and, like the other rooms before, white.

			 “We will walk the rest of the way since we are so close, everyone please follow me,” Agent Ross ordered. 

			The four and the stepparents had learned to just follow any instructions the agents gave so they all followed as they were instructed.

			The corridor wasn’t very long and it didn’t take much time before they had reached the end. The passage led to a set of doors. Behind them was an elephantine room where a man in a black tuxedo was waiting. He had pure black hair and very pale skin. He looked very young as if he was in his mid-twenties. On his black tuxedo was a name tag: VP Hale. On his face was a welcoming smile. 

			“There were no problems in the escort, sir,” Agent Ross spoke. 

			“I am so pleased you were all able to arrive safely, I am Preston Hale, Vice President of A.S.H., and it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Preston Hale politely introduced himself. 

			“What do you think A.S.H. is?” Olivia asked David, who shook his head idealess.

			Hale then shook hands with everyone enthusiastically. The four didn’t know who this man was or why they were here. They were scared and worried, but above all, they were confused. 

			“I believe we have some serious things to talk about,” Hale declared. 

			The parents simply nodded. Hale led the stepparents and the four to two couches. Everyone took a seat. 

			Mr. Hale started speaking, “So let’s talk about the elephant in the room. I know it must be very hard for you, but please understand that when you agreed to take the children in, you also agreed to let them return. They may seem like just little kids to you, but the sake of our world depends on it.” 

			“Glad that he didn’t start off with the small talk,” Vanessa jested.

			“They are just kids. Kids that are being put in danger because of your superstitions,” Mrs. Quinn chided. 

			“It may seem like a superstition, but I explained the prophecy to you. You know why they are so vital to us. Magians here don’t know that our time is running out. Fractus Month is nearing. These children are our last hope. They can save Magia,” Hale responded calmly. 

			“What do you think the prophecy is?” Olivia whispered to the other kids. “And what’s Fractus Month?”

			“You’re the smart one, why are you asking me?” Vanessa whispered back.

			Mr. Harrison snapped, “They are little children! They can’t help you with all that nonsense!” 

			“Little children.” Eric scoffed. “Is that what they think of us?”

			“I know it’s hard for you to understand why we need them. But please know that we wouldn’t be doing this unless it was completely necessary,” Mr. Hale softly answered. 

			Mr. Winston then furiously roared, “THEY ARE JUST KIDS!” 

			Soon more and more parents started screaming at Mr. Hale who was trying as hard as he could to persuade them.

			“This is getting sad to watch,” Vanessa confessed. 

			“I don’t want them to argue.” David sighed sympathetically. “All I want are answers.”

			As best as Hale’s efforts were, he couldn’t manage to quiet down the stepparents and his voice started to sound pleading.

			 “Please, we’re desperate, these four are our last hope. Without them, our world is doomed,” Mr. Hale said, now begging with a very worried expression. 

			“We can’t just let you put our children in danger like that. When you gave them to us thirteen years ago, we promised to keep them safe. Over time, we treated them as if they were our own children. And now, you return unexpectedly and want to take them away from us. No. We won’t let you. Their safety is our top priority,” Mr. Kim retorted. 

			“Even if you were to take them back with you, the children still won’t be safe. A couple of weeks ago we found out that some terrorists had received information that the children were on Earth. We would incarcerate them, but unfortunately we don’t even know who they are or what they look like. All we know is that they know where you are. It wouldn’t take long before they found you. Then you would not only put the children in danger but also the mortals of Earth. If the children were here, however, they would have the protection of the entire agency. Every single safety precaution would be taken,” Hale explained.  

			Vanessa then screamed, “WHAT IS HAPPENING?!” 

			“Finally! I was wondering if someone else was going to ask,” Olivia said, relieved.

			“Yeah, what is happening? You all are just chatting away, while we are sitting here like statues. You can’t just expect us to be quiet when we don’t understand a thing that’s happening,” Eric huffed.

			Everyone turned to look at the four. 

			“It’s about time the children knew,” Hale proclaimed. 

			The parents shook their heads disapprovingly, but Hale spoke anyway, “I know that you children are quite intelligent, so I assume that you already pieced together that this planet you are on right now is far away from Earth. I’m also quite certain that you’ve figured out that it’s called Magia. It has a great quantity of similarities to Earth, such as its appearance. Magia has four continents: Cornix, the landmass we are in right now, Astor, Wayfare, and Underwood. Magia also has four oceans like Earth. They are the Cerulean Ocean, the Purian Ocean, the Arcanius Ocean, and the Black Ocean. We are also similarly aligned to our sun as Earth is to its sun. Fundamentally, appearance wise, Magia is very similar to Earth. However, that’s not where the similarities end. Magia has similar minerals to Earth, matter, and even some creatures. While yes, we have various different organisms, we also have similar plants and animals to Earth, such as crows. However, on Earth, crows are usually ignored, but on Magia, they are respected. Humans reside on Magia too. We are called Magians. Magians look exactly like mortals, the residents of Earth. However, there is one major difference between magians and mortals. Magians have magic in their souls…”

			 “What! What do you mean, magic in souls?” David interrupted.

			Hale responded, “I believe we have now gotten to the distinctions of Magia. Well actually, one prime difference, magic. Magic is the most tremendous difference between Earth and Magia. Earth has scores of commodities that Magia has except for magic. Magic is everywhere around Magia, some plants have supernatural abilities, animals have bewitching powers, and humans have magic in their souls. This gives us powers which allow us to perform magic.” 

			“Well, thanks, I guess, for the description of your world, but what exactly does this have to do with us?” Olivia inquired, puzzled.

			The parents had terrified expressions on their faces, but the children were satisfied with nothing but answers and they wanted more. They wanted to get rid of their confusion. 

			Mr. Hale smiled. “You four children are magian.” 

			The four’s faces soon all bore the same surprised expression. Scores of unexplainable things had happened that day, but what they had just heard was the most unbelievable. 

			“What! How? We have never felt any mystical powers and we have never shown any signs of them,” Eric incredulously burst out. 

			“Yeah! Wouldn’t we know if magic was a part of us?” David questioned.

			Mr. Hale answered, “It’s simple. Magical abilities are very similar to a talent such as playing an instrument. However, it’s also very different. It’s similar to talent because you have to know that you have that talent. You also have to take proper training and lessons to harness your marvelous powers, which is why you had never shown any signs of magic.” 

			“How are magical abilities different from a talent?” Vanessa asked. 

			“Because you don’t need the talent to make a sound come out of an instrument. This isn’t the case with magic. You can only use magic if you are born with it in your soul. All magians have magic in their souls which is why all magians have spectacular powers.” 

			“How did you create your civilization?” Eric queried. 

			Hale responded, “Long ago, before Magia had any order, several of the most powerful magians met up and agreed that they wanted to create a world with peace and structure. Those magians soon became the first members of A.S.H., the Agency of Societal Harmony. The agency then gathered more and more members until it grew into the colossal size it is today. A.S.H. is our world government with heads in every country. The country we are in right now is called Braxton. The agency improved life on Magia and allowed us to create great advancements. A.S.H. also allowed certain animals with human intelligence to become employed citizens. This city you are in right now, Crow City, is the capital of the world and the location of A.S.H.’s main headquarters, which is this place. Magians developed so much technology ages before mortals did. Back then, we had already created operational spacecraft. With it, some magians traveled around universes until they found Earth. They soon realized how similar Earth was to Magia. They also met mortals. However, the mortals barely even knew anything about their own planet. Most of them couldn’t even survive. Because of their sympathy, the magians helped them. Our ancestors taught the mortals our main language, which the mortals called English. They also taught them our calendar, which is why we have the same months and days. The things that the magians told to the mortals also helped influence their technology which is why we have similar gadgets. The magians told the mortals an umpteen amount of secrets which allowed them to create their great civilizations. If it weren’t for the magians who had visited Earth, mortals wouldn’t be where they are today. While the magians told a large quantity of things to the mortals, they didn’t tell them our secret of magic. The magians soon left and the mortals forgot about us. Magians haven’t had a reason to return to Earth until now, when Agents Willow, Carter, Parker, and Ross came to retrieve you.” 

			“So Magia is practically a perfect, magical version of Earth?” Vanessa observed. “Sounds like paradise to me.”

			Mr. Hale laughed. “No place is perfect, but we sure do try.”

			“So we know what this place is. Now, why were we brought here now, and why does the sake of this world depend on us?” Eric asked.

			Mr. Hale grinned. “I’ve always admired curiosity. Those who are curious tend to ask more questions. Those who ask more questions, tend to receive more answers. Answers build wisdom. However, sometimes knowledge is better, postponed. Sometimes, wisdom is better left untouched until the moment is opportune. I am afraid those are questions which I can’t answer right now.” 

			The four were very anxious, they had so many more questions that they wanted answers for. 

			“We had been dreading telling you this because we didn’t want to lose you. You are a part of our family, Eric. We can’t just see you leave. We don’t know what dangers you will be in here. After all, it is a different planet,” Mr. Quinn confessed to Eric. 

			Mrs. Quinn burst into tears and covered her face. Eric didn’t know how to react. He was on the verge of weeping himself. He was also shocked that his adoptive parents knew something about this and didn’t tell him. His inquisitiveness was at a dangerously high level and he desperately wanted more answers from Mr. Hale who he didn’t completely trust. But above all, Eric was sad; he knew that his relationship with the Quinns would never be the same again. A part of him knew that he wanted to stay on Magia, but it greatly saddened him; he knew the Quinns couldn’t stay with him. 

			“Please don’t take Olivia from us! We can’t bear to lose her! We also can’t just leave her here, knowing that she might be in danger,” Mrs. Kim cried out. 

			Mr. Hale sadly said, “I am so sorry, but there is nothing I can do. The prophecy is set out. The children have to stay. The sake of Magia depends on it. The sake of their home depends on it.” 

			The word home seemed to sadden the parents even more. 

			“How about we let the children decide if they want?” Mrs. Quinn suggested, barely managing to get the words out. 

			Hale nodded sympathetically. 

			“Is everything he said true?” Vanessa asked, turning to her stepparents.

			The Harrisons reluctantly nodded.

			“Then this planet is our home, we belong in Magia,” Vanessa stated.

			“Are you really letting us choose?” Olivia inquired, unbelieving.

			“It’s your choice if you want to stay,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“What kind of a choice is this?” Eric asked, frustrated. “It’s either leaving the only parents we ever knew or leaving our real home.” 

			“My whole life was a lie. I am not going to make any choice unless I get some answers,” David uttered to which the rest of the four nodded. “What happened to our biological parents?”

			“Yes, tell us what happened to them,” Olivia repeated to Mr. Hale.

			He simply shook his head sadly, declining an answer.

			Eric then turned to his parents. “What happened?”

			The stepparents also didn’t answer him and shook their heads.

			“So neither of you will tell us,” Olivia said sadly.

			“I promise that when the time is right, I will tell you everything, but now is not that time. However, you still need to make a choice,” Mr. Hale responded.

			Everyone turned to look at the four and waited for them to answer. None of the four knew how to answer. They all loved their adoptive parents. It hurt them so much to even think of leaving them. However, they desperately wanted to know more about magic. They wanted to know more about their home. There were heaps of things that were hidden from them and they wanted to uncover everything. They also felt like they had a purpose. They were being told that the sake of Magia depended on them. Even though they had barely spent any time on this planet, they had instantly felt a very strong connection to it. They didn’t want anything to happen to it. It was their home after all. 

			“I want to stay on Magia,” Vanessa declared firmly.

			Olivia spoke, “So many things hidden from us. This planet is the explanation of why I felt so out of place on Earth. Magia has all the answers to my questions. I want to stay too.”

			She then walked over to Vanessa who smiled at her, thinking that both of them had made the right choice.

			“Magia seems so wonderful. I can’t hide the fact that I too never felt like I belonged on Earth. A couple of minutes ago, I didn’t even know magic existed. I need to know what happened to my real parents. I want more answers. I also want to stay,” David announced and walked over to Olivia and Vanessa.

			“This choice is just too hard to make,” Eric said, looking at his parents sadly. “If I choose to stay back on Earth, I know that I’ll be happy with my family. However, if I stay here, I know that I belong. I want to live my life. Magia seems to be the best place to do so. If this is where I need to be then so be it. I want to stay too.” He then walked over to join the rest of the four.

			The stepparents then burst into tears. 

			Mr. Hale slowly spoke with a heavy heart, “Once you leave Magia, every mortal with memories of Olivia, Vanessa, David, or Eric will forget about them and I am very sorry, but you are mortals and have memory of magic. We will have to erase your memories to keep you safe.” 

			The parents then walked over to their children and embraced them. 

			After wiping their tears, they all uttered, “We are ready.” 

			Hale nodded sympathetically. The agents then led the parents out of the room and shut the door behind them. The four never saw any of their stepparents again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven 
Hale’s Penthouse
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			The four were very downhearted that their adoptive parents had left them, but they were also a little frightened. Magia might have been where they were born, but it was still new to them. They didn’t fully trust Mr. Hale, but curiosity had gotten the better of them. They were starting to regret their hastily-made decision.

			Hale then interrupted the four’s thoughts, “I know it must very hard for you. You must be afraid and confused and I promise you we will take care of all of this. But first, you must be exhausted. We will go to my home where we can stay.”

			The four were indeed scared, but they had no choice but to trust Mr. Hale and follow the instructions he had given. Hale led the children out of the room and into another corridor. They kept walking across A.S.H. Headquarters and passed innumerable rooms. The headquarters really was as monumental as a city. Hale finally stopped in front of a set of automatic doors. On top of them was a sign: Garage. Next to the doors was a button. The doors opened and showed the garage which was very capacious. In it was a heterogeneous collection of unique vehicles. Hale led the four inside and took them near the edge of the garage where there was another car parked. 

			“Well, this is my car,” he said. “Please hop in.”

			 The car was shiny blue with a glass ceiling. It had normal tires and wheels, unlike the Hover-X-Velocity. It looked very small and the kids thought that it would be nearly impossible for all of them to fit. The four opened the door of the car and entered inside. The kids were shocked at what they saw.  The car was much larger on the inside than it appeared from those standing outside. There was a wide white carpet on the floor and plenty of white cushioned seats. There was also a sizable glass table with four white chairs, a king-sized bed, a door leading to the bathroom, and a broad flatscreen TV. There was much space to walk around and it had everything you needed to live.

			“At this point, nothing can amaze me anymore,” David said, nonplussed.

			“You call this a car? Shouldn’t the term be ‘home disguised as a two-person convertible’?” Vanessa joked.

			 “I hope you will be comfortable. Feel free to watch something on the TV which has every channel in history or use the automated drink dispenser which can spout any beverage you desire,” Hale said from the driver’s seat. 

			All of the four sat in their seats and buckled their seatbelts. Mr. Hale then started the car and it moved forward. After several twists, turns, and Phyllis (who yelled at Hale for his car being too loud when she was trying to find her parking space), the vehicle finally came to the end of the garage. Hale then drove up a spiral driveway to the ceiling where the driveway suddenly ended.

			Hale said open into a microphone in his car, and the ceiling above the automobile opened up. The car then drove up to the surface onto one of the roads of Crow City at night. Next to the car, Olivia marveled at a very tall skyscraper that was all lit up. Hale continued driving. Crow City was colossal and magnificently lit up at night. Countless skyscrapers were twice as tall as the ones in New York. The four looked up and through the glass ceiling, they saw a glamorous full moon shining brightly in the sky. As they kept driving, the children truly saw how sizable Crow City was. It was much more extensive than New York City. Hale kept driving until he finally stopped near a tall building with too many windows to count. He parked his car nearby and everyone got out. The four entered the building through a set of automated doors. Once they were inside, they saw how breathtaking the lobby was. The floor had a carmine carpet leading to the front desk. There was also a striking golden chandelier hanging from the ceiling. There was a grand staircase next to the front desk along with an ample elevator. 

			“Welcome back, Mr. Hale,” the lady at the front desk said. 

			She had auburn locks, pale skin, and light-blue eyes.

			“Thank you, Lauren.” Hale looked at her badge. “I’ve never seen you around before, are you new?”

			“Yes, and my name is Laurel. I need to fix this typo on my name tag,” Laurel responded. 

			“Been there,” Mr. Hale related, “before I was Vice President of A.S.H., I had a typo on my badge too. Everyone kept calling me Mr. Half.”

			He then led all four into the elevator. Once they were all in, he pressed the button for the highest floor. The elevator started ascending until it finally reached the top. Everyone got out and stepped into a luxurious penthouse.

			 “Welcome to my home.” Hale smiled. 

			Everything in the apartment looked very modern and tidy. The floor was made out of white marble and matched the white walls. One wall of the penthouse was made entirely out of glass which allowed you to look out and see the magnificent view of the city. In the living room was a quartz chandelier which was hanging from the ceiling. Beneath the chandelier were two white couches facing a flat-screen television. 

			Near the right of the TV was an exquisite fountain that had water which magically changed color. The four watched, captivated, as the color of the water changed from clear to sky blue, to fiery red, to lush green, and finally a rich purple. The four were pulled to the fountain and as they walked closer, they found out that the water not only changed color, it changed the mood of anyone near it. None of the four could explain it, but when the water was a sky blue color, they felt more confident than ever before, like they could do anything. They didn’t know why they felt it, they just did. When the color changed into a fiery red, they felt anger which surrounded them like flames. As the red water changed to green, the feeling of anger also changed. The four no longer felt agitated, instead, they felt very peaceful and calm. As the green water slowly changed into purple, the four felt hopeful. They didn’t know what they felt hopeful for, just that they did. 

			Once the water changed back to clear, the four no longer felt any of the emotions they had been through when they were near the fountain. 

			Mr. Hale walked forward. “I can see that you have discovered what this fountain does. This fountain is called a Spiritus Fountain. To those far away from it, they might think it just changed the color of its water. However, it can change the mood of the people near it. It doesn’t do anything to you physically, but it gives you a psychological change that temporarily makes you feel a certain emotion.”

			“It’s spooky how that fountain made me feel something,” Vanessa responded.

			 The four were very fascinated.

			Adjacent to the water fountain was a grand piano. Around the living room were multiple plants in exotic pots. In the kitchen was a table, a marble countertop with a sink, and there were convenient white cupboards for utensils. Another room had a commodious indoor pool with a graceful artificial waterfall. There was also a glass spiral staircase that led upstairs. All of the four marveled at the penthouse, even David who used to live in one, but it wasn’t nearly as palatial as Hale’s.

			“You have a beautiful home,” David politely said. 

			“Thank you very much, I don’t usually have guests.” Mr. Hale smiled. 

			Suddenly out of the kitchen came a portly little creature. It had smooth turquoise skin and pointy ears. It had large green eyes and an even larger smile. 

			“Hello! Mr. Hale, you brought guests! We never get guests! I am so excited,” it said. 

			The creature had a raspy voice, but it seemed friendly. 

			“Everyone, I would like you to meet Ivy, she is a Figon. Figons are creatures which are known for their powers that allow them to fix any broken thing. Ivy is my assistant,” Hale said. 

			“I am just happy to help, sir,” Ivy said. 

			“Curious,” Olivia spoke, “so creatures with human intelligence really can have jobs in Magia.”

			“That’s right.” Hale grinned.

			“Wow, that must have improved life for a slew of creatures,” Eric replied.

			“It sure did,” Ivy said happily.

			“I’m glad.” David smiled.

			“Ivy, please show the children to their rooms, they are very tired and would like to go to bed,” Hale instructed. 

			“Of course, sir,” Ivy said. “Please follow me, children.” 

			The four followed Ivy up the staircase onto the next floor. She led each of them to their rooms which were all identical. There was a king-sized bed with white sheets and two pillows on one wall facing another side. Olivia and Eric had balconies in their rooms. Next to the bed was a door leading to a lavatory. Once Ivy left, the four were left alone with their thoughts. Olivia was afraid, she felt more alone than she had ever felt before. David wanted to trust Mr. Hale, but he still didn’t. He also didn’t know who to trust or who not to trust. Eric was very sad, he had just lost the only family that he had known, the only family that loved him. Vanessa was cautious but excited at the same time. She had been longing for an adventure, and now she had gotten it. However, she too had her doubts about Mr. Hale.

			Everyone was sad, scared, and doubtful, but they all wanted more answers. They were all also exhausted. They all got into their beds and it wasn’t long before they were fast asleep.

			Once it was morning, each of the four slowly woke up and yawned. It was like a normal morning, the sun was shining through the window and the birds were chirping. Suddenly it came back to them. They were on a different planet.

			Once the four walked down the stairs, they saw that Mr. Hale was waiting for them at the kitchen table. The kids then walked over to the table and sat down.

			“Good morning, everyone. I hope you slept well and had a peaceful night of rest,” Mr. Hale said cheerfully. 

			“Good morning,” the four yawned. 

			Ivy then came over pushing a cart filled with breakfast. There were scrambled eggs, bacon, oatmeal, cereal, donuts, juice, and every other breakfast food items which the four could think of. Ivy set the table. The four didn’t know what to do. They still had their doubts about Hale, but they were starving. Their hunger took control of them. It wasn’t long before the kids began to stuff their faces. They felt as if they hadn’t eaten in a century. 

			Hale smiled and it was like he read their minds. “I know that you might not trust me yet, but I hope that you will be comfortable here and in time lose your doubt of me.”

			 The four wanted to trust Mr. Hale, he seemed like a very nice person, but they had plenty of doubts and questions that they desperately wanted answers to. 

			“I thought you said everywhere in Magia had magic. This penthouse is beautiful and all, but except for Ivy and the water fountain, nothing seems much different from Earth,” Eric observed. 

			Hale answered with a mysterious smile, “I would like to show you something after you finish eating.”

			 The children nodded. It wasn’t long before all of the food on the table was gone, the four were very hungry and they couldn’t wait to see what Mr. Hale wanted to show them. 

			Hale then took the four to the pool which was crow-shaped. The kids didn’t see anything special about it except for the shape.

			Hale walked closer to the pool and kneeled down. “It’s alright Bill, you can come out now. These four are very friendly, they won’t hurt you.” 

			“Is he talking to the pool?” Vanessa whispered.

			As of on cue, a fishlike creature started to appear. It had purple scales and small fins. It had a curved tail and round eyes. 

			“Everyone, this is my pet felwix, Bill. Felwixes are aquatic creatures with happiness-spreading powers. Anyone who swims in a body of water inhabited by a felwix will be instantly joyful. These are wondrous creatures, however, there aren’t that many left. Felwixes are also very shy creatures and they can turn invisible to hide. A felwix can teach us umpteen things about happiness. Happiness doesn’t come from materialistic things, it comes from inside our hearts. We don’t need anything to be happy, we can be joyful and optimistic if we choose to be. If you want, you can put your hand into the water. Then you can know how it feels,” Hale said. 

			Olivia, David, and Eric were hesitant, but Vanessa stepped forward. She kneeled down and gently put her hand into the pool. As soon as her fingers touched the surface of the water, she felt as if all of the sadness in her life was gone. Suddenly, the felwix swam towards her. The closer the felwix came, the happier Vanessa felt. 

			“Guys, he is right, I do feel happy,” Vanessa admitted.

			“So you put your hand into the water, and now you automatically feel gleeful for no reason?” Eric doubted.

			“Look, I can’t explain it. I just feel happy. It’s kind of like the Spiritus water fountain. Maybe you should all come over and put your hand into the water,” Vanessa said.

			Slowly, the rest of the four stepped forward. One by one they all put their hands into the pool. Instantly, they all felt bliss that they hadn’t felt in a long time. Nothing else seemed to matter to them anymore. All of their other feelings had been silenced. Happiness prevailed in all of them. David stretched his hand out and Bill came towards him. David gently stroke his hand across the felwix and felt happier than ever. Bill made a whistling sound showing that he liked David.

			“Aren’t you friendly?” David smiled.

			After some time, they each pulled their hands out of the water and turned to face Hale. Right after putting their hands into the water, something told the four that Mr. Hale could be trusted. 

			Hale then led them back into the living room and to the piano. The four wondered what could be so special about the instrument, but knew they just had to wait for something to happen. Hale walked over and knocked on the top of the piano. Suddenly the keys started to move and the piano began playing by itself. The song the piano played was very alluring. It was moderately loud, had scads of major chords, and made all the kids who heard it very relaxed. The four were astonished.

			 “How is it doing that?” a surprised Eric asked. 

			“Don’t tell me that you have another creature hiding in there, pressing the hammers,” Vanessa jested.

			Hale chuckled. “I am sure that you now know that this isn’t an ordinary piano. It’s an enchanted one. I had gotten it from a retailer that makes enchanted objects which all have unique abilities. This particular piano happens to be able to play by itself. All you have to do is go over and knock on the top of it. When you do, a song will play. The piano will play a different piece to every unique person that knocks on it. It is said that the song the piano plays is your soul song. A song that represents your soul and what kind of a person you are. Those who are optimistic will hear a very cheerful tune. However, those who are depressed will hear a sad song with numerous minor chords. No two songs are the same. I want you all to go forward and knock on the top of the piano.”  

			This time, Olivia went forward. She walked towards the piano and knocked on top of it. Once she did, the piano started playing a quiet song with a slow tempo. It was filled with major chords, but had several minor as well. It sounded very calm and peaceful. Next, Eric went. He knocked on the top and a cheerful song started playing on the keys. It wasn’t a very fast tempo, but it was faster than Olivia’s. Like Mr. Hale’s, it was medium loud. It started with a horde of major chords, but then at the end, they all changed to minor notes. After Eric, David walked towards the piano. He knocked on the top. The piano then played a song that was just as quiet as Olivia’s and just as fast as Eric’s. However, it barely had any major notes. The start of the song started with many major chords, however, as the song progressed, a transition happened. The cheerful tune was replaced by minor chords which covered the music with despair. It was very desolate. Nevertheless, as the song was finishing, the minor notes converted to the majors and the merry tone returned. It was as if the major chords were trying to cover up the sadness of the minor tune in between. Finally, Vanessa went. She knocked on the top. The piano played a song with a tempo faster than any piece played before. It had an incalculable amount of major chords and barely any minor ones. The song was also played much louder than the other ones. 

			Once it was finished, Hale spoke, “It’s fascinating, isn’t it? What music can tell us about our personality.” 

			The four nodded in awe.

			 Mr. Hale then led them to a wall. Over there was a framed white canvas which hadn’t been painted on. The four found it odd that Hale would frame an empty canvas, but it was nothing compared to the oddities they had seen during their time on Magia. Hale then walked forward and something strange happened. Slowly, lines started to appear and form shapes. Colors started filling in those shapes. Before long, it was clear that a painting slowly started to appear. Once it finally finished, the painting captured the exact likeness of Crow City. The city was in the morning with a colossal sun shining brightly over it. 

			Mr. Hale said, “As you have probably guessed, this canvas is very similar to the piano. It shows a different painting to each person who looks at it. Unlike the piano, it doesn’t show us what kind of a person we are. It shows us something we desire and will receive in the future. It’s something we want but don’t have yet. Everyone wants something that we don’t already have and this canvas will show it to us. Do you want to see what the canvas will show to you?” 

			All the four nodded. David went to the canvas first. The painting started to change slowly. Once its change was finished, it displayed a prodigious family. Their backs were turned and they were all facing a sunset. Umpteen warm colors were used for the sunset. There were different shades of orange, amber, and cerise. 

			Next, Vanessa went. The painting changed until it showed a girl standing on the peak of a tall mountain. She had her back turned and was facing a cloudless sky. The peak was very high up and the sky was a vast expanse. The only color it used was a light azure. 

			After her, Olivia walked forward. After the painting changed for her, it showed a lion. The lion had a fierce face with sharp claws. It looked very strapping. The painting was considerably detailed. A shade of orange was used for the lion’s fur, and if you looked closely, you could see each strand of its mane. 

			Finally, Eric stepped forward. Once the painting changed, he saw four kids sitting underneath an overgrown tree with their backs turned. The tree used several tones of green for the leaves. The trunk was beefy and used a rich shade of brown. Once Eric walked away from the painting, it disappeared and the canvas was plain again. 

			“What do our pictures mean?” Eric inquired.

			 Hale smiled. “We can only really know once we receive what it is that we want. And when we do, only we will know what our painting symbolizes.”

			 “I didn’t realize that there was so much magic hidden from us,” Vanessa commented.

			 “Magic is everywhere. We just have to look a little harder to see it.” Hale grinned. 

			Hale led the four back into the living room and they all sat down on the couches.

			 Mr. Hale spoke, “I know that you still have questions and I promise I will answer them all and tell you why you are here, but I first want to show you Magia, your home. So do you have any other things you want to know about Magia?” 

			Olivia looked at the lights on the ceiling and a lit up lamp on a counter. 

			“How are things powered here?” 

			Mr. Hale smiled. “I think there is a much better place for your question to be answered, Olivia.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight 
The Magic Factory
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			Hale took the four out of the apartment and out of the building. He led them to where his car was parked. Once everyone got in, he drove for a very long time. Crow City looked very different in the daytime than at night, numerous stores were open and more people were walking around. 

			“Where are we going?” Vanessa asked impatiently.

			“You’ll see when we get there,” Mr. Hale twinkled. 

			“Sometimes, I wonder why we can’t just get some answers whenever we ask a question,” Vanessa grumbled.

			David laughed. “Magia is not only a planet of magic, but it’s also a planet of patience.”

			Mr. Hale kept driving until they had reached near the edge of Crow City. Mr. Hale stopped near an enormous factory. Next to the factory was a multitude of fields. Growing on the fields were some strange plants that the four couldn’t see too well from far away. However, they did see a strange, faint purple glow from where they were.

			Hale stationed his car in the parking lot along with many others. They all got out and started walking towards the factory. Once they had reached the doors, they saw a sign: Factory tours admission: 20 crowtins per person. 

			Mr. Hale winked. “Crowtins are one of Magia’s main currencies.” 

			They entered the building. The main entrance was very imposing. The floor was made of marble and the ceiling was very high. A scintillating, crystal chandelier hung. In the corner was the front desk. Mr. Hale led the four over there. Sitting behind the desk was a lady waiting for them. 

			 “Please pay the twenty crowtins now for admission,” she said politely. 

			Mr. Hale reached into his pocket and pulled out some bills of cash that all had crows on them. He gave them to the lady. 

			“Thank you and I hope you enjoy the tour. Please wait over there for the tour guide.” She pointed to a line of people waiting. 

			“Look it’s Mr. Hale! The Vice President of the agency,” a man said.

			 Soon everyone turned to face Hale and the children. 

			“Hello everyone, I am here to help these fine children understand how things are powered here,” Hale answered. 

			“Please get in front of us, we don’t want to be a burden to a VIP such as yourself,” a woman said and the rest of the people in line agreed. 

			“Oh please, I can’t do that,” Mr. Hale answered. 

			“We insist,” said another man.

			 The rest of the people in line allowed Hale and the four to get in front of them. 

			“Wow, Mr. Hale is famous,” David said to the four.

			“He is after only the Vice President of the world-wide government,” Vanessa uttered sarcastically.

			After a while, a lady wearing a professional blue dress approached the group. As she ambled forward, the four realized she was a familiar face.

			“Isn’t that Laura the receptionist?” Vanessa whispered.

			“No, I’m pretty sure she said her name was Lauren,” said Eric.

			“Hello and welcome to the Corvo Power Factory. My name is Laurel and please ignore my name tag because I didn’t replace it yet. Anyways, I will be your tour guide today. As we go on this tour, you will all learn how Magia gets its power and will be told the story of how we discovered power. Thank you and I hope you enjoy today’s tour,” she said politely.

			 Laurel then led them all into the factory. The first room they entered was stupendous. There were several floors which had multitudinous workers. The room was also packed with various strange machines. Crates filled with the purple flowers that were being grown in the fields next to the factory were being taken in. The machines automatically took out the flowers from the crates. 

			Laurel spoke, “As you can see, these machines, known as flosers, are taking out the same purple flowers grown in the fields next to our factory. However, you might be wondering why these flowers are so pivotal or how they have anything to do with power. On Earth, the technology there is powered by something the mortals call, electricity. On Magia, however, things are powered by magic itself. We all have magic in our souls, magic that allows us to do anything. This is called Soul Magic and is the most powerful type of magic. However, it is much easier for us to just let technology do the work. This technology is very advanced, and the only thing that is capable of powering it is magic. You might be wondering how that is possible. Besides soul magic, there are alternative magical sources. Magic taken from these sources is called Extracted Magic because it is extracted from the source. The most dynamic source of extracted magic found in Magia is the purple flower you are looking at called the Corvo Rose. One petal is vigorous enough to power an entire mortal city for a decade! However, as I said before, magian technology is a lot more advanced than mortals’ so that is why we require many flowers. To keep us from running out of Corvo Roses, Magia has a law that states that every rose used must have another rose planted to replace it. This keeps us from running out.” 

			“Wow,” whispered Vanessa, speechless.

			The flosers removed all petals from the flowers and put them in different crates. The crates were then sent to the next room by interminable conveyor belts. Laurel took the people there. 

			The next room was just as massive as the one before. It too had its fair share of unusual machines. However, unlike the room before, this one had many cumbersome containers filled with a variegated substance. The machines were taking each petal and dropping them into the spacious containers filled with chemicals by using the conveyor belts. Once the petals were put into the containers and taken out, nothing remained of the petals except for glowing orbs. 

			“As you can see, the machines are taking the petals and putting them into a chemical called V-1511NU, more commonly know as floraxium. Floraxium melts the outside of the petal to leave the orb. These orbs are called corvits. The corvits are the magic that is stored inside the petals of the flowers. This is how we remove the magic,” Laurel announced.

			Other machines put the orbs in individual glass boxes and sent the boxes to the next room on the conveyor belts.

			Laurel led the people to where the boxes were being sent. In the next room, the machines were opening the lids of the boxes and took out the corvits. They then put each on one prime conveyor belt. The conveyor belt led to the largest of all the machines. The machine crushed each of the corvits to create a bright purple liquid. 

			“This machine you see is called a macerater. The macerater crushes the corvits into oil. The oil is used to power all of Crow City,” said Laurel.

			Laurel led the group through more rooms and explained how the oil was converted to power. After the last room of workers, Laurel led the group through a corridor into another circular room. In the middle of the room was a stone statue of a crow holding a Corvo Rose in its beak.

			 “So now you know how the magic is extracted from the flowers and is converted into power, but now let me tell you how the roses were discovered. It’s a magnificent story about how we discovered Corvo Roses, the start of Crow City, and why Crows are so respected in Magia. It’s called The Tale Of The Crow’s Discovery.”

			“Thank goodness we finally get to know why crows are so important here,” Vanessa murmured.

			“Shh, she is starting to tell us the story,” Eric whispered, he didn’t want to miss anything.

			Laurel started speaking, “Many years ago, a man named Tom Vesper decided to explore the continent of Cornix that had just been discovered. Cornix was a vast land with unknown mysteries waiting to be solved. Magians barely knew what creatures were here, how mountainous the land was, or even if it was safe to settle on. So Tom set out for answers, and riches. He, along with many men, traveled across the continent. Cornix was an amalgamation of heavenly landscapes. There were crystal-clear lakes, lush green forests, plains covered with vibrant flowers, and much more. Despite all of this, the explorers were disappointed. The men wanted to find wealth in natural resources, but after days of exploring, they found none. The expedition seemed hopeless and none of the men thought that anything would happen. Little did they know how erroneous they were. One day, while the men were resting underneath a tree near an endless mountain range (which nowadays is known as the Vesper Mountain Range), Tom saw a crow flying towards them. It landed on one branch of the tree to rest. After some time, it started cawing. It then flew off of the branch and started flying around Tom. He didn’t know what the crow was trying to do. The confounding bird then stopped circulating Tom and flew towards the mountains. Tom couldn’t explain it, but something inside of him told him that he should follow the crow. The bird flew for hours and Tom followed it tirelessly, until it finally stopped in front of a cave in the highest mountain. The crow entered the cave and Tom went along with it. Once he entered the mountains, he was astonished at what he saw. There was a magnificent array of caverns with purple roses growing all over them. The crow flew over to the flowers and Tom continued to follow it. The roses had a bright purple glow which mesmerized Tom when he looked at them. Tom went back to get the rest of the men and brought them to the caverns. They all agreed that this truly was a miracle. They all gathered as many flowers as they could hold and stored them in their sacks. They then took them back to their camp. At night, they created a small fire to cook their food. After they had finished eating, they put out the fire, but a few embers were still on the wood. Tom then picked up a sack filled with the roses but accidentally dropped one onto the wood. Suddenly a massive, roaring conflagration was created. The wood was already burnt out so it couldn’t have created a fire by itself. It took a lot of effort to put out the blazing flames. The men soon learned that the flowers had magic stored in them. Tom named the flowers Corvo Roses and he founded Crow City, which he named because of the crow that led him to the flowers. Crow City grew to be the largest city and the capital of Magia. This was all because of the discovery of the Corvo Roses that became the most powerful source of extracted magic. So now you know how things are powered in Magia and why Crows are very respected here. Thank you and I hope you enjoyed the tour.”

			 As the four walked out of the factory with Mr. Hale, Vanessa spoke, “You know, I would have never expected that everything here is powered by flowers.”

			Mr. Hale laughed. “That just goes to prove that, like I said, nothing is as it seems.”
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			Chapter Nine 
The First Lesson
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			Mr. Hale drove the four back to his penthouse. Once they entered his living room, they all plopped onto a couch. 

			Vanessa spoke, “Can you tell us now, why we are here?”

			The only thing any of the four wanted was answers. In fact, it was more of a craving than a want now. They yearned to know what they were doing in Magia and why they had to be sent to Earth.

			 Hale sighed. “I know that this is your first day back here, and you are very curious. I promise I will give you all your answers in time, but what Magia needs you for is very significant, it’s A.S.H’s most confidential secret. I don’t think you are ready for it yet.”  

			“Of course, the most burning question we have is the one that can’t be answered,” Vanessa said ironically.

			Olivia asked, “Are you going to teach us how to do magic?”

			“Yeah! Are you going to show us how to do those amazing things which you keep talking about?” Vanessa inquired now eager.  

			Hale smiled. “Yes, I will teach you magic, it will probably be the most momentous thing you ever learn. Most children learn magic when they are about your age, when they are still in school, and they usually get a magical tutor. I will be your tutor and I was going to tell you that lessons will start next week.” 

			“Next week, I can’t wait that long,” Vanessa wined to the rest of the four who chuckled.

			All of the four were very excited about their magic lessons and even David wasn’t patient enough to wait that long. Over the week, the four made themselves helpful around the house and helped Ivy clean up the place. Mr. Hale was very kind to them and treated them like his own children. Over time, the four all became friends and started to become happier and happier living with Mr. Hale. 

			Finally, it was time for their lesson. Hale took the four to another room in his penthouse. The room was plainly furnished and only had five tables with chairs. On top of each table were three ordinary apples. Everyone sat down. 

			“This is where our lessons will take place,” he announced. “Today, I am going to teach you how to harness your soul to perform simple magic, but before I do that, I have to explain some rules.”

			“Great, I thought magic could do anything, but there are rules? No one lets me have any fun,” Vanessa complained. 

			“Everything has rules, Vanessa.” Mr. Hale laughed. “Besides, magic can be used to do anything, well almost anything anyways. All you have to do is concentrate. More powerful things require much more attentiveness and energy. However, sometimes when you use too much energy for magic, you can pass out. That is why you have to make sure that you have complete focus so you don’t tire yourself. Magic can be used to create objects out of nothing, but that requires lots of energy. You can’t, however, create objects with magical powers of their own, not permanently at least. You can create enchanted objects temporarily, but that requires lots of focus. Despite this, it’s nearly impossible for magians to create valuable objects such as gold, silver, or jewels which is why they are just as priceless on Magia as they are on Earth. You also can’t change the time or bring anyone back from the dead with magic. Those things are far out of our reach. Finally, magic is better channeled with hand maneuvers, which is why you should always use hand motions when you are performing magic so you don’t pass out.” It was a lot of information for the children to process, but they slowly nodded their heads. Hale continued speaking, “Today I am going to teach you how to enchant objects. Enchanting is the action of making a normal object magical. Enchanting can be simple or elaborate depending on the size of the object and what you are bewitching it do. What I am going to teach you today is how to make simple enchantments such as invisibility.” 

			“Invisibility is simple? What next, breathing is hard?” Vanessa sarcastically uttered.

			“Believe me, there are much more convoluted things to do with magic,” Mr. Hale answered with a mystifying smile.

			Hale pointed at the apples on his table. “These apples are what we are going to be working on. The gesticulation for enchantments is a wave. You have to wave your hand in front of the object you are enchanting while you picture how the object will look once changed. Remember to focus. First, we are going to try invisibility. Try to make your first apple invisible. I know that you might not get it on the first try, but try your best.” 

			“That’s all we do? We just look at the apple, imagine it’s changing, wave our hand, and it’s going to turn invisible?” Olivia asked, puzzled.

			“Magic is very simple. That doesn’t mean it’s easy. As I said, it takes lots of energy to perform magic and barely anyone gets it right the first time,” Mr. Hale responded.

			Hale then waved his hand across one apple and it appeared to slowly disappear. 

			“Wow,” Olivia said, impressed.

			“That’s what I want you to do.” Mr. Hale smiled.

			The four now tried. Vanessa waved her hand across her apple very fast, but it made no change. David and Eric waved their hands a little slower than Vanessa, but neither of their apples disappeared. The only one of the four with a somewhat successful attempt was Olivia, who waved her hand slowly across her apple. Her apple didn’t completely disappear like Mr. Hale’s, but it wasn’t red anymore either. It was translucent, like glass.

			Mr. Hale congratulated, “Well done, Olivia!” 

			He then picked up his invisible apple and compared it to Olivia’s. 

			“That’s impressive, acknowledging the fact that this is your first magical attempt,” Hale praised. He then put the apples back. “Make sure that you concentrate. Slowly wave your hand across the apple and picture it invisible. You have to focus. I want you to try again.” 

			All of the four reattempted the task. Still, none of them were completely successful. Olivia’s apple was the only one changing. It was becoming more and more transparent every time she waved her hand. However, it still wasn’t fully invisible. The four kept trying, but the outcomes never changed.

			“This is getting frustrating,” David huffed.

			 Hale smiled. “Again, magic isn’t easy. You have to completely concentrate and focus. Don’t hold back. Use as much energy as you can, I promise you won’t pass out just yet.” 

			The four then took a deep breath. They closed their eyes, slowly waved their hands, and pictured the invisible apple. 

			Once they opened their eyes, they saw that all of the apples slowly started to disappear until they were finally invisible.

			 Mr. Hale clapped. “Well done everyone!”

			“I can’t believe I did that,” Eric said, impressed with himself.

			 After that, Mr. Hale told the four to try to amplify the second apple and transport the third. It took a while until all of the children masterfully enlarged and teleported their apples. At the end of the day, Mr. Hale was very proud of them and the four were even more excited for their next magic lesson which would be in a few days. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten 
A Preternatural Zoo
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			The next day while the four were eating breakfast, Hale spoke, “There are so many wondrous places to visit in Crow City and I want you to see them all. So I was thinking that today we could all visit the zoo. Magian zoos are much different than the ones mortals have. They are filled with preternatural creatures. Creatures that are enthralling to see. You can learn so much about several of them. So what do you guys say?” 

			“So Magia also has a zoo filled with staggering creatures? What doesn’t this place have? I want to go,” Vanessa said excitedly. 

			“Me too, I’ve always loved visiting the zoo in New York,” Eric shared.

			 The rest of the four agreed, they all wanted to see a sanctuary for animals, especially a magical one. 

			“Excellent! As you know, a handful of creatures in Magia, such as figons, are citizens because they have human intellect. However, the creatures in the zoo are different. While some of these creatures are also very intelligent, they are less human-like. They are very magnificent to see,” Hale explained. 

			Once everyone finished their breakfast, Ivy waved them goodbye and they were on their way. After everyone got in the car, Mr. Hale drove off. He drove deep into the middle of the city. Hale finally stopped driving and parked in front of a high building. The four concluded that the zoo was indoors, but wondered how all the creatures could fit inside, even with the building’s massive size. Once they entered the facility, Hale paid fifty crowtins to a small scarlet creature which was a reading a magazine behind the front desk. The creature handed over five tickets for the group and pointed towards the first room instead of speaking since it was eager to continue reading its magazine. Hale led the four to the first room where there was a sign: Bird Exhibit.

			Once the four entered the first exhibit, they saw a spectacular sight. The room was very tall and cylindrical. It had stairs and elevators which led to each story. The actual floor itself was white marble. The ceiling was made out of stained glass and it showed a flamboyant bird. On every story were visitors looking at glass displays of birds with information boards next to them. Hale led the four to the nearest display on the first floor. As the four looked closer through the glass, they saw something that should have been impossible. Behind the glass case was a giant forest. There was lush green vegetation and very tall trees. It was very prepossessing.

			“It’s fascinating, isn’t it? Magians have advanced so much, that we can recreate an animal’s habitat perfectly. From far away, these artificial biotopes may look like very small spaces, but if you come closer, you can see that they are windows to infinite expanses. This allows us to view the creatures and still allow them to live comfortably in their natural habitats,” Hale explained. 

			“Respectable, we can admire these creatures without feeling guilty of animal cruelty,” Olivia uttered.

			“Yeah, this really is a sanctuary,” Eric agreed.

			“Well, where is the bird that lives in this habitat?” David asked. 

			Mr. Hale grinned. “Who says it’s not here if we can’t see it?”

			The four were confused about what Hale meant. Suddenly, a large bird started to slowly transpire. It had bright green feathers and two enormous wings. Its talons were very sharp and its beak was bright orange. It was flapping its wings very vigorously and it looked fierce. 

			“Wow, I’ve never seen a bird this huge,” Vanessa said, amazed.

			“I’ve never seen a bird suddenly appear out of nowhere,” Eric remarked realistically.

			Hale looked at the information board next to the biotope. “This is a corium bird. They may look fierce, but they are actually very shy and fearful creatures. They are known for their ability to change their color to hide.” As Hale said this, the bird slowly started to change into a sky blue color and flew into the air. It wasn’t long before it disappeared. 

			“You would think that a bird with such a menacing demeanor would be some baneful predator,” David said curiously.

			“Like I said in the magic factory, nothing is as it seems.” Mr. Hale winked.

			 Hale then led the four to the next floor to see another bird. This next bird’s habitat wasn’t a forest. It was a desert. The sun was shining brightly all over the resplendent sand. Suddenly, a bird with a tall neck and long legs ran into view. As it came closer, the children saw that it had yellow oval eyes, aureate feathers, and its beak was made out of solid gold. 

			“This looks some sort of exotic ostrich,” David observed. 

			Mr. Hale looked at the board again. “That’s a courir bird. Courir birds live in desserts and places with hot climates. They are flightless but can run very fast and for very long. Unfortunately, this doesn’t save them from the hunters who kill them as a sport. The birds are hunted for their beaks which can turn anything into gold. Even though A.S.H. has outlawed hunting the courir bird, some people still illegally do it. This is why courir birds are now endangered and there are very few left in the wild.” 

			“I feel so sorry for it.” Vanessa sighed.

			“Yeah,” Olivia spoke with tears in her eyes. “It hurts that some humans have greed that hurts the beautiful nature.”

			The four felt sorrowful for the bird but admired how majestic it looked. 

			Hale led them to another bird. Its biotope was near a mountain. The ground and trees were covered with snow. All of a sudden, a flock of white birds started flying near the glass. They were small enough to fit in a pocket. They had feathers that were white as snow, a small tail, a black beak, and icy blue eyes. 

			“They are so adorable.” Olivia smiled. 

			“Yeah, they’re like tiny balls of white feathers,” David noticed.

			Mr. Hale looking again at the information board and explained, “They are, aren’t they? It says here on this board that they are called gelins. Gelins are birds that are known for their ability to freeze anything they touch. They can also only survive in cold climates.” 

			One gelin fletching stayed in its nest in a tree. It couldn’t fly yet. The four watched through the glass as it slowly stepped out of the nest and flapped its wings. It tried to fly, but it wasn’t strong enough yet. The bird started falling to the ground. It let out a cry. 

			“You can do it, little chick,” Olivia whispered encouragingly. 

			Slowly, the bird started flapping its wings and rose into the air. It was delicately flying. Olivia smiled. The small chick then flew to the branch of a tree and landed. Frost slowly started to appear on the branch until it was completely frozen.

			“They really can freeze anything they touch,” Eric said in awe. 

			“Who would have thought that small birds could have been so powerful,” Vanessa said.

			After they had visited every last biotope, Mr. Hale led the four out of the bird exhibit and to another room. There was another sign on top of the entrance: Aquatic Exhibit.

			The aquatic exhibit was also cylindrical. Its floor was made out of ultramarine marble. The ceiling was also made out of stained glass that was many shades of blue. It showed a giant squid-like creature with long tentacles. In the middle of the room was a massive glass aquarium that was like the spurious biotopes. It was an infinite ocean filled with fish. The four marveled at it. Around the aquarium were more biotopes for each individual animal like the bird exhibit. The four walked over to the nearest one. As they looked in, they saw a small coral reef. The coral was a bright red color and it looked very beautiful, however, there was no fish in sight. 

			“Where’s the animal?” David asked. 

			Eric replied, “You’re looking at it, David. The coral is the animal. Most people make the mistake of calling it a plant. I read about it in a book about biology.”

			Mr. Hale grinned. “Right you are, Eric. It says here, that this particular coral is called vermillion coral. Vermillion coral is actually endangered because, like corvo roses, it is also a very powerful source of magic, but it doesn’t get the protection from the law as the flower does.” 

			“Now that I realize it, Magia is very similar to Earth. The people here sacrifice nature for technology and advancements without giving anything back to the world just like mortals. When they do give back to nature such as the corvo roses, it’s only for their own selfish desires,” Olivia noticed.

			“It’s the sad truth. Even on different planets, humans are the same. I always fight for the world’s behalf as A.S.H.’s Vice President. Someday I hope our world can be a better place not just for people, but the environment as well,” Mr. Hale agreed.  

			The four looked at the coral one last time before they went to see another animal.

			The next biotope they visited was the open ocean. It looked boundless and mysterious. The four waited intently for a creature to show itself. 

			“Where’s the animal? Don’t tell me that the ocean itself is the creature,” David joked.

			Eric laughed. “Who knows? After all, nothing is as it seems in Magia.” 

			Suddenly, a giant creature came into view, it looked like a whale. It had a deep blue pigmentation which made it very hard to see as it blended in with the ocean. It also had extensive fins. The most noticeable features were its colossal eyes and huge mouth. As it swam closer, the four saw that it also had a mighty tail which splashed the water. The four marveled at it. 

			Hale looked at the board. “This is a cerulius giant. It’s very similar to Earth’s blue whale. Cerulius giants are very large creatures that are friendly. They are also very playful. Cerulius giants are known for their peaceful songs. Those who have heard them say that they are the most beautiful sounds they have ever heard.” 

			The four kept watching the creature. All of a sudden, the creature started making a sound, it truly was the most winsome thing that the four have ever heard. 

			“I could stand here for hours listening to its song,” Vanessa uttered, mesmerized.

			“I could stand here for years,” David said, just as enchanted.

			Mr. Hale led them to the next creature. Its biotope was on a sea cliff. There were many rocks and growing from the rocks was the strangest thing they ever saw. It was very long like seaweed and it was a bright carmine color. However, the uncanniest trait was that it looked like a squid’s tentacles. The four were amazed. 

			“Of all of the things I’ve seen so far, this is the most bewildering,” David said, dumbfounded.

			“Is it a plant or an animal?” Vanessa wondered.

			“It’s a plant,” Olivia answered as she looked at the information board. “It’s called the calamar kelp. Its most distinguishing characteristic is the fact that it looks like an octopus or squid’s tentacles. They are very common in Magia’s oceans.” 

			“Hold on, the strangest thing I have seen so far is common in Magia’s oceans? Will Magia ever stop surprising me?” Vanessa uttered and Olivia laughed.

			The next creature’s habitat the four visited was near the seafloor. It was very dark and the four could barely see anything. All of a sudden, they saw a bright pink light, and a very strange creature appeared. It looked like a jellyfish or rather many small jellyfish connected. It was bright pink and emitted a rosy glow. It instantly lit up the entire biotope. The creature was magnificent. 

			“Wow,” all of the four said in unison. 

			“It’s like a chain of light,” Eric said.

			This time, David, who was nearest to the board, started speaking, “It says here that creature is called the candentis siphonophore. It’s a group of jellyfish-like creatures that are connected and all work together to find food. They are known for their very bright glows that can light up even the darkest of places. Candentis siphonophores can grow to be over two hundred feet long and they also have the ability to change colors whenever they want!” 

			“So it’s like a chain of color-changing light,” Eric corrected himself.

			“It’s the flashlight of the sea,” Vanessa quipped. 

			The siphonophore slowly started to change from pink to a very bright red. 

			After viewing more sea creatures, Mr. Hale led the four out of the aquatic exhibit and into another exhibit. The entrance to the next exhibit had a sign: Plant Life Exhibit. 

			The plant life exhibit was much different than the previous displays. It was a very long and very wide aisle with several artificial biotopes for plants on each wall. This time, the flooring was made of red marble. Instead of a stained glass ceiling, there was a painted one with a magnificent mural of radiant flowers. The group went to the first biotope. 

			Once they were there, they looked through the glass and saw a very substantial field. Hundreds of vivid birds were flying over thousands of eye-catching flowers. The petals of the flowers were the same colors as the feathers of the birds. All of a sudden, a small breeze blew a petal off of one lilac flower. The gust blew the petal into the air and as it did, something strange was happening to it. The petal was slowly starting to get larger and change shape. As the petal grew, a small pair of feet appeared. Then two small wings sprouted and feathers started to appear. Once the petal finished its transformation, it became a small lilac bird. The creature flapped its wings and started to fly. It joined the other birds above. 

			“Flowers with petals that can change into birds, now I’ve seen it all,” Vanessa remarked.

			“I can never stop being astonished in Magia.” Eric chuckled.

			All of the four were surprised at the sight and all of them had a warm feeling in their hearts when they saw the birds.

			Eric, who was the most amazed, read off of the information board, “These flowers are supposedly called mutare lilies. They are very vibrant flowers that have petals which can transform into passerines. They are admired by all who look at them.” 

			The four kept watching the petals of the flowers changing into birds. No matter how many times they saw a transformation, they never got bored. Soon they all went to look at the next plant.

			The next biotope was a cloudy sky. On each cloud, exquisite flowers with royal blue petals were growing. The four were amazed at how the greenery was able to do that.  

			“Flowers that can grow in the clouds! Correction, now we’ve seen it all,” David uttered.

			Olivia looked at the board. “These flowers are welkin irises. They are magical plants that grow in the sky by using the water stored in the clouds which they grow on.”  

			“Magia’s flowers sure do love breaking the rules of Earth don’t they?” Vanessa joked.

			As the four looked at the irises, they saw that they were like tiny drops of blue paint on a white canvas. After a while, the four went to look at the next plant.

			The next biotope showed the edge of a steep cliff. Growing on the side of it was a mighty tree with a robust brown trunk and bright green leaves. Growing on the branches of the tree were almost every single fruit the children could think of and fruits they had never seen before. There were strawberries, apples, peaches, cherimoyas and many more. The fruits shone like gems and decorated the tree. 

			Vanessa smiled. “This is an infinite tree. They are known to have every single fruit on their branches. What makes them even more special is that whenever one fruit is eaten or dropped, another one takes its place. They are also the homes of small animals which live off of the tree’s fruits. Not many people get to see them as they only grow on the edge of cliffs. You know, I would like to make a healthy smoothie out of all of those fruits. If, of course, I ever find one.”

			“Judging by your personality, you most likely will climb a cliff to find one, Vanessa,” David jested.

			Suddenly, a small white finch flew out of its nest in the tree. It flew to one apple growing on a branch. Using its minuscule beak, it started pecking at the fruit. After the bird finished the apple, its core fell off the branch. Then, where the fruit had been, something else was starting to materialize. Another apple was taking place of the eaten one. Once the apple was finished, it was the same size, shape, and color as the original one. It was as if the fruit hadn’t been eaten at all. 

			“Now I definitely want to climb a cliff and find one,” Vanessa said.

			“You are daring, aren’t you Vanessa?” Olivia laughed.

			“One of my many personalities.”

			“I wish I could be as brave,” Olivia whispered to herself.

			After the four left the biotope of the infinite tree, they kept walking across the hallway and looked at every single plant. Finally, they reached the end of the corridor. On top of the door leading to the next exhibit, was a sign: Reptile Exhibit.

			Like the other exhibits, the reptile arrangement looked very opulent. The room was hexagonal with biotopes on every wall. There were also a handful of floors in the room with stairs leading to the upper biotopes. The marble floor changed to viridescent. The ceiling was now made completely out of stained glass which was of many shades of green. The stained glass showed a majestic serpent. The four walked over to the first biotope.

			The habitat of the reptile was a verdant rainforest. There were many tropical plants and lush green trees. Suddenly, a giant shamrock-colored snake slithered into view. It was very lengthy, at least thirty feet. But something strange happened as it slithered over the ground. After its tail passed the ground, the ground shook. Slowly, plant stems peeked out of the ground. The stems grew larger and larger. The stems sprouted leaves. In a short time, a few enormous plants had grown in the same spot where the serpent had slithered. The snake then creeped over to a tree and coiled itself around it. The serpent soon fell asleep. Suddenly, moss started to cover the tree where the snake was sleeping. Slowly, the moss covered up the entire tree. 

			“Woah,” David remarked and looked at the board. “This reptile is called a foresta snake, but magians have nicknamed it the “Forest Creator” because it has the ability to grow plants. Whatever it touches sprouts vegetation. They are also not aggressive or venomous and never even go near humans. They are very peaceful creatures and many forests are created by foresta snakes. However, these serpents are endangered and not many are left.”

			“What a shame. Such a magnificent creature, which can do great things for the environment, is endangered. That’s not exactly fair,” Vanessa uttered.

			“Life isn’t fair, yet we keep living it. We should appreciate what the serpent does and I think that we as humans should take actions to save it,” Eric said.

			“You are right, Eric. Our world is like a fabric. Overall, it’s a strong piece of cloth. However, there are some holes and we are the only ones who can make the first step to stitch them together. Magia may have some flaws, but that doesn’t give us any excuse to not try and improve our world. A.S.H., along with many others, is trying to accomplish this.” Mr. Hale sighed.

			“It’s admirable how some humans are willing to pay the price for the mistakes that others have committed,” Olivia said.

			The four kept looking at the forest and admired that the creature was able to create all of that. After a while, they left for the next ersatz biotope.

			The habitat was a waterlogged marshland. Suddenly, a large, dark green alligator with strong armor swam forward. It was the most massive crocodilian any of the four had seen. The semiaquatic creature slowly crawled out of the water. The four watched the alligator closely. All of a sudden, two broad wings came out of the gator’s scaly hide. The creature flapped its wings and it rose into the sky. Eric loved looking at the gators in the zoo in New York and he was the most impressed by this soaring alligator.

			Looking at the information board for the reptile he spoke, “This alligator is called a volatilis alligator. It is known for having two string wings that help them fly in the air. They are vicious predators that live in marshlands.”

			“Imagine if you saw that thing flying towards you with its mouth wide open,” Vanessa joked.

			Olivia shivered, frightened by this thought.

			The four watched as the alligator flew across the sky. Soon they left for the next reptile.

			The next biotope the four visited showed a river. Many small turtles were in the water swimming. The turtles looked abnormally ordinary amongst the other creatures the four had seen in the zoo, however, the same couldn’t be said about their actions. While the turtles on Earth were very slow creatures, these turtles were swimming faster than anything the children had seen. The four watched as the reptiles dashed across the water. Turtles were Vanessa’s favorite animal when she was younger. She was delighted looking at the small creatures speeding across the water. 

			“These are called celer turtles. They are known for being fast creatures, unlike the turtles on Earth. First flowers that grow on clouds and now fast turtles? As I said, Magia loves breaking the rules of nature on Earth.” 

			After looking at the turtles, the group looked at more reptile biotopes until they left the exhibit. But as they were walking towards the next door, Olivia saw three men wearing black coats. She was too far away to see their faces but she knew that they were looking at them, watching. Everyone else in the room was looking at the reptiles, but these men seemed uninterested in the actual exhibit and more engrossed with the four. Olivia looked away before the men knew she saw them. She wanted to tell Mr. Hale but decided not to as it probably wasn’t that important. Once the group reached the end of the exhibit, they saw the sign on the door: Mammal Exhibit.

			Similar to the plant life exhibit, the mammal exhibit was also a long corridor, however, it had a higher ceiling and more stories displaying artificial biotopes. The marble floor was a shade of orange. The ceiling was made of brown stained glass which showed a majestic beast with sharp claws. The rest of the four admired the ceiling, but Olivia looked around. She was petrified when she saw that the three men in the black coats also entered the exhibit after them. Olivia tried not to make eye contact and looked away from them immediately after she saw them. Trying to not attract attention from the three men, she walked towards a biotope. The rest of the group followed her.

			The habitat showed a boundless pasture covered with fruit trees. Living in the field were many cat-like creatures. They had four paws and two eyes. However, they were much larger than modern cats. They were about the same size as tigers, but they looked much different than tigers. These animals had dark blue fur and no stripes. Their eyes were yellow and triangular. They had two huge wings that came out of their backs and two long tails. The felines played together in the fields and seemed very hyperactive. The four kept looking at the creatures in awe. 

			Mr. Hale smiled. “The creatures are called mal cats. They can fly, but that’s not what they’re known for. These creatures have magical powers, mischievous powers. Mal cats are very playful and naughty. They use their powers to cause havoc.”

			The four watched as one of the mal cats flapped its wings and flew over to a tree which another cat was sleeping under. The flying cat flapped its wings rapidly and a blue ray came out of them. The ray sped to an apple that grew on the tree. The apple then fell and hit the poor sleeping cat on the head. The cat immediately woke up. It looked at the flying cat and it was vexed. The feline under the tree flapped its wings and flew after the cat that made an apple fall on it. The cat chased the other and both caused mayhem in the sky. The other cats were running around playing tricks on each other as well. 

			“These cats are very mischievous. I like them.” Vanessa chuckled.

			“They look much different than modern house cats, but deep down they are more or less the same,” Eric observed.

			“They are very playful, aren’t they?” David agreed.

			Everyone else smiled and went to visit the next animal.

			The next biotope was a pine-wood forest. There were many trees and on them were small furry animals. The four looked at them and couldn’t help but realize how adorable they were. The creatures were covered with purple fur. They had two blue eyes and floppy ears. They also had four small paws which they used to climb the trees. 

			Olivia looked at the information board. “These animals are called effingoes. Effingoes are said to be one of the most endearing creatures by many magians. They are known for being able to multiply whenever they eat.”

			After she said this, the four looked closer into the glass. They saw that one effingo had gotten a fruit and was quickly gobbling it up. After it finished, it proliferated into two effingoes. More and more effingoes got created.

			“I wonder when the effingo apocalypse will happen,” Vanessa joked.

			“Only you can make something so adorable sound malicious.” Eric laughed.

			“What can I say? It’s one of my talents,” Vanessa said.

			“In that case, you are very talented,” David jested.

			After looking at the creatures for some more time, they went over to visit the next mammal.

			The biotope was an open prairie. There were barely any trees and the sun was shining brightly. Running across the field were many four-legged animals. They were covered with tan fur and had a small tail along with two brown horns. 

			Mr. Hale spoke as he looked at the information board, “These animals are called curres. They can run very fast. This saves them from hunters who capture them because their horns are a magical source just like the corvo rose. Luckily, their fast speed keeps them alive.”

			“I’m glad that these creatures can survive.” Eric smiled.

			“Yeah, take that human greed! The nature is strong.” Vanessa grinned.

			“I wish all of the creatures were able to survive.” Olivia sighed.

			“Yeah,” David agreed.

			The four looked at the running creatures one last time before they left to look at more biotopes.

			The four looked at many exhibits after they had left the mammals. All of the children looked at the creatures except for Olivia who kept an eye out for the men in black coats. She was very alarmed when she saw that the men had followed them through every exhibit. Olivia wouldn’t have been so worried if the men had just looked at the animals, but they never did. They only looked at the four. After the group left the zoo, she immediately told Hale about the three men.

			“They just kept following us and they didn’t even look at the creatures, only us,” Olivia explained.

			“Are you sure they were only looking at us?” Mr. Hale asked worriedly.

			Olivia grimly nodded.

			“Thanks for telling me, Olivia,” Mr. Hale replied without losing the worried expression. 

			Even after the group reached the penthouse, Olivia was still troubled; she now knew that Mr. Hale was distressed too.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven 
Simple Tasks
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			Before long, it was soon time for the next magic session. Mr. Hale led the four to the room where they had their first lesson. 

			“What are we going to do today?” Vanessa excitedly asked.

			“Today we are going to be practicing more magic and just like before, we will only be performing simple tasks for now,” Mr. Hale responded. He then led the four to a table at the front of the room. On the table was a slender wax candle. “Firstly, you are going to use your magical abilities to light this candle.”

			He waved his hand in front of the candle and a purple light came out of it. The light spun in a circle very fast until it changed into a small spark. The spark landed on the candle and a tiny flame was lit. He then waved his hand again and the fire disappeared like it was never there. The candle was still intact as if it was never lit. 

			“Your turn.”

			Vanessa walked forward first. It was clear to the rest of the four that she was the most excited to perform magic. She waved her hand very swiftly. Nothing happened. She waved her hand again, even faster this time. Again, nothing happened. She kept waving her hand many times, but nothing happened except for her hand getting sore.

			“She is relentless,” Olivia whispered.

			“Ughh! This is impossible! Why won’t this blooming candle just light up already?” Vanessa huffed.

			“Again, magic isn’t easy. Try again, but this time, apply the knowledge which you have gained from your previous attempts,” Hale advised.

			Vanessa did what she was told. Instead of waving her hand rapidly like before, she did it slower, but still nothing happened. She kept trying and soon, a purple light came out, but immediately disappeared. 

			“She really is persistent,” David murmured.

			“Now what? What am I doing wrong?” Vanessa asked, annoyed.

			“Clear your mind. Let go of any distractions. Focus,” Mr. Hale instructed.

			Vanessa took a deep breath and reattempted. She closed her eyes, slowly waved her hand in front of the candle, and a purple light appeared out of her hands. It spun fast in a circle and turned into a spark. The spark lit the candle. Vanessa opened her eyes. She looked at the candle and then at her hands. A huge smile appeared on her face.

			“Finally! I can’t believe I just did that. That was way harder than changing some apples.”

			Mr. Hale cheered, “Well done, Vanessa!”

			Hale waved his hand and the flame disappeared. He then asked the rest of the four to make an attempt. The other four tried to light the candle. None of them made a successful attempt at first try, or second, or even thirty-eighth, but when they used all of their attention and focus, they succeeded. 

			“Congratulations!” Mr. Hale grinned and led the four to the middle of the room where there were five broken pencils. “Four of them are for you and one is for me to demonstrate. I want you to fix one pencil with your magic.”

			He then waved his hand over a pencil slowly. A purple light came out of his hand and went to the two separated pencil pieces. The light then pulled the pieces together and the pencil repaired itself. It was as good as new. 

			“You make everything look so easy,” Vanessa mumbled.

			Mr. Hale laughed and encouraged, “Now you try.” 

			This time, Eric went first. He waved his hand over a pencil slower than Vanessa did. Nothing happened. Again he tried. Nothing happened. He kept trying and trying, almost as many times as Vanessa, but still nothing happened. Finally, on one try, he used all of his undivided attention as he waved his hand very slowly. Suddenly, a purple light came out and went to the broken pencil pieces, but before it could repair the pencil, the light disappeared. Eric lost focus.

			“I was so close.” Eric sighed.

			“Don’t worry, you can do it. Always stay focused,” Mr. Hale motivated.

			Eric nodded his head and tried again. He closed his eyes and slowly waved his hand over the pencil. A purple light came out and fixed the pencil. Eric then opened his eyes and smiled.

			“I knew you could do it.” Hale beamed.

			The rest of the four went forward, and after a while, they all fixed their pencils. Mr. Hale clapped and led the four to the back of the room where there was another table. On the table was a glass of water.  

			“The last task I have for you in this lesson is to freeze this glass of water.”

			This time, Hale twisted his fingers in front of the glass. Small purple lights came out of each of his fingers. The lights then joined together to create a brighter ray. The ray then went to the glass of water. The water slowly started to solidify. 

			“Now I want you to try,” Mr. Hale said as he unfroze the water by twisting his fingers again. 

			“Again, you make everything look so easy,” Vanessa said in awe.

			David went forward. He twisted his fingers just like Mr. Hale. Unsurprisingly, nothing happened the first time, or the other fifty times he attempted it.

			“How are his fingers not tired from all that twisting?” Vanessa wondered.

			“They are,” David spoke, exasperated. “Why won’t anything happen?”

			However, he did not give up. He tried again, and this time, small purple lights came out of his fingers and joined together just like Mr. Hale, but instead of freezing the water, it boiled it. The water slowly started to evaporate. Before the water could completely disappear, Mr. Hale twisted his fingers and a purple light came out. The light surrounded the steam and transformed it into drops of water. The drops fell back into the glass.

			“Well, at least something happened,” Olivia said supportively.

			“Yeah, that was an adequate try,” Vanessa complimented.

			“I’m impressed, boiling water is also pretty great,” Eric praised.

			“Thanks, guys, but I was supposed to freeze the water, not make it disappear,” David said, demoralized.

			“Make sure that you imagine what you want to do to the object so that something different won’t happen,” Hale spoke. “Try again, and this time, close your eyes and imagine the water freezing.”

			David nodded. He closed his eyes and imagined the frozen glass of water. He slowly twisted his fingers and when the light came out, it froze the glass of water. David smiled when he opened his eyes and looked at the glass.

			“That was so outstanding! Well done, David,” Mr. Hale congratulated.

			“Yeah, it was,” Eric said in agreement.

			“It was, wasn’t it?” David said to himself proudly.

			After the rest of the four succeeded in freezing the glass of water (which took a while), Mr. Hale spoke, “You four are getting better at magic. In not long, you will be pros!”

			The four smiled and looked at their hands. Every single one of them was pleased with what they had just done. They all couldn’t wait for their next magic lesson.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve 
Wintergreen’s Ice Cream 
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			The four had many more magic seminars in the following months and their progress was impressive.

			Vanessa kept making jokes, Olivia kept being realistic, David kept being kind to everyone, and Eric kept sharing his wisdom. They all tried their to improve their magic and slowly, they were.

			One day when the four were eating breakfast, Mr. Hale declared, “I have a vital meeting to attend to at the agency today, you four wouldn’t mind if I left you alone with Ivy, right?” 

			“Not that I don’t enjoy the children’s company, but don’t you think the children would have more fun if they explored Crow City? They are old enough and it wouldn’t be long,” Ivy counseled and walked over to the table where the four were eating. 

			“That would be fun,” Vanessa commented.

			“Yeah,” the rest of the four agreed.

			“Very well then,” Hale acknowledged.

			After everyone had finished eating, Mr. Hale led the four out of the penthouse and into his car.

			He drove for a while until he reached the middle of the city. He dropped the four off at a sidewalk and gave them twenty crowtins each. 

			“These are for you to spend, make sure that you either travel in pairs or all together. I will be back in a couple of hours so please wait here,” Mr. Hale instructed.

			The four nodded and Hale drove off.

			“Where do you guys want to go now? This is Crow City, even the post office would be exciting to visit.” Vanessa chuckled.

			Olivia looked to the stores next to the sidewalk. One sign: Wintergreen’s Ice Cream Parlor, caught her eye. She was never allowed to eat ice cream but something about the sign pulled her to it.

			“I think I would like to go to that ice cream parlor,” Olivia replied pointing to the sign.

			“Me too,” Eric added and smiled.

			“As I said, anything in Crow City is exciting,” Vanessa commented.

			She looked around to see if there were someplace invigorating to visit. Someplace that she would enjoy. It wasn’t long before she found one. It was a fantastic building with a sign: Crow City’s Gem Institute. 

			“I want to go to that gem museum, I wonder what enchanted or cursed jewels there will be.” 

			“So do I,” David responded.

			“It’s settled then, Olivia and I will go to the ice cream parlor, and Vanessa and David will go to the gem museum. After that we will come back and wait for Mr. Hale,” Eric clarified to the group. The four nodded and they split up. 

			As Olivia and Eric walked towards the ice cream parlor, they both talked.

			“It’s crazy, isn’t it? Just a few weeks ago, we were on Earth thinking that nothing special was going to happen to us and now we are on a magical planet,” Eric said to Olivia.

			“It is, isn’t it? I would have never expected that this would happen to me of all people,” Olivia replied.

			Eric smiled. “Me neither. How do you feel about all this?”

			“Honestly, I don’t know anymore. At first, I was terrified and still kind of am, but less so now. I am also excited like I have never been before. This planet, Magia, feels like home more than my life on Earth with the Kims ever did. How about you?” Olivia said.

			“I was also scared, but sadder. I had many merry times with my family, but nothing ever happened to me. I wanted to do something but didn’t want to lose my family. I didn’t know what I wanted. Now, though I do miss my family, I am happier than I ever was before. Magia seems so exciting to live in. There are so many places to explore and things to learn. I have a question, what do you think of Mr. Hale?” Eric said.

			“At first I didn’t trust him. My stepparents taught me to not trust anyone. However, now I have faith in him. He is very kind and caring and I think we are safe with him. What do you think of Mr. Hale?” Olivia replied.

			“I trust him too. But what do you think he meant when he said to our adoptive parents that the sake of Magia depended on us? I mean, I don’t see the danger in this place, if anything it seems perfect. Even if it is in danger, how can we do anything?” Eric replied.

			“I don’t know, but I’m sure Mr. Hale will tell us,” Olivia answered. 

			Eric nodded. It wasn’t long before they reached the ice cream parlor and entered. The inside of the ice cream parlor was very ostentatious. The ceiling was painted green and the walls were painted blue. The floor was made of pink tiles. The tables and chairs were yellow.

			“It looks like a rainbow threw up in here,” Eric remarked.

			“Yeah,” Olivia concurred. “It seems very welcoming though.”

			 Two employees were behind the counter with the ice cream flavors. One was a tall man who had a brown complexion and dark black hair. The other was a female figon like Ivy. She had green skin and blue eyes. 

			“Welcome to Wintergreen’s Ice Cream Parlor, one of the many around the world! What can we get you?” the figon asked.

			Eric and Olivia walked towards the counter. They looked over and saw that there were many gelato flavors similar to the ones they had seen before on Earth, such as chocolate. However, there were many unusual flavors that neither Olivia nor Eric had ever seen before, such as impish-fig. Olivia and Eric decided to play it safe. They both ordered a plain vanilla ice cream cone. The other employee scooped up some vanilla and handed it to the children.

			“That would be five crowtins please,” the man said.

			The children gave him the money. As they both licked their scoops of ice cream, something peculiar happened. The kids couldn’t feel the ground anymore. As they looked down, they realized that they were floating in the air! The kids kept floating up and up. 

			“What’s happening? Please get me down,” Olivia fretted. She desperately wanted to get back on the ground and the ceiling was getting closer.

			“So this is what flying feels like, I kind of like it,” Eric said with a little excitement. Being in the air was kind of enjoyable for him.

			“O-o-oh my gosh! We are so s-s-sorry! We don’t how this keeps h-h-happening, but for the past c-c-couple of days, something s-s-strange has been happening to our gelato. The factory is being s-s-searched but we still haven’t found anything. Here, have a r-r-refund,” the figon spluttered as she helped the kids down.

			She then gave them both back their money. 

			“Did this ever happen before?” Eric asked.

			“Why isn’t the factory shut down?” Olivia inquired.

			“The factory isn’t shut down because no one who has eaten the ice cream has gotten hurt. So far, all the effects have been harmless, but the factory still has to be searched until they find the cause of these strange events. As for whether anything like this ever happened before, I believe not. However, for the last couple of days, our gelato has been tampered with. We don’t know what’s happening with it, but we think we will soon since the people who are searching the factory are professionals. Or so they say.” The man sniffed. 

			“Can we visit the factory?” Eric asked curiously.

			“Why do you want to go to the factory?” Olivia whispered to Eric.

			“I want to know what’s happening to the ice cream and I’ve read lots of detective novels back on Earth. I think it will be fun, don’t you?” He grinned.

			“Yeah, I guess so,” Olivia admitted.

			“Of course you can visit the factory, our generous CEO gives free tours along with free samples,” the figon explained.

			“Can you point us in the right direction?” Eric asked.

			“Sure,” the figon directed as she let the kids out of the parlor. “The factory is just a few blocks to the right, you can’t miss it.”

			“What do you think is happening to the ice cream?” Olivia wondered as they both walked towards the ice cream factory.

			“I don’t know, but it’s probably going to be something unbelievable,” Eric concluded. “It’s never what you’d normally expect in detective volumes.”

			They soon reached the factory. It was a building that was as tremendous as the Corvo Power Factory, but this one had a much more cheerful demeanor. There was a profusion of cars parked outside and many people who were walking inside. Near the front doors was a giant statue of an ice cream cone with three pink scoops. 

			After Olivia and Eric went into the factory’s main entrance, they saw that it was just as flamboyant as the parlor. The walls had a broad mural of vivid ice cream scoops painted on them. The ceiling was pink with painted sprinkles. The flooring was made up of assorted tiles. At the front desk was someone who the pair recognized.

			“Lauren? It’s funny seeing you here,” said Eric.

			“Um, y-y-yes. I w-w-work m-m-multiple jobs you see, and my name is Laurel. I can never seem to find time to fix the error on my name tag,” Laurel mumbled.

			“Well, sorry about that. Anyways, we were told by one of the employees at the ice cream parlor that we could have a free tour. We’ve heard about the ice cream problem, and my friend and I are very curious. We would like to find out what has been happening with all of the ice cream. If it’s not too much to ask, is it okay if we look around?” Eric asked.

			“So you have heard of this place’s ice cream problem, I don’t think there is much you can do since corporate has already got professionals looking around. Well, to be fair, they only call themselves professional. From what I can see, they don’t do much except take advantage of the free ice cream, yet they still ask for a lot of money for their ‘efforts’. Even still, corporate is desperate. I’d say you could look around, but it’s not my call. You should ask our CEO. His office is the next room,” Laurel clarified and pointed at the door. 

			“Thanks, we appreciate it,” Eric said as he and Olivia walked towards the door.

			“Do you think the CEO will let us look around?” Olivia asked Eric.

			“I don’t know, but this sure is exciting, isn’t it? Trying to solve a mystery,” Eric chirped.

			“Yeah, but I would never think that ‘ice cream’ and ‘mystery’ could be in the same sentence together,” Olivia joked.

			Soon, they had reached the door. As they both entered, they saw that the office wasn’t like the ice cream parlor or main entrance of the factory. Instead of being gaudy and bright, it showed off a professional and serious atmosphere. The walls were painted black and the floor was made of wood. On top of the door was a round clock. On the walls were many framed certificates. There were also shelves covered with assorted books. At the back of the room was a black desk. On the desk were papers neatly organized. Everything in the room was in order. 

			Sitting behind the desk was a tall man with a fair complexion. He had dark green eyes and slick blonde hair. He looked up from his papers and saw the children. He smiled.

			“Hello, and how may I help you?”

			“I’m Olivia, and this is my friend Eric. We have heard about something happening to your ice cream and is it okay if we maybe looked around?” Olivia queried.

			“I’m Everett Wintergreen, founder and chief executive officer of Wintergreen’s Ice Cream. It’s such a pleasure to meet you. I didn’t know that kids like you are into solving mysteries nowadays. Time flies by, doesn’t it?” the CEO uttered kindly.

			“What can we say? We like being sleuths. Can we look around?” Eric asked.

			The man grinned. “Of course you can. I am so glad that kids are taking an interest in these things. Not many children come by, which is a shame because I love kids. I will show you around the factory. I’m not sure it will make much of a difference in the search, but we never know.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Wintergreen…,” Olivia started to speak.

			“Please, call me Everett, all my friends do,” Everett interjected fondly.

			Everett led the children out of his office. He kept walking until he led the two out of the main entrance and further into the factory.

			“This is where the ice cream is made,” Everett said as he led the duo through the factory.

			As the two kept walking, they saw how inexhaustible the facility was. There were many workers including humans, figons, and many more creatures. The workers were operating the labyrinthine machines to create colorful ice cream of all flavors. The ice cream was so vivid, it brightened up the entire room. 

			It not only looked mouthwatering, but it also smelled delicious. Olivia and Eric smelled the richness of chocolate, the pleasing smell of vanilla, the fresh aromas of the fruit flavors such as strawberry, and more. 

			“The ingredients are shipped in and these machines transform them into the tasty ice cream which you can enjoy right now,” Everett explained as he guided the children further through.

			The children kept following Everett until he stopped at a small table. On the table were two tall glasses with mint chocolate chip parfait.

			“These samples are for you, fresh from the factory,” Everett said serving the kids the dessert.

			The kids took the parfait and ate it. It was among the most flavorsome things the pair had ever tasted. The mint and chocolate chips together created a very tasty combination.

			Eric remarked, “It’s amazing!”

			Olivia beamed and nodded her head to this.

			“Thank you, no expense is spared when it comes to the quality of our frozen treat,” Everett responded.

			“How come there’s nothing wrong with this ice cream, unlike the one in the parlor?” Eric asked, baffled.

			“We are very certain that nothing out of the ordinary happens to the ice cream after it’s made. It’s actually tested before it’s put in the containers to be shipped,” Everett answered.

			“Where are the containers kept?” Olivia queried.

			“In that room,” Everett said pointing to a door at the back.

			Suddenly, men in cheap-looking suits walked over to where Everett was. When the two kids looked closer, they saw that on the coats of the men was the same, worn-out emblem: Carson’s Search Department.

			“We have finished searching the factory, Mr. Wintergreen, but we haven’t found anything,” one of the men said.

			“Oh, that’s unfortunate, thanks for trying though.” Everett frowned.

			“You’re welcome, now when do we talk about payment?” the man greedily asked.

			Everett sighed. “We will discuss this later, I have to deal with something else right now.”

			The men nodded and left.

			Once they were gone, Olivia winced. “So those were the so-called ‘professionals’ who are charging tons money to search this place?”

			“Yes, they seemed qualified when I hired them at first, but now I’m not so sure. They haven’t found anything and yet they still charge five hundred crowtins per hour. These days it’s almost impossible to find quality service,” Everett commented. 

			“Who recommended Carson’s Search Department to you?” Olivia asked curiously.

			“That’s a great question, Olivia. The person who recommended it to me was the owner’s sister, who is a close friend of mine. When I told her that I needed someone to search the factory, she said that her brother would be able to do it. She probably didn’t know how much her brother charged because she is a wonderful and kind woman. This just goes to prove that siblings are quite the opposites. Anyways, we can still attempt to solve this mystery, follow me,” Everett said.

			The children nodded and followed Everett as he led them into the room. 

			After they finally reached the door, Everett declared, “I must warn you that it might be a little chilly, this room must be kept at a temperature well below freezing so the ice cream won’t melt.”

			The children nodded and Everett opened the door.

			The room was freezing. Olivia and Eric shivered. The room was also very spacious and had many shelves with ice cream boxes. 

			“W-w-well h-h-here w-w-we a-are, f-f-feel f-free t-to l-l-look a-around,” Everett said. 

			“Y-you s-s-said t-that t-t-the i-ice c-c-cream w-was p-p-perfectly f-f-fine u-until i-it c-came h-here, right?” Olivia interrogated Everett trying to stay warm.

			“Y-y-yes…”

			“I-is it o-okay if w-we sample a-a-another one?”

			Everett looked confused but nodded.

			They all walked towards one box of ice cream. The box had a label: Chocolate. Olivia opened the box to reveal the brown ice cream.

			“T-too bad we don’t have s-spoons.” Olivia sighed.

			Everett smiled and pulled out three spoons from his pocket.

			“Ice c-cream 101, always carry e-e-extra spoons.” He winked.

			They all scooped up a small piece of ice cream and slowly swallowed it.

			The ice cream didn’t taste any different, but all three of them felt something strange happening. Olivia and Eric looked at the ground, but they weren’t floating. They all then looked at each other and were shocked. Slowly, they were changing! They all looked at their hands and indeed, they were transforming into something black. As they looked closer, feathers were rising out of their skin. Their mouths slowly became beaks, their hands became wings, and their feet became claws. After a couple of seconds, they finally finished their transformation. When they did, they saw what they had all turned into.

			“We just morphed into c-c-crows,” Eric said, shocked.

			Even though they had all changed into birds, they could still talk with their normal human voices.

			“I feel d-d-dizzy, how do we turn back to n-n-normal?” Olivia anxiously flapped her wings.

			“I don’t know, but keep c-c-calm,” Everett gently said.

			Shortly after he spoke, all of their feathers were magically returning to skin. They all kept changing and changing until they were human again. 

			“Thank g-goodness the e-effects are only t-t-temporary,” Everett uttered, relived.

			“Yeah, being a crow is so s-s-strange,” Eric agreed.

			“If the ice c-c-cream was normal until it got here, then I think s-s-something inside the room c-c-changed it,” Olivia theorized.

			“I think you’re r-r-right, Olivia. We should all look around the room,” Everett slowly stopped shivering.

			“What do you think changed it?” Eric asked.

			“I don’t know but it’s probably someone or s-s-something,” Olivia shivered and not because of the cold.

			All three of them split up and looked around the room.

			Eric and Everett had no luck finding anything, but Olivia heard something.

			“Achoo!”

			“Guys, I think I found the culprit,” Olivia announced.

			Everett and Eric quickly walked over to where Olivia was.

			All three of them walked over to where the sneeze came from. Olivia finally stopped where she could hear a small giggle. The titter was coming from behind a vanilla ice cream container. She gently removed the container to reveal a small creature.

			The creature was a female that was very tiny and had rosy fur. It had saggy ears and extremely large eyes. It was as cute as an effingo. 

			“Hello there,” Olivia said tenderly. 

			“Well, aren’t you adorable?” Everett complimented.

			“P-p-please don’t h-h-hurt me,” the creature squeaked with its small voice.

			“We would never hurt you,” Everett said softly. “What’s your name?”

			“I am Peppy. I am an enchantling,” the creature answered.

			“What’s an enchantling?” Eric asked.

			“They are tiny creatures with magical powers of their own. However, they are much different than the powers we magians have. Enchantlings can give magical powers to ordinary objects, hence their name. Peppy must have used her powers and enchanted the ice cream. Enchantlings can also withstand temperatures below freezing which is why Peppy was able to survive in this room,” Everett elucidated.

			“But I don’t understand, how did you come here?” Olivia asked Peppy.

			“Well, it’s a very long story. A few days ago, I was on the streets, all alone and helpless. I didn’t think I was going to make it,” Peppy spoke.

			“That must have been horrible,” Olivia pitied.

			Peppy confessed, “It was, but that was all until I found this large building. I didn’t know what it was, or what it was for, but I walked in to take refuge. When I entered, I saw that it was so beautiful and vibrant. We enchantlings are attracted to bright colors, you see. So I kept walking forward until I saw this room. I came in. There were so many stacks of boxes, but I didn’t know what was in them. There was such a wonderful smell coming from all of them and curiosity got the better of me, so I enchanted some ice to create a set of stairs for me to walk up. Once I reached a container, I opened it and found the most unusual substance. I had never seen it before, but it looked very colorful and tasty, so I ate some. It was the best thing I had ever tasted! I didn’t know what it was called until now when you said it was ice cream. But anyways, I wanted to make the ice cream even better, so I enchanted it. The ice cream will now magically transform you temporarily. The more ice cream you eat, the longer the effects will last. I enchanted all the ice cream to do different things! Try the strawberry, it’s my finest work.”

			The three of them walked over to the strawberry container. They opened it and used spoons to scoop it out. Cautiously, they ate it. 

			Nothing seemed to happen when the three of them ate the strawberry ice cream. They weren’t floating or growing. However, when they looked at each other, they saw that something was happening to them. Slowly, each of them was disappearing. They were turning invisible! Slowly they became less and less visible until finally, they were completely unseeable like the apples which the four changed in their first magic lesson. 

			“W-w-where are you guys?” Olivia asked.

			“Right over here,” Eric answered.

			All three of them walked closer to each other.

			“Don’t worry, since you didn’t eat much ice cream, you will turn back to normal shortly,” Peppy reassured them.

			Indeed they did, after a short time, they slowly started to become visible again.

			Once the transformation was finished, Peppy asked, “So how was it, did you like it?”

			“Well, at first, when we didn’t know what the ice cream did, we were frantic. It was kind of shocking, but now that we know what’s coming, the effects are actually kind of fun,” Olivia admitted.

			“I have an idea that will make everyone happy.” Everett smiled and started to take the kids out of the storage room.

			Once they had all left the room, Everett led the duo and Peppy to his office.

			Once they were all inside, he started speaking, “You might not know this, but business hasn’t been very good recently. Before, there were long lines of people which led to our ice cream parlors. Now there are barely any customers anymore, but I know a way I can save the company and help Peppy. Picture this: some people come into one of our ice cream parlors for a cone. When they get what they ask for, they will also get a surprise. The surprise could either be flying, turning invisible, transforming, and much more. This will make every lick an adventure. Magic may be common in Magia, but what each ice cream does will be kept obscure. The people in Crow City love the unknown and this will not only save my business, but also give Peppy something to do while she stays here. What do you say?” Everett asked.

			Peppy was ecstatic and squealed, “Of course! I love helping and enchanting ice cream will be so much fun!”

			Everett grinned. “Then it’s settled, Peppy will now be my partner, and friend.”

			 Peppy smiled. “Thank you so much.”

			Everett sent Peppy to enchant the rest of the ice cream. He also sent some of his workers to start on the rebranding of the company and create new advertisements. 

			This left Eric and Olivia alone with Everett. 

			“Thank you,” Everett said. “If it weren’t for you, I would never have met Peppy.”

			“Anytime. It was fun being sleuths and solving a mystery,” Eric replied.

			“Yeah, it was fun,” Olivia agreed.

			Everett smiled. “You don’t understand how much what you did means to me. Long ago, I lived with my family. The Wintergreen family was very well known and respected, but people didn’t know how life was being in that family. They always cared about bizarre things. My parents said I was a disgrace to the family name because I didn’t show much talent when it comes to magical ability. The Wintergreens highest honor was being one of the most powerful magical families in Magia. Since I wasn’t that gifted, my parents resented me. Every day I was abused. One time, I was locked in the basement without any meals and left there for four days. Even though it hurt, I couldn’t tell anyone. I was all alone. And one day, they disowned me. I was left on the streets just like Peppy was. As I said before, I wasn’t very powerful so my magic couldn’t help me much. It was cold and very sad. But one day, a nice man handed out free ice cream cones. He gave me one. He never knew how much that single cone changed me. When he gave out ice cream, more and more people came. It was like the ice cream attracted people. People weren’t the only thing that it attracted. It also brought happiness. I saw many people laughing and having a nice time while they licked their gelato. Many people even gave some money to me. All of those generous donations got me off the streets and inspired me to create my own ice cream company to spread happiness and give quality treats at an affordable price. Now, even more, people will come because of the magical ice cream which means more people can experience the same happiness I felt.”

			“We are so happy for you.” Olivia smiled.

			“And we hope that your company gets the success it deserves,” Eric added.

			Eric and Olivia both learned a lot from Everett’s story. Everett tried to pay both of the kids money, but they politely refused. Instead, they got something much more sentimental when they left the factory (along with a card for free ice cream whenever they wanted), they got two new friends in Peppy and Everett. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen 
The Gem Museum
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			Vanessa and David walked towards the museum. They spoke to each other while they did.

			“It’s exciting, isn’t it, living on a magical planet?” Vanessa bubbled.

			“It is, I just can’t believe how far we’ve come from our lives on Earth. It’s amazing,” David replied.

			“Me too. I am also excited to see what the future holds for us,” Vanessa said.

			David nodded. They both soon reached the museum.

			When they entered they saw how resplendent the main entrance was. There was an elegant banner showing a coruscating red ruby. The tall walls were painted black and aligned with sconces. The floor was carpeted scarlet. At the front desk was a male purple figon. The pair walked over to him.

			“Hello, please pay the twenty crowtins admission if you would like to see the gem exhibit,” the figon said.

			Once the kids paid their money, the figon told them to go to the metal detector at the back of the room. After they both got through, they entered the main room.

			The gem exhibit looked very majestic. The ceiling had a mural of gems painted on it. The floor was also covered by a scarlet carpet. The walls were also black like the main entrance. There were many floors and all of them had many jewels. The gems were in a protective glass with a label: Unbreakable Magic-Proof Glass, Don’t Even Think About It Scoundrels! Underneath the glass was an information board that talked about the jewels.  

			Vanessa and David looked around to find interesting gems to look at.

			Vanessa found one in no time. “David, look! Let’s go look at the jewel!”

			“I have never seen you this enthusiastic, so this jewel must be cool,” David remarked.

			Once they had reached the jewel, they saw that it was a bright green emerald. The emerald was very goodly.

			“This thing is a gem behemoth. It’s huge,” David said in amazement.

			“Yeah, I wonder what magical thing it does,” Vanessa thought aloud.

			David looked at the information board. “It says here that this is called the Lueur Emerald. It can glow so brightly that it can brighten up any dark space. That’s so amazing!”

			“Yeah, imagine if someone used this thing as a flashlight,” Vanessa joked.

			Both laughed and walked towards the next gem.

			The next jewel was a purple amethyst. It was very small compared to the emerald.

			“What does this do?” David asked.

			Vanessa looked at the information board and responded, “This thing is called the Augere Amethyst. It has the power to multiply anything it touches except for humans. These are extremely rare and very expensive. If I had one of these, someone would have to hold me back from touching everything I saw.”

			“Me too.” David chuckled.

			 The next gem they both saw was a clear opal. It was a little larger than the amethyst.

			“Even though this is just clear and plain, it seems full of opportunity,” Vanessa stated.

			“Yeah,” David concurred.

			“What’s it called?” Vanessa asked.

			David looked at the board. “It’s called the Glacies Crystal. Its power is to freeze anything it touches, except for the magic-proof glass it’s in.”

			“So it has the same powers as the gelin bird. If I had this crystal, I would use it to turn juice into popsicles,” said Vanessa.

			“You are probably the only person I know who would use such a powerful object for such silly reasons,” David replied.

			“What can I say? I like what I like,” Vanessa said to which David grinned.

			After they left for the next gem, they saw that it was pink quartz. It looked very enigmatic.

			“This looks so cool, wonder what it does.”

			“It’s called a Reparer Quartz. It has the power to fix anything it touches. It can repair inanimate objects and human bones. However, it can’t cure disease,” David clarified as he looked at the information board.

			“That seems amazing! But again if I had it, I would use it to fix every single thing I found,” Vanessa confessed.

			“That’s not a terrible idea,” David commented. “You have a great vision.”

			Many more prismatic jewels were around the exhibit and they looked at all of them. The other gems they looked at had more spectacular magical powers such as creating pleasant music, being able to change into a shape that looks different to each person who looks at it, and even being able to help you find the best prices at the mall. 

			However, none were more spectacular than the last one the children saw. Or, to be more precise, saw on a large information board. The picture of the gem showed a dark purple crystal that glistened even on the board. Many people were gazing at it. Vanessa and David walked closer to it.

			David looked at the board. “This gem is called a Captionem Crystal. This is the rarest and most valuable of all jewels. It’s so rare, that only one has been found in history. What happened to that gem, however, is top secret A.S.H. business. Captionem crystals are known to be able to trap anything inside them without running out of space. They are one of the most powerful things in Magia.”

			“This is the coolest gem ever,” Vanessa said.

			“I agree, but I wonder what happened to the one which the board told about,” David questioned.

			“Me too, but I don’t think we will ever really know,” uttered Vanessa.

			The two of them looked at the crystal for a little longer before they left. As they did, however, Vanessa was sure that she saw three men in black coats following her and David.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen 
The Meeting
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			Mr. Hale drove in his car hurriedly. He was worried about leaving the four alone, but he had no time to spare. This would be one of the most essential meetings he would attend and he was late.

			Hale kept driving until he reached a tall building. He pressed a button on his car and the ground opened up to reveal a long tunnel. He drove in. As soon as the car went underground, the ground above closed over to hide the passage. 

			The floor, ceiling, and walls of the tunnel were all white. The drive, however, was very dark. The underpass was illuminated only by small lights in the ceiling. He finally stopped driving and parked his car amongst many others in the underground parking lot. 

			He then paced towards the nearby elevator. Thankfully, he was the only one inside. As the elevator went up, he impatiently tapped his foot on the floor. He was already very tardy. He couldn’t miss this meeting. 

			Once the elevator stopped, it opened its doors to reveal the main room of A.S.H. Headquarters. 

			Hale quickly rushed out and sped across the railway and into the cylindrical elevator.

			Once the elevator finished its descent, Hale quickly got out and made his way to the nearest Hover-X-Velocity. He quickly drove to the room where the meeting was being held.

			“Good day, Mr. Hale,” an agent said.

			“Thank you, have a nice day,” Hale said without trying to sound rude, even though he was in a hurry.

			“How do you do, Vice President?” a figon said with a raspy voice and a smile.

			“I’m fine, thank you,” Mr. Hale said as politely as he could.

			“Nice morning, Mr. Hale,” a lady said.

			Many more people said “hello” to Mr. Hale in many different ways until he finally reached the meeting room.

			Hale then stepped out and entered the room.

			The room was octagonal with white walls. Hanging from the ceiling was a glass chandelier. In the middle of the room was a round table with four chairs surrounding it. Sitting in three of those chairs were important-looking people all wearing the same pensive expressions on their faces.

			“Preston, we were worried that you weren’t going to come,” a short man with red hair, green eyes, and a peachy complexion said to Hale.

			“I am sorry, Benjamin,” Hale replied, embarrassed.

			“It’s alright, but this is serious,” Benjamin articulated.

			Hale nodded and sat in the remaining chair.

			“As President of A.S.H., I now declare this meeting in order,” Benjamin announced.

			The rest of the people nodded.

			“As you are all aware, this meeting was called because Magia is undoubtedly in danger. There is no easy way to say it, but it’s true. Centuries ago, the First Shadow War nearly wiped out the human species. Thousands died a day and those who lived barely survived. Happiness felt like it didn’t exist and every day magians constantly lived in fear. When we were saved, we thought it would all be over. We were wrong. The war was never ended. It was just postponed so it could be finished another time. This was done with the means of the Black Crown,” said Benjamin.

			The other attendees nodded.

			“The crown locked away the darkness, but should it be found, the darkness can be released. This will cause the Second Shadow War. We have been left alone for so long that we have become innocent of the world of bloodshed. We have grown weak and now require technology for everything. Magians have rebuilt our planet into a sophisticated utopia. However, it will be shattered should the Second Shadow War happen. This is why we must find the crown and eradicate it before it is found by those who are ignorant. The only crisis is that we don’t know where the crown is yet or how to destroy it when we do find it. But we all know what the prophecy tells,” Benjamin clarified.

			Everyone turned to face Mr. Hale.

			“Are the children here?” a tall young woman with long blonde hair, brown eyes, and a pale complexion asked.

			“Yes Skylar, and they are safe,” Hale reassured her.

			Skylar nodded. “I can’t believe that those four children are the only thing that can save us.”

			“We mustn’t doubt the prophecy. We have ignored it for so long that it is slowly fading from our minds. Each passing year, we remember less and less of our history, but now we are in danger. Recently strange things have been happening around Magia. For one thing, all the crows have been acting up. Whenever something cosmic happens to Magia, crows are always involved. There are also rumors going around saying terrorist organizations are looking for the crown. We didn’t treat those rumors as serious threats until now when we found three individuals of interest roaming around Crow City. We don’t truly know what they look like because of different descriptions witnesses have given, but from what we have been told, they have reportedly been seen wearing black coats. We don’t have much proof that they are truly seeking the crown, but books about the First Shadow War have been missing from local libraries and three men in black coats have been spotted there. Along with that, the agency’s archives have been searched and we have found that some books on the war and the crown have gone missing. This means that the three men have access to A.S.H. entrances. Luckily, we have taken the children from Earth because we have also found files about the mission which collected the four missing. This means that the malefactors know that the children were on Earth. Fortunately, the files didn’t have the information that the four were in New York. From now on, we will maximize security. The malefactors could be searching for information that will help them locate the crown. Since we don’t know what the malefactors look like or who they are, let alone what their plan is, we can’t be certain that they are looking for the crown for sure, but we think they already know the four are in Magia. Preston, did you ever see the three men when you were with the children?” a lady with pitch-black hair, mahogany eyes, and a dark skin tone said.

			Mr. Hale answered worriedly, “I didn’t see them, but there was this time when I took the children to the zoo. One of the four, Olivia, told me that she saw three men in black coats. I don’t know if they are the men you are talking about, but she said that they were looking at the children and not at the actual animals. I know that this isn’t real evidence, but if these men are following the children, finding the crown will be much more perilous.”

			The rest of the people in the room nodded.

			“Wanda, do you have any more information on these malefactors?” Skylar asked the lady.

			Wanda replied, “I am afraid not. Like I said, we don’t exactly know what these men look like, where they are right now, or even if they are truly seeking the crown. All we know is that they all appear wherever the children and information on the crown are. This is not a coincidence.”

			Benjamin then started speaking, “We can’t keep focusing on the malefactors. For all we know, they might not even be looking for the crown. What we need to focus all our attention on is finding the crown without anyone knowing. We also have to know how to destroy it when we do find it. Along with that, we must keep in mind that the crown isn’t whole anymore, it’s in pieces. We need to find all the parts for us to destroy the crown. However, the pieces are hidden well. So far, there is no hope in finding any information on where the crown pieces are since most of the files and books on the crown have been stolen. However, none of the books had any information on where the crown pieces were hidden so we are lucky because this means the terrorists don’t know where the pieces are either. The prophecy states that the children will help us find the crown parts. We don’t know how this will happen because the four don’t know about the crown yet. However, they will have to know in time. They will have to know they are in danger too and you will have to tell them, Preston.”

			“I know, but they aren’t ready for the truth yet. They still haven’t even finished their training yet,” Hale pointed out.

			Benjamin answered, “I know that the four are still innocent, but they are our last hope. We need to tell them why they are here. They are about to go on the most fatal missions A.S.H. has ever seen. We don’t have much time left. The children don’t know anything about what’s happening and we can keep it that way until it is time. When it is, you must tell the children about the crown, Preston.”

			Hale nodded.

			Benjamin then spoke, “So it’s settled, we must start preparing for the missions at once. These missions will be the most restricted secret of A.S.H., no citizen is to know about this and only those in the agency who are consequential to the missions can have distinct intelligence. The four must be kept obscure. We will start the search for any information on the crown that can help us find the pieces. We will also maximize security in the agency and keep a lookout for any suspicious behavior from citizens or three men in black coats.”

			Everyone else agreed.

			“Skylar, as head of the Technology and Science Unit, you will create gear and tools for the missions. We will keep you updated on what we will need once we find out any more information.”

			Skylar nodded.

			“Wanda, as head of the Research Department, you will look out for information on the crown and the three men. Do anything it takes. Search the archives thoroughly and don’t leave any page unread,” Benjamin instructed to Wanda.

			Wanda nodded.

			“Preston, you have one of the most important jobs. Protecting the children. Show them around Crow City, it will help them learn about their surroundings, but make sure nothing happens to them. The children’s safety is one of our top priorities, along with secrecy. Continue teaching the children and train them for self-defense. When it’s time, tell them about everything,” Benjamin said to Mr. Hale.

			Hale nodded.

			“As President of A.S.H., I will make sure things seem normal with the public and increase security of the headquarters. From now on, we will do all we can to control who comes in and out of the agency. After the children finish their training and we have the information needed to find the crown, the missions start,” stated Benjamin.

			The rest of the attendees nodded.

			Because of this Benjamin declared, “This meeting is now over. Everyone, stay safe.”

			They all got out of their chairs and walked out of the room.

			Once Mr. Hale left the agency’s headquarters, he drove off to the sidewalk where he left the four.

			To his relief, they were waiting for him there.

			“Why did you take so long? We were waiting for half an hour on this sidewalk. We were starting to think you had forgotten about us,” Vanessa said with a smirk on her face. 

			“Sorry about that, I hadn’t realized I was so late. The meeting went on longer than expected. Hop in,” Mr. Hale apologized.

			Vanessa answered as the children got in the car, “It’s all right, but I saw some people who were looking at us strangely.”

			Once everyone was in the car, Mr. Hale stammered, “A-a-are you sure they were looking at y-y-you? How many were there and what were they w-w-wearing?”

			Vanessa responded, “There were three of them and all were wearing black coats.”

			Mr. Hale’s face froze with terror.

			“From now on, I won’t leave you unsupervised ever again,” announced Hale.

			The four nodded. 

			Olivia then whispered to Vanessa, “You aren’t alone, I saw three men in black coats too.”

			“Who do you think they are? And why was Mr. Hale so worried?” asked Vanessa.

			“I don’t know, but I think those three men could be spying on us,” answered Olivia.

			“But why us?” Vanessa continued to question.

			“For the same reason we were brought here in the first place,” responded Olivia.

			Vanessa nodded and all of the four quietly sat in their seats.

			  After they had reached the penthouse and entered the living room, Mr. Hale notified, “It’s now time for another magic lesson. We will have it tomorrow.”

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen 
Magical Creation
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			Mr. Hale led the four into the lesson room once the day came. Unlike the other lessons, the room was empty.

			Hale spoke, “Today, we are going to move away from simple magic and start on something a little more demanding. We will be magically creating objects of nothing. Creating objects is very difficult so you probably won’t get it on the first time. Valuable elements such as gold are almost impossible to create like I said in our first lesson, so just focus on something created with a common material. Remember to close your eyes and imagine how the object will look once finished. However, this time hand motions are obligatory. You must move your hand based on the contour of the object so you can create shape. If the object is triangular, move your hand up and then down. If the object is circular, move your hand round. The first object I want you to create is a pocket watch.”

			“Finally we are doing something a little more challenging,” exulted Vanessa.

			“Yeah, but I’m kind of anxious. What if I don’t do so well?” worried Olivia.

			“Don’t worry, I know you will do great,” encouraged David.

			The four got to work. They all closed their eyes and spun their hands into a circle slowly. Nothing happened the first twenty times like usual. When they reattempted on their twenty-first time, purple lights actually came out of each of their hands. However, as soon as the lights came out, they all disappeared.

			“I will never get used to this,” grumbled Vanessa. 

			They all took a deep breath and tried again. Once the purple lights came out of their hands, each light spun in a circle and started changing shape. The lights were slowly becoming palpable items. Once the transformation was complete, the lights disappeared to reveal four pocket watches. However, there was something wrong with them. The watches were colorless. There was no way to explain it. They weren’t plain white, or invisible, but there was no color on them. 

			“I know it’s weird, but I am so exhausted,” confessed David. 

			“Me too, and I can’t believe that these pocket watches don’t even have color,” whinged Olivia.

			Indeed, all of the four were very tired. It was like as soon as they created the pocket watches, their energy flowed through a drain.

			[image: ][image: ]Mr. Hale smiled and walked over. “Congratulations! You have created your first object. However, you might have noticed that they have no color to them. Creating just shape and structure is hard, but color and details are much more difficult. This is why even though there is no color, you are all still very tired. So, what I want you to do now, is to try again to create the watches, but imagine every single detail the finished watch will have as you do. Brace yourselves though, it’s going to be much more exhausting.”

			“It’s going to be more tiring than this, now I see why magic is so difficult,” Vanessa complained.

			“Again, magic isn’t easy. I learned that when I had my own magical lessons with my magic tutor. Try your best, I know you will do great,” uplifted Mr. Hale. 

			The four nodded and tried again. They closed their eyes and slowly spun their hands as they imagined every single detail on what their watches looked like. The purple lights came out of their hands and created four pocket watches. This time each of the watches had details, however they were all different. Olivia’s was wooden and dull. David’s was clear glass. Vanessa’s was made of shiny steel. Eric’s was white ceramic. The making of the watches greatly tired the four and they truly were exhausted. 

			The pocket watches looked fine, but there was something wrong with them. They weren’t ticking. The children picked up their pocket watches and saw that indeed, the pocket watches didn’t work.

			“Great, know we truly are weary and these blasted things won’t even work,” Vanessa huffed.

			“Yeah, what’s the point in creating something detailed if it doesn’t even complete it’s task?” Olivia uttered, exasperated.

			Mr. Hale shook his head, smiled, and explained, “You have all gotten the appearance of the watches mastered and they are all different because each of your imaginations are different. However, as you have noticed, your watches don’t work. In order for your object to function properly, you also have to imagine the object fulfilling its purpose. I must warn you though, this will be the most tiring part of all.”

			The four took a deep breath, getting ready for the exhaustion they were about to experience. They spun their hands. The purple lights came out and created the watches which were detailed and looked the same as they had before. However, this time the watches were ticking and functioning properly. 

			“Well done! You have created your first functioning object with magic,” Mr. Hale congratulated.

			The four couldn’t hear anything Mr. Hale had said however, because as soon as they had finished their pocket watches, they had fainted.

			Once they had all gotten up, the four tried many more simple objects such as a small water pitcher, bifocals, and socks. However, they soon tried doing more complex items such as furniture, a step-stool, and a working television. None of the four managed to create on their first, second, or tenth try. Eventually though, they did succeed. They were even getting used to the energy it took to do this. At the end of the day, the room was cluttered with all sorts of items which the four had created. 

			In the following magic lessons, the four had masterfully created many more objects. Mr. Hale was very proud of them, but more importantly, they were proud of themselves.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen 
Soulstead
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			A couple of months had passed by and autumn came. The season had repainted the landscape. The leaves had now changed color and were starting to fall. The streets of Crow City were covered with burgundy, brunette, citrus, and amber colors. Along with that, magians were starting to prepare for their own holiday called Soulstead.

			The four had learned that Soulstead was very similar to Halloween, but also very different. Like Halloween, Soulstead came on October 31st and had its own rich history.

			Thousands of years ago, the holiday was celebrated by the first magians. The magians had met Death himself. Death had spoken to them. He said that he controlled all life and that magians were different than mortals. Mortals were beings that were liable to die. However, unlike mortals, magians had a choice. He said that magians could live forever if they weren’t killed off by disease or anything unnatural. However, once they reached their hundredth birthday, they would be able to make a consequential decision. They could either remain on Magia and live, or depart life and go to the Soulscape. The Soulscape was Death’s home and the place where all souls came from. If a soul departed life and entered the Soulscape, it is said that the soul would only feel happiness and no pain. If magians died of unnatural causes, they could either remain on Magia as ghosts, or go to the Soulscape. If the soul remained as a ghost, they would be unable to feel physical pain, but would still feel other emotions such as despair. This is why most people would choose to go to the Soulscape. The ghosts that do stay back, however, are ignored by magians most of the time because of the unacceptable choice they had supposedly made. On Soulstead, however, magians celebrate with ghosts and dress up in macabre costumes to make them fit in. They also carve impish-figs, giant red fruits, and give them life. These living fruits are called figies. Figies dance, play, and cause mischief with spirits. Children also play with ghosts and figies. Many traditions have been created for Soulstead, such as scare-or-treating where ghosts, figies, and kids run around collecting candy and scaring people. Soulstead is a widely celebrated holiday in Magia and many people look forward to it every year.

			“This is my new favorite holiday,” Vanessa chirped when she heard the story.

			She had always loved Halloween back in New York and Soulstead seemed very enjoyable.

			All of the four had much fun preparing for Soulstead the day before with Mr. Hale and Ivy. Vanessa and David went with Hale to pick up impish-figs to carve. Eric and Olivia helped Ivy carve them. Mr. Hale showed the kids how to enchant them. 

			“This is kind of like a mini-lesson for magic,” Hale explained. “It’s very simple. All you need to do is wave your hand around the fig, close your eyes, and imagine the fig coming to life.”

			“If it’s that easy, why don’t people try this on every single fruit?” queried Vanessa.

			“Impish-figs are the only fruit that can be brought to life,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“Aww, I really wanted to try this on the watermelon in the kitchen.”

			The four then did what was asked. Like many of their magic attempts, none of the children succeeded at first. But after many tries, they did it. Small purple lights came out of each of their hands and surrounded the figs. The purple lights disappeared into each fig. The impish-figs then sprouted green arms and legs. They then blinked their eyes and smiled. Each of the figies laughed and ran around the room.

			“Come back here right now,” hollered Ivy, grabbing each one back. “Behave yourselves.”

			“Sorry.” The figies mischievously cackled.
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			“I like these figies.” Vanessa grinned.

			Mr. Hale then brought out a box filled with eldritch decorations. The four helped him and Ivy put them around the penthouse. As the four put up the frippery, they realized that they were also magical. The faux cobwebs that Vanessa was putting on the Spiritus Fountain, changed color as the water did.

			“Freaky,” Vanessa remarked.

			 The fake spiders that Eric scattered on the ground laughed when they fell on the floor. 

			“It’s almost like these things have a mind of their own,” Eric commented.

			The plastic skeleton that Olivia put on the piano seat, pressed on the keys and played a spooky song. 

			“That’s not alarming,” Olivia reassured herself. 

			The embellishing ghosts made of cloth that David tried to put up on one wall, flew out of his hand and laughed as they soared across the room. 

			“I guess I’ll just leave them.” David shrugged.

			To finish of the whole haunted look of the penthouse, Mr. Hale hung a morbid mirror on the wall. It was an oval shape with a dark green frame embedded with black diamonds. The mirror did indeed look ghastly, but the four wondered what magical thing it did. 

			“This thing looks like an antique that my stepparents could have sold,” Vanessa shared.

			“It looks ancient,” David replied.

			As the four walked closer to the mirror, they found out what it did. Once they looked at the glass, they saw that the mirror didn’t show their reflection, but what they would look like if they were dead. Or rather undead. The mirror showed what each of the four would look like if they were zombies. All of them had pale eyes along with ghostly green skin which was cut like their clothes. Along with that, their hair was now white.

			“Spooky,” Olivia said.

			“You guys don’t look half bad as zombies,” David kindly admitted. 

			“I look frail,” observed Eric.

			 “Somehow, I look better than I did before.” Vanessa chortled as she made fun of herself.

			The next day was Soulstead. None of the four could think of what to dress up as, so they all decided to create their own zombie costumes. They looked into the mirror for reference. Once it was evening, the four were ready to go out. Each of them looked like their reflections had stepped out of the mirror and replaced them. 

			“I can’t believe how well these costumes turned out,” Eric uttered to his friends.

			“Yeah, if I saw myself like this on Earth, I would scream.” Olivia shivered at how realistic the costumes were.

			“I still look better as a zombie than in real life,” Vanessa said which made everyone else laugh.

			“Come along figies, it’s time to go,” Mr. Hale called out.

			The figies ran over and held hands with the four.

			“Ivy, please hand out the candy which I left on the counter to scare-or-treaters and try not to get tricked by pranksters. You remember the incident from last year with the zucchini, right?” Hale instructed as he led the group out of the room.

			“Y-y-yes sir, and I will t-t-try my b-b-best.” Ivy trembled.

			“What’s the zucchini incident?” Olivia asked curiously.

			“I-i-it’s nothing,” Ivy faltered trying her best to hide her fear by smiling. “B-b-but here’s a t-t-tip, never take a glowing z-z-zucchini from smiling figies.”

			 Once the group was out of the building, Hale led the four through many neighborhoods. The group passed Wintergreen’s Ice Cream Factory where Peppy was enchanting impish-figs. Olivia and Eric waved to her. 

			Finally, Hale stopped walking when the group reached a small neighborhood. It was a circular street surrounded by a small group of houses. It had a sign: Ink Street.

			Hale spoke, “Scare-or-treating is really fun. You can go to all of the houses in this neighborhood, but make sure you don’t go any further.”

			“Scare-or-treating is going to be fun.” Vanessa smiled.

			The kids all went their separate ways. Olivia, David, and Vanessa went scare-or-treating with figies and some ghosts, but Eric heard a voice in the corner. He followed it and he saw who it was from coming from. She was a pale, transparent ghost floating in the air. She had long wavy hair and was wearing an old-fashioned dress. 

			“Hello, who are you?” Eric asked the ghost.

			“Why do you care? I am just a ghost. A foolish, ignored spirit, nothing’s special about me,” she huffed. 

			Eric was surprised at the spirit’s remark and figured that it was because of the treatment that she had received from other magians. 

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you, but why aren’t you out with the other ghosts celebrating Soulstead?” Eric asked.

			“Why should I? The whole year we ghosts have been ignored by magians and now all of a sudden they want us to celebrate with them for one day. It’s pointless,” she replied.

			“Why, may I ask, did you decide to stay back as a ghost?” Eric questioned.

			“Magians don’t understand this, but the one thing keeping us from eternal happiness in the Soulscape is guilt. Guilt from our wrongdoings we had committed when we were alive, or even before that,” she responded.

			“What did you do that caused that guilt?” Eric continued to ask.

			“You really aren’t like other magians, are you? I have never been talked to, let alone asked that question. I don’t mind it though, sometimes the pain is too unbearable to share, but moving past that, something else sets you apart from other magians. I don’t know what it is, but there is something strange about you. Something which you yourself don’t know about. Something which I myself have a connection to. Who are you?” she inquired.

			“I will answer that question, only if you tell me what your name is,” Eric responded.

			The ghost sighed. “Fine, you win, wise guy. My name is Calista. It’s been so long that I have forgotten my own last name. Now tell me yours.”

			Eric replied, “I’m Eric Andrews, and I don’t know what is so strange about me.”

			As he said this, he crossed his arms which slightly lifted up his sleeve. This revealed his crow-shaped birthmark.

			As soon as Calista saw the mark, her eyes opened wide. “I-i-it can’t be after all these centuries. No, s-s-stay away from me!”

			“What’s wrong?” Eric asked, puzzled.

			She quickly flew away, scared, as she screamed, “S-s-stay away from me!”

			“That was odd,” Eric remarked as he walked away to join his friends. 

			Once Eric reached the rest of the group, Vanessa asked, “Eric, where have you been? We’ve had a blast! The figies kept pranking people such as when they would ring doorbells and run away. But my personal favorite is when they hid on the roof, and then popped out which scared the parents when they answered the door to hand out candy. Speaking of which, we’ve gotten a ton of candy! Come scare-or-treat with us?”

			Eric responded, “I just met a ghost, but yeah, let’s keep going scare-or-treating!”

			They all kept visiting houses, collecting candy, and scared parents.

			At the end when Mr. Hale picked them up and took them home, the four had gathered a lot of candy (most of which the figies ate) and had a lot of fun. However, Eric couldn’t stop thinking of the encounter with Calista the ghost.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen 
Magical Recycling
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			Mr. Hale led the four into the lesson room when it was time for another magic seminar. In there were the items the four had created in the previous lessons.

			Hale instructed, “In our previous lessons, we have learned how to create objects. This would have been helpful if you had a problem and needed something to fix it. However, using material you already have and manipulating it to create an object is less strenuous than if you were to create an object from scratch. We are basically ‘recycling’ magic. Let me explain. Say you need a pair of scissors, but all you have is a glass cup. You can use your magic to manipulate the cup’s shape and change it into a pair of scissors. All you have to do is focus on the current item, move your fingers depending on how you want to change the object, and imagine the finished article. The glass material will still be the same, but the shape will be different. This is why you have to make sure that the object you want is of a similar material to the object you already have. Along with that, you have to make sure the object that you want is also the same size as the object you already have, so you have enough material. Now, I want you to create a vase out of something else.”

			“I’m glad that what we’re doing today isn’t as tiring,” Olivia said, relieved.

			“Me too, though I like a challenge, that experience was exhausting,” agreed Vanessa.

			Each of the four tried finding something that would be suitable. Olivia settled on a wooden stool, Vanessa chose a small glass mirror, Eric picked a metal teakettle, and David chose a porcelain bowl.

			Each of them focused on their object, closed their eyes, and spun their fingers. Surprisingly to the four, something did happen on their first try. Slowly, purple lights came out of each of their hands and encircled the objects. The objects slowly started changing shape. They were starting to become vases. At the end of the transformation, the object’s material remained the same, but the shape was different. 

			“I cannot believe that worked! On our first try we performed magic,” Vanessa squealed.

			“Yeah! We have gotten so far in our magic lessons!” David beamed.

			Mr. Hale clapped. “Congratulations! Now that you you’ve created something out of one object, I want you to create something out of multiple items. Do the same thing as before, but this time focus on multiple objects and imagine them colliding. I want you to create a table.”

			Each of the four collected multiple items to use for their table. They gathered pots, skillets, glass, and anything else they could find which was compatible for a table.

			Once each of the four had their items, they created piles and attempted to combine them to make a table. They focused, moved their hands, and imagined the finished tables. The purple lights came out of their hands and surrounded each of their object piles. The objects slowly started floating in the air and combining together. The objects were fusing together and became tables. Each of the four’s tables were different and made up of many items. 

			“We did it again! We are getting excellent at this. I bet that from now on, we will all be able to perform magic on our first tries,” bubbled Eric.

			“Well done! You really are becoming excellent at magic,” Mr. Hale congratulated.

			By the end of the lesson, the four had used the objects in the room to create many new things. In the following lessons, the four mastered the art of using their surroundings to create objects.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen 
A Nefarious Meeting
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			At the edge of Crow City, in a dark room of an unknown building, three men in black coats were gathering. Once they were all safely inside, and the door was locked, they all removed their hoods. This revealed their faces. The first man had dark black tresses and a very pale pigmentation. His eyes were an emotionless brown. The majority of his face was covered by a huge scar with dead skin surrounding it. The second had brown hair which complemented his medium complexion. He had a type of heterochromia which made his eyes two different colors. One was hazel while the other was so dark blue, it looked black. The third man was bald and had a slightly tan skin tone. He only had one eye which was bright green. The other’s socket was covered by a black eyepatch.

			The first man spoke, “The four are here.”

			The second man burst with a sinister smile, “When do we attack, boss? I can’t wait!”

			The leader responded, “Patience, Amos. We’ll have to wait. We can’t attack the four, remember, we need them to acquire the crown. If we attack Hale, or any of the agency members connected to the four, A.S.H. will know we are after the crown. That will give us no chance to search for clues. We’ll have to wait.”

			“I hate that agency filth. They call us ‘malefactors’, as if we’re interested in committing petty crimes,” Amos grumbled.

			“What’s the plan, boss?” the third man asked.

			The leader smiled. “We all know what the prophecy speaks of. The four will help us find the Black Crown. With it, we will gain ultimate power. Twelve years ago, we snuck into A.S.H.’s headquarters with the help of an ally. Once we got in, we found out that the agency really was planning on finding the crown pieces with the four just like we were. They tried to hide from the entire world what the crown really did. They are fools for doing that. We, however, are smart; we know what the crown is capable of. We know what the crown can do to help us. So we continued to spy on the children hoping for some answers. But those blasted parents got themselves ruined, and the agency blamed us for it! At least they would have if they knew that we were the ones pursuing the crown. But anyways, the four were taken to Earth where we had no hope of finding them. Until recently, when we found the file which kept the information on their location. However, the wretched agency found out that the four were in danger and brought them back. Either way, we know where they are right now. Hale is protecting them in his home, but he doesn’t know who we are, yet. We will use this to our advantage. We will carefully continue to follow the four until we figure something out. Once we find out enough information, and know where the crown is, we will immediately go searching for it. Not before we attack those brats though, Amos. Once we strike, this will spread fear, and make the agency filth lose morale. It won’t be long before we do attack, but we will have to wait.”

			“I hope the time will come soon,” Amos snickered.

			The men continued plotting until they had concocted a devious plan. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen 
Magical Defense
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			It wasn’t long until it was time for the four to learn more magic. This time the lesson room had four practice dummies. The dummies looked like copies of each of the four.

			“What are we going to do today? I couldn’t sleep last night! I was just too excited,” Vanessa squealed.

			Mr. Hale explained, “I think from all our lessons you understand the basic rules. You can do almost anything with your magic. Whenever you want to perform magic, all you have to do is focus, imagine what your magic will do, and move your hands based on what you want to do. More complicated tasks require more energy. Up until now, we’ve only been creating or changing objects. Now, we move over to something much more significant. You have gotten advanced at magic so today, we’ll be practicing how to defend yourself. Whenever you’re in a situation where you are being attacked, this will come in handy. Each of you four will be testing your skills on a dummy. Each of these dummies has been enchanted to fight against you, but don’t worry, they’re harmless.” 

			The four nodded.

			“Vanessa, I want you to go first,” Mr. Hale instructed.

			“Yes! I’ve been waiting for this moment,” Vanessa said to herself.

			She took a deep breath and walked towards her dummy. The rest of the four stepped back and intently watched Vanessa. 

			“Good luck,” whispered Eric.

			“Thanks Eric.” Vanessa smiled.

			“I was actually talking to the dummy. It has no chance against you,” Eric joked.

			Suddenly, the dummy waved its hands and created a blue blast which it shot at Vanessa. 

			Vanessa was shocked. She didn’t expect that at all. She quickly reacted and moved her hands. She imagined a shield protecting her. Sure enough a transparent purple shield materialized very quickly and blocked the blue blast. 

			“I think the dummy heard you, Eric,” Vanessa panted  and tried to catch her breath. 

			She couldn’t believe that she had created a shield so fast. It was as if her adrenaline and shock allowed her to perform magic very quickly. She then closed her eyes and imagined the dummy hanging in the air. She moved her hands and when she opened her eyes, she saw that a purple light came out of her hands and went to the dummy. The light suspended the dummy from the ceiling. Vanessa then lashed her hand in the air which made the purple light disappear. The dummy then fell from the air and would have almost hit the ground and shattered if it had not protected itself by waving its hand. The dummy got set back in its place with a magical blue light. It then pointed its hand near Vanessa’s feet near the floor. A blue light came out of its hand and went to Vanessa’s legs. All of a sudden, Vanessa felt as if she couldn’t move. When she looked down, she saw that her feet were pinned to the ground. The blue light had stuck her to the floor! She quickly pointed her hands at her feet. She twisted her fingers and purple lights came out of them. The lights went to the floor and removed the blue light, unsticking Vanessa’s feet. Vanessa then pushed her hands in the air and a purple light came out of them. The light spun in the air and created a sharp ice shard. The shard hit the dummy and magically started solidifying it. The dummy was becoming frozen. To unfreeze itself, the dummy twisted its fingers and small flames came out of them. The flames joined together to create a small fire which melted away the ice. This freed the dummy.

			“Won’t this mannequin just quit?” Vanessa whispered to herself, frustrated.

			She quickly made the next move before the dummy could do anything. She stroked the air with her hands and created a bright purple blast with all of her energy. The blast hit the dummy and it exploded. Its leftover pieces fell all over the room. 

			Mr. Hale clapped. “Well done, Vanessa!”

			He then twisted his fingers over the floor and purple lights came out of them. The lights went to the pieces of the dummy and made them disappear. Hale cleaned up the whole room.

			He looked David. “I want you to go next.”

			David nodded and walked toward the dummy that looked like him. 

			“I know you can do it, David,” Vanessa encouraged.

			“Thanks,” David replied.

			He looked at the dummy intently. It suddenly raised its hands. A bright blue light came out of its hands. The light went to the ceiling lights and put them out. The room was in complete darkness. David quickly spun his hands and a purple light came out of them. The light went to the ceiling and the all of the room’s lights turned on. David looked behind him to see that when the room wasn’t illuminated, the dummy had snuck behind him and was waiting for its chance. The dummy quickly created a blue blast. David wasn’t ready for this and the blue blast hit him. It wasn’t very strong, but it was strong enough to knock David down. Olivia and Vanessa saw this and stepped forward to help him up. However, Mr. Hale held them back.

			He spoke, “It’s okay. He can do this.”

			David quickly got up. 

			“Blasted oversized doll,” he said.

			“Tell me about it, I hate dolls,” commented Vanessa.

			David crossed his hands and swished them in the air. This created four purple lights. David pointed his hands at the dummy and the lights went forward to it. Each of the four lights grabbed onto the dummy’s arms and legs. David then stretched his hands apart. This made the lights also stretch. The lights were slowly pulling the dummy apart. The dummy would have been separated by then if it hadn’t struggled to move its hands. Once it had its moment, it waved its right hand which created a blue light. The blue light went to each purple light and made them disappear. This freed the dummy. The dummy then hit the air with its left hand and a magical chain came out of it. The chain flew to David and wrapped around him. He was trapped. The chain slowly started getting tighter. David then tried to twist his fingers even though it was hard. Luckily, he managed to do it. Once he finished the task, small purple lights came out of them. The lights then joined together to create a purple blast. The blast flew to the dummy and hit it. The dummy quickly fell down and the chain disappeared. David was freed. He quickly waved his hands. A purple light came out of them and created a large flame in the air. The flame went to the dummy and set it on fire. The dummy was melting. Once it was completely destroyed, the fire disappeared.

			Mr. Hale clapped. “Congratulations, David! Eric, it’s your turn.”

			“You’ll be great,” Olivia said to Eric.

			“Yeah, and good luck to the dummy, let’s see how long it will last against you, Eric,” Vanessa replied.

			Eric slowly went to his dummy. He was determined to win. He made the first move. Eric quickly created a purple blast and sent it flying to the dummy. The dummy quickly waved its hand and a blue light came out of its hand. The blue light redirected the purple blast and sent it flying towards Eric. Eric quickly blocked the purple blast with his hand and made it disappear. The dummy then spun its hands. A blue light came out of them. The light then went near Eric. Then, the dummy started raising its hands. As it did, nothing apparent happened. Eric wondered what the dummy was doing. Suddenly, the dummy stopped raising its hands. Eric didn’t know what happened, however, he felt the strangest sensation. He felt as if he was trapped. He pushed his hand into the air. To his surprise, he felt something. He felt a wall. He felt another wall on his left and right side. The dummy had trapped him in an invisible box! His claustrophobia was rising. He quickly created another purple blast and shot it in front of him. The blast hit the invisible box and shattered it. All of the pieces went flying. Eric stepped out and sighed. He then spun his hands and a purple light came out of them. The light went to the dummy and surrounded it. Eric turned his hands and the dummy started to change shape. Indeed, after the dummy finished changing, it became a table. 

			Mr. Hale smiled and waved his hands. The table disappeared.

			He congratulated, “Great job, Eric! Olivia, it’s your turn.”

			“Um, okay,” said Olivia nervously.

			Olivia was the most frightened of the four when it was her turn. She slowly walked towards the final dummy. She had an awful feeling about this. 

			“You’ll do wonderfully, Olivia!” the rest of the four yelled out supportively.

			The dummy suddenly moved its hands. Unlike the other dummies before it, a dark black blast came out of its hands instead of a light blue one. The blast would have hit Olivia if she hadn’t stepped away at the last second. Olivia quickly spun her hands in the air. Her hands created a spinning purple light. The light soared through the room and hit the dummy. The light severely damaged the dummy and created a monstrous hole in the middle of it. However, instead of losing its life like the other dummies when they were damaged, this one magically repaired itself. A black light covered up the hole. 

			“What! How is that possible?” Olivia remarked.

			“I think there is something wrong with Olivia’s dummy,” Vanessa whispered to Eric and David.

			Olivia was persistent and didn’t give up. She created another purple blast and shot it at the dummy. Once again, the dummy was hit, but it magically restored itself with another black light.

			“What! Why is this happening?” Olivia uttered, confused. She was starting to get worried.

			 This time, the dummy made its move. It waved its hand in front of the floor and a black light came out of it. The light went to the floor and slowly transformed into hundreds of spiders. The spiders were very unnerving and Olivia always had a terrible fear of them. She called them “eight-legged nightmares.” 

			The dummy controlled the spiders with its hands and they crawled over to Olivia. She was afraid, but took a deep breath. She created a purple blast with her hands which she shot at the spiders. This disintegrated them all. The dummy then spun its hands and another black light was created. The light went to the floor and took the silhouette of a slithering creature. It wasn’t long before the light transformed into a black serpent made entirely out of magic. The snake slithered over to Olivia. She was afraid, but created another blast and shot it at the the slithering creature like she did with the spiders. The serpent got destroyed. Olivia had now had enough of the dummy. She kept shooting purple blasts at it. All of them hit it, but the dummy kept fixing itself. Finally, the dummy made its final move. It changed into a horrible, disfigured form. It looked blood curdling and everyone in the room was terrified.

			“Mr. Hale, do something!” Eric yelled out, worried for his friend.

			 The horrendous dummy slowly limped toward Olivia, but before it could do anything, Mr. Hale stepped forward. He created a very strong purple blast with his hands and hit the dummy. This time, it did not repair itself.

			“I’m terribly sorry about that, Olivia. I don’t know what happened,” Mr. Hale apologized, concerned.

			“It’s alright,” Olivia lied and panted. “I wish I could have beaten the dummy like the rest of them though.”

			“It’s not your fault, if there wasn’t anything wrong with the dummy, you would have beat it too,” David said kindly.

			“Thanks,” Olivia replied.

			However, she couldn’t shake off the unpleasant feeling because she was absolutely sure, that she had heard a man creepily laugh.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty 
Yulestice
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			In the coming weeks, the four had many more magic sessions and they learned so much. It soon became winter and the leaves completely disappeared. The ground was covered with a white blanket of snow. Similar to mortals, magians celebrated their own winter holiday. It was called Yulestice. Like many mortal holidays, Yulestice’s history was very riveting. 

			Thousands of years ago, the world was filled with misery and there was barely any joy or hope. However, one day, all of that changed. On December 25th, the Yule King came to Magia. The Yule King was the ruler of the Glacial World, a realm of ice and snow. He wore silk robes and came to Magia on a sled made entirely out of topaz. The sled was pulled by many majestic creatures. The Yule king released all of them. One creature was a bird with pure feathers, an icy blue beak which matched its claws, and round blue eyes. The bird was called a nix. The nix flew into the sky and disappeared amongst the clouds. As soon as it was up, it began snowing. However, it was no ordinary snow. It was the children who discovered this, but the snow was also magical. Whenever the kids built snowmen, they would come to life and play with the children. If the kids made snow angels, the angels would fly off the ground. The magical snow created many fun times which spread so much happiness and to this day, the snow in Magia is still enchanted. Another creature that the Yule King released was a distant relative of the foresta snake. It was called an arbor serpent. The arbor serpent had dark green scales and grey eyes. It slithered over many snowy fields and like the foresta snake, this made many trees grow. Unlike the foresta snake, however, the arbor serpent permanently enchanted the fields making the trees grow every year. These trees are very tall and look similar to Earth’s evergreens. They are called aeter conifers.  Aeter conifers are inhabited by many small creatures. These creatures are called adornals. Adornals resemble ornaments and look like they decorate the tree. This is why people have decorated the conifers with ornaments to make the adornals fit in. Then family members put presents under the tree for their loved ones. This is a tradition which is widely celebrated today. The Yule King also released a horse called a melodia stallion. The horse was silver with a long mane and green eyes. It galloped through many villages and the people who saw it said that whenever it trotted, music magically played. The tunes were so beautiful that the magians had made songs out of them, songs which are still sung today as Yulestice carols. The Yule King released many more fantastic creatures, but the king himself did something great. He enchanted the world so that every year, everyone would get one wish. The wish could be anything you want, except it couldn’t hurt anyone. Children would usually wish for toys, but adults would wish for something more seminal. After the Yule King returned to the Glacial World, magians still celebrated Yulestice every year to honor him and the happiness he helped spread.

			“Yulestice is my kind of holiday,” Eric said.

			Eric had been attracted to the magic of Yulestice. He loved reading mythological books about the history of many holidays. Yulestice was the most magical of them all and the magic pulled him close to it.

			Like Soulstead, the four had much fun preparing for Yulestice with Mr. Hale and Ivy. Hale brought out several boxes of jovial decorations and the kids helped garnish. They put rows of garlands on the walls and wreaths on the doors. However, the four were the most excited to decorate the aeter conifer.

			“When are we getting one?” chirped Vanessa.

			“Right now.” Mr. Hale grinned. “Follow me.”

			Hale led the four out of the building to go get their tree. This time, Ivy was going to accompany them.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			“Figons are the best at this sort of thing,” she said.

			Once everyone got in the car, Mr. Hale drove off. He kept driving across the streets of Crow City and when he stopped at a red light, the four saw how everyone was getting into the spirit of the holiday. People had put up decorations and the whole city looked like a winter wonderland. Kids were playing with snow and the four were astonished. The snow really did come to life. Many children along with snowmen were having snowball fights and snow angels were flying through the air singing carols. That wasn’t the only thing the snow was doing, however. One snowman came close to Mr. Hale’s car and was complaining about how the little boy who created him made his head oversized. Unfortunately, the windows weren’t thick enough to be soundproof and the four had to hear everything the disproportionate snowman had to say. 

			“That snowman has issues,” Vanessa commented.

			Finally, when the light turned green, Hale drove off and the four were relieved. Throughout their drive, the four had more encounters with living snow. One group of snowmen had taken off their scarves and hats which they were given and tried to sell them to Mr. Hale when he stopped at another red light.

			 A few stopping lights later, a group of snow angels were throwing snowballs at the car. 

			“Honestly, I am just like these snow angels,” Vanessa admitted.

			Finally, everyone was relieved when they had arrived at their destination. It was a huge tree farm covered in snow. Surrounding it was an expansive fence. Everyone walked in. Once they were in, a figon greeted them. 

			“Hello! Welcome to Drippy’s Tree Farm. I’m Drippy and I will help you find your tree,” he said.

			“Hello, cousin Drippy! It’s been so long,” Ivy said to Drippy.

			“Indeed it has, cousin Ivy,” Drippy agreed.

			As Ivy and Drippy were catching up, the four walked off to look at the conifers. There were so many and they all looked lavish. 

			“These look so cool, they are much grander than evergreen trees,” said Eric.

			“Yeah, I can’t wait to decorate it,” Vanessa said.

			“And I can’t wait to meet adornals,” David spoke. “They seem so cute in the story.”

			Olivia walked away from the rest of the four and over to one conifer. Despite all the festive talk of the holiday, Olivia couldn’t stop thinking of the previous magic lesson she had. The rest of the four did well, but the lesson had gone horribly wrong for her. Plus, she heard a man laugh sinisterly, as if he enjoyed Olivia’s fear. 

			All of a sudden, she heard the same laugh behind an aeter. She turned to see a giant, nasty smile appear on it.

			“You are afraid, Olivia Lee,” the tree taunted as it laughed.

			Olivia was terrified. She quickly blinked and saw that there was no mouth on the tree. It was as if it never spoke and laughed.

			“Trees don’t talk, this all just happened in your head,” Olivia reassured herself.

			 She wanted to believe this very much. However, Olivia was absolutely sure that the tree did talk. She could still hear the same horrible laugh. Olivia shivered and walked back to join the rest of the four. She decided not to tell anyone and tried not to think about what just happened.

			Soon, Mr. Hale, Drippy, and Ivy caught up to the four.

			“Now, why don’t we look for a good tree?” Mr. Hale grinned.

			“Yeah!” all four yelled excitedly.

			Drippy nodded. “Follow me everyone.”

			Drippy led the group through many conifers. Whenever the four thought one was acceptable, Drippy and Ivy would both always tut, shake their heads, and walk past it. They had passed almost half of the trees.

			Vanessa whispered to the rest of the four, “We’ve probably passed ten perfect trees already.”

			After many aeters, Drippy stopped in front of one conifer. It was very tall and very green.

			“Aah! The perfect tree,” he exclaimed and went closer.

			Drippy carefully examined the tree and the four watched him work.

			“Yes, this is an exceptional conifer. Nice and salubrious, good long branches. I dare say this may be my best tree yet. It even looks like we’ve got some adornals living here,” Drippy said and he knocked on one branch.

			All of a sudden, many small creatures peeked out. They truly did look like ornaments. The adornals were sphere-shaped and had small hands and feet. Some were green with blue stripes and others were purple with yellow spots. They were all very eye-catching. 

			“What are you going to do with our home?” one adornal whimpered.

			“Don’t worry, these fine people are going to buy this tree, but it’s okay because you can still live on it. Once this tree has been used up, you will be taken to a new home,” Drippy said kindly.

			“Oh goodie! We can’t wait to go,” the adornals said and smiles appeared on their faces.

			The four beamed at the adornals.

			“They’re wonderful,” David uttered.

			“They really are, I can’t believe they come with the tree,” Vanessa said happily.

			After Mr. Hale had paid for the conifer, Drippy set the tree on the car and Hale drove off. Luckily, there weren’t any living snow encounters this time, but the adornals had to stay inside the car and they were a riot. They kept chattering and were very excited about visiting their new home. 

			“Are we there yet?” one kept repeating over and over again.

			“Why is this car so hot?” another complained.

			“These adornals may look adorable, but they too are troublesome sometimes,” Vanessa whispered to her friends and they all agreed.

			When the car finally reached the penthouse, everyone was glad because they had had enough of the adornals complaining.

			Once everyone was inside the apartment, the four helped Ivy and Hale set the tree upright. As soon as it was ready, Mr. Hale went into the storage closet and pulled out a box filled with embellishments. Everyone helped decorate. Even the adornals helped by lifting up baubles which were about the same size as them. As the four put up the ornaments on the tree, they realized that they too were magical.

			 Each of the baubles that Olivia put up was enchanted to do something different. One changed color every second. Another spread a delightful fragrance which smelled of every fine thing any of the four could think of. Olivia’s favorite bauble was a small one that played a wonderful song which filled the entire room with joy. Olivia had always loved music. Whenever her stepparents would take her to health lectures by doctors, she would always enjoy the concerts that they went to after. 

			“Wow.” Olivia smiled to herself.

			Vanessa was putting up magical tinsel. The tinsel shimmered and sparkled, but that wasn’t the only thing it did. As Vanessa put the tinsel on the tree, it spiraled around it by itself. It was like a serpent.

			“I’ve never seen tinsel do that before,” Vanessa remarked.

			“It’s called living tinsel,” Mr. Hale explained. “It’s a festive decoration.”

			“Let me guess, you got it at the clearance section in the department store,” Vanessa joked.

			“Actually yes,” Mr. Hale replied to Vanessa’s surprise.

			David and Eric were helping each other put up lights around the tree. However, unlike regular Christmas lights on Earth which usually weren’t very bright, these illuminated the whole room. They filled the entire space with brilliant light.

			“These lights are like the Lueur Emerald,” observed David.

			“The what now?” Eric asked confused.

			“It’s a jewel Vanessa and I saw in the gem museum. These lights are very similar to what it does,” David replied.

			“Wow! The brightest light I’ve ever seen was in the flashlight that my adoptive parents bought on Earth. Let me just say, it required a lot of batteries.”

			After they finished decorating the conifer, it looked beguiling. The adornals loved how their tree looked and made themselves comfortable living amongst the ornaments. 

			“We love how you remodeled the place,” said the adornals.

			The next day was the Eve of Yulestice and the four went out to play in the magical snow. In New York, the four had grown out of spending time outside in the snow, but the idea of magical snow excited them very much. They couldn’t wait to go outside. After they had bundled up, they went straight out the door.

			Once they were outside the building, the four observed that a large snowfall occurred overnight. There was much more white on the ground and some streets were even closed. There were also many kids playing around. 

			“What do you guys want to do first?” Eric asked.

			“Why don’t we build a snowman?” replied Olivia.

			“That’s a great idea! I sure hope ours doesn’t complain that much though,” Vanessa uttered.

			“Let’s get to work,” said David.

			All of them kneeled down to create the body.

			First they created a small snowball and rolled it across the ground to make it larger. 

			Once the ball was large enough, the four worked on the middle.

			After the middle was finished, they created a snowball for the head.

			Soon, the four finished the body.

			“Woah! We are really good at shaping snowmen,” Vanessa exclaimed, proud of them all.

			“Yeah, we’re a great team,” agreed Eric.

			David then walked to a nearby tree where a small twig had fallen. He walked back to the snowman and used the twig to draw two annular eyes and one mouth.

			Olivia then picked up three stones off of the ground. She used them as buttons and put them on the snowman.

			Eric had collected two more twigs and put them on the snowman as arms. 

			Finally, Vanessa went closer to the snowman. She took a deep breath and waved her hands. A small purple light came out of her hands. The light went over to the snowman and hovered over its head. Slowly the light transformed into a hat for the snowman. The hat was very detailed and intricate. It looked very difficult to make.

			Vanessa then used her magic to create a scarf and mittens for the snowman.

			“Great job, Vanessa! Creating complex objects is very hard. You have gotten really advanced at magic,” Olivia complimented.

			“Thanks Olivia! I guess the more we practice, the better we get at magic.” Vanessa beamed.

			The rest of the four were also impressed. They all then looked back at the snowman.

			Suddenly it blinked its eyes. It then moved its hands and mouth. Slowly, it started sprouting legs and stood up. The snowman was now alive.

			“Hello there! What are your names?” he asked cheerfully.

			“I’m Vanessa, and these are my friends David, Olivia, and Eric,” Vanessa answered pointing to the rest of the four.

			The others nervously waved.

			“Well then, what’s my name?” the snowman questioned without losing his cheerful tone.

			“Um, your name is…” Vanessa started to utter as she tried to think of a suitable name.

			“How about Nigel?” said Olivia.

			“Ooh! I like that name. From now on, you can call me Nigel,” the snowman remarked.

			“Nigel, how do you know how to speak?” Eric asked curiously.

			“When we were given life, we were also given intelligence. This is why when we fell down from the clouds as snowflakes, we heard the conversations of you humans. This allowed us to learn how to speak,” Nigel answered matter-of-factly.

			“Huh, you’re really smart, Nigel,” Vanessa replied.

			“Yeah, I’m impressed,” Olivia said.

			“You guys are too kind.” Nigel blushed (which the four didn’t know he could do).

			“Wow. Well, what do you want to do now, Nigel?” David asked.

			“Hmm, what do human children do in snow?” Nigel asked.

			“They do this…” Vanessa said and she created a snowball with her hands which she threw at David.

			“Hey,” David remarked, surprised, but after he wiped the snow off of his face, he created a snowball himself.

			He then threw it at Olivia.

			“It’s on,” she said and threw a snowball at Eric. 

			The snowball hit him in the face.

			“Well, that’s cold,” he said and threw a snowball at Nigel.

			“So this is what human children do with snow. It seems fun,” Nigel said and he created a snow ball with his twig-hands.

			He then threw the snowball at David and yelled, “Snowball fight!”

			In a few short minutes, wads of snow were flying in the air. The four were covered in snow, and Nigel had gained a couple of pounds.

			After the four shook off the snow and Nigel shook off the weight, Nigel spoke, “What do you guys want to do now?”

			“Why don’t we use the snow and magically create stuff? It would be great practice,” Olivia said.

			“That would be so fun,” Vanessa exclaimed.

			“Ooh! That would also be fun to watch,” Nigel said excitedly.

			Each of the four got to work. They all concentrated and moved their hands. The snow then started to move.

			Four objects were being formed. 

			Vanessa was creating a statue of a sword, Olivia was creating a statue of a shield, Eric was creating a book, David was creating a giant heart, and Nigel was watching intently.

			“It seems that we have all officially mastered the art of creating objects with magic,” Olivia said proudly.

			“Yeah, well done everyone,” Eric amiably said.

			“You are all so talented,” Nigel complimented, impressed.

			David suggested, “Maybe we should go back inside. It’s getting quite cold and besides, why don’t we introduce Nigel to Mr. Hale?”

			“G-g-good idea,” Olivia said, shivering.

			“I can’t wait to meet this Mr. Hale,” uttered Nigel.

			The four led Nigel inside. Unfortunately, the heating system was on high to keep the building warm, and Nigel was slowly creating a puddle. 

			 Apparently, Nigel didn’t know yet what happened to snowmen in warm temperatures because he was still smiling.

			“Hey, why do I feel all watery?” Nigel asked naively.

			“Oh, it’s nothing, Nigel. Don’t worry about it,” Eric said, scared.

			All of the four were worried and quickly led Nigel to Mr. Hale’s penthouse. 

			Once they were inside, Olivia quickly yelled, “Ivy, Mr. Hale! Come quick!”

			Ivy and Mr. Hale quickly rushed out. 

			“Oh! It’s an emergency,” Ivy hollered pointing at the giant puddle that Nigel had created.

			“Why is it so hot in here?” Nigel asked unknowingly.

			“I know just what to do!” Mr. Hale rushed into the kitchen.

			He quickly opened a cabinet and pulled out a tiny bottle. In it were many red pills. He opened the top and grabbed one. 

			Vanessa screamed, “Hurry!”

			 Mr. Hale rushed over to Nigel and popped the pill into his mouth. Nigel suddenly stopped melting and magically returned to his normal size.

			“Aah, that feels much better,” Nigel said calmly.

			“What was that pill?” Olivia queried.

			“That was a semper pill. It has magical powers that allow whatever substance you put it in to last forever. This will allow your snowmen friend to live forever without the danger of melting. Speaking of which, what is this snowman’s name?” Mr. Hale answered and turned to Nigel.

			“Glad that you had that,” Eric said, relieved.

			“I’m Nigel, pleased to meet you,” Nigel introduced himself to Hale.

			“Please, the pleasure is mine,” Mr. Hale said warmly and shook Nigel’s twig hand.

			In the following hours, the group had all got comfortable in the living room. They all started talking and had a pleasant time.

			“So let me get this straight, the children built you and then Vanessa created your scarf, mittens, and hat?” Mr. Hale questioned.

			“That’s correct, from what they told me, since I didn’t actually see them create me,” Nigel replied.

			“Wow, Vanessa! I’m so proud of you,” Mr. Hale said, impressed.

			“Thanks, with a little practice, I think we all got better,” replied Vanessa.

			All of a sudden, Nigel spoke, “Thank you all for letting me spend time with you, and thanks, Mr. Hale, for giving me the pill. However, now that I can live with no danger of melting, I want to live my life like a magian. I want to settle down in Crow City.”

			“Are you sure you don’t want to stay with us?” asked Olivia.

			“We would love to have you here with us, Nigel,” Mr. Hale said kindly.

			“Thanks for the offer, but I feel like I belong somewhere else,” Nigel politely refused.

			Everyone else nodded. They led Nigel to the exit.

			“Farewell!” The four waved to Nigel. 

			All of them were sad to see him go.

			Nigel noticed this and answered with a smile, “Don’t worry, I am sure this won’t be the last time you see me.”

			The four nodded and smiled.

			Nigel then took a deep breath and walked out.

			 The four then went back into the living room and sat down. They thought of Nigel and how much fun they had with him. They all wished he would be happy.

			All of a sudden, they heard a knock on the door.

			“I wonder who that could be,” Mr. Hale said as he walked over to answer the door.

			He opened it and smiled. “Everyone, come over here!” 

			The four and Ivy walked over to him.

			Standing outside of the door was a group of carolers. There were magians and figons. They were all wearing snow-covered overcoats and held booklets with carols.

			They started singing:

			“The sun is setting early,

			and the fields are covered in white.

			The atmosphere is filled with cheer,

			and the lights are shining bright!

			Jolly Yulestice!

			We were once cursed with despair,

			until the Yule King came.

			He rode on his crystal sled,

			that was pulled by creatures tame.

			Jolly Yulestice!

			Once the creatures were released,

			they spread around delight.

			The sounds of laughter and good times

			did brighten up the night.

			Jolly Yulestice!

			The nix created enchanted snow.

			Aeters the arbor serpent did grow.

			The melodia horse galloped around

			and spread good tunes abound!

			Jolly Yulestice!

			Yulestice is the day we celebrate

			The creatures’ gifts we had received.

			We thought winter would be filled with pain,

			so when we were wrong, we were relieved!

			Jolly Yulestice!

			The Yule King gave us one

			last gift,

			before he left us through

			a magical rift.

			The gift was a wish that

			every magian does acquire.

			The wish could grant anything,

			even your deepest desire.

			Jolly Yulestice!

			Jolly Yulestice!

			Jolly Yulestice!

			So now we celebrate Yulestice,

			The day the Yule King arrived

			and because of him on every winter,

			happiness and bliss has thrived.

			Jolly Yulestice!

			Jolly Yulestice!

			Jolly Yulestice!”

			Mr. Hale clapped. “Bravo!”

			“That was amazing,” Olivia said.

			The rest of the four also applauded and the carolers continued to chorus. After that, they sang another carol. And then another. After at least ten songs, Ivy managed to make them leave by handing them some pudding she found in the kitchen.

			“Glad to see that at least the carolers are the same here as on Earth,” Vanessa joked.

			As everyone was making their way back into the living room, Olivia asked Mr. Hale, “Do we really get a wish?”

			“Of course you do. Every magian gets a wish on Yulestice,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“Can it be anything, as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone?”

			“Of course,” Mr. Hale responded.

			“When do we ask for it?” 

			“At the last hour of Yulestice. Precisely twelve,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“What would you wish for?”

			 “Hmm, I guess I would wish for something that would improve myself. Such as being more grateful, being kinder, being smarter…”

			“Or being braver,” Olivia interrupted.

			“Exactly.”

			Olivia nodded and she rejoined the rest of the four as they sat down on the couch.

			Suddenly, a clock in the living room struck nine. 

			“Well look at the time, I think it’s time we go to sleep. After all, tomorrow is Yulestice,” Mr. Hale said.

			“I can’t wait,” Eric exclaimed happily.

			The four all walked up to their rooms.

			After Olivia reached her room, she walked inside and pondered, “Can I wish to lose my fear?”

			The next day was Yulestice. All of the four were excited. As soon as they woke up, they rushed down the stairs.

			“Happy Yulestice,” they said to each other with a smile.

			Mr. Hale and Ivy then walked towards the four.

			“Happy Yulestice,” they both said fondly.

			“Happy Yulestice,” the four answered happily.

			“I believe you four have some presents under the tree!” Mr. Hale grinned.

			“Presents!” the four exclaimed, and they rushed over to the tree.

			Once the four reached the aeter conifer, they found many wrapped gifts waiting for them.

			Quickly, each child looked for the boxes with their name on them.

			Once they found each present, everyone excitedly unwrapped them.

			Each of the four had received a magical hat that could tell you if someone was lying, a candle that could last forever, a pair of glasses that could see fifty miles away from them, and magical shoes that would let you fly. All were from Mr. Hale and Ivy.

			“This stuff is so cool, I want to try them out right away,” Vanessa remarked.

			David laughed. “Of course you would.”

			“Thank you both,” all of the four said very gratefully.

			Mr. Hale smiled. “You’re very welcome! Happy Yulestice!”

			Olivia and Eric got an additional two presents from Everett Wintergreen. When they unwrapped them, they saw that they had both received a snow globe with a statue of an ice cream inside. Every time they shook the globe, the flavor of the ice cream changed. Along with the snow globes, they had also received a note from Everett.

			Dear Olivia and Eric,

			I just can’t express my gratitude. A thousand thanks for what you have done. The new “magical ice cream” idea was a huge success! We now have special ice cream flavors such as “shrinking strawberry,” and “hovering huckleberry”. The company has grown so much and we have had so many sales. I owe all of this to you. Peppy and I have been getting along great and we hope to see you again soon! Happy Yulestice!

			-Everett

			“I am so happy for them,” Eric said.

			“Me too,” Olivia replied.

			The rest of the day, Mr. Hale, the four, and Ivy spent some time together. The four helped Ivy make some Yulestice cookies, and after that, they all sat in the living room and talked.

			“I can’t believe how this year has gone by,” David reflected.

			Olivia agreed, “Me neither, we started this year on Earth living our lives normally, and then...”

			“We get taken to a magical planet where we live our lives extraordinarily,” Vanessa finished the sentence.

			“Yeah, and life on Magia has been more exciting than Earth ever was. But more significantly, it truly feels like home,” Olivia admitted.

			“I think visiting Magia is the best thing that happened to me,” Eric confessed.

			“Ditto,” David agreed.

			“Likewise, having you here has been wonderful,” Mr. Hale said.

			“Hear hear,” Ivy agreed.

			Finally, the clock struck midnight and Mr. Hale spoke, “Alright everybody, it’s time for our Yulestice wishes. All you have to do is close your eyes, and simply ask for it.”

			“Glad it’s simple,” commented Vanessa.

			They all closed their eyes and wished.

			After a while, they opened their eyes. There was a brand new vacuum cleaner in front of Ivy.

			“Yes! The brand new model! This can clean the entire apartment in only a matter of seconds,” squealed Ivy.

			Ivy was the only one who wished for something physical. Everyone else asked for something spiritual.

			Each of the four desperately wanted what they asked for to come true, especially Olivia.

			At the end of the day, the four had greatly enjoyed celebrating Yulestice, but more importantly, spending time together.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One 
Sneaking Into The Archives
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			Beneath Crow City, in A.S.H.’s archives, three men in black coats were wandering around trying to be unseen. The archives were a huge room. The ceiling, floor, and walls were white like the rest of the agency. There were rows and rows of shelves filled with files and books.

			 The leader then spoke, “That agency filth thought that they could keep us out with all of their security. Those dunces.”

			“Everyone is so happy after Yulestice, I don’t like it,” Amos uttered sadistically.

			Terence asked the leader,“What do we do now, boss?”

			“What do you think, Terence?” the leader spoke, annoyed. “Find information on the Black Crown!”

			The two men nodded. They searched around the archives trying to find information. When they failed, they returned to the leader with their heads down.

			“Did you find anything?” the leader inquired.

			“No, we’re sorry, boss.” Terence looked away.

			“Ughh, why must everything be so inefficient?” the leader spoke, irritated. “Even if we can’t find any information on the crown, I won’t leave empty-handed. I think the agency won’t mind if we borrowed a few of their mirorvators.”

			The men all laughed sinisterly and walked out of the archives undetected.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two 
A Magical Test
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			When it was time for the four’s next magic conclave, Mr. Hale led them into the lesson room.

			This time, it was empty.

			“What are we going to be doing today? There’s nothing in the room that seems to help us,” David asked, perplexed.

			“Today, I will be giving you a magic test, to see where you are. In this test, I want you to do certain things magically. I have seen you all perform magic, and I have got say, you have gotten very far,” Mr. Hale explained.

			The four nodded.

			“Olivia, you’re up first,” Mr. Hale instructed.

			“Good luck, Olivia,” motivated Vanessa.  

			Olivia took a deep breath and stepped forward. She had to practice her magic every day, but she was nervous and anxious because of the last lesson’s incident. 

			“I want you to take away the light from this room,” Mr. Hale said.

			Olivia nodded. She twisted her hands and created a magical purple orb. She pointed her hands up and blasted the orb towards the ceiling. The orb split up into two purple lights which instantly took away all illumination. It was complete darkness.

			“Nice job,” David complimented.

			“Impressive,” Mr. Hale said, “Now I want you to bring the light back.”

			Olivia quickly turned her hands since she was afraid of the dark. This created a purple light. She pointed the light up and blasted it towards the ceiling. Instantly, the light came back.

			“Now I want you to create a table.”

			Olivia nodded and spun her hands. This created a purple light. She then moved her hands and slowly shaped the light into a table. Once Olivia was finished, a wooden table appeared.

			“Now change it into a chair.”

			Olivia did as she was told. She twisted her hands and another purple light came of them. She sent it in the direction of the table. Once the light surrounded the table, she moved her hands and slowly changed the table’s shape. Once the task was completed, it became a chair.

			“Destroy it please.”

			 Olivia created a purple blast and shot it at the chair. It immediately exploded.

			Vanessa, Eric, and David all clapped.

			“You did great!” yelled out Eric. 

			“Well done, Olivia! Now it’s David’s turn,” Mr. Hale congratulated.

			Olivia sighed. She was relieved that nothing wrong happened and she walked back.

			David then walked towards Mr. Hale, he too practiced on every occasion he could.

			Mr. Hale continued to instruct, “I want you to freeze this room.”

			David nodded. He created a purple light with his hands. He then shot the purple light at the edge of the room. It then encircled everything and spun. Suddenly, magical frost appeared. The frost quickly took over the room and froze. It got very cold and the rest of the four shivered.

			“P-p-please u-u-unfreeze i-it n-now f-for t-t-the s-s-sake o-of a-a-all o-of u-us,” Mr. Hale chattered also shivering.

			“C-c-can y-y-you d-do i-i-it q-quickly, D-d-david?” Eric trembled.

			David nodded. He quickly created another purple light and shot it at the ice. Instantly, a fire was created. The flame quickly melted all the frost and as soon as it disappeared, the fire did too. 

			Mr. Hale then said, “Now, I want you to create a vase.”

			David spun his hands and created a purple orb. He then twisted his hands and changed the orb’s shape. Once he was finished, it became a porcelain vase.

			“Destroy it please.”

			David then created a purple blast and shot it at the vase. It immediately shattered into many tiny pieces. 

			“Can you create a bowl with those broken pieces?”

			David nodded and created a purple light with his hands. He pointed it towards the ground where the pieces were. The light went to the pieces and picked them up. It joined them together and again David twisted his hands to create a shape. Once he released them, a bowl appeared.

			“Amazing! Well done, David,” Olivia congratulated. 

			“Good job, David! Now can Vanessa come forward,” Mr. Hale asked.

			Vanessa stepped forward. She was very excited and had been practicing magic just as much as Olivia and David.

			“I can do this,” Vanessa confidently said to herself.

			“Good luck,” David encouraged.

			“Can you create a chandelier for the ceiling? It will brighten up the room,” said Hale.

			Vanessa did what was asked of her. She pointed her hands towards the ceiling and created a purple orb. She sent the orb up and slowly twisted her hands to change its shape. She finally created a magnificent chandelier. It truly did brighten up the room.

			“Wonderful! Now can you destroy the door?”

			Vanessa created a purple blast and shot it at the door. The blast destroyed the door and pieces of it went flying around the room. 

			“Well done! Please repair it now.”

			Vanessa spun her hands and created a purple light. She sent the light towards the door pieces and rejoined them together. Once the door was fixed, she sent it back to its original position.

			“Wow, I’m impressed. Good job, Vanessa,” Eric said amiably.

			“Fantastic, Vanessa! Finally, can Eric please come?” Mr. Hale said.

			Eric stepped forward. He too was excited as he also practiced often.

			“Can you create and contain a small fire?”

			Eric nodded. He slowly created a purple light and pointed it towards the ground. He sent the light to the floor and the light changed into a small fire. Eric concentrated and made sure the fire didn’t spread or burn anything.

			“Please put it out now.”

			Eric quickly created another purple light. He spun his hands and, midair, it turned into a splash of water. He dropped the water onto the flame and it immediately got extinguished. 

			“Great! Now I want you to create a mirror for one wall of this room.”

			Eric created a purple light with his hands. He lashed his hands and sent the light flying towards one wall. The light spread out and covered the wall. All of a sudden, a curved mirror materialized. 

			“Great job, Eric,” Vanessa proudly said.

			“Wonderful! You all did amazing at this test! I am proud of you all. I am also impressed, you are very smart and learn very fast for young magians. To celebrate, I’m going to take you to an extravagant restaurant. It’s the most exclusive in all of Crow City,” Mr. Hale praised.

			“Fancy restaurant? I can’t wait to go! I wonder what deluxe magical food magian restaurants serve,” Vanessa said excitedly.

			“Me too,” replied Olivia.

			“Don’t forget us,” Eric and David said in unison.

			Mr. Hale grinned. “Excellent! Then it’s settled, later this week we will be attending the restaurant.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three 
Worn Away Patience
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			In an unknown building, three men in dark coats were conversing. 

			“These past few weeks have been wasted! We haven’t found any more information about the Black Crown! The information we do know is useless! It won’t help us find the crown at all! My patience is wearing out! I’m starting to become like you, Amos,” the leader huffed.

			“Me too, boss! I can’t wait anymore either,” Amos replied eagerly.

			“Boss, do you think it’s wise to attract any attention right now?” Terence doubted.

			“I agree with Amos. I have gotten tired of waiting. Besides, the agency seems so pleased with them. They think that they have weakened us by placing security around their headquarters. Rubbish! I want to destroy their satisfaction! I want to show them how minacious we truly are! I want to create some fear,” the leader snickered.

			“Yes boss,” Terence said obediently.

			“I’m so exhilarated!” Amos cackled. “When life gives you lemons, cut them all up and individually squeeze them into the eyes of someone you hate!”

			“Excellent, I do admire your cruelty, Amos,” the leader uttered as he walked over to a nearby table. On the table were three mirorvators. He grabbed one.

			“These mirorvators have been very useful. We’ve hacked in and connected ours to the one Hale has. This has been recording information and his voice. We know that he is taking the four to a restaurant. He didn’t say the name of the restaurant, but he did say that it was a very exclusive one. I think I know which one he is talking about. I believe it’s time we should use our reservations and eat out this week, don’t you?” The leader laughed sinisterly with which the others joined in.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four 
The Enchanted Dish
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			It was soon the day that Mr. Hale had reservations at the restaurant. The four were very excited and couldn’t wait to leave. Once it was dusk, it was time.

			The drive to the restaurant itself was very relaxing. The crescent moon shone brightly as it illuminated the way and the lights of the many buildings lit up the night.

			The four expected a very peaceful night of enjoyment and superb food.

			Finally, Mr. Hale stopped the car. He parked it amongst many other exotic-looking ones. They all then walked towards the restaurant.

			Once they reached it, the four saw that it was a very sumptuous building. To the four, it looked like a miniature castle that was dropped into the city. It looked out of place amongst the other tall modern buildings. However, it looked very elegant. In front of the building was an elaborate glass fountain. On top of the main entrance was a dazzling lit-up sign: The Enchanted Dish.

			“I can see why this restaurant is so exclusive,” observed Vanessa.

			“Yeah, this place looks like it could fit at least five fancy restaurants,” David commented.

			“Come along everyone,” Mr. Hale said and the four followed him.

			There was a protracted line of people waiting in front of the restaurant and from the sound of cheers coming from inside the building, the four could tell it was packed. Once the group got in line, it was at least twenty minutes before it was their turn.

			Waiting for them in front of the entrance was a security guard. He looked very tall and intimidating.

			“Name please,” he asked politely, contradicting his appearance.

			“Hale, Preston Hale,” responded Mr. Hale.

			“Aah, Mr. Hale, please enter, sorry for holding you up,” the security guard apologized and let the group pass.

			Once the four entered, they saw how posh the main entrance was. The floor was covered with a cinnabar-colored carpet that matched the check-in desk which was made of red marble. Hanging from the ceiling was a long quartz chandelier. 

			The group then went to the check-in where a very familiar face was waiting.

			“Name,” Laurel demanded.

			“Preston Hale,” Mr. Hale answered. “Aren’t you my apartment’s receptionist, Lauren? You know my name.”

			“Again, my name is Laurel. All of these new jobs are taking up so much time. Anyway, you do have reservations. Your table number is four-hundred thirty-two,” Laurel answered.

			“Thank you,” Mr. Hale replied politely.

			 Once the four left the main entrance, they saw how classy the actual restaurant itself was. The floor was also carpeted with a cinnabar tone. Hanging from the ceiling were multiple chandeliers which were encrusted with many large and shimmering jewels. On the walls was a huge mural painted of many dishes of foods. There were multiple floors filled with tables and people. 

			The group had to take an elevator to go to their table which was on the fifth floor. Once they were there, it took a while to find their table amongst the many others. Once they finally found it, they sat down and relaxed.

			Suddenly, Olivia and Eric heard a similar voice from a table next to them. “Hello!”

			It was Peppy, who was sitting with Everett.

			“Hello, Peppy! Hello, Everett! We’re so glad to see you,” Olivia said happily.

			“As are we,” Everett answered with a smile.

			“Olivia, Eric, I didn’t know you knew Everett Wintergreen.” Mr. Hale smiled.

			“Preston? What a wonderful surprise! I can’t believe that one of my oldest friends knows such fantastic kids,” Everett said, astonished.

			“You know Everett?” Eric asked Mr. Hale.

			“Of course I know him! He is one of my closest friends,” Mr. Hale replied.

			“We go way back,” Everett shared.

			“I know you have met Olivia and Eric, but I believe you haven’t made the acquaintance of David and Vanessa,” Mr. Hale introduced them.

			“Pleased to meet you.” David shook his hand politely.

			“So you are the owner of the ice cream parlor which Eric and Olivia visited. It’s nice to meet you.” Vanessa grinned. 

			“The pleasure is mine,” Everett spoke. “This place is opulent, isn’t it? I hear The Enchanted Dish is the finest place in all of Magia to eat out, don’t you agree?”

			“Yeah, that’s why I brought the children here,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“This surely is the grandest place I’ve ever been to,” Vanessa admitted.

			“I like it too! It’s so colorful,” Peppy squealed.

			All of a sudden, the waiter arrived. The waiter was also a familiar face.

			“Nigel?” Vanessa asked happily.

			Nigel smiled. “Yes, it is me! Thanks to you, Mr. Hale, I was able to continue to live on. I now have a job in this restaurant and live in my own apartment a couple of miles away from here.”

			“I am so happy for you,” Olivia said kindly.

			“Thank you so much,” Nigel chirped. “What can I get you?”

			The four looked through their menus and saw many strange foods. Some of these included, roasted lacina bat, impish-fig bisque, arcanius fish kabobs, and magnum-beet borscht.

			Mr. Hale noticed the kids’ confusion. “Don’t worry, I’ll order for you.”

			“Are you ready or should I come back later?” Nigel asked politely.

			“I’m sorry for making you wait. Um, I would like the lux vegetable stew,” answered Mr. Hale.

			“And for the kids?” Nigel asked.

			“For the kids, I would like the legume salad on the side of a grilled cheese conditus sandwich,” Mr. Hale said.

			“Nice choice! You really have good culinary taste,” Nigel said as he wrote down the order.

			“What do you think a conditus sandwich is?” Olivia whispered to the four after Nigel left.

			“I don’t know, but if it’s anything like a regular grilled cheese sandwich, I know I’m gonna love it,” Vanessa confessed.

			After ten minutes, Nigel returned with the dishes.

			“Enjoy!” He smiled and left to take other orders.

			Everett had ordered a fancy-looking pizza, covered in tropical vegetables for him and Peppy. Mr. Hale’s order was a bowl of soup filled with many greens. Each of the four received a small vegetable salad next to a filling sandwich. As they all took off the top loaf, they saw what was in it. The sandwich looked very exotic. The perfectly grilled cheese was covering an array of strange-looking vegetables. The sandwich was different, but the four didn’t know if it tasted adequate.

			“On the count of three, we will all take a bite,” said Vanessa.

			“Okay,” Eric agreed and the rest of the four nodded.

			Vanessa counted, “One, two, three…”

			All at once, the four took a bite of their sandwiches. Immediately, they regretted not taking one earlier. The sandwich was the most delicious thing any of the four had tasted in a long time. It was very soft and savory. The spice was mild but made a very tasty impact. To finish it off, the cheese melting on their tongues was also very flavorsome. It was like an explosion of taste inside each of their mouths.

			“This is so good,” Vanessa uttered without even stopping to chew.

			“Yum!” David agreed.

			It wasn’t long before they devoured each of their sandwiches and salads.

			“That was delicious,” Eric remarked.

			“Agreed,” the rest of the four said all at once.

			“The food is great, isn’t it?” Mr. Hale said.

			“Yeah,” Olivia answered.

			“It really is the best place to eat out,” Everett spoke.

			“I love it too,” Peppy said as she was playing with her food.

			She had enchanted a spoon to dance in the soup.

			All of a sudden, a band came to play on the fifth floor. The band had three members who were all wearing black suits. They all wore hats and sunglasses which seemed strange to the four. Olivia and Vanessa thought that they looked very familiar. 

			All three of them were playing violins. The song they were playing seemed very eerie. It was mesmerizing, and the children felt drowsy as if the song was weakening them.

			Mr. Hale was starting to look suspicious of the band. He was cautious and slowly pulled his sleeve up so he could access the same watch-like device that the four had seen when they first arrived in Crow City. They didn’t know what it was called but assumed it was very eminent since almost everyone they saw at A.S.H. Headquarters had one on their wrist. 

			Suddenly, the band stopped playing. They dropped their violins and removed their accessories to reveal their faces. 

			Olivia was shocked and yelled, “It’s the three men!”

			She could now clearly see their faces and she was horrified. They really were following the four.

			“Mr. Hale! It’s them! It’s those three men in coats that have been following us,” Vanessa screamed, genuinely scared.

			“I know,” Mr. Hale said gravely.

			All of a sudden, the three men’s leader spoke, “Surprised to see us, Hale?”

			 “Who are you miscreants?” Mr. Hale cautiously demanded and stood in front of the four protectingly.

			“Miscreants, I thought we were malefactors? But that’s beside the point, the better question is, do the four know what you have been hiding?” the leader taunted.

			“How did you know we were here?” Mr. Hale asked angrily, trying to hide his deep anxiety.

			The leader mocked, “Let’s just say, your MVs aren’t as secure as you think.”

			All of a sudden, all three of the men created magical purple blasts and sent them flying around the restaurant.

			People screamed and ran around, trying not to get hit.

			“You cannot keep the children safe forever,” the leader said sinisterly.

			Mr. Hale then reached towards his watch and pressed an emergency button.

			He frantically recorded his voice. “Requesting back-up at The Enchanted Dish Restaurant! Come quick!”

			“Call your agents, we’ll be long gone before then, this was just for fun.” The leader sadistically cackled.

			“What do we do now, boss?” asked the second man.

			“Keep enjoying yourself,” the leader replied.

			“With pleasure!” Amos laughed.

			The terrorists continued to cause mayhem in the restaurant. They magically dropped chandeliers from the ceilings and barely missed some customers. They destroyed tables and chairs. Finally, they created a giant fire that was slowly starting to burn down the entire restaurant.

			The people inside the restaurant were all terrified, especially Nigel. He was screaming when he saw the flames. Luckily, the customers and employees evacuated. The only people left inside were Everett, Peppy, the four, Mr. Hale, and the terrorists.

			“Everett! Take the children away from here, they are the four, the four from the prophecy,” Mr. Hale screamed as he tried to put out the fire.

			“What! Of course, Preston,” Everett said as he quickly grabbed Peppy and the four.

			He led them to the exit.

			Before the children left, the four saw the terrorists sadistically laugh before they teleported away using the same watch-like device that Mr. Hale had.

			The fire continued to spread and there was smoke everywhere. The four couldn’t see anything that was happening inside.

			“Let us go inside, Everett! Where is Mr. Hale?” Vanessa screamed trying to run back inside.

			She was terrified but needed to rescue Mr. Hale.

			“I am sorry, I promised him I would protect you! Besides, I now know how important you are,” Everett answered.

			The building was half destroyed before the flames finally disappeared. 

			“Where is he?” Olivia started to cry.

			Everyone had tears in their eyes.

			All of a sudden, Mr. Hale stepped out of the building. His face and clothes were covered in ash.

			“Thank goodness you kids are alright,” Mr. Hale said, relieved.

			“Who were they? Why did they come here?” David asked still in shock.

			Before Mr. Hale could answer, many cars showed up. At least thirty agents stepped out.

			“Preston, we heard there was trouble. What happened?” a lady urgently interrogated him.

			“Our suspicions were right, Wanda. The three men are following the children. Today they came and attacked us. They just left,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“So it’s confirmed then. They are hunting for the crown and the four are in danger,” Wanda said worriedly.

			Mr. Hale sadly nodded.

			“We will alert A.S.H. immediately. We will also ask some witnesses to give descriptions of these terrorists. You take the children home and tell them everything. Tell them about their missions. Tell them about the crown,” Wanda said.

			Mr. Hale nodded. “Come along children.”

			The four knew that they were now finally going to get the answers to all of their questions. They followed Mr. Hale without a second thought.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five 
The Black Crown
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			The drive back home was very silent. Mr. Hale hadn’t said a word since he asked the four to come with him. The four themselves knew that life on Magia would never be the same. They knew that whatever reason they were on Magia put them in grave danger. They were all getting ready for answers.

			After the car finally stopped in front of the apartment complex, they all stepped out. Once they walked into the elevator and entered the penthouse, they all went to the living room and sat down.

			Ivy peeped out of the kitchen. “I saw the news. I know what happened at the restaurant.”

			Mr. Hale answered, “It’s about time the children knew why they are here.”

			Ivy nodded and went back into the kitchen.

			Vanessa then asked, “What was all of that? Why are we here?”

			Mr. Hale sighed. “I was a fool, thinking that I could hide the secret from you. I just wanted to protect you, but now I know that you not knowing anything puts you in more danger.”

			“Not knowing what? Please tell us,” Olivia asked.

			Mr. Hale spoke, “I will tell you everything. The reason why you’re here is a very long story. It’s goes way back into Magia’s history. Before I tell you that, you need to know why Magia is so magical. It’s not just a planet. It’s like an intersection, a crossing point between many other planets, magical planets. While humans with magic in their souls, magians, are indigenous to Magia, other creatures, such as figons aren’t. These creatures come from other planets by portals, wormholes, gateways. These gateways are hidden away in land and sea. Us magians have only found five percent of them! Anyway, magic from other planets seeps into our world, making Magia the most magical planet in the entire galaxy. Many creatures coming from the other lands have been peaceful and gentle creatures. We happily shared our world with them. Magia had the right resources for the creatures to survive. Meanwhile, we magians started working on our civilization. For many years we lived unbothered in peace and tranquility, until the First Shadow War. You see, the gateways leading to our world didn’t filter light and dark creatures. So as peaceful creatures came in, so did dangerous beasts. There were many different types of dark creatures. Some were enormous and crushed the ground. Others had magical powers which manipulated the land. All of them were terrifying and deadly. For some time, we were able to hold them off and control them. However, more and more beasts just kept coming in, and soon, Magia was overrun with monsters. This marked the start of the First Shadow War.”

			“Wait a minute, so Magia has portals leading to other planets and dark creatures came in through those portals?” Vanessa recapped.

			“Yes.”

			“Why aren’t any monsters coming in through the portals anymore?” Vanessa questioned.

			“Some do, but it’s nowhere near the amount back then. This is because we have found some main portals to dark worlds, and we have closed them off. However, there are still thousands of small, unfound gateways lying around unprotected,” Mr. Hale explained.

			“Keep telling us about the Shadow War,” David asked.

			Mr. Hale nodded and continued narrating, “The Shadow War was the darkest time in magian history. It was also a very unorthodox war. There weren’t any treaties, battles, sieges, or even opposing sides. It was just the monsters against anyone who wanted to live. You either fought monsters or went into hiding and waited to die. Thousands died a day. The magian race was almost eliminated.”

			“That must have been horrible,” Olivia uttered sadly.

			“It was. The main emotions that all magians felt were sadness, despair, and fear,” Mr. Hale said grimly.

			“Earth has never been through something like that. At first, I thought that Magia had a perfect history. After all, it had magic to help it out. Now I see how magic creates its problems. Horrifying problems,” Eric realized.

			“You are very right, Eric,” Mr. Hale replied.

			“Keep telling us, Mr. Hale, what happened?” David inquired.

			Mr. Hale spoke, “Even though magians did put up a great fight, it was very clear that the beasts weren’t being stopped. It was also inevitable that all magians would lose hope and stop fighting. This would have happened if it weren’t for one man, Oliver Roland. Roland was already very well known by magians at that time because of stories of his bravery. He courageously fought many monsters even when the chances of him surviving were slim. Oliver decided that he was tired of seeing despair. He wanted to save magians and end the war, even if he would lose his life in the process. However, he knew that he couldn’t do it alone. He asked for the help of his four closest friends: Alexander Crest, Darren Ivory, Scarlett Cross, and Landon Abernathy. Together, the five of them searched for something that would help them with their task. After many days of searching, they still hadn’t found anything. It wasn’t until Roland found an old book that their search was a success. The book was very unusual. Even though it looked very old, it wasn’t dated. Oliver Roland didn’t know who wrote the book or where it came from. The book’s pages also weren’t numbered and it was like the person who wrote it just stuck the pages in. However, the strangest thing about the book was the warning to not read it on its cover. Roland ignored the warning and studied the book. He didn’t think he would find anything, but the warning attracted him to it. It was like the alert made Roland think the book was something indispensable. Roland was pretty sure he was wrong, but as he read through it, he found something which he instantly knew would save them all. It was on a page at the end of the book. The page looked burnt as if the person reading it before had tried to destroy that single page. However, it was clear that the person failed because Roland could still clearly read the words. The page was like an instruction manual. It showed steps to create something. To create a crown.” 

			“A crown? What could a crown do?” Vanessa asked.

			“Something that would end the war, and something horrifying,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“I don’t understand. If the crown could end the war, why would it be bad?” Eric queried.

			Mr. Hale sighed. “All actions have consequences, Eric. The crown may do something good, but everything stipulates a price.”

			“Tell us, Mr. Hale, please,” David said, he desperately longed to know.

			“Yes, of course,” Mr. Hale spoke. “The page was very complex. It was clear to all of the five that it wouldn’t be easy to create the crown. For one thing, the materials needed were very hard to come by. Many of them were also life-threatening to find. We still don’t know what exactly the crown was made up of but we are certain that it includes black iron, hence it’s given name: The Black Crown. It was also encrusted with a Captionem Crystal. Captionem Crystals…”

			“…can trap anything inside them without running out of space,” Vanessa interrupted, now knowing what happened to the Captionem Crystal which she learned about at the gem museum. “So they were going to use the crown to trap all of the monsters inside it?”

			“Precisely,” Mr. Hale said. “However, since the Black Crown would have to separate dark creatures from light and trap every last monster inside of it, another material would be needed to make it. Something truly powerful.”

			“What?” David asked. “What was the powerful material?”

			“Soul magic,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“What? How can you use soul magic to form something?” Eric asked, puzzled.

			Mr. Hale shrugged, “We still don’t know how, but Roland somehow extracted some of the soul magic inside of him and put it inside the crown. That is how the crown became so powerful. You can’t just take out magic from inside someone, at least humans can’t.”

			“What do you mean?” Olivia asked.

			“Someone helped Roland extract some magic from inside of him and create the Black Crown,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“Who?” Eric inquired.

			“We still don’t know, but it had to be someone very powerful,” Mr. Hale figured. “Anyways, once the crown was forged, to use it one would have to say a conjuration, a spell. The spell was written on the page and encrusted in the crown. The five of them argued about who should speak the incantation. However, Roland knew it had to be him.”

			“What happened next?” asked David.

			“Roland said the conjuration, hoping that it would work. Fortunately for the world, it did. As soon as he spoke the spell, the ground shook, the sky turned purple, and a black force came out of the crown and surrounded the entire planet. The force grabbed every last dark creature and pulled it into the crown.”

			“What do you mean, fortunately for the world? Wasn’t the crown fortunate for Roland as well?” Vanessa perplexedly wondered.
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			Mr. Hale grimly answered, “Like I said before, the crown required a price. The soul magic inside of it was powerful, but not powerful enough to trap all of the dark creatures. For that it asked for something else. An unpayable price. Roland’s soul.”

			“What! How? What do you mean?” Eric queried.

			“As the crown was pulling the monsters into it,” Mr. Hale spoke, “it did something else. When Roland put a part of his soul magic inside of the crown, the crown had a taste of Roland’s soul. That small taste made the crown want more. So for every monster pulled in, a small piece of Roland’s soul would also be taken in. As more and more monsters were being trapped inside, more and more of Roland’s soul was being destroyed.”

			“So that was the horrifying thing the Black Crown did.” David put it together.

			“Wait a minute, what do you mean the crown had a taste? The crown is an inanimate object, it can’t taste or want anything,” Olivia logically said.

			“When Roland gave the crown a piece of his soul magic, it gave the crown a small soul itself. A small consciousness. This gave it the ability to think. The more of Roland’s soul that got pulled in, the huger and smarter its consciousness became,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“That’s freaky,” commented Vanessa.

			Mr. Hale nodded. “Once all of the monsters were pulled into the crown, Oliver Roland’s soul was completely destroyed and the crown had a complete soul of its own. Having your soul destroyed is much worse than a regular death. Not only do you die, you also don’t exist anymore. You can’t stay back as a ghost or go to the Soulscape because you have no soul to do so. You are just gone, forever.”

			“That’s terrible,” Olivia said.

			“It is,” Mr. Hale agreed. “However, Roland knew that he wouldn’t have a happy ending, yet he still did his duty to our world. We owe our very existence to him.”

			“He was a great person,” uttered Vanessa.

			“He truly was,” David spoke, “but after that, what happened?”

			“When the other four went to look for Roland,” Mr. Hale answered, “all they found was the Black Crown in ashes. They looked at the page and knew what happened. All four of them felt guilty about what happened to Roland, but they knew that it was inevitable that something like that would happen to one of them. They all admired what Roland had done, but were terrified at the thought that Roland had suffered in vain. They needed to know that the future of Magia was bright and what Roland did made it stay safe. So they all touched the crown and looked through it into the future. Any magians can look into the future through an object’s eyes. If the object exists in the future, you see what the future would look like. If the object was destroyed in the future, you would see nothing. Doing this requires lots of experience and energy. Only the most gifted magians can do it. Anyways, once they touched the crown, they saw the future very clearly. To their absolute horror, the future was not bright. They saw the modern cities in flames and monsters taking over the lands. They saw darkness, they saw despair, they saw fear. The Shadow War would return.” 

			“Does that mean that someone was going to release the monsters from the Black Crown in the future?” Olivia asked, alarmed.

			Mr. Hale nodded. “The four of them needed to make sure that never happened. For the sake of Magia, and so Roland didn’t die in vain.”

			“What did they do?” David asked.

			“They created a prophecy,” Mr. Hale spoke. “You see, any magian can create a prophecy. Prophecies can help someone reach a goal they set, or more crucially, help someone’s fate.  However, there are certain rules.”

			“What rules?” Olivia asked, intrigued.

			Mr. Hale answered, “The first rule is that prophecies can’t be made for any selfish reasons. Prophecies can help a person’s fate, as long as that person is someone other than yourself. Another rule is that even though anyone can create a small prophecy, only very talented magians can make a strong one. There is a loophole to this though. A group of magians can all contribute to one strong prophecy. This increases the likeliness that the prophecy will come true. The final rule is that all prophecies become weak on Fractus Month which comes every thousand years.”

			“What was the prophecy called?” Eric asked.

			“The prophecy they created,” Mr. Hale told, “was the most powerful prophecy in magian history. Even now, not a single magian, or even a group of magians can make one nearly as powerful. However, the four of them were some of the most powerful magians of their time, and together they created the prophecy known as The Prophecy Of The Four.”

			“What was the prophecy, Mr. Hale? Tell us,” said Vanessa.

			Mr. Hale took a deep breath. “Here is the prophecy:

			From the doors the creatures did come.

			Some were enchanted while some were scum.

			Yet all were peaceful and we shared with joy,

			But the monsters came and Roland created a ploy.

			He found a page with something dark.

			Ignoring the warning, he did embark

			To search the lands until he found,

			A place where black iron would abound.

			He also needed a very powerful gem.

			These jewels could trap anything inside of them.

			However, there was something else needed if the plan shouldn’t fail,

			Something that Roland had, but if lost, he would receive great ail. 

			It was a piece of his soul magic which he couldn’t provide,

			Yet he still did, because he knew the magians couldn’t abide

			Living in a world of terrible beasts that spread fear

			And replaced a laugh with a sorrowful tear.

			So Oliver Roland used all materials which he collected

			To create the Black Crown which made all five of us demented.

			We argued and fought on who would wear,

			The crown since it created such a scare.

			However, Roland stepped forward and sent the beasts back inside,

			But had his soul destroyed in the process, and we all cried.

			Yet the task was done and Magia was saved.

			But we wondered if the darkness was engraved

			In the future of Magia, so we saw,

			That Roland’s plan did have a flaw.

			Should the Black Crown be worn once more,

			The monsters will come out through the opened door.

			If we let that happen, up couldn’t be told apart from down,

			So with all of our power, we had to destroy the crown.

			However, even though we tried with all our might,

			We couldn’t destroy it, something wasn’t right.

			It took long before we learned, the crown was enchanted,

			We hoped we would succeed, but our wish wasn’t granted.

			Since destroying the crown was out of our power,

			We would leave it unbroken until the right hour.

			The Black Crown will be separated into several parts.

			These will be hidden, unfound even after our life departs.

			Until the time is right once more,

			The only ones who could find it will be the four.

			Four with the mark of the crow,

			Four who will have to undergo

			Through fire and snow.

			Through life and death,

			Even if they’re at their last breath.

			The four will save us all.

			They will be evil’s downfall.”

			“That was a lot of rhymes,” Vanessa observed. “What happened next?”

			“Then, they split the crown into five pieces and hid them,” Mr. Hale explained, “Since then Magia has had peace and was never again bothered by monsters.”

			“I don’t get it, what does Magia’s history have to do with us? I thought you were going to tell us the reason for sending us to Earth and bringing us back here right now,” David asked, confused.

			“I know this may sound unbelievable to you, but you have to understand when I tell you this. Even we were surprised when we found out. At such a young age…” Mr. Hale said.

			“What! Tell us,” Olivia now demanded, her excitement and curiosity rising rapidly.

			“You four are The Four, the four from the prophecy. The four with the mark of the crow.”

			The four didn’t know how to react to what they were told. The news was as shocking as when they were told that they were magian. So many emotions circulated around their heads. Too many, that all of them fainted.

			When they all regained their consciousness and Hale helped them up, they still couldn’t believe what they were told. 

			“What do you mean we’re the four? It can’t be possible! It was already unbelievable enough that we’re magian, and now we are some sort of legendary saviors.” Vanessa expressed all of the four’s feelings.

			“Yeah, how can it be us? We are still kids,” David remarked.

			“I know by now, that this is the most shocking thing that I have ever told you. You are still very young, and we expected the four to be well, older. But we know for sure that you are the four,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“How?” Olivia doubted.

			Mr. Hale responded, “You were all born on April 17, 6785. You were told by your stepparents that you were born in 2008, but as you all know…”

			“Time is different on other planets,” Eric answered him.

			“Precisely,” Hale spoke. “Anyways, don’t you think it’s strange that you all share the same birthday?”

			“Well I guess, but that’s just a coincidence,” David assumed.

			Mr. Hale smiled. “How about the fact that you each have a crow-shaped birthmark on you right hands?”

			“So what?” Eric asked.

			“You each have the mark of the crow,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“There has to be a reasonable explanation for all of this,” decided Vanessa.

			“There is,” Mr. Hale started speaking. “You are the four, don’t you see? You were all not only born on the same day, but the exact same second; I should know, I was there. You all have the mark of the crow, and ever since you four came back to Magia, strange things have been happening.”

			“What strange things? And who were those three men?” Vanessa questioned.

			“Before this year, we didn’t even care about the whereabouts of the crown pieces. However, when we dangerously neared Fractus Month which comes in a couple of years, we grew worried. We were scared that the prophecy would break and the crown would be found by someone else. Someone with dark intentions to bring back the dark beasts and set havoc on our world. Should the Second Shadow War happen, the magian race won’t survive this time. Not without some unfortunate soul being destroyed. We refuse to let that happen on our watch. So we at A.S.H. had to take action and collect you from Earth early. We put you on Earth in the first place because…”

			“Because why?” Vanessa interrupted.

			“Some terrorists had received information and found out that you were the four. You weren’t safe in Magia anymore, so we found some pleasant mortal families for you. Your former adoptive parents happily took you in because they had always wanted children. Unfortunately, we did have to take the memories of them, and every other magian who knew you, to keep them safe from harm. We now know that the three men attacking the restaurant are the same terrorists who endangered you before we sent you to Earth. We have had suspicions that they have been following us, following you. Now we know that they are after you, we have to limit where we go,” Mr. Hale explained.

			“So we really are the four,” Eric said.

			“What do those three men want from us?” David queried.

			“Isn’t it obvious? They want to find the crown,” Vanessa said.

			“But why? Mr. Hale just said that in order for someone to use the crown, they would have their soul destroyed! Only a fool would go looking for something like that,” Olivia said.

			“You are absolutely right, Vanessa, they do want the crown,” Mr. Hale spoke. “You are also correct, Olivia, except for one factor. You would be a fool to look for the crown, however, there are rumors going around that A.S.H. has been lying to Magia about our history. They say that the crown doesn’t destroy your soul, but gives you infinite powers. Powers that allow you to do anything. Powers far stronger than the ones magians have. Rubbish! The three men are just ignorant fools who believe a blatant lie. Because of their foolishness, they are endangering our entire world! The crown doesn’t give power! Besides their stupidity, they are also heartless. They would hurt children, just for their own selfish needs! Now I can’t lie to you, you are all in danger. The three men may be fools, but they are homicidal terrorists. They won’t stop hunting you until they get what they want. I am a fool myself for thinking I could protect you from the past. I was wrong.”

			“So that’s everything. We are the four, four destined to find parts of a crown. A crown which has the power to release monsters that can destroy the world, and we are being hunted by three terrorists because they believe a lie,” Vanessa recapped.

			Mr. Hale nodded.

			Olivia uttered, “Wait, there’s something you haven’t told us yet. What happened to our biological parents?”

			“Some questions are better left unanswered,” Mr. Hale spoke with a hint of sadness.

			The four decided not to keep asking him about it. They saw that something greatly bothered him. However, they all still deeply wanted to know what happened to their real parents.

			“Any more questions?”

			“Only one,” David responded. “Why crows?”

			“What do you mean?” Hale asked.

			“I mean why crows? Why is the mark we have a crow? Why are crows so respected even though they have no apparent magical powers? They seem no different from the ones on Earth,” David questioned.

			Mr. Hale smiled. “The real reason crows are so respected is because they are the symbol of magic. Whenever something world-changing happens in Magia, crows are involved. There have been many countless times this happened, such as when a crow led Tom Vesper to the Corvo Roses. Crows may not seem different than the ones on Earth, and maybe they aren’t. However, whereas mortals see crows as trivial birds, we see them as magical beings. Sometimes, in order for something to change, all we have to do is look at it in a different way.”

			The four nodded. That day, so much had happened. Even though they were told so much, they felt that they still knew very little.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six 
A Victory For The Wrong Side
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			In the obscure building, the three men were all laughing.

			“We showed them! We are a real threat!” Amos cackled sadistically.

			“We did, didn’t we?” the leader spoke,“But now we have to get serious. That last attack was just to spread fear. We were reckless. Normally, I would assume that by now that we’re on every wanted poster in the city and the agency is looking for us. From now on, all three of us are on the lam.”

			“I love the celebrity treatment! We’re famous!”Amos smirked.

			“Not quite, Amos. The agency doesn’t want the public to know our true intentions. They have told no one about the four or the crown. To the citizens of the world, the three of us are just another ordinary terrorist group,” the leader explained.

			“Who does A.S.H. think they’re helping by not telling anyone about the crown? It’s not like they can hide it forever. They are just fooling themselves if they think that the public not knowing anything would help them,” said Terrence.

			“I would suppose the reason the agency is doing this is to make sure no one else would join us. They don’t want anymore terrorists to help us look for the crown. However, it’s not like we want anyone to help us. We work alone,” the leader answered.

			“What do we do now, boss?” Terence asked.

			“Now we keep a low cover until our next attack, which will be at the agency itself,” the leader responded

			“When will it be, boss?” Amos queried very excitedly.

			The leader laughed. “Soon, very soon.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven 
Training 
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			In Mr. Hale’s living room, the four and Hale were sitting down on the couch quietly. The four were still in shock from what they had been told just minutes ago.

			Finally, Mr. Hale broke the silence. “It’s fascinating isn’t it, how fast your life changes? One moment you are innocent, but don’t know much. And then the next you learn more information, but…”

			“You find out that you’re in danger and are vital to something which determines the fate of your entire world,” Vanessa interrupted.

			Mr. Hale spoke, “I know that what I told you was very sudden. I wanted to slowly prepare for the information. However, when that attack happened, it seemed foolish not tell you. I cannot lie to you, you four are in danger.”

			“Don’t remind us,” Olivia spoke, scared. “I still can’t believe that we are being hunted by three terrorists to help them find the crown.”

			“The terrorists are going to use you for the crown. If we just do nothing, the three men will capture you and force you to bring them the crown. Once this happens, our world as we know it, will end. However, A.S.H. won’t let that happen. Fractus Month is nearing in a couple of years. Before that happens, we must destroy the crown. So the agency brought you back here. You were still young, but time was running out. We needed to find the crown,” Hale said.

			Olivia figured out what Mr. Hale was trying to declare, “Are you saying that…”

			“Yes,” Mr. Hale answered. “You four will have to go on some missions. Like I said, I can’t lie to you, these missions will be hazardous and unpredictable. However, you will be accompanied by A.S.H.’s superlative agents and myself.”

			“You can’t be serious! How can we go on missions to find the crown? We don’t know where the crown is, we hardly know any magic, we aren’t even teenagers yet! You haven’t prepared us for these missions, and do you even know how to destroy the crown when you find it?” Olivia snarled, trying to cover her fear with annoyance.

			“I know that it seems hopeless,” Mr. Hale admitted. “But you don’t realize what’s been happening these past few months. Before you came to Magia, we barely knew anything about the crown and we weren’t getting any more information on it either. However, now we’ve slowly been learning more and more about the crown. It’s like as soon as you came to Magia, someone flipped a switch on destiny. It won’t be long before we find out where the crown is. As for preparing you for the missions, it may not seem like I have done much, but in reality I’ve tried to prepare you every chance I’ve gotten. The reason I took you to the magic factory was because I wanted you to learn how technology was powered here. This will be vital to the missions because you will be using lots of technology and, in order for you to use it, you first need to understand how they are able to function. The reason I took you to the zoo was because I wanted to make you familiar with Magia’s creatures. After all, you will be encountering many strange animals in these missions. The real reason I let you venture off into Crow City by yourself is to make you four familiar with the city which is home to A.S.H.’s Headquarters. Finally, I have been slowly teaching you magic, magic which will help you succeed in these missions.”

			“Why do we have to look for every piece of the crown?” David questioned. “Why can’t we just go on a mission to find one piece and then destroy that piece? That way we won’t have to constantly put ourselves in danger and make sure that the crown can’t be fixed.”

			“Unfortunately, while I had hoped that would be the case,” Mr. Hale spoke, “something which we have learnt so far is that, just as the crown can only be used if all pieces are combined, it can also only be destroyed with all of the pieces together. It’s part of the enchantment that protects it.”

			“What do we do now?” Vanessa asked, “What do we do before the agency finds out where the pieces are hidden?”

			“I properly train you,” Mr. Hale answered. “Up until now, I’ve only taught you magic which everyone knows. However, in order for you to succeed in these missions, you will also have to learn other magic. Magic which all agents of A.S.H. are required to learn.”

			“What type of magic?” Olivia inquired.

			“The main thing is how to create weapons out of nothing and how to use them. This would protect you, should you be attacked,” Mr. Hale said.

			“Woah,” Vanessa said.

			“We start your training tomorrow. Get some rest,” Mr. Hale announced.

			The four were always excited whenever they heard that they would have a magic lesson. But this time it was different. It wasn’t just a lesson, it was a training session. A training session that would help the four embark upon their missions. This time, it was serious.

			To the four it felt like an eternity before the lesson finally came. None of them could sleep at all the night before, mostly because they were all thinking of the crown. None of them were ready yet for the missions, but all knew that they were inevitable.

			Once everyone was in the room, Mr. Hale spoke, “Today I will teach you how to conjure a weapon. Specifically, a sword.”

			“A sword? That’s cool,” Vanessa commented.

			“It is, isn’t it? But it will also serve as protection. However, I must warn you, creating a weapon is much more tiring than creating a normal object. You have to focus and move your hands in the shape of the weapon, however in order for you to make it sharper, you have to point your fingers,” Mr. Hale explained.

			The four nodded. They all performed the correct hand movements and slowly created four swords. While it was very tiring, they had gotten used to it. Before long, the swords were finished. They were made of metal and had plain handles. 

			“What good would these do to protect us when someone could just use magic? Besides, we don’t even know swordplay,” Olivia inquired, perplexed.

			“I will teach you how to use them, but first, you need to learn how to give the swords magical powers,” Mr. Hale said.

			“Sword with magical powers? Now that’s even cooler,” Vanessa remarked.

			“However, the swords you have created right now are permanent. This is because they are ordinary and aren’t enchanted to do anything. Like I’ve taught you before, magians can create objects, however, we can’t create objects with their own magic powers.”

			“Then how do some items here have magical powers of their own? How did Oliver Roland create a magical crown?” Olivia questioned.

			“Roland created the crown out of some natural magical materials. Not completely out of his own soul magic,” Mr. Hale spoke. “Anyways, now I want you to create a sword with magical powers, but, like I said, since it has magical powers, it will only be temporary. What you do is create a sword, but don’t let go of it. Now imagine the sword performing some magic and the sword will do so. The sword will only stay magical for as long as you focus, once you lose focus, it will not only lose its magical powers, but it will also cease to exist.”

			“What do we make the sword do?” Olivia queried.

			“For now, I just want you to create a small blast, like the ones some of you did when battling a practice dummy in our last magic lesson,” Hale responded.

			“How do we know if our sword can perform magic before we actually make it do things?” asked Vanessa.

			“Trust me, you will know.”

			The four started to create another sword each. Once they finished, they all imagined their swords shooting magical blasts. To their surprise, each of their swords started to glow. Immediately, they changed from a metallic grey, to a transparent blue which shone very brightly and lit up the entire room. They truly looked like they were made completely out of magic. Suddenly, each sword shot out a bright blue blast from their blades.

			“Woah,” Vanessa said, impressed.

			However, she soon lost her focus and the sword immediately disappeared. The others’ swords also disappeared since they lost focus when they saw what happened to Vanessa’s sword.

			“Amazing job! Just remember to keep your focus and you can perform magic with it. Now that you know how to create swords with magical powers, you still need to learn swordplay. Sometimes, you don’t need magic to win a clash, all you need is skill with fencing,” said Hale.

			“So you’re saying that you’re also going to teach us swordplay?” Vanessa asked excitedly.

			“Of course,” Mr. Hale answered and Vanessa grinned. “All agents of A.S.H. are trained in swordplay because it will be useful on the missions.”

			In the following weeks, Hale taught the four fencing. At first they all struggled to keep the balance of their blades. Whenever they tried to swish their swords, they would always fall out of their hands. However, after many more lessons, they had gotten better at it. They could now swing their swords in a protective fashion. They could firmly grasp the handles of the swords and balance them, so they wouldn’t fall out of their hands. However, one question remained, were they good enough to protect themselves in an actual fencing encounter?

			The question would be answered on the day Mr. Hale gave the four a swordplay test.

			“Each of you will be dueling myself. I won’t go too hard on you, but I want you to try your best. This test will determine if you are ready to move onto the other training,” Hale spoke. “Olivia, I want you to go first.”

			Olivia took a deep breath and stepped forward, this time she was ready. All of a sudden, Mr. Hale created a magical sword. Its blade was very sharp. It was also transparent and glowing bright blue. Olivia also created a sword that was smaller than Mr. Hale’s. 

			Mr. Hale let Olivia make the first move. She quickly swung her sword at Hale and carefully balanced it. Hale blocked it easily. Olivia swished her sword again to which Mr. Hale blocked it again. This time Hale swung his sword hard and Olivia hastily blocked it. Hale kept making his moves, and Olivia was having trouble blocking them.

			“You are weak, Olivia Lee,” the same creepy voice which she heard before at the aeter conifer farm and, what she called, the dummy incident, taunted her.

			Apparently only Olivia could hear the voice as no one else flinched. While Olivia was still scared of the voice, and, more importantly, who it was coming from, she was determined to hold her ground. When Hale swung his sword again, Olivia blocked it very confidently. She continued to swing her sword against Mr. Hale’s. As their blades clashed, Mr. Hale was impressed at Olivia’s skill.

			Finally, Mr. Hale stopped and congratulated, “Well done, Olivia! I dare say you would have beaten me in a real duel!”

			“Thank you.” Olivia panted.

			She still couldn’t forget the creepy voice. While she was afraid of it, she was also very curious and desperately wanted to find out who it was coming from.

			Once the others succeeded in protecting themselves, Mr. Hale applauded. “Congratulations! Each and every one of you should be proud of yourselves! You each outstandingly held your ground. Now we will move on and learn how to use other weapons.”

			The four nodded. Mr. Hale kept teaching them how to use weapons and by the end of the new month, each of the four learned how to use a sword, lance, pike, crossbow, and a strange magian weapon called an intrifax.

			All of the four had gotten very far in their training and were almost finished. It wouldn’t be long before they would be ready for the missions. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight 
A Special Birthday
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			Somehow, because of every magical thing that had happened to the four in Magia, they had forgotten some of the simpler things of life. Things which were special about their life on Earth.

			 The morning was very normal. So normal, that it hid that the day was nothing special. Each of the four woke up slowly. All of them hated waking up in the morning. Then it came to them, it was their birthday! Each of the four hastily got dressed and rushed down the stairs. Once they all saw each other downstairs, they smiled.

			“Happy birthday,” they said to each other.

			Mr. Hale and Ivy both stepped out and smiled. Ivy was holding a very delectable cake. It had purple frosting and crows made of black frosting on the sides. Written on top of the cake was Happy 13th Birthday! 

			“Happy birthday!” Both Mr. Hale and Ivy smiled.

			As Ivy set the dining table for everyone to have some cake, the four thought of the year before. It all started very normally, and then their whole lives changed. Changed for the better. Once the table was ready, the four sat down and Mr. Hale helped Ivy put the cake down. Once it was ready, Mr. Hale and Ivy sang the happy birthday song for the four. After they were done, Ivy cut generous slices for the four. This revealed the inside of the cake. It was filled with many tropical fruits. As the four each took a bite, they loved it. This birthday cake was the most delicious cake they had ever tasted. It was much better than the broccoli and asparagus cake the Kims got for Olivia every year, the store bought cake the Winstons got for David, the bread covered with whipped cream which the Harrisons got instead of cake for Vanessa since it was much cheaper, and even better than the chocolate cake which the Quinns baked for Eric. The cake was so delicious that it wasn’t long before it was finished.

			“You are now officially thirteen,” said Mr. Hale. 

			That day, even as they were opening their presents, they couldn’t stop thinking of their age. They were officially thirteen, teenagers. They weren’t ready for the missions yet, but knew that they were closer than they every had been before. They just knew it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine 
The Dream Room
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			One night, Eric had a very unusual dream. What was even more unusual about it, was the fact that he couldn’t dream at all. It was because of the disorder he had. However, despite all this, there he was having the dream. The dream was nothing like how normal dreams were described to him by some people he knew at his old school in New York.

			It started completely in darkness. It was an infinite expanse of nothing but black. The dream stayed like this, until something finally happened. All of a sudden, many skulls and bones dropped down from nowhere. They covered the ground and seemed very portentous. All of a sudden, a hooded figure wearing a black cloak stepped forward. The figure’s face was covered so Eric couldn’t see them, but something about the person seemed like they weren’t even human. 

			Suddenly, lots of water flowed in from the sides and swept away the bones. More and more waves came and covered the entire expanse. Kelp grew very fast and there were many unusual fish swimming around. The water looked very mysterious and uncertain.

			Then something very unreal happened. A fire appeared in the water! The fire spread very fast and the water disappeared. Soon, there was nothing but red and orange flames. Then, a pair of armored wings came into view.

			However, before the creature could fully come, lots of snow fell down onto the fire. The flames immediately disappeared along with the wings. Now, the snow covered the ground and clashed with the black background. Suddenly, a huge hand grabbed at the snow. The hand had fur as white as the snow and huge claws made out of icicles. Before the full monster could come, all of the snow disappeared and once again there was nothing but black.

			All of a sudden, someone walked into view. As the person came closer, Eric saw who it was. It was himself! He could see his honey-colored eyes and pitch-black hair. It was like looking in the mirror. Before anything else could happen, Eric disappeared and the dream ended. 

			After that night, Eric kept having that dream every night that followed. The dream kept repeating itself over and over. Eric knew that dream meant something, but what? He soon became tired of not knowing and told Mr. Hale one morning.

			“Are you sure this is the dream exactly and you keep having it every night?” Mr. Hale inquired.

			“Yes, and because of the condition I have, I can’t dream, which makes it even stranger,” Eric spoke. “Does this dream mean anything?”

			“There’s only one way to find out,” Mr. Hale responded. “Actually, one place to find out. It’s at the agency headquarters where we are going today to get your mirorvators and officially complete your training by a test.”

			“What’s a mirorvator?” Olivia asked.

			Mr. Hale rolled up his sleeve to display his watch-like device. “It’s this contraption. Mirorvators are one of the most powerful tools an A.S.H. Agent has. They will be of great use to you on this mission.”

			“So we each get one of those things? This just keeps getting better and better,” Vanessa squealed.

			“Bye! Good luck in your test,” Ivy yelled as Hale took the four to the agency’s headquarters.

			Mr. Hale took the kids into his car and kept driving until he reached the lake at the edge of the city. Hale quickly drove into the lake.

			“W-w-what are you doing?” Olivia stuttered.

			“Trust me.” Hale grinned.

			Once the car was submerged in the water, Hale somehow kept driving. The four looked out the window and saw that the car had activated a water engine. Along with that, the four were completely dry, like they were magically protected. Soon the car reached the floor and Hale pressed a button in his car. Suddenly, a piece of the ground opened up to uncover a civilized passageway.

			As Hale drove in, the four saw that the tunnel was lit up by bright ceiling lights and the walls were white, matching the aesthetic of the other parts of the agency. Once the passageway ended, Hale drove into the garage and parked his car.

			After everyone got out, Hale led the four into the main room. They got into the elevator (with a very chatty figon) and went to the second floor. 

			“First, we are going to do the test,” Hale explained as they walked. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing to worry about because I know you will all do great. Once you pass, you will officially graduate from your training and be qualified for some missions. With extra protection and taken precautions, of course.”

			The group kept walking and saw that the second floor was very professional with framed awards and certificates. There were also many portraits of former agents, and recognized heroes of the agency. Finally, the group reached the edge of a corridor where a black door was waiting for them.

			Hale opened the door which revealed a cylindrical room. The room had a turquoise carpet and chandelier made out of suspended glass spheres. There were several solemn people standing in there.

			“Aah, Preston, you’ve come,” a short man said.

			“Sorry I’m late again, Benjamin,” answered Hale.

			“You were never known for your punctuality,” Benjamin joked.

			 Hale nervously giggled. “Well I’ve brought the children and they’re ready.”

			“Excellent,” a lady spoke. “I presume that the children know about the crown and that they are the four.”

			“Yes, I’ve told them everything, Wanda,” Hale said.

			“Very good,” Benjamin said. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you children, Preston has told me a lot about you. I’m Benjamin Abernathy. I’m a descendent of Landon Abernathy.”

			He smiled and warmly shook each of the four’s hands. Wanda also greeted the children.

			“I’m Wanda Ross, Agent Ross’s sister,” she said.

			“We shouldn’t waste any more time,” Benjamin uttered. “Let us begin the test. Preston, you have taught the children everything they will need to know in the missions to find the crown pieces. They will now be officially tested on everything thing have learnt. First, you will each be asked to do a task magically; next, you will each be told an object to create with your powers; finally, you will each create a sword and duel a dummy.”

			The four nodded.

			“First up is Ms. Olivia Lee,” Wanda said looking at an electronic tablet which she held.

			“Okay,” Olivia said nervously.

			She walked forwards knowing that this test would be much more important than any she had ever taken before.

			“Please drop the chandelier,” Wanda instructed.

			“Are you sure?” Olivia asked, worried that she would damage the room and receive disapproval.

			“I am very sure.”

			Olivia nodded. She spun her hands and created a purple blast. She sent the blast flying towards the chandelier. It immediately fell down and shattered on the floor.

			“Thank you,” Wanda said. “Now if you would please repair it, we will move on.”

			Olivia fixed the chandelier and returned it to its correct position. 

			“Very good,” Wanda uttered as she took notes on her tablet. “Now please create a small wooden clock.”

			Olivia quickly twisted her fingers and started to create the shape of the clock. She always thought that objects with small gears were the trickiest to create. Nevertheless, she finished. It wasn’t anything showy, just a small wooden clock. Still, she had done it, and it was a fully operational device since the clock was ticking.

			“Good.” Wanda took some notes. “Now for the final part of the test. I will create a magical dummy which you will now duel using a magical sword which you have created. Once you destroy the dummy, the test will be over.”

			After she said this, she moved her hands and lots of purple light came out of them. The light transformed into the silhouette of a person. The light soon became a dummy, similar to the one which she attempted to battle before in Mr. Hale’s penthouse. All of a sudden, two pitch-black eyes sprouted out of where the dummy’s face should have been if it was a real person.

			“You are afraid, Olivia Lee,” the dummy said in the same creepy, taunting voice she heard before.

			The dummy smiled, but apparently Olivia was the only one who could see this, since no one else reacted.

			“You know you can’t beat me, you can’t pass this test,” the dummy mocked as it laughed.

			“I’ll have you know, I’ve never failed a test in my life,” Olivia said, determined.

			“Excuse me?” Wanda asked, confused.

			“It’s nothing,” Olivia uttered and noticed that the dummy’s eyes had disappeared.

			It was as if her determination somehow intimidated the dummy, or the person controlling it. Either way, Olivia was assured that the dummy was back to normal, all because she didn’t show her fear.

			“Very well then,” Wanda spoke. “Let the duel commence.”

			The dummy pulled out a very sharp sword. Olivia created one that was just as sharp. It was transparent and glowing bright blue like the one she created before. The dummy then swung its blade at Olivia. She quickly blocked it. Then she turned her blade. All of a sudden, a small blue fire formed onto the blade! Olivia smiled, this was what she wanted, Mr. Hale had taught the four how to allow their weapons to perform magic of their own. All they had to do was imagine what they wanted their sword to do and, if they focused, the sword would do it. The four had gotten very good at it. Olivia hit the dummy with her sword and made it burst into flames. In a few short moments, it was nothing but a pile of ash. This time, it did not reform.

			Wanda cleaned up the ash pile with her hands. “Thanks, you may now go back. Can Mr. Eric Andrews step forward?”

			Eric nodded and walked towards her.

			“Please lower the temperature of this room,” Wanda told him.

			“How much?” Eric asked.

			“Hmm, how about very. I must warn you all though, it’s going to get chilly,” Wanda replied.

			Everyone in the room nodded. Eric moved his hands and spun them in the air. At first, nothing seemed to happen. However, something definitely was. The room really was getting colder. The walls started freezing up, ice started to appear on the chandelier, and everyone in the room was shivering.

			“P-p-please m-m-make i-it w-w-warmer n-now,” Wanda asked, her breath visible in the air.

			Eric immediately spun his hands again, and the room’s temperature returned to normal.

			“Thank you,” Wanda replied and typed on her tablet. “Now for the next stage of the test. Please magically create a small functioning lamp with a lampshade.”

			Eric successfully created the lamp and smiled.

			“Good,” Wanda spoke. “Now for the final part. You already know this part. Please create a sword and duel a dummy I will create. Once you are done, this test will be over.”

			Wanda once again created another dummy and it pulled out a sword. Eric got ready and created one for himself. Eric made the first move and swung his sword at the dummy. It blocked the sharp blade with its own. The dummy then swung its own sword at Eric and he blocked it. The dummy kept on swinging its sword and Eric was soon having trouble blocking the swings. Finally, Eric had enough. He imagined that his sword would shoot out a blue blast and knock the dummy down. It wasn’t long before this became reality. Eric’s sword shot out an accelerated blue blast and hit the dummy. It immediately fell over. However, this wasn’t the end of the dummy. It got back up and charged at Eric. It was about to swing its sword at Eric, but he quickly imagined that his sword would separate the dummy into many individual pieces. He balanced and swung his sword so much that it knocked the dummy’s sword out of its hand! He then hit the dummy with his sword and it broke up into several parts. They didn’t come back together.

			“Thank you for that,” Wanda said. “Now would Ms. Vanessa Irvine take her turn?”

			Vanessa came forward very confidently. “I can do this.”

			Unsurprisingly to the rest of the four, she did great. When Wanda asked her to change the colors of the walls, Vanessa twisted her hands and magically painted the walls turquoise to match the carpet. Benjamin (and everyone else) wanted to keep the change permanent, but Wanda insisted that white was the pertinent color. Then, when Wanda asked Vanessa to create a vanity, she created a very elegant looking one made completely out of glass. Finally, when Wanda asked Vanessa to battle the dummy she created, it didn’t stand a chance. In the first minute, Vanessa imagined that her sword would transform the dummy into ice. She then imagined a fire on her sword and melted it (there was a huge puddle on the floor which almost spilt onto the carpet).

			“Thank you, Vanessa,” Wanda spoke. “Now would Mr. David Gonzales please come forward?”

			David stepped forward and took a deep breath. Everyone else had done great, and he knew that he could too.

			“Please make the carpet disappear,” Wanda asked.

			David nodded and made the carpet vanish with ease.

			“Very good,” Wanda said taking down notes. “Now please make it reappear.”

			David did as he was told and the carpet came back.

			“Thank you,” Wanda said. “Please create a purple cushion now.”

			David spun his hands and created the pillow. 

			“Good,” Wanda uttered. “Now finally, we will begin the last duel.”

			Wanda created a final dummy. It pulled out its sword like the others and David pulled out his. They both began to fence. The clashing blades created a very loud sound. Whenever the dummy swung its sword at David, he blocked it and then did the same to the dummy. He tried to grasp the handle and balance the blade. Sometimes it was very hard with the dummy swinging its sword. David soon had enough and swung his sword so fast that it knocked the dummy’s out of its hand like Eric did. He then imagined a blue blast coming out his sword and hitting the dummy. It wasn’t long before it happened. A lethal blue blast came out of David’s sword and hit dummy. It fell over and didn’t get back up.

			“Thank you,” Wanda said. “I’ve taken down the results and I have got say, I’m impressed with all of you. Preston, you have done an excellent job of training the children. All four of you have passed with flying colors. You are now ready to get your mirorvators. Preston, take the children to the Technology and Science section where Skylar will be waiting for you.”

			“Yes, Wanda,” answered Hale. “However, there is something else.”

			“What, Preston?” Benjamin questioned.

			“Eric here has been having a dream,” Mr. Hale said  and pointed at Eric. “It’s a recurring dream which Eric has been having every night now. He also can’t dream because of the health circumstances he has which makes the case even stranger. All of these factors prove that dream needs to be investigated, today.”

			“Of course, Preston,” Benjamin spoke. “Wanda and I will meet you at The Dream Room.”

			Mr. Hale nodded and led the children out. He led them to the main room and they all walked into the elevator. Mr. Hale pressed the button which sent the elevator to the bottommost floor. “We keep all the technology very low.” 

			Once everyone got out, Mr. Hale led the four to a Hover-X-Velocity. “Let’s use a Hover-X-Velocity, the Technology and Science section is kept safe away from the main room.”

			After everyone got in, Mr. Hale drove forward. The drive was much longer than the one the four took when they first came to the agency. Finally, Mr. Hale stopped in a room where multiple other Hover-X-Velocities were parked. Once everyone got out, he led them to the next room.

			The four gasped once they saw the Technology and Science section. It was a very large laboratory, almost as stately as the main room. The walls were white, and the ceiling was made completely out of glass which allowed you to see the rocks beneath Crow City. There were multiple small elevators leading to each floor. Along with that, many elevators also led to wide platforms covered with a glass dome. On these rostrum were scientists studying technology. The entire room was filled with technology and gadgets. The whole place looked very technological.

			“This place has the most electronics I have ever seen in my life,” Vanessa said admiring it.

			All of the four were very fascinated and astonished.

			 Suddenly, a tall young woman with blonde locks walked forwards.

			“Hello there, Preston, and you must be the children. I am so glad to finally meet you at last! I’m Skylar Carson,” she said kindly and shook each of the four’s hands.

			The four liked her.

			“Wait a minute, are you somehow related to Carson’s Search Department?” Olivia asked.

			Skylar laughed. “Yes! It’s owned by my little brother. How did you know?”

			“Eric and I visited Everett Wintergreen’s ice cream factory,” Olivia spoke. “He had a little crisis then and his factory was being searched by your brother’s company.”

			“Everett and I go way back,” Skylar spoke. “I have never seen my brother do his work, is he good?”

			Olivia and Eric decided that, sometimes, a lie should replace the truth. They both nodded yes.

			“That’s good to hear. Anyways, I assume that the children passed their test?” Skylar asked.

			“Yes,” Mr. Hale answered.

			“Very good! I always knew you children could do it from what Preston has told me. Now it’s time for you to get your mirorvators, more commonly known as MVs,” Skylar said as she led the children to a small set of glass stairs which led to an area. 

			As the four climbed the steps to the area, they saw that there were many rows of stands. On each stand was an MV. 

			“Preston probably told you the basics of a mirorvator,” Skylar spoke. “MVs may look like smart watches, but they are much more complex. Since you four have traveled to Magia, you know that MVs can transport you anywhere you want to go. You can use a mirorvator to leave headquarters, but you can’t use one to enter it. This is in case an agent loses an MV during a mission, we have to make sure a terrorist doesn’t find it and use it to infiltrate headquarters. Mirorvators can also store weapons inside of them. They are able to store anything inside of them actually. This gives you an extensive inventory. However, unlike a Captionem Crystal, there is a limit on the amount of things which you can store in it. We are working on making the storage space in these MVs more voluminous. Another thing mirorvators can do is determine what something is if you press a button. Once you press the button, the MV will scan the object and tell you what it is, where its from, and what it can do. MVs can determine plants, people, non-living things, and anything else you could think of. Mirorvators are updated with any new information A.S.H. learns. This gives each MV a large database and they can answer almost all questions you have, as long as the agency has the answer. Researchers are constantly finding out more information, so the mirorvators are updated almost all the time! There are many more things that an MV can do, but these are just to name a few to save time.”

			“That is so impressive!” Olivia commented.

			“Thanks!” Skylar smiled. “These are the newest models, which I helped design. Anyways, we are here to pick out four for you. These will help you in your missions.”

			She then walked toward the stands. She touched her own mirorvator and pressed a button. Suddenly, four stands started to glow green. 

			“This is extra added security,” Skylar explained. “A couple of weeks ago, we found that some MVs were stolen. So we enchanted all of the stands so that no one can pick them up, unless they press a button on their own mirorvators. The stands which glow green are the ones with the mirorvators which you can pick up.” She picked up the MVs from the four stands and headed back to the children. 

			“These are for you,” she said as she handed one to each of the four. “I want you to try them out. First, can each of you use your mirorvators to teleport from your current location. All you have to do is click the travel button and press distance. After you do that, type how many feet you want to move and in which direction. I want you to move five feet north.”

			The four nodded. It took quite some time before they figured out how to project the holographic buttons. It took even more time to locate the travel button amongst the many others. However, they all soon found it and typed 5ft north in the distance space. Suddenly, lots of purple light came out of their mirorvators and each of them vanished. They all later reappeared, five feet ahead of where they used to be. They all also realized something. When they first traveled by MV with the agents, the sensation was horrible. But now, they felt fine. They deduced it was probably because they weren’t traveling with someone else using the same mirorvator.

			“Very good,” Skylar said. “I believe that we are finished! You now officially have your MVs and I will register you in the database as permitted to own one.”

			“Thank you, Skylar,” Mr. Hale spoke. “However, there is something else.”

			“What?” Skylar asked with a now serious expression.

			“Eric has been having a dream which should be impossible since he has a condition which doesn’t even allow him to have dreams! Eric keeps having this dream every night for the last couple weeks. It definitely means something and we intend to find out in the Dream Room. Can you join us?” Mr. Hale asked.

			“Of course,” Skylar answered. “Lead the way.”

			Mr. Hale led the group out of the Technology and Science section and to the main room. They then boarded a Hover-X-Velocity which Hale drove very far away. He finally stopped in front of a lonely corridor. After everyone got off, he led them through the corridor and finally into another room.

			The Dream Room looked much more eccentric than any other room the four had seen in A.S.H.’s headquarters. In the middle of the room was a small chair. At one wall was the largest black screen the four had seen before. Next to the screen was a section separated from the area with the screen and chair using a wall made of glass. Behind the wall was a table with some screens.

			“This is the Dream Room,” Mr. Hale spoke. “Whenever a citizen has a recurring dream which they can’t explain, they come to City Hall. There, a few agents bring them here to find out what their dream means. Usually, the dream means something normal, such as reminding a person to diet or pay their rent. However, there are times when the dream means something serious. In Eric’s case, I believe it’s a serious dream. Once someone finds out what their dream means, they are taken back to City Hall, and their memories of A.S.H. Headquarters are erased. The way this Dream Room works is that the person with the dream sits down in that chair. The chair has the power to read the person’s dream and the dream will be projected onto the screen allowing us all to see. Slowly the screen will reveal what the dream means. Never has the Dream Room not been able to decode a dream.”

			“So this room will tell me what my dream means?” Eric asked.

			“Yes,” Mr. Hale responded.

			Suddenly, Wanda and Benjamin walked in.

			“I see you’ve already arrived here, Preston,” Benjamin said. “Hello Skylar.”

			“Hi Benjamin, the children have got their MVs,” Skylar replied.

			“Good,” Wanda spoke. “Now let’s began the process. Eric, you will go sit in the chair. Meanwhile, the rest of us will operate the room behind the glass.”

			Eric nodded and walked towards the chair, everyone else went behind the glass wall.

			Wanda and Benjamin pressed a button which turned on the room. The main lights were turned off and multiple smaller ones were lit up. The chair was now glowing and Eric sat down.

			All of a sudden, Eric felt a ticklish sensation inside of his brain. Then something happened inside of his head, he could now clearly see his dream. It was like a hand went into his head and pulled out the dream from his memory. Eric wasn’t the only one who could see this, everyone else could see it too. It was being projected onto the screen. Suddenly, a voice started speaking:

			A crown of wonder magically split.

			Hidden in eclectic places, barely lit.

			The first piece hidden in the Soulscape with death.

			The second in the Aquadeaux where you take a deep breath. 

			The third in the crimson realm of flames and fire.

			The fourth in the glacial world where the cold is dire.

			“This dream is telling us where the crown pieces are,” Benjamin said excitedly to Wanda.

			“Yes, it is! This is what the prophecy must have meant when the four would help us find the crown, all we have to do now is go to these locations, find the crown, and come back to destroy it,” Wanda uttered.

			“Quiet everyone, the dream is going to tell us where the final crown piece is,” whispered Hale.

			On the screen, the last part of the dream appeared. The dream version of Eric came into view.

			The adults gasped anxiously. The four where also very jumpy. They wanted to know where the final crown piece was. However, before the room could reveal what happened, something went wrong with the room. It kept speaking:

			The last piece hidden… hidden

			“What’s wrong with the room?” asked Olivia.

			“I don’t know,” Benjamin answered.

			“The Dream Room hasn’t malfunctioned ever,” Skylar said, confounded. “This is the only dream that has ever managed to break it. It must be because of how serious and powerful it is.”

			“We are so close to knowing where the final piece of the crown is,” Hale said getting more and more anxious.

			The room kept on speaking, but its voice became distorted. It was clear that something was very wrong with it.

			The… last… hidden… piece….

			Hidden

			Hidden

			Lost

			The screen and chair then exploded. A small fire was created. Eric immediately got out of the chair and ran behind the glass wall to join everyone else. The adults took action and used their magic to put out the fire. Once all of the chaos was over, everyone relaxed.

			“This was the first time the Dream Room couldn’t decode a dream,” said Skylar.

			“At least we know where most of the crown pieces are,” Mr. Hale uttered optimistically.

			“So do we,” a very sinister voice said and laughed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty 
A Skirmish At Headquarters
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			“Surprised to see us?” the leader of the three men taunted.

			“You again,” Mr. Hale said angrily.

			“Is that any way to talk to your guests?” the leader sadistically said. “How very rude. You really need to learn some manners.”

			“How did you get in?” Benjamin demanded.

			“Well, let’s just say, when you closed the front door,” the leader spoke, “someone left that back door open for us.”

			“It doesn’t matter how you got in,” uttered Wanda. “Who are you?”

			The three men merely continued to laugh.

			“Answer the question,” Mr. Hale said furiously. “Who… are… you…?”

			The three men stopped laughing and the leader spoke, “I am Sylvester Esoterik, leader of the Dark League.” 

			“So you’re called the Dark League,” Skylar said. “That’s what we’ll call you when the public knows about your arrest.”

			“Arrest,” the leader taunted. “You really think we want to stay here? We just came to find out where the crown is. Now that we know, we have no pleasure staying here. However, who doesn’t like some, fun, here and now?”

			All three of them laughed sadistically.

			Mr. Hale stepped in front of the four protectively.

			“I won’t let you hurt them,” he said.

			The men didn’t stop laughing.

			All of the four were scared, but Olivia was terrified. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was much more scared than the others.

			Suddenly, she felt something strange. She felt as if someone was pulling her back. She looked behind her and saw something which horrified her. A long, sickly arm cloaked in black really was pulling her! The hand was coming out of a black tear. She couldn’t explain it, but it was a rip. A rip in reality. Olivia wanted to scream, but she couldn’t. She tried to shout for help, but before the words could come out of her mouth, the hand pulled her into the rip.

			When she opened her eyes, she wanted to scream even louder. She was no longer in Magia, but in the most horrifying place she had ever seen. The sky was a dark purple, the ground was black, and there were barely any trees. It was just a plain. At the edge of the plain was a very large manor. It looked ancient. The manor had black walls, and the black roof tiles were falling off. The entrance was a set of scratched doors which could be accessed by a faulty staircase. The manor was made up of many towers, spires, and rooms marked by broken windows. The garden seemed untended for years. Vines creeped onto the entrance staircase and many mushrooms and shrubs littered the yard. 

			Olivia couldn’t stand to stay near that manor any longer, so she ran. She kept running away from the manor and didn’t stop even when her legs got tired. As she ran, she grew more and more scared. Soon she couldn’t even stand to look at the place, so she covered her eyes with her hands as she ran.

			Finally, after she couldn’t run anymore, she stopped and opened her eyes. What she saw was very strange. There was nothing. Nothing was the simplest way to put it. There was nothing, but black. There was no sky, no ground, no trees or anything. It was just an infinite expanse of emptiness. 

			“W-w-where am I?” she asked herself. 

			“Where you should be,” answered a hair-raising voice.

			Olivia turned around to see who it was. Her fear was rising, but she desperately wanted to know who had been tormenting her.

			Suddenly, somebody walked towards her. As Olivia looked closer, she finally saw who it was. It was a tall man dressed completely in black. He was still too far away and it was too dark for Olivia to see his face. Finally, he came close enough and Olivia was shocked once she truly saw him. He had a ghostly pale face and purple hair. His sinister eyes were also purple. However, that wasn’t even the strangest thing about him. He didn’t even seem solid. Olivia couldn’t explain it, but he didn’t look firm at all. His person was very wispy. His legs were barely visible amongst the mist which surrounded him. On his face was an ominous smile.

			“W-w-who are you?” Olivia stammered, trying to hide her fear.

			The man only laughed.

			“Who are you?” she firmly repeated.

			The man stopped laughing, but kept his sadistic smile. “Who am I? I believe the better question is, who are you? You stand here and act like someone fearless, but we both know that’s not true. You are afraid, Olivia Lee, hiding it won’t do you any good.”

			“Why do you care so much if I’m afraid?” Olivia fearfully demanded, not satisfied with the man’s answered.

			What made the man so spine-chilling was that he wasn’t screaming or shouting, he was speaking elegantly, with a sinister tone. He had the ability to terrify Olivia, just by smiling.

			“Your fear is like a glass of wine to me. It’s refreshing and delicious.” The man cackled.
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			“Were you the one that let the Dark League into the agency?” 

			“I feel hurt,” the man said pretentiously. “Hasn’t anyone told you that it’s rude to judge someone by the way they look? Just because I seem like some malicious person with devious schemes, doesn’t mean that I’m your villain. At least not now anyways.”

			“Even if you didn’t let them in, are you somehow affiliated with them?” Olivia asked, hoping that her questions would create a façade which made her look braver then she actually was.

			The man laughed. “Why would I associate myself with three ignorant idiots? Honestly, they are such an embarrassment. They are just fools if you ask me, but still, they do seem to frighten you which I find amusing.”

			“Are you after the Black Crown?” 

			The misty man continued to laugh. “I thought you were a smart girl, but now I see that some of your foolishness is also shining through. Why would I possibly have any reason to bother myself and go looking for some tiara? It intrigues me how much your agency depends on it to save their world. However, it is rather entertaining to see what those excuses for threats would do to find that crown.”

			Finally, Olivia had gotten tired of this man and repeated one of her previous questions, “Who are you?”

			“Picture this, a woman screaming in her hospital bed, only to find out that she has a miscarriage.”

			“W-w-what has that got to do with a-a-anything?” Olivia asked, horrified deep down at what the man said.

			“N-n-n-nothing, it’s just fun to imagine,” the man mocked.

			“A-a-answer my question,” Olivia demanded. “Who…are…you?”

			“Imagine this, a little boy crying when he saw his puppy run over by a car in front of his eyes.”

			“S-s-stop it,” Olivia shuddered, starting to lose her emotional disguise.

			Her fear was starting to become more and more apparent. The man smiled, knowing that what he was doing was working.

			“I have a better one. Imagine this, parents shouting as they see their house burst into flames, with their daughter still inside.”

			Olivia couldn’t hide her fear anymore and screamed, “S-s-stop!”

			The man continued to laugh sadistically. “You are afraid, Olivia Lee. I will enjoy your next visit.”

			Olivia closed her eyes, terrified. When she opened them, she saw that she was back in the Dream Room. Her friends were in front of her and the three men were staring at her. She was in the exact moment before she was taken. It was like nothing happened, but Olivia knew that everything she had just experienced was very real. Then reality came back to her, the terrorists were in headquarters.

			“We should thank you. If it weren’t for Eric’s dream, we wouldn’t know where the crown pieces are,” Sylvester Esoterik spoke. “However, what’s the fun in thanking you? Amos, Terrence, attack!”

			The other two men followed their instructions. Amos started a large fire, and Terrence sent purple blasts flying around the room. Benjamin, Wanda, Skylar, and Mr. Hale all got to work and put the flames out. However, the terrorists weren’t done with just one room. The three men laughed and ran out. Amos continued to spread the fire all along headquarters. The group ran out of the dream room and followed the three men.

			“You stay here,” Mr. Hale ordered as he safely dropped the four off on one area.

			“No, I want to help,” Vanessa said stubbornly.

			“I said stay.”

			Amos kept spreading fire as he laughed. Terrence and Sylvester continued to send magical blasts around the place. Sylvester even sent blasts to workers, knocking them out cold. The men were causing so much mayhem. Unlike in The Enchanted Dish, however, the fire wasn’t going to destroy the entire place. A.S.H.’s agents saw the fire and immediately reacted. It wasn’t long before all the flames were put out. The three men, however, still weren’t done with their attack. They all created many purple blasts and the other agents weren’t ready for them. The terrorists skillfully knocked all of them out. All three of them created magical swords and started to attack the remaining adults. A fierce clash had begun.

			Mr. Hale, Skylar, Benjamin, and Wanda all fought valiantly against the terrorists and were starting to overpower them, until Sylvester knocked Benjamin over with a sword blast.

			“We can’t just stand here,” Vanessa hollered. “We need to help them!”

			“What can we do?” Olivia asked, scared. “How can we help them?”

			“All four of us can create swords and use what we learned to stop the Dark League,” Vanessa responded.

			“But we’re just kids,” Olivia disputed fearfully.

			“Look, if we just stay here, then Mr. Hale might get hurt. We can’t just do nothing,” Vanessa explained.

			“I agree with Vanessa,” David said.

			“That’s good, but we can’t just keep talking! We have to help now,” Vanessa yelled. “Olivia, are you in?”

			Olivia was so tempted to stay back. She was terrified. However, she thought of the wispy man. He knew that Olivia was afraid of him and because of this he continued to terrorize her. Olivia now understood that she couldn’t be afraid for the rest of her life.

			“I’m in,” Olivia uttered, now confident.

			Vanessa smiled, and the other three nodded. They all created magical swords and charged at the Dark League.

			“Let’s go,” Vanessa yelled.

			Once the terrorists saw that four were in on the attack, they smiled.

			“Child’s play.” Sylvester attempted to knock down Vanessa.

			Vanessa, however, saw this coming and blocked Sylvester’s blade with her own sword. All of them kept fencing and for some time, it seemed impossible to determine who would win.

			Suddenly, BANG! Eric was knocked over by Amos. 

			Olivia saw this and yelled, “No!”

			She quickly ran over to Amos and angrily started dueling him.

			Amos laughed. “You can’t defeat me, little girl. You’re too small, and afraid.”

			Olivia was even more furious when she heard the word afraid.

			“Trust me, I’ve been told that many times, but I can assure you that I’m not,” Olivia said angrily.

			Her teeth clenched and she quickly created a sword blast. She hit Amos with it and he fell over.

			“Oh get up you fool,” Sylvester said once he saw Amos knocked over. “Are you really going to let a child beat you?”

			“S-s-sorry boss, I d-d-didn’t e-e-expect that.” Amos stumbled.

			He quickly got up and continued to fight Olivia.

			He balanced his sword with one hand and with the other he created a large magical chain. He sent the chain and tried to snare Olivia with it. However, she quickly noticed this and evaded it. Olivia smiled.

			“Blasted girl,” Amos said, now frustrated.

			Vanessa was helping Hale fight Terrence.

			“You’re pathetic, Preston,” Terrence spoke. “Relying on children to protect you now? You were always so weak.”

			“Don’t call him weak,” Vanessa said angrily and tried to thrust her sword at him, but he avoided it in the last second.

			“Thank you, Vanessa, and I’ll have you know, Terrence, that she is one of the most powerful magians I have ever met,” Hale said as he spun his sword, barely missing Terrence.

			The frustrated Terrence joined forces with Amos and the two of them attempted to take on Olivia, Hale, and Vanessa at the same time.

			The terrorists however were no match for the three of them together and all three of their swords created a large SWISH!

			Eric and David were also helping Wanda and Benjamin take on Sylvester. The four were very good, but they realized that Sylvester was just as powerful.

			In one hand, Sylvester used his sword and tried to wound any of the four attacking him. With the other hand, he created a magical shield to protect himself.

			It took some effort before Sylvester was finally knocked over by a large sword blast that Wanda, Eric, Benjamin, and David created.

			“This is the last time I get knocked by agency filth!” Sylvester screamed, frustrated.

			He then walked over to join the rest of the Dark League. Suddenly, the other agents who were knocked out regained their consciousness. They all got up and tried to help the group defeat the Dark League. However, Sylvester noticed this.

			“Honestly, I would think that you agency scum would at least have the decency to play fairly. You were always cheaters,” Sylvester uttered.

			“Don’t speak to us about decency, you miscreants,” Wanda said angrily.

			Sylvester spun his free hand in a circle and created a purple light. The light became giant and surround the fighting group. The light spun faster and faster. It kept on spinning and as more time passed, it became thicker and brighter. The agents still tried to pass the light and help the group, but they couldn’t. It was like the light was preventing anyone else from walking in.

			“Now that it’s a fair match, shall we resume?” Sylvester said and laughed.

			The Dark League continued to attack the group. At first, the group could protect themselves, but Sylvester had a nasty trick up his sleeve. He once again held his sword with only one hand and created a large purple blast. He twisted his fingers and the blast turned into the shape of a horrendous beast. The beast was dark purple and fiery. It looked like it was made completely out of flames. The creature had two oval eyes and a crooked, sinister smile. It crawled over to the adults. They were all terrified, especially Olivia. Before, she was proud of herself for being brave and beating Amos. However, that still didn’t change her. She was still very fearful. The four kids and adults lost their focus. Their swords immediately disappeared.

			 The Dark League smiled. This was the moment they had been waiting for. They thrust their swords at the four and overpowered them. The terrorists quickly knocked them down and laughed.

			“Come along boys, we had our fun. We know where the crown pieces are, let’s go,” Sylvester said.

			“Aww, are you sure, boss? Can’t we just stay and fight them for a little longer?” Amos asked.

			“No Amos, come along,” uttered Sylvester.

			Amos reluctantly nodded and all three of them used their stolen mirorvators to leave. In a flash they were gone and both the spinning purple light and the monster disappeared.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One 
The Contract

			[image: ]

			So much had happened that day. Not only had they found out where the crown parts were, they also allowed their enemies to know where the crown was. Once all the damage was fixed, the adults took the four to an empty room where there was a table. On that table was a large piece of parchment paper.

			“We can’t wait anymore,” Mr. Hale explained. “Now that the Dark League knows where the crown is, we’ll have to act fast and find the crown first. We weren’t planning on starting the missions this early, but now we have no choice. Vanessa, Eric, Olivia, and David, I cannot lie to you. These missions will be precarious. Now that we know where the crown is, I can assure you that these places are nothing like Magia. They have been barely explored and we don’t know much about them. Yet still, we must venture there and find the crown. While the missions will be dangerous, I promise you that you will receive the most protection the agency can provide. You will be given the most advanced technology and will be accompanied by some of the finest agents. You will also be accompanied by none other than Wanda, Skylar, and myself.”

			Suddenly, Agents Carter, Parker, Willow, and Ross walked into the room.

			“Don’t forget us,” Agent Ross said.

			“How could I?” Mr. Hale answered with a smile 

			“And me.” A woman with brown hair and blue eyes walked in.

			“Wait a minute, aren’t you Lauren? You were the tour guide at the Corvo Power Factory and at the front desk of almost every place we visit?” Vanessa uttered.

			“Yes, and my name is actually Laurel. I am in an identity crisis right now.” Laurel sighed.

			“What are you doing here?” Olivia asked.

			Mr. Hale answered, “Oh, I understand now. You are the new recruit joining us on the missions.”

			“Indeed I am,” Laurel responded. “I had to go undercover to look out for the children and report if I saw the three men. Benjamin sent me. Actually, many people in Crow City are undercover agents.”

			Benjamin nodded. “I took extra precautions. The four agents who escorted the children along with Laurel will also be accompanying you on the missions. You four children will be very protected.”

			The four nodded. 

			“What’s that piece of paper?” Olivia asked and pointed  at the parchment.

			“That’s a mission contract,” Benjamin replied. “It’s something which every agent is required to sign before they go on a mission. The contract will hold you four close to the mission and won’t let you back out of it. However, it will also give you luck and try to give you good fortune on your missions. Sometimes, when all else fails, all you need is luck.”

			The four peered at the parchment, and read the contract, which looked very different from a normal contract on Earth.

			Dear Vanessa Irvine, Olivia Lee, David Gonzales, and Eric Andrews,

			Once you sign this contract, you will go forth on a series of pivotal missions. These missions will be treacherous, convoluted, and sometimes despairing. However, you will be liable to complete them. During these missions, you will be kept obscure for your own safety. Only you, and a few trusted personnel, will know about them. The purpose of these missions is to collect all but one of the fragments of the Black Crown. The first piece is hidden in the Soulscape where Death himself will help you obtain it. The second is in the Aquadeaux where only the allies you bring with you can help you acquire it. The third piece is in the crimson realm where like before, only you and your acquaintances can help you find the crown piece. The final location which we know of is the Glacial World where the Yule King will help you find the fragment. The last piece still isn’t located, but hopefully will be in time. By signing below, you understand the dangers which you will undertake in these missions, but will receive luck to help you.

			Sign here:_____________________________________________

			______________________________________________________

			______________________________________________________

			______________________________________________________

			“So what do you say?” Mr. Hale asked. “Are you ready for these missions?”

			The four were very anxious. They knew what they were going to get themselves into if they signed the contract. They  most certainly were not ready for any mission, especially after the attack which just happened. However, they knew that it must be done and something was pulling them to sign. Something was pulling them into the adventure. 

			Each of the four picked up a pen and signed it.

		

	
		
			End of Book 1

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Author’s Note
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			The idea for the four’s story first came to me a couple of years before I had even started writing. Something which I established in my novel is that every event has a story behind it. This includes how I thought of the premise of the novel. The story starts in the real world, in my life. Something which I’m not sheepish about admitting is that I’m a daydreamer. In my opinion, daydreaming is when you can best use your imagination and receive your greatest ideas.

			One day, I pondered, “What if?” What if there was a similar planet far away from Earth? What if there were magical humans in it? What if it looked perfect, but had a very dark past that could have been brought back with a lost artifact? 

			Now, of course, the entire plot of the book didn’t come to me in one day, or even one year. It took me many months of daydreaming until I finally decided to write my ideas into a novel.

			 The writing process was nothing short of extraordinary. Every time I finished a chapter, it was like I experienced the events just like my characters. I laughed, I marveled, and I smiled. I hope that you as a reader experienced the same magic I did while I was writing Crow: The Four.
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			Vishnu Pinnaka, 2021

			Vishnu Pinnaka is not only an author but a reader as well. During his free time, the main thing he does is read (his go-to books are fantasy and mystery). Don’t ask him where he is from though, because he will say he was born in Magia and came to Earth using a mirorvator! He advises you to always be creative, let your imagination prevail, and never take a glowing zucchini from smiling figies.
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