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  This book is dedicated to all the dreamers out there. Remember, never give up on the hopes and aspirations that ignite a fire within your heart. Let it be a constant reminder that with unwavering determination and hard work, you can achieve anything. Keep chasing your dreams and don’t let anyone dim the light of your shining star. Here’s to a future filled with infinite possibilities and boundless joy.
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Book One







  
  
  Book One New Edition

  
  




Book One in this second edition is still the same story as the previously published one, but slightly cleaned up with parts readers disliked, taken out. This is the version I wish I would have published instead before rewriting the whole thing into what was published as Book One. Books One and Two were written a year before I published, and I made a lot of changes to them to take out Amber’s chapters, but I shouldn’t have rewritten it and kept most of the chapters as Amber’s POV as she is meant to be the main character. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find most of her original chapters but I’ve added in as much as I could. This version has taken in readers feedback to improve the overall story. I couldn’t find any of her original chapters for Book Two, so Book Two remains the same.




This edition does have a special new chapter that was meant to be written for The Lost Moments (a bonus book) in Amber’s POV. The special chapter takes place a year before the events in Foothills and is now chapter one in this book. I decided since I was making a new edition for this book, I would include it here instead.




The Lost Moments has extra POVs taken out from Books One to Four as well as more moments between. It’s related to the series, but not part of the series. The Lost Moments will now include the extra POVs I took out of this one. The Lost Moments won’t be published until after Book Four’s release.




Parts people disliked in the originally published Book One that was taken out:

Rachel’s chapter-This was only included for foreshadowing, but doesn’t need to be included.

Some of Carly’s chapters-Any parts that feature Amber through Carly’s POV was taken out and instead are in Amber’s POV in this version.

Sierra’s Chapters- They are now in Amber’s POV because they were originally hers, anyway. I just made it Sierra’s because of something significant that happens to Sierra.

Jared’s Chapter which is chapter 65- Now in Ben’s POV because it was originally in his. I changed Ben’s chapter to Jared’s just because of some of the blood and gore the kids witness.




Ben’s and Ellen’s introductory chapters were taken out. In the original version it started with Ben’s chapter, then Michael’s, and then Ellen’s. In this version, it starts with Amber’s, then Michael’s, then Amber’s. Ben and Ellen don’t have chapters until later. Their original chapters are now in The Lost Moments. They were taken out because a lot of information was repeated about the Fae Realm.




There are chapters of Michael’s or Ellen’s that were originally Amber’s I took out. I changed them back to Amber’s. Michael’s and Ellen’s chapters are now in The Lost Moments.








  
  
  Trigger Warning

  
  




Trigger Warning:




This book features multiple POVs, offering diverse perspectives throughout the narrative. Characters exhibit immaturity due to their age of thirteen. Characters will act their chronological age, rather than as adults. 

This book also explores intricate themes including parental emotional abuse and bullying among students, which may evoke strong emotions and potentially trigger readers. While the initial portrayal of bullying may seem condoned, it is important to note that the author strongly opposes any form of bullying. It should also be mentioned that without spoiling later books, the author addresses the consequences and lessons surrounding bullying in later books.

Additionally, the story portrays a romantic relationship between two characters who are not biologically related, nor did they grow up together, but they think of the same man as their father. The characters meet as teenagers without this knowledge; neither knew of the others existence until they meet. Readers are encouraged to approach these themes with discretion and take care of their emotional well-being. 







Disclaimer: 




Amber’s character is based on my childhood, and the Fae Realm, which condones bullying, is a fictionalized environment I grew up in. Writing this series was meant to draw attention to that type of mindset and how toxic it is, especially given that certain people will take advantage of it when given permission. Most of the stuff that happens to Amber, including how her family treats her happened to me. There is one incident you’ll see, where three girls does something to Amber, that was done to me, when I was fifteen.




This series is also about letting people who’ve been through the same kind of bullying as Amber and me to know that they’re not alone. When I’ve talked to people about the bullying or parental abuse I went through, especially the comments about my looks or clothes, some of them just brush it off like it’s not a big deal, and they tell me to get over it because there are people who were bullied for worse than their looks or clothes. I have had people try to turn it into a competition about who had it worse. This book aims to show how hurtful and powerful it can be when someone calls you “ugly” repeatedly or makes fun of your outfits. My mother and sister were the first people to call me ugly, but it happened often as a teenager from my classmates as well. It can have a long lasting impact, well into adulthood. I have severe social anxiety from it. I rarely go out in public anymore unless I have no choice, and I often worry people will hate me on sight.




Many characters, even main characters, are written as bad people on purpose to show that even main characters (people we are supposed to like) will pick up that type of mindset. I didn’t want to write the main characters as perfect people while every background character is horrible. I wanted to show that even characters you’re supposed to like are flawed too. Characters like Amber and Michael are meant to show the fae how wrong their ways are, and how the system should be revamped. By the end of the fourth book, the entire system will be different thanks to Amber and Michael.




I have a link here for a more a more in-depth explanation for why it’s added here:




https://calliewoodridge.wixsite.com/my-site-1/post/note-about-the-bullying




I posted this on my blog opposed to here because a few people suggested I take it out because it’s too personal. So for those who want to know why, it’s now on my blog.




Right now, the website is still under construction. It is still a little disorganized, so please bear with me as I work on it. If you’re interested in signing up for my mailing list, you can sign up.




There is also now a character index at the back of the book. As it contains some spoilers, I put it at the back, but it’s there for you to check at any time.








  
  
  Disclaimer—please read.

  
  




This book starts off like it’s meant for a younger crowd, but it’s actually a coming-of-age tale. As the characters grow up, the books do too. It’s meant for anyone who’s into fantasy and magical schools. The characters will be sixteen in the next book, eighteen in the third, and adults in the fourth.




Books three and four will be more graphic and will have sexual content, while the first two books don’t.




This is my reasoning for having the series in the New Adult (NA) category rather than (YA) Young Adult. I know many readers like to binge read, and I feel some of the stuff in the last two books may not be appropriate for young readers if they binge all four books.




While this first book will feel like a YA book, (maybe even middle grade) keep in mind, the characters do grow up, and I wanted this book to reflect their ages. I didn’t want to write ‘adult’ thirteen-year-olds. I wanted them to sound like kids in that age group. Parents may want to read all four books before exposing them to their preteens.




I’ve saved every story I’ve ever written, and I read each one from when I was twelve/thirteen to put myself in these characters heads. I even plunged into my entire stash of diaries (since I used to write daily, there’s a bunch) from my early teenage years, all in an effort to immerse myself in that mindset once more for this book. The purpose was to make it sound like thirteen-year-olds since it’s first person perspective. The rest of the books are not as young sounding as this one.




So just a heads-up, for some readers, the book might feel a bit on the younger side due to the age of the characters and the way it’s written.




Don’t say I didn’t warn you! If you’re thinking, “Hmm, maybe this isn’t my cup of tea,” well, you’ve still got time to do a 180 and head for the hills. Naturally, I’d like for you to give it a chance, but hey, let’s keep it fair—I’m dishing out that warning, just in case!




I made certain characters (including some of the main) intentionally mean, showing how toxic the faes’ mentality can be and how easily it can rub off on others, especially those who are impressionable. It even affects characters we’re supposed to root for.




The goal here is to depict the characters’ evolution from excited impressionable school kids entering a magical school to the brave fighters they’ll eventually become. The story’s all about capturing their growth and changes as they tackle challenges and find themselves.




As the story rolls on and the characters age, the later books will delve into darker themes. By the last book, they’ll be in their mid-twenties, and you’ll see just how far they’ve come.




Book one: 1999/2000. Age: 13




Book Two: 2002/2003. Age: 16




Book Three: 2004/2005. Age: 18




Book Four: 2005 to 2010. Ages 19 to 24.








  
  
  Narrators

  
  




Amber-22 chapters





Michael- 12 chapters
Ben- 17 chapters
Ellen- 11 chapters
Carly- 3 chapters




Warning: Characters will be immature.








  
  
  Amber

  
  




Seventh grade was supposed to be my year. At least, that’s what I had convinced myself all summer. We were the second oldest grade in the school, which meant my classmates had to be much more mature. 

After all, we were twelve now—much too old for bullying.

Regrettably, my sister, Sierra, shattered that notion the moment I joined her in the kitchen. Mom was still asleep, not an uncommon occurrence. 

She always slept in, even on school days. If we failed to get up or arrive at school on time, that was on us. Mom had a knack for making it seem like we intentionally tried to be late, especially in my case.

A few years back, when I was in fourth grade, Sierra and Carly were running late, so they decided to let me sleep. Mom somehow convinced my fourth-grade teacher that she had dropped me off, but I ran away the moment she left.

Even in my younger years, being forgotten by my sisters after starting Senior Kindergarten became a routine. 

The school suggested Mom drop us off herself, yet she consistently wove a narrative, portraying us as the problem and her as the struggling parent, especially with me being particularly challenging to raise.

After the incident in fourth grade, fed up with Mom’s anger and my sisters getting blamed for not getting me to school, I decided to take matters into my own hands. 

I was tired of being perceived as a troublemaker just because Mom and my sisters painted me that way to everyone, including my teachers.

In the basement, I stumbled upon an old analog alarm clock. Despite my lack of knowledge in such matters, I tinkered around with it and managed to make it work by twisting the hands from the back. 

When it went off, it was so loud it woke the entire house. However, it served its purpose, and Mom couldn’t exactly complain.

Eventually, she got each of us our own digital alarms that were a bit quieter. Still, I aimed to rise earlier than my sisters to enjoy some peace and quiet during my morning routine.

That particular year, I was the only one still in elementary school. The night before, they had warned me not to wake up too early because high school started an hour before my school, and now that Sierra was entering ninth grade, I’d be in the way.

Despite the caution, I preferred not to rush. Thus, I let my sisters use the bathroom first while I had breakfast. 

Unfortunately, Sierra was already downstairs preparing her own food, while Carly, the oldest among us, took the first shower. It was our customary routine—Carly first, and then me, last.

“You look like crap; they’re just going to laugh at you again this year,” Sierra bluntly stated. “You haven’t even run a brush through your hair. You can’t wear that to school. Even if I’m not there anymore, you can’t go in looking all trashy like that.”

Her words stung, and I flinched before explaining that I was still in my pajamas and planned to get ready after the two of them since I knew they needed the bathroom before me.

“Oh, well, you look like that every day. I guess I’m just used to you looking like shit. I guess I just can’t tell the difference between your pajamas and your normal clothes,” she replied, chuckling a little. “You’re twelve now; you really should learn how to dress properly.”

With those cutting words, she left with her food, offering no further remarks. 

I slumped into a chair at the kitchen table, burying my face in my hands. Perhaps this was just a setback to what was supposed to be the best year of my life.

However, I soon realized that things were going to be the same that year, too. The only kind person, as usual, was my teacher. Everyone else made fun of me on my first day and the days that followed.

I was genuinely tired of it and couldn’t comprehend the reason behind it. 

Yes, I was the quiet kid in the class, but I wasn’t the only one. There were other shy kids, yet no one targeted them. 

Other girls wore baggy clothes to school, including Sierra and Carly, from whom I inherited my clothes, but they never faced any teasing.

The other quiet kid in class, Beth, had once been a friend of mine, but after everyone started bullying her for hanging out with me, she stopped talking to me. 

She was in my class that year, and I noticed she had become friends with Olivia, my main tormentor, at some point over the summer.

Vanessa, the one person who didn’t make fun of me and sometimes let me hang out with her during recess, wasn’t in my class that year. 

I worried she might ignore me or even moved because after the first week, I didn’t even see her outside. Although, I noticed her friends playing tether ball. Feeling too nervous to join them, I brought a book outside instead.

At the beginning of the second week of school, a downpour confined recesses indoors. During these times, we were allowed to hang out with our friends, but all activities had to be quiet, a rule learned long ago in Kindergarten. 

However, as usual, some rowdy kids ignored the rule, and that day was no different.

A group of boys opted to play indoor catch with a baseball when Mrs. Smith left the classroom. Ignoring the commotion, I sat at my desk, engrossed in a book about a child discovering their magical abilities and attending a magical school.

I lived for stories like that, a sentiment shared by Sierra, though she pretended it was weird for me to enjoy them.

In our younger years, we sometimes bonded over our fascination with discovering magical worlds beyond a portal.

However, Sierra turned against me when Carly noticed and, aiming to impress both Carly and our mother, made me feel terrible for enjoying such stories.

Since this was a library book, I had no intention of taking it home. Sierra had torn my last book, and I had been punished by both the librarian and Mom for it.

Sierra, who acted like a perfect angel at school, could never be the culprit. It was always me, the child consistently late to school and perpetually unable to complete homework, often sabotaged by my sisters.

I could deeply empathize with the child in my book who was also facing bullying. I was engrossed in the story, just reaching the part where they arrived at their magical school when Olivia called for everyone’s attention. Initially, I ignored her, assuming it didn’t concern me.

“That means you too, loser!” she declared, and the book was ruthlessly torn from my hands.

“That’s a library book!” I exclaimed.

“You’re too old for these kinds of books,” she retorted, dismissing my choice, even though the book clearly stated it was intended for eight to twelve-year-olds on the cover. 

It had been a delightful find in the library, often featured in Scholastic book order forms.

Expecting her to tear it up, I anxiously waited, but to my surprise, she dropped it on my desk and strolled to the front of the room, joining Beth and a few other girlfriends.

“So, the Welcome Back to School Dance is at the end of the month!” She called out when she reached the front of the room. “That means we all have to have dates. We are all in grade seven now, and that means we are grown-ups! You have to go to the dance and you have to have a date!”

I wanted to ask her what she would do if we didn’t, and hoped someone else would because I was too shy, but no one did. Every eye was on her, and no one spoke.

“If you are too scared to ask someone, I will help pair you up, but you need to find someone before the end of the lunch recess! I want to go with Todd!” She continued, smiling at everyone.

Initially, there was hesitation, and no one moved. Then Todd called out that she could be his date, boosting the confidence of others.

Soon enough, bold kids called out who they wanted as a date. While some faced rejection, the moment it happened, someone else volunteered to be their date, offering me a glimmer of hope.

Olivia took charge, pairing off kids who were reluctant, even instructing some to whisper in her ear who they wanted, and she’d ask for them.

I had no one in mind, mainly because I didn’t know my classmates that well, even though I’d attended school with them since Junior Kindergarten.

I kept to myself, and I’d barely talked to any boy in my life. Carly had a boyfriend, Clint, who was often kind to me, but he was fifteen and in tenth grade, like her.

A lot of my classmates looked more grown up that year, and I thought Keith had gotten really cute since last year, but he was already taken, and I wouldn’t dare voice him anyway. He was one of the popular boys, and it would just make everyone laugh at me, likely.

Olivia circulated the room and finally came to me, snorting with laughter before asking me who I wanted to go with.

“There are only three boys remaining, and you. So you have a choice, but I doubt any of them will want you. Who is it going to be? Elliot, Maverick, or Trevor?”

“No! No way!” Trevor, a boy with short dark hair, called out.

“I agree,” Elliot, a boy with curtain-styled red hair declared, and Maverick was the last to agree.

“One of you have to go with her,” Olivia told them.

The three boys looked at each other and fought over who it had to be, before Trevor declared: “I think I can speak for all three of us that we have decided to go solo. I’d rather cut my arms off than touch Amber!”

The other two murmured their agreement, and I was horrified. While anyone else who had been rejected had found someone, here, three boys had actually fought over who had to go with me.

“Are you embarrassed? Because I have secondhand embarrassment for you,” Olivia’s words struck me like a sharp slap to the face, igniting a wildfire of humiliation and anger within me.

The sound of her hysterical laughter echoed in my ears, joined by the cruel chuckles and taunts of the others. I wanted to disappear, to escape their piercing gazes and mocking jeers. But I couldn’t hold back any longer.

Tears spilled down my cheeks as I pushed myself up from my chair and bolted out of the classroom, their laughter following me like a haunting refrain. I didn’t stop running until I reached the sanctuary of the girls’ bathroom.

Gasping for air, I stumbled into a stall and collapsed onto the cold tile floor. Sobs racked through my body, releasing all the frustration and hurt that had built up since the first day of seventh grade. Why was I always the target? What had I done to deserve this relentless bullying?

Even at home, I faced it from my own mother. My heart ached with loneliness and despair. As my tears continued to flow, a sudden commotion erupted before my eyes. Water erupted violently from the toilet, and it wasn’t just my stall—it was every single one, all at once. I leapt to my feet in shock and unlatched the door to escape.

Fear gripped me as I watched the water rise higher and higher, inching closer to my feet. But when I tried to flee from the tumultuous scene, I was met with yet another terrifying sight. The faucets attached to the sinks were also erupting, adding even more water to the surreal flood around me.

Paralyzed with shock, I stood rooted to the spot as the water steadily rose, engulfing me in its watery depths. In that moment, surrounded by chaos and confusion, I felt completely alone and utterly helpless.

The whole school is going to flood! I thought to myself, panic escalating, my attention drawn to the water streaming out beneath the door’s crack.

“Don’t open it!” I cried out when I saw someone trying to get in.

Moments later, Beth and a couple of girls forcefully pushed through, their eyes widening in shock as they stepped into the flooded restroom.

“What happened?” Beth urgently inquired, and I hastily shouted at her to close the door and fetch a teacher.

“Why are you here?” I questioned Beth, confused, while one of the girls dashed out of the room, loudly declaring she’d find a teacher.

Beth waded through the unpleasant water to reach me, explaining, “Well, we thought that was really mean, even for Olivia, so we wanted to check on you.”

“Come on, you should get out of here before it gets worse,” she insisted, seizing my arm and pulling me towards the door. 

Two other girls were holding it open, despite water now flowing into the hallway.

“I don’t know what happened!” I exclaimed. “I was just in the stall, and it happened.”

What would cause it to happen? I thought to myself.

The water was slowly receding, leaving behind a scene of destruction. Debris littered the once pristine floor.

My heart seized with dread at the thought of being held responsible for all of this. The fear that my mother would hate me even more if she found out filled my mind like a thick fog, suffocating any sense of calm or control I had left.

Every inch of the room seemed to whisper accusations at me, taunting me with the possibility of facing her wrath.

“Maybe the plumbing is bad. I guess it’s good no one was using a toilet,” Beth said. “But Maverick decided he’d be your date.”

“No,” I said without hesitation. “I don’t want him or any of the boys in our class. I’m not going to any dance either!”

I would never go to a dance at that school. I hadn’t gone the year before, and I wouldn’t that year, either. I didn’t want a pity date after they humiliated me like that, and who knew, maybe it was just another prank to embarrass me. Maybe grade nine would be my year.

Thankfully, an in-depth investigation was launched after the bathroom was closed off. To everyone’s surprise, it was revealed that a tangled mess of thick vines and slick mud had managed to infiltrate the plumbing system.

The mechanics behind this occurrence were beyond my comprehension, and even the investigators seemed stumped. 

Ultimately, it was deemed an unfortunate accident, and I narrowly escaped punishment for the extensive damage to the bathroom—a stroke of luck, as my mother later emphasized.

“I don’t believe in hitting children, which is why I’ve never hit the three of you, but you would have gotten a beating of a lifetime for that little stunt if you’d been responsible,” she’d told me.

Carly and Sierra predictably made the situation all about themselves, their voices rising in a cacophony of self-pity as they lamented that the news had reached their school. Their words echoed through my closed bedroom door, grating against my already frayed nerves.

“Thanks for ruining ninth grade for me!” Sierra’s angry voice pierced through the air like a knife. “If I lose friends because of you, you’ll regret it. I wish someday you’d leave and never come back.”

“I wish the same!” I retorted, unable to contain my own frustration.

I stormed over to the calendar on my wall, where I kept track of the days until I turned eighteen. Two calendars were already filled with red x’s, marking each passing day, and this one was nearly complete.

Although there was still a long way to go, the day I turned eighteen marked my escape from this life. I planned to leave for good, cutting ties with them all forever. The thought brought a small sense of relief.

Shortly after the incident, Vanessa and her friends extended their friendship to me, but it failed to bring any true solace. I yearned for a life with loving parents and only sibling rivalry—something so far out of reach it felt like a distant dream.

The countdown to my eighteenth birthday represented my ticket out of a tumultuous existence. Each crossed-off day brought me closer to freedom, and I clung onto that hope with every fibre of my being.








  
  
  Amber

  
  




ONE YEAR LATER




I paused for a moment outside my house after wiping the dirt from my face. I was anxious at the prospect of going inside. My mother and sisters had been harsher on me more than usual, frequently criticizing my appearance, which I couldn’t help after spending the day gardening.

I found solace, however, at the back of the house, next to the water spigot. I turned it on and washed my hands and face, which were undoubtedly filthy. After spending the entire day outside, it felt refreshing.

I toyed with the water momentarily, almost convinced that more water was coming from my hands. However, I knew it was all in my head.

Despite this, I kept playing with the water because it made cleaning myself seem more fun.

Sierra, came around the corner of the house as I was finishing. She had her dark brown hair pulled back into a neat ponytail, and her eyes were filled with annoyance as she looked down at me.

Sierra stood out as the most attractive of the three of us, with her delicate features and high cheekbones, which neither my oldest sister nor I inherited. Even my mother lacked her stunning appearance.

Carly and I looked more like our mother, but I had distinct features that set me apart from my sisters. I was self-conscious of my more prominent nose and lips, which I thought were disproportionate and a little masculine.

Although we all had the same dark, wavy hair (which always got frizzy in the heat or wind) and round brown eyes, we each possessed a distinct appearance.

Carly’s new pixie cut, which beautifully accentuated her features, made her even cuter. It seemed to draw attention to her eyes and the shape of her face in ways that her long hair had not. She’d cut it after getting tired of how it became frizzy and tangled easily in the humidity.

“There you are. There is some man here looking to see you,” Sierra said. “All of us need to be there for some reason. Where were you?”

“Mrs. Thompson had more weeds than she realized, and it was hot today,” I answered. “I didn’t want to leave until I finished because I’m babysitting for the rest of the week. I promised Mom I’d have money for her by the end of the summer, but I’m not getting as many hours as I would like.”

My age was one of the most significant barriers for earning money. While some people didn’t mind hiring me for tasks like yard work, cleaning, or babysitting, others were skeptical or thought I was too young for certain responsibilities.

My mother had set a goal for me to earn at least six hundred dollars over the summer, but I was only halfway there, and the summer was nearly over.

“Tell me about it. I’ve barely enjoyed this summer,” Sierra said with a sigh, and we were on the same side for a few seconds.

We all wanted to help our mother out. We did everything we could to aid her when she struggled to make ends meet. That summer, I worked harder than usual because she frequently mentioned that I was the most expensive.

I’d eagerly volunteered to help at the start of the season, and my mother agreed. She’d set the goal of the six hundred dollars if I wanted new school clothes.

It seemed easy at first, but became increasingly unlikely as the end of August approached. It appeared I would be wearing Sierra and Carly’s clothes once more.

“Here, just let me,” Sierra said as I stood up, and she quickly put my hair into a ponytail with a red elastic she took off from around her wrist. “He’s wearing a suit, so he must be important, and it doesn’t look like you brushed your hair.”

“Did he say what he’s here for?” I asked, deciding not to point out that I had washed and brushed it before I left that morning.

“He was explaining when Mom sent me out to look for you. Carly was just reading through the pamphlets he brought, but I think it’s for some school,” she said. “Ever hear of someone named Mr. Hornora?”

I shook my head.

I only knew of the adults I’d done summer work for or my teachers. I had no idea who he was because Mom didn’t have many friends.

“Neither do I, but he says he wants to talk to all three of us. He’s been trying to get a hold of us all summer, and he said he must talk to us by the weekend.”

I shrugged in response, following her as she led the way inside, my mind racing with possibilities. It didn’t seem probable it could be school related because I was an average student, neither at the top nor bottom of my class.

I couldn’t imagine why anyone would choose me over all the other kids in my grade to go somewhere special. Someone like Kendra Morrisey, one of our class’s brightest students, would undoubtedly receive such honour. I had no doubt she’d get a scholarship to a prestigious school long before I did.

Sierra led me into our small, run-down kitchen, which had peeling light yellow wallpaper and pockmarked white floor tiles.

As we walked in, I noticed a thin, balding man with grey hair and blue eyes sitting at the table with my mother, who was smoking and drinking coffee from a white mug.

He was dressed in a brown suit with a brown tie and a crisp white dress shirt. Carly, meanwhile, was engrossed in a collection of colourful pamphlets spread out on the table.

“She was just outside cleaning up,” Sierra said as we joined them at the table.

Mom had laid out our best white tablecloth with Canadian geese on it at some point during the day, regardless of the fact that it had a few cigarette burns.

Mom, like a lot of people I knew, was really into decorating the kitchen with Canadian geese.

There sat this big ceramic goose right in the middle of our table, rocking a stylish blue ceramic bow. Surprisingly, I’d spotted the same goose in a bunch of other people’s houses. It pulled double duty as both a decor piece and a handy storage spot for small stuff.

As I entered the kitchen, I noticed the man sitting with my mother appeared uneasy, waving his hand to dispel the cigarette smoke that had filled the room.

In doing so, he blew the smoke directly at my mother, who began coughing in shock and surprise.

“What are you doing?” she exclaimed, her voice hoarse and irritated.

“Well, now that Amber is here, I can fully explain. What you are seeing is magic, and your daughter has it. We have accepted her into our school.”

“Is this a boarding school, then?” my mother asked, breaking the silence. “That’s what one pamphlet says.”

While the man fumbled with his words, rushing to explain himself, she pointed to a red brochure with a white building on the cover.

My mind was still racing after hearing the word “magic”—what did he mean?

Despite my confusion, I knew my mother well enough to anticipate her reaction. If it was a live-in school, she’d probably jump at the chance to have one less mouth to feed, even if it was in a medieval castle dungeon.

“Well, yes, she’ll need to be ready by next Wednesday. Our Power Display Night is—”

“I agree. She can go.” Mom took a drag from her cigarette and blew it out. “Come collect her the night you need her. Why did you need all four of us here for this? I could have told you, yes, without all this formality.”

“Woah, woah, woah,” Carly said, dropping the pamphlet she’d been reading onto the table while she stared at Mom with shock. “Don’t you think we should know more about this school?”

“What’s there to know? She can go to some school that isn’t here,” Mom responded. “Make sure your bags are packed by then,” she told me.

Carly shook her head at Mom, then turned to Mr. Hornora. For once, I wondered if she was sincerely worried about me. Sierra, too, appeared peeved with Mom.

“I have many questions, Mr. Hornora. In this pamphlet, it says they fight each other! You allow bullying in your school?” Carly asked, pointing down at a paragraph on the dark blue pamphlet with white lettering.

“Our sister isn’t exactly thick-skinned. She lets people bully her all the time at school. She rarely sticks up for herself. What kind of school is this, exactly? It says right here not to expect teachers always to help you. What does that mean?”

Mr. Hornora glanced at my mother, who let out an impatient sigh before he turned back to Carly.

“Well, your sister will have to get a thick skin. The Fae Realm differs greatly from the Mortal Realm. If I was a principal at one of your schools, I would be obligated to step in and put a stop to it. That’s not the way it is in our world, and Amber will soon learn. Fae stick up for themselves and learn people will not fight their battles. We have magic, and we can defend ourselves better, but of course, some lines shouldn’t be crossed.”

“For example?” Sierra inquired while our mother groaned and replied, “Who cares? She’s leaving. Did you hear that? Grow thicker skin!” She added, pointing at me before inhaling her cigarette again, and when she exhaled, Mr. Hornora did something to push the smoke away from us again.

“Well, such as last year, when a few older students initiated some of the Junior Scholar Year Ones by using fire against them and trying to burn them with fire without giving them a chance to defend themselves. We can control fire, and we can make it so we won’t burn others. Your sister will learn during her first junior year how to do that if she has it. Those students had no excuse, and we promptly expelled them. We allow the students to stick up for themselves and challenge each other, but if it gets to the point of permanent injury when a person yields or there is a chance of death, we put a stop to it. That green pamphlet near your left hand will tell you what is and isn’t allowed, Sierra,” he said, nodding to a green pamphlet which Sierra picked up and began reading through.

“It will also explain our year systems. The four youngest years are called Junior Scholars with their year number. She’ll be a Year One. The seniors are in the top three years, and they are called Senior Scholars, from Year One to Year Three. For short, we call them JS Year—”

“Can we back up a moment?” I asked. “You’re saying I can do magic and I am going to go to a school? Or am I misunderstanding? What kind of school?”

Without providing an answer, he slid a piece of paper toward me, the words “Welcome new student to the Foothills Fae Academy School of Magic” staring back at me.

There was a specific date and time for boarding a bus that would take me to Foothills, which was in another realm. My mind raced with questions as I scanned the paper. What did “another realm” mean?

I read the school description from the pamphlet.




Foothills is situated amid a dense forest, with the main campus building located at the centre. The dormitories are throughout the woods, each representing a distinct element: Water, Fire, Earth, and Air.

The Water dorms are on an island across a lake from the main campus, accessible via a small bridge. These dorms are designed to resemble a waterfront village, with wooden cabins nestled among lush vegetation.

The Fire dorms are on the opposite side of the lake and are designed to reflect their elemental theme. The buildings are made of red brick and red mud in mountain-like structures, with lava pools around small volcanoes situated around the dorms- The volcanoes are child-friendly and safe.

The Earth dorms are in a different part of the forest, surrounded by trees, bushes and rock formations.

The foothill-like dorms are made from natural materials and are designed to blend seamlessly into the forest environment.

The Air dorms are located in a different area of the woods in tree houses and are designed to be light and airy with plenty of windows and balconies.

Overall, the school’s layout and natural surroundings encourage harmony and balance among the elements while letting students fully immerse themselves in the natural world while studying.







Sierra and Carly peppered Mr. Hornora with questions as I read through the pamphlet. Meanwhile, my mother smoked endlessly, staring into the distance through the haze she’d created.

Mr. Hornora directed his responses primarily at Carly due to my mother’s unwillingness to participate.

“A family has agreed to sponsor her and several others who can’t afford it,” he said in answer to Sierra’s question about how we’d afford this school.

“And it’s free to boot. Hell yeah, she’s going. What more is there to find out? She’s going to a school to live at, which will make things cheaper for us, and it’s free. It’s magical too, which is every child’s dream,” Mom spoke up, coughing again on some cigarette smoke.

“Funny that you can afford to smoke five cigarettes in one sitting, but your three daughters have to work themselves to the bone because you can’t make ends meet. All three look like they could use a good meal or two. They’re just skin and bone. Thankfully, your youngest will have at least meals three a day,” Mr. Hornora said, and my mouth dropped open as he stood up.

No one had ever said anything like that to Mom.

“Be at the bus stop for that time on the pamphlet, dear. I want to answer more questions, but all this smoke is making me feel sick. You’ll find out all you need to know on the pamphlets. We’ll see you next Wednesday night for the first night of school.”

“Wait, school doesn’t start until after Labour Day weekend,” Sierra said as he hurried to the kitchen door.

“Not in our world. It depends on the closest full moon to September. The one in September won’t be until later in September, so she goes in a few days for the August full moon,” he said, pausing at the door.

“But I thought the full moon was—” Carly began, but he interrupted her.

“It’s different from realm to realm. That’s why, often, there are at least two elements because it counts the moon’s positions in the other realms. She likely has Earth magic because she’s a Capricorn moon, but there is a chance she also has Air magic because she was born under an Air moon sign in our realm.”

Just as I was about to ask Mr. Hornora more questions, he abruptly left before I could finish, leaving me frustrated with both him and my mother.

I was upset because there were so many unanswered questions about this magical world that I was supposed to enter. I noticed the three of us were on the same page as I listened in on Carly and Sierra’s murmurs.

“The three of you get out. I need to make a phone call,” Mom said as she moved to the wall to pick up the phone receiver.

“Come on,” Carly said, but she was nodding to the living room where the crawlspace was.

The crawlspace was not created on purpose, but rather as a result of some past mishap. It was unclear when, but a large fire had burned through the living room wall.

My mother covered the unsightly damage with a large, dark green armchair. My sisters and I, on the other hand, discovered years ago that we could secretly observe our mother by going through the small hole leading to the kitchen.

Initially, the space was large enough for all three of us to stand in, but as we grew up, it became crowded.

They were probably thinking the same thing I was, expecting the phone call to be about my school. I quickly gathered all the pamphlets before my mother could throw them away, as she frequently did with my school-related items, before hurrying after my sisters, who had already moved the chair away from the wall and were about to crawl inside. I waited until both of them were inside before following suit.

Because we were growing up, the space was much tighter than the last time we used it. Sierra and Carly, were fifteen and sixteen-years-old, respectively. We were all teenagers who had outgrown the space, but I had a feeling this would be one of the last times we used it together. Things were bound to change after I started school.

Carly had drilled three tiny holes in the wall for us to peer through years ago, and I found mine by squeezing between my sisters. Mom sat at the table, twirling the black phone cord around her finger and speaking quietly.

“Yes, starting next Wednesday, my youngest won’t be around as much anymore,” she said and paused. “Don’t worry about it. Just make sure it’s there. Now that she will be out of the house. I can use it more.” She suddenly laughed. “Yes, well, I’m hoping it’s permanent, but what can I do—of course, I’m not serious, don’t be silly. Yes, I can meet you now.”

I had no idea what she was going to do, and it was clear that neither did my sisters. We exchanged glances as Mom hung up the phone and called to us that she was leaving and that we were on our own for dinner.

“The money I’ve earned is in my top dresser drawer,” I said as I turned to leave the crawlspace first, which was a bit of a struggle given how much I’d grown recently, but I squeezed away from them.

“Don’t give it to Mom until I’ve gone. I don’t know how I am going to get to the bus stop. It’s outside the nearest city and—”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll get you there,” Carly said from behind me. “And forget about the money. Take it with you.”

“I’ll leave half behind for Mom,” I answered. “She needs it, and I didn’t make anywhere near six hundred. It’s barely over three hundred.”

“Just take it all,” Sierra said. “Mom said she wouldn’t get you new clothes if you didn’t make enough, and you didn’t. Why shouldn’t you keep it? What are you getting out of all those hot days under the sun, gardening for people?”

When did you start caring? I wanted ask, but I decided against it.

I intended to leave half of the money to my sisters and the other half to my mother. Our mother needed the money more than I did if someone was sponsoring me to go to school. She had bills to pay and mouths to feed. So I dropped the subject for the time being.

I planned to go upstairs and read the remaining pamphlets. All I knew was that I was going to a school where I would be able to manipulate the elements. Sierra and Carly posed a few questions on my behalf, and while I had some answers, it wasn’t nearly enough.
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I jumped into the air, hoping to catch the ball, but it slipped through my fingers and landed with a thud on the sand. Jared darted past me, grabbed the ball, and ran toward the water before I could retrieve it.

I watched him go, confused by his sudden dash into the waves. A loud whistle pierced the air, followed by a stern shout from one of the female counsellors. Jared had tackled an older boy who was taking a swim.

It wasn’t the first time I’d noticed Jared’s rough and aggressive demeanour, frequently starting play fights or tackling people without warning. He’d accidentally burned me last summer, and I still didn’t know how he’d done it.

“Munce! Out of the water! Henson, over here now!” A deep male voice called out to us.

Brock, a tall and muscular counsellor with a dark complexion, waved his arm toward us when I turned around. I rubbed my brows, wondering what I could have done wrong.

I was innocently playing catch, but Jared’s roughhousing was always a cause for concern. Despite my frustration, I made my way over to Brock, already fearful of losing privileges if we got into trouble.

The camp’s dynamics changed as we approached our adolescence. We were no longer the little kids who required constant supervision but rather the ones in charge of the younger campers. This newfound freedom brought with it hours of fun but also a sense of responsibility.

Unfortunately, he went too far with his freedom. He was more reckless and wild than usual, and I had to talk him out of drinking with the older kids on several occasions.

Despite my warnings, he appeared to be unaware of the dangers of alcohol. It irritated me that many of the older campers experimenting with alcohol didn’t seem to understand the risks, even though I was well aware of the dangers.

After all, I’d grown up with parents who struggled with addiction. To me, alcohol was a genuine threat, not a forbidden adult delight to be sampled.

Jared would be fourteen in November, so I believed he felt he was old enough to try it. He was about to leave for some boarding school, and I’d heard stories about what went on at those kinds of schools.

“Michael didn’t do anything.” Jared was at my side quickly as I reached Brock.

Brock’s dark eyes twinkled in amusement as he grinned down at us.

“I know,” he responded “You’re not in trouble. There is a couple here to see you both. Something about a boarding school you’re about to attend, Jared? I guess Michael is a contender as well.”

I became even more confused as I stared at him while Jared went berserk by my side. Jared hugged me while excitedly shouting in my ear. Had he done this? We were close friends even though we only saw each other during the summers and sometimes on other holiday’s. We’d been friends since we first arrived at camp.

“Dude, Michael, you have no idea how much your life is about to change. I knew when I came to camp that there was a chance I’d meet another; it’s a camp for both, but for it to be you? Oh wow, I can’t believe this. What elements do you think you have?”

I looked at him, wishing someone would explain something to me that made sense. Brock appeared dumbfounded by Jared’s reaction, but the attractive female counsellor who reprimanded Jared earlier for tackling the boy now smiled at me, her blue eyes sparkling as she ran her fingers through her short, red chin-length hair.

“Go on up to the front office, Michael. You’ll understand everything,” she said, pointing toward the camp’s front office building.

I gave Jared another look before walking away. He followed and began listing his elements and explaining when each appeared sometime after his eleventh birthday. I cut him off just as he told me about setting fire to his parents’ curtains.

“Could you stop for a moment and tell me exactly what you’re talking about?” I asked.

“You’re a fae who has magical powers. You can control certain elements. For example, you likely can already control air since your moon sign is in Aquarius,” Jared glanced around to see if anyone was looking, but no one seemed to be.

His hands suddenly erupted into flames, which he quickly extinguished.

I stopped in my tracks to stare at him, and he continued speaking as if his hands weren’t just on fire!

“I can control earth and water too, but not as well as in the Fae Realm. It’s a bit watered down here. This is a camp for mortal and fae kids to interact.”

Shaking my head, wondering if I was hallucinating, I stared at his hands, still shocked.

“Try your air,” he suggested when I said nothing.

“How?” I asked, wondering if they were all playing some funny trick on me.

He held his hands out again, and flames erupted around them again.

“It’s instinct. Just push air from your hands. Eventually, you can use it all over, but most fae start with their hands.”

My instinct wasn’t to use air, though; it was to put the fire out, and while I had no idea how I did it, the next thing I knew, I was pushing water onto his hands to put his flames out.

Jared laughed as he watched me. “Or use water. Either or is good. Wow, that’s not even your dominant element. Is this the first time you’ve done it, Michael?”

“Explain,” I said instead.

Jared’s laughter subsided as he explained the complexities of the mirror realms. 

He explained there were four in total, with the Mortal Realm being one of them. He came from a magical realm where the inhabitants could control one to four elements.

He briefly mentioned the other two realms, the Dark Magic Wielder Realm and the Shapeshifter Realm, promising to go into more detail later.

He eventually returned to the Fae Realm, telling fascinating stories about its inhabitants and their abilities. I was captivated by what he was saying and listened intently.

“More and more people are getting more elements than they used to. It’s a rarity to have just one anymore, and we think it’s because the Mortal Realm and Fae Realms are connected. We were once connected to the Shapeshifter Realm, and now we have some shapeshifters, but if we open the realm portals permanently like the Mortal and Fae ones, we’ll get more shapeshifters. People with only one element and no secondary power are considered the lowest in our society. The school is becoming like that, too. It’s survival of the fittest there.”

“Meaning? What have you signed me up for, Jared?” I asked.

“Hey, this has nothing to do with me. Dad works in the Mortal Departments. He’s the one who helps fund this camp, Michael. Several of my grandfather’s buddies and Grandpa made this camp so mortals and fae could interact. With more mortals getting fae powers, they figured this was needed.”

“Is that smart?” I asked. “What about the little kids?”

I wanted to remain in denial mainly because it was too good to be true, but I’d conjured water out of nowhere to put the fire out on my friend’s hands. 

Ever since I’d done it, I was sure I could feel the power radiating through me. Had it always been there?

“There’s a spell that makes you forget,” he said. “I’ve told you and several others more times than you can imagine, but if you don’t know about the Fae Realm, you’ll forget once you go to sleep.”

“I won’t forget this conversation, will I?” I asked, not wanting to forget now that I’d seen myself do frigging magic!

“No. You’re about to go meet some people so they can explain it. I’m probably coming along for moral support because many mortals don’t believe it at first,” he replied, putting an arm around my shoulders.

“I wouldn’t have until I saw myself make water out of thin air. What else can I do?” I held up my hand, focusing on trying to use air, and I jumped as I pushed a bunch of air into his face. He laughed, too, as he pulled away and seemed to block it.

“Wait, so is that why the camps dorms are named after the elements?” I asked, glancing back toward our dorms, which were in Water Territory.

We’d both been drawn from a hat for Water Territory when we were seven-years-old, the minimum age for children to stay overnight. The camp was for children even younger, but they were dismissed at four o’clock every day.

I’d won a free spot in my town’s colouring contest when I was five-years-old, and I’d worked hard to earn a place there every summer since.

If a camper excelled and earned points in the top ten every year, they were guaranteed a free spot the following year.

Anything was better than spending an entire summer with my parents, and I worked hard to earn a spot ever since I was six when I learned I could stay overnight once I turned seven.

My parents threatened me yearly to ensure I got a spot, but I didn’t need them to motivate me. Even when I was a little kid, getting out of our tiny, rundown, musty, and stinky house was enough of an incentive.

“Everything is kind of copied from the school, Michael,” Jared said. “Even the dorm placements. Both Fire and Water are near the water at the school like it is here, and the Earth dorms are made from hills, and the Air dorms are in tree houses, too, I think. There are mortal counsellors here who know nothing about it. I suspect Brock was one. Our world wants a good relationship with the mortals, especially since more like you are coming to our world. It’s cool when you think about it.”

I agreed with him. If accepted, I would be away from my parents yearly, and camp lasted until kids were eighteen. I would never be forced to go back home if I didn’t want to.
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The couple turned out to be fae, and they must have known Jared’s parents because they reminisced with him before getting to their point. They wanted to pay for my tuition for the next seven years or until I could afford it alone.

We met in a small office with a tiny brown desk and two chairs. They were standing behind the desk, holding a folder containing a photograph of me that I didn’t recognize but had been taken over the summer at camp.

They introduced themselves as Richard and Barbara Hoofer. Mr. Hoofer had distinguished greying brown hair, and Mrs. Hoofer had her greying brown hair clipped back into a neat bun. They were both dressed elegantly, and I wondered how they stayed cool in the mid-July heat.

It was difficult to tell their exact ages, but they appeared to be in their late forties or early fifties.

“But why would you do this for me?” I asked.

Mr. Hoofer grinned at me before answering.

“We like to offer children a chance to go, Michael. Our world has a sponsorship program for those who want to help children who can’t afford tuition. Dozens of families sign up to sponsor children from both realms. We were lucky enough to meet you first. We haven’t had the chance with the others. The school has gone forward with your acceptance since we feel it’s best for you. Your parents accepted anyway, too quickly for our liking, so we just came here to introduce ourselves, and to let you know you have a place there next week.”

“But it’s August. I thought school started after Labour Day.” I said with confusion.

It was just the middle of the month. I hoped she meant the last day of August and not the first.

Mrs. Hoofer quickly explain why it was next week before continuing, “I’ll have to recheck the day when the full moon is, but we’ll send you all the necessary information,  Michael. You’ll go to Jared’s first, and you two will board a bus from there.”

“But why does it start at thirteen?” I asked. “By what Jared was showing me, he has been doing magic for years, and he is just starting now.”

“You start getting your powers at eleven after a full moon, but most kids don’t have all their powers emerge until closer to their fourteenth birthday. So we start them at thirteen instead,” Mrs. Hoofer told me. “One of our sponsors accidentally flooded her school bathroom with water and earth magic when hers emerged after a full moon, last September. We think her powers emerged after her twelfth birthday and something happened to upset her for that to happen.”

“Isn’t there anything I need? Like school books?” I asked.

I hoped the tuition would cover those, at least. My parents wouldn’t pay for them. They were happy to get rid of me.

I didn’t know what the Dark Magic Wielder Realm was, but something told me they weren’t friendly.

It was likely the fact that they practised dark magic! I was sure my parents wouldn’t care if it was they who were inviting me to stay away. As long as they got rid of me, they could drink in peace.

“The school will provide all that for you in every class,” Mrs. Hoofer said. “Now, it’s up to you, but we’ve been permitted to sign you both out for the day. We thought you’d like to meet our son, who is also starting this year.”

“Sure,” Jared said enthusiastically before I could respond. “I want to know as many people as I can. I’ve heard about your backyard and pool. You have hidden garden areas in your backyard and an indoor beach room, too, Dad says.”

The Hoofers exchanged a quick look before bursting into laughter. I felt relief wash over me, grateful Jared’s bluntness did not offend them.

“I know this may seem strange, but trust me, you can do this. Follow us through the portal,” Mr. Hoofer told me before he turned to the wall behind him.

He looked like he would walk straight into it, but he disappeared with a blue light emitting around him when he walked into the wall.

“Go on, follow boys. It will take us straight into our backyard.” Mrs. Hoofer said as she beckoned us to go.

Jared nodded, and I stumbled as I approached the portal. I had no idea what would happen and hesitated briefly before entering, which proved a mistake.

Jared shoved me hard in that moment of hesitation, causing me to lose my balance and fall forward. Instead of hitting the wall, I landed next to a pond with a tall waterfall, where several people were swimming.

“Ben, this is Michael,” Mr. Hoofer said just as Jared suddenly landed on top of me, and I yelped as he stood on my back.

“Get off!” With a blast of air, I pushed him off me hard, and he flew over the pond’s edge before falling into the water with a splash.

“Dude, you should totally go to Fight Club,” an older boy said as Jared got out of the water, sputtering and laughing.

“Well, you kids have fun,” Mrs. Hoofer said, and the two adults walked off without explaining how I got there or where I was.

I got to my feet and took in my surroundings. I could see the house’s intricate details, such as marble pillars and balconies on the second and third floors.

The gardens surrounding it were equally impressive, with perfectly trimmed hedges and flower beds in various shapes and colours. It was straight out of a fairy tale.

“Where are we?” I asked as I took it all in.

“My house,” Ben answered. “We’re in the backyard. Mom and Dad said you two might come over here. My friend Ellen, also from the Mortal Realm, will probably be here soon. She’ll want to meet you.”

“But how did I get here? Jared pushed me through the wall at camp, and now we are here,” I said.

“Sorry, dude, but now I know you’re a fae; I’m not going easy on you,” Jared told me and shot a vine at me to wrap around my arm, but I burnt it before he could.

I watched as the vine turned black, moving up to his hands, where he used water to stop it from burning his hands.

“How many elements do you each have?” Ben asked, and I thought I heard envy in his voice.

Why should he be envious? He had this massive mansion, and the grounds seemed to go on forever, and I had the impression there was still more to explore. I was still bewildered as to how I got here.

“I think I have three, but maybe four,” Jared said. “Fire, earth, and water for sure, but I think I used air back in camp to stop Michael.”

“I have air and water,” I said.

“And fire!” A sweet voice drew my attention. I turned to see a stunning girl my age, with long, blonde hair and piercing green eyes, towering over me.

I’d had a lot of crushes on girls before, but nothing like this. She sparked an emotion in me that I had never felt before.

Her beauty drew me in, and her presence made me feel something I couldn’t quite put into words. I couldn’t take my eyes off her and wasn’t sure what to think.

“Who are you?” I blurted, trying hard not to be so apparent I liked her.

“That’s just Ellen,” Ben said, glancing at her dismissively as if there was nothing special about her.

“You’re pretty,” I told her, and she grinned, making my heart beat faster.

“Thank you,” she responded. “You’re kind of cute, too. Are you two here to brighten things up? Ben has been such a whiny bore. Hank and Stan are gone until next week. All Brianne and Hilda care about is practising for cheerleading, and no one I know from the Mortal Realm is going to Foothills. My little brothers are getting on my nerves. I hate being the only girl. I can’t wait to go to Foothills.”

“Would you like some cheese to go with that wine?” Jared teased her. “Maybe you’re projecting on Ben.”

“I’m not whining. Who do you think you are?” Ellen demanded, frowning, before she burst into laughter. “I’m kidding. I know I’m whining, but you two have no idea. Your camp is probably co-ed.”

I watched her with a mixture of amusement and fascination. Her upbeat personality made me want to spend more time with her.

It was difficult not to feel drawn to her as I observed her. It was both thrilling and terrifying. I wanted to be her friend, maybe more, but the thought made me nervous and insecure.

I’d never had a girlfriend before, though I had gone on dates with girls to dances. None had been as pretty as her, and the prospect of pursuing someone as beautiful and confident as she seemed impossible. But at that moment, I didn’t care. So much had changed, and I felt as if I were in a dream, one I didn’t want to end.
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We didn’t have a car, and I doubted Mom would have driven me to the bus stop even if we did. She wasn’t even there when I was supposed to leave.

When I woke up on the first day of school, I discovered a farewell note from her, advising me not to cause any problems and not to expect her to attend parent nights at school.

I know more about it than you might think, and you’ll be fine. Don’t come back until Christmas, and don’t expect me to come get you. Find your own way home. My responsibilities for you end today.

“Do you think she knows more about magic than she’s letting on?” I asked as I read through the letter again while we waited for Carly’s ex-boyfriend to come pick us up.

“I think it has to do with your dad,” Sierra said. “You must know by now we have different dads,” but I shook my head feeling shocked, and she shrugged and continued. “Well, she says he’s dead, but I’ve always thought that was a lie because Carly and I saw him walk off. Now I think he’s still alive, and maybe he’s in your world. She didn’t seem too surprised to learn you’re magical, did she?” She added to Carly, who nodded.

“Even for her, she didn’t seem too shocked to learn magic is real, or that her daughter can do it. It doesn’t surprise me she’s excited to get rid of one of us, especially you, but she was way too calm,” Carly answered, looking thoughtful. “But it doesn’t mean he isn’t dead. I mean, she told us that a year after he left, and she had us make that stone garden in the backyard for him, so who knows?”

We couldn’t continue talking because Clint, Carly’s ex, arrived in his dilapidated light blue Chevrolet Chevette from the mid-eighties. He’d bought it for himself shortly after turning sixteen.

Despite breaking up with him at the start of the summer due to her hectic work schedule, Carly remained in love with Clint. They’d been dating for almost two years before that. Although they remained friends, I could tell she missed him terribly.

Except for some gossip from their school, no one spoke much during our journey to the city.

Carly directed Clint to a bus stop outside a town near Toronto for my school, but she said nothing else. I could see the many tall buildings from where we stood. I’d only been to Toronto once, for a field trip to the Zoo, and then to visit Ontario Place.

I couldn’t answer many of his questions on the way because I didn’t know myself, and there were some things I couldn’t say. I almost expected them to leave once we arrived at the bus stop, but they stayed with me.

A dozen kids my age and older gathered near an empty field to wait for the bus. My sisters and Clint stayed because several parents were also present.

I positioned myself near the road, hoping to be the first to board the bus. Unfortunately, when the bus arrived, the older kids rushed toward it, making it difficult for me to board.

The bus appeared to be a standard yellow school bus, with nothing unusual about it. 

Clint looked at the bus, but despite the school’s name, which included the words “fae” and “magic” written on the side, he didn’t notice anything suspicious about it.

I dragged my worn-out red luggage on wheels to the bus stop. I was among the last to board. However, a girl with long, straight black hair flowing down her back and dark blue eyes that sparkled with excitement hollered at me to sit with her.

Her voice was so loud I was almost embarrassed. After stowing my luggage in an overhead compartment designed to accommodate everyone’s luggage, I hurried to sit beside her.

“Hi, I’m Rachel,” she greeted me with a friendly smile as soon as I sat down. “How many elements do you have?” she asked.

She bombarded me with questions, asking how many elements I possessed and what kind of magic I could do. Her energy was contagious, and I was eager to answer her questions.

I barely had the chance to wave goodbye to my sisters and Clint, who was on the other side of the road, as the bus rumbled to life. I wondered if they’d miss me or be relieved to have one less person in the house. They’d been talking about how much better their lives would be without me all week.

I couldn’t figure out why my sisters despised me so much, but I suspected it was because our mother was frequently harsh with us, and they needed someone to bear the brunt of her wrath.

Since I was a little girl, I’d wondered if that was why they’d turn on me after Mom scolded them, especially Sierra. When my mother picked on me, they would band together to help her.

They could sometimes be sweet to me, so I often assumed it was self-preservation on their part.

But then again, I could be unlikable. Rachel didn’t seem pleased with my answers and soon tuned me out. She just stared out the window, and I followed suit, trying to concentrate on what my elements might be.

Fortunately, the bus ride was only about an hour long. We stopped a few times to pick up more students until the bus was full.

Then, as we drove down a country road, we came across a massive farmhouse and were suddenly surrounded by blue light. I was in awe as I took in my surroundings. We were now driving up a dirt road lined with trees and dozens of yellow buses parked around the school.

As I stepped off the bus, I was taken aback by the sight of the three-story school in front of me. It was grand and imposing, with pristine white walls that gleamed in the late afternoon sun. The grounds were vast and expansive, surrounded by dense trees that added to the atmosphere of mystery and enchantment.

A nearby commotion interrupted my thoughts as I took it all in.

Rachel had rushed ahead of the crowd, elbowing her way past some other students, eager to be at the front. I watched, annoyed and embarrassed, as she grabbed a boy’s arm and begged him to protect her from the “weirdo girl she sat with on the bus.”

She returned my stare and burst out laughing.

I sighed, a pang of discomfort in my stomach at her words, but before I could overthink it, a tall, blonde girl, who’d arrived from another bus collided with me.

I instinctively reached out to steady her as she stumbled slightly. She gave me an apologetic smile before yelling at the older boy, who shoved her and introducing herself as Ellen.

I had no idea where to go or what to do. Although the school appeared to be no different from any other high school, something about it felt foreign and unfamiliar. I took a deep breath and tried to centre myself.

Ellen’s words came out in a rush, her enthusiasm evident.

“I think boys are just naturally immature, no matter how old they get. It’s a shame we can’t have a girls-only school, but then again, where would we find cute boys to talk to? Maybe they could have their own separate area away from us.”

I was hoping that my shyness wouldn’t put her off. In the past, my quietness either turned people off or made them think I was strange. Rachel had undoubtedly done so. I smiled and introduced myself, not knowing what to say.

Ellen kept talking, and I appreciated it because it relieved some of my stress. Ellen prattled on about her younger brother, Timmy, a ten-year-old pest, as we made our way to the school’s entrance. 

I sympathized with her, adding that sisters were no better. After all, I didn’t get along with mine.

“I think that’s true for most siblings, but I don’t know. I think I’d rather have my new baby sister be older to fight with than a brother, but then again, she’d probably steal my clothes. Well, unless she’s a tomboy like you,” she added, taking in my clothes, and I felt my cheeks warm up.

“I usually wear both my sister’s hand-me-downs, but I haven’t worn much girly stuff since I was little,” I said. “I wear what they see as in style, and they don’t wear dresses.”

“That’s cool, but do you mind me asking why? Don’t get me wrong; I don’t care what people wear. There were a lot of tomboys at my old school, but you look different from them. Like you don’t take care of yourself,” Her gaze was drawn to my hair as she spoke, which I had brushed earlier, but it was still damp from a rain and wind storm we’d encountered at a rest stop, leaving it frizzy and tangled.

I’d washed my hair that morning, so I couldn’t figure out what she was talking about.

This, however, was not the first time someone remarked on my appearance. There were other girls at my previous school who wore baggy clothes, but no one noticed or bullied them because of their clothing—only me.

There seemed to be something about me or how I dressed which made me stand out, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

I stopped wearing dresses because my sisters stopped wearing them, and I eventually stopped caring about my clothes because they were hand-me-downs, and nobody liked me at school. I explained all this to Ellen, who listened with a slight frown.

Most days, I didn’t give much thought to my outfit and wore whatever was clean. My mother frequently complained that my clothes didn’t match, which could explain why people commented on my appearance.

Furthermore, my sisters were older and preferred baggy clothing because their favourite characters on a TV show wore their style, so most of my clothes were too big for me. I didn’t bother looking for clothes that fit me because I assumed the kids at school would still judge me no matter what I wore.

I didn’t understand why no one ever judged Sierra or Carly for wearing the clothes, but they did with me. Not only that, but my sisters also judged me for it. It made no sense to me.

Even at a magic school, I expected everyone to judge me based on my appearance. Sierra had teased me during the week that they would, so I tried to match my blue jean shorts and wrinkled, baggy blue t-shirt, but I didn’t look as polished as Ellen.

Her outfit consisted of a knee-length white frilly skirt paired with a pink thin-strapped tank top, and her honey-blond hair was styled into a neat bun adorned with several white butterfly clips. Long strands of hair hung around her face.

A girl with dark curly hair caught my eye near where we stood. She might have been a tomboy, but it wasn’t easy to tell because girls dressed in various styles.

Regardless of her baggy clothes, she looked as put together as my sisters usually did. Her hair was sleek and straight, and her clothing was wrinkle-free. She was gorgeous, and I noticed a boy flirting with her.

In contrast, I felt self-conscious about my physical appearance. The humidity had wreaked havoc on my hair, which looked frizzy and unkempt.

I had a dark stain on my shirt, though I hoped the dark blue would distract from it. To make matters worse, my white shoes were secondhand and showed signs of wear. Compared to the girl with dark hair, I didn’t appear to care about myself.

I’d rushed through the laundry, resulting in wrinkled clothes. I still needed to finish some odd jobs, so I immediately stuffed everything into the dryer, hoping for the best. Unfortunately, the outcome was not what I had hoped for.

I silently wished I could look as good as Ellen or the other girl, but I lacked the confidence to experiment with a new style, even if I had the means to do so, which I admitted to Ellen.

As I spoke, the frown remained on her face, and I was worried I’d said something weird. Perhaps she thought I was too strange to be her friend and would soon stop speaking with me. Her effortless beauty and charm made her seem like a high school movie character.

“You seem like you have low self-esteem, that’s all,” she finally said. “I can help you, you know. Maybe we’ll be in the same dorm. Ben said we could choose if we are in the same territory. We can be friends either way, but we should stick together. We’re both from the Mortal Realm, and even though the Hoofers have said no one cares about that here, I’ve seen plenty of movies and read plenty of books. There is always some prejudice of some kind. Ben and his family said it happens with the elements.”

“I don’t know if we should-” I began tentatively, watching as Ellen’s face fell at the mere suggestion of doubt.

Quickly, I continued before she could interrupt. “I’ve never been one of the popular girls, you know? I worry we won’t be friends for long because you’ll find someone more interesting or fashionable to hang out with.”

“I’m not like that,” Ellen said sharply, sounding almost offended.

I braced myself for her to pull away or make an excuse to leave, but instead, she looped her arm into mine as we climbed the steps.

“We mortals should stick together,” she continued. “Clothes don’t matter to me. I was just making an observation because you seem almost sad, like you don’t want to take care of yourself, and maybe speaking up was rude. I’m not trying to make you feel self-conscious; I am sorry if I offended you. But I’m your girl if you want to try something new or need fashion advice. I keep up with the latest trends in both worlds.”

I couldn’t believe how quickly she’d taken to me, and the thought that she could be so loyal to a stranger made me wonder what I’d done to deserve it. Though I would eventually discover the truth, I would still question why Ellen chose me to be her best friend for years to come.

At that moment, I was confused by her eagerness to speak with me, and I doubted she would remain my friend. Rachel, after all, hadn’t wanted to talk to me for long.

“Where do you think you will be? I can tell you have air; you are kind of pushing it at me, but what else do you think you have? Is air your moon sign?” She asked.

We found ourselves in a spacious lobby bustling with activity. Senior students were directing the newbies, like us, to the hallway on the right.

I turned to Ellen, “I have earth too. It’s my moon sign, but what do you mean by air? How am I doing it?”

“Just relax. I think you put up a defence because I’m holding your arm. You’re not used to this, are you? I can let go if you want,” she said, her voice filled with concern.

But I forced myself to calm down. As I relaxed, I realized I could control my powers almost instinctively. Ellen’s presence calmed me down, which was unusual because I was usually shy around new people.

Nonetheless, I was relieved to have her by my side, particularly in this intimidating situation. As we moved down the corridor, I wondered where I would end up because I had multiple elements.

The student body was supposed to vote on our strengths, but I was stumped. Until then, I thought I only had earth and possibly water or air as elemental powers. Having multiple powers wasn’t uncommon, but I was still worried.

The pamphlets warned that one elementals were often looked down upon in the Fae Realm. Ellen was correct when she stated that there would be prejudice here.

My sisters had teased me, saying I’d be the lowest-ranking student, even in the magical school. I didn’t want to be one of those people who judged others, but I also didn’t want to be judged. For me, it was a lifelong struggle.

While some objected to the idea, they believed that two elements were preferable to one.

The third and fourth elementals were considered elite, and many of them were powerful.

Personally, I thought having control over the earth was cool enough, and I was thankful for the addition of a second element. After all, we were a larger group, so the stigma wasn’t as strong for us.

Curiosity getting the better of me, I asked Ellen, “What do you think your dominant element is?” I could easily see her as a fire elemental.

“I don’t know. I have earth, air and water for sure, but I’m not sure about fire. I won’t be too disappointed if I don’t have it. ”

“I’m glad to be here at all. I’d be happy to just have earth,” I responded.

“You should try to be in Air Territory. I heard they live in tree houses. I don’t know how it works, except people vote, but just try to make your air the best. Then we can be together. Barry said we can choose to be roommates with who we want as long as we behave. You know, don’t be messy, don’t be loud after curfew. Then we can really get to know each other,” she said.

“I’ll try, but what if we can’t be roommates?” I asked. “What if I’m in Earth Territory because it’s my dominant?”

“Mrs. Hoofer told me it doesn’t matter, and I sat with this annoying girl on the bus named Tara. She’s a know-it-all, like Ben, and she was saying the same thing. She’s from here but with divorced parents. Her father prefers the Mortal Realm, and she lives with him a lot of time, so she knows a lot about this world. Anyway, they said most of the time, it doesn’t have to be your dominant element. It depends on the element you perform best and the Head Students of the dorms. Barry said there are four boys and four girls from SS Year Two and Three who look after our dorms and the first four years, and they all get final votes if there is a tie,” she told me. “It really depends on how well you do with each element.”

“But what if there is a tie between the eight?” I asked.

“I think the dorm teacher puts their final input in, but surprisingly, it doesn’t happen often. They’re usually united,” Ellen said. “Mr. Hornora didn’t tell us anything about it, did he? I don’t remember if the Hoofers did.”

I shook my head.

As we approached the open double doors, I felt a surge of excitement within me. The room beyond was dark, but the atmosphere changed as we followed a group of older girls inside.
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It was like entering another world, complete with stars and a moon that looked so real it took my breath away. The air was warm, like a summer night, but without the humidity. I felt as if I’d been transported to a beach as I inhaled the scent of damp sand.

Ellen’s poke in the ribs was unnecessary. The ‘lake’ could be seen on the left side of the room. It wasn’t as large as the beaches along the lake in my hometown, but it was still impressive. At least ten of our town’s massive pools could be horizontally assembled in the water area.

As we stood there, more students our age joined us, all looking around in confusion and awe. It was difficult not to be awestruck by the magical room before us.

The room defied physics, appearing far more extensive than the school grounds outside. It wasn’t easy to understand how everything worked.

“It’s a portal,” a boy said from behind me when a sandy-haired boy asked what we were all likely wondering. “We’re in a portal room that holds all this. It’s always nighttime here. They have another one around here somewhere that is always daytime.”

“Why can’t this one do both?” Ellen asked, and we turned to look at him. “Yours is like that, Ben.”

“I dunno. Maybe it’s too advanced for even them?” He said, shrugging. “Never thought to ask Barry, but I think that’s probably it,” and he glanced up at the ceiling with a frown.

“That’s exactly what it is!” A girl taller than Ellen and Ben with chin-length black hair and brown eyes beside him said.

“Didn’t you just tell me your family grew up in this world, Ben, and you don’t know? I’ve been asking questions since I was little. I wanted to know everything about this school.”

“I asked a lot. I just never thought to ask that,” Ben said, sounding defensive. “You can ask as many questions as you want, but you’ll still be finding out new stuff here. So leave me alone, Tara. Plus, Barry said he didn’t tell us everything before we got on the bus this morning. He wanted us to be surprised.”

“Whatever,” Tara said with a shrug. “I bet you only have one element. I know I have at least three. I bet you only have one as well,” she added, suddenly eyeing me with dislike. “I’m surprised they let you into this school. You don’t even look powerful.”

A girl with long, light brown curly hair snickered and pointed at me.

“Look at her hair! It looks like she hasn’t brushed it in a week! She’ll be one of those people with weak powers. You know they have special classes for some one elementals here,” she said.

I stiffened up, dreading becoming a target once more. I hoped Tara and Lydia—as Tara called her seconds later, to tell her to keep her voice down—who were quick to judge and belittle others, wouldn’t influence Ellen.

As I feared, the girls continued their taunts until a boy spoke up in my defence, effectively silencing them.

“God, we’ve barely been here for ten minutes, and you two are already starting on her? I hope whatever dormitory I’m in, it’s nowhere near yours,” he said with an edge in his voice.

The dark-haired, dark-eyed boy turned to me.

“I’m Jared,” he said, holding a hand for me to shake. “Ignore them, especially Tara. They bother anyone they believe is weak; you don’t want to appear weak here. Believe me.”

“I don’t care, anyway. I have two powers at least,” I said, not knowing where my confidence came from, except perhaps it was from Ellen.

Usually, I’d be staring down at my feet in shame while people ganged up on me. Sometimes people came to my defence, but I still couldn’t say much.

“At least we have powers. A lot of people don’t,” I continued, trying hard not to show how intimidated and embarrassed I felt.

“Only from the Mortal Realm,” Tara said with a shrug. “I mean, I’m from there, but it’s not common here. Few mortals live in our world unless they’re significant to someone here. Your two powers will be weak, though.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. She used air against me without even meaning to, and it was strong for an accident,” Ellen said. “I felt your accidental magic on me when we came through the portal to Foothills, and it was barely anything. It was two drops.”

“It was water, though,” Tara said.

“Yeah, and it was just a couple of drops!” Ellen retorted.

“Alright, enough fighting,” someone suddenly said, and I looked up to see an older boy who looked similar to Ben, but it was hard to tell in the moonlight.

He was tall and about seventeen or eighteen. The way Ben was beaming up at him told me it was his older brother or some relative.

“Come on, kids,” another boy, a little shorter with light brown hair, said, joining him. He was too old, but I thought he was cute, especially with his wavy hair falling onto his pale forehead.

“We need you closer to the bleachers between the forest and the beach. It’s almost time to show off your powers. Hope you can put on a good show for us, but we can’t expect much from them, can we, Barry? I don’t think any JS Year One class can be as good as ours.”

“I have to agree. I mean, my brother is part of this class,” Barry said.

“Hey,” Ben said in protest.

Older students beckoned to those who appeared to be our age. Ellen and I stayed together, taking in the scenery.

The pamphlet stated that we should expect at least two hundred students per class, and as I looked around, it was obvious there were many of us. Even though there were about fifteen hundred people in the room, there was still enough space to stand apart comfortably.

Some boys were splashing around in the water until a teacher blew a whistle and told them to stop.

As we stood together, lights from an unknown source illuminated the area, but not so brightly that they obscured the starry night sky, but just bright enough to improve visibility. As the lights came on, the chatter from the bleachers died away.

I returned my gaze to the water, where the gentle lapping against the sand could be heard. We were standing on soil, but beach sand was just a few feet away. I felt like I was truly at a beach because the water reflected the moon and stars.

Magic created the light breeze, the damp sand smell, and the peaceful atmosphere. What it could do was genuinely impressive, and I realized then that I had only seen a fraction of what was possible.

When Mr. Hornora called our attention, I turned away from the water.

“Welcome Junior Scholar Year Ones to the Foothills Academy Elemental School of Magic. I am the Headmaster of this school. My name is Mr. Hornora,” he began in a loud, booming voice and Ellen grabbed my right hand.

“Each of you will come forward to show us your powers in a moment,” he continued. “If you have one element, you’ll live in whichever dorm coincides with that element. Anyone with two or more, the students will vote on where they believe you’d thrive best. If there is a tie among your schoolmates, the Head Students of each territory will get the final vote. If there is still a tie, the dorm teacher from each territory will tell us each why they think they should get the student, and I’ll make the ultimate choice. Don’t worry,” he added in a soft, kind voice now, he looked around the portal room, smiling at everyone before his eyes rested on us again.

“Your powers are all instinct,” he continued, pacing. “They’ll be at their highest because of the full moon. The magic is already here, and it’s the first night back, which gives it more significance. In a moment, you may feel the rest of your elements come in. Sometimes they might come in later until your fourteenth birthday, and even if they do, you will not change territories. Until you graduate, wherever you are sent to, is your territory. You may not know exactly what powers you have immediately, but when you perform, you’ll know. We want you to show us each of your powers, and if you have two or more elements, I want you to show us a combination of them working together. It will help us decide where you belong.”

I agreed with Carly when she had asked how performing like this was supposed to boost our self-esteem. Mr. Hornora had told us in the Fae Realm, we needed to toughen up at a young age.

The brochure made it clear that there would be no coddling in the Fae Realm, and it promised that I would embark on a journey and discover its unique differences from the Mortal Realm. Unless a fight got out of hand, the teachers rarely intervened.

This was the first of many performances I would have to endure, and it was difficult not to be nervous. But if I wanted to be a part of this world, I had to overcome my fear.

A warm breeze blew around me and the others as my thoughts wandered. It was an odd sensation, and my hair whipped around my head, making it even messier. After a few minutes, the wind died down, and I attempted to fix my hair with my free hand.

“Most of you should have more than one element. That spell lets you know if you have more than you realize. If you felt it, it was a good thing. It is officially six in the evening. It is time for you to come forward and show us your powers. I’ll call you forward one by one. Now, it’s not in alphabetical order as some of you may be used to, but in order of when you returned your acceptance. Crets Tara, please come forward.”

Tara, who was only a few yards away, let out a terrified squeak before going to where an elderly female teacher was directing her. Under the moonlight and overhead lights, she stood in the centre of a perfectly drawn black circle etched into the sand, nervous and determined.

She stood motionless for a brief moment before unleashing a powerful gust of wind, much colder and more robust than the gentle breeze we had just experienced. The wind abruptly stopped, and she sent a bubble of water several feet into the air before letting it fall back into the lake. She concluded her performance by growing some yellow daffodils.

As Tara finished, the audience applauded politely. Mr. Hornora told her to combine the elements, but she seemed unsure at first.

I felt for her. I wouldn’t know where to start either. I originally hoped they would go alphabetically by last name because mine was Bregford, but now I felt relieved they didn’t.

While I did not condone cheating, I was open to borrowing ideas from others, and then putting my own creative spin on them to make them unique.

Tara finished her performance by watering a small garden she grew, and making the small assortment of flowers blow with her wind. Despite her impressive display of magic, she received only lukewarm applause, which I thought was unfair. She deserved more credit.

Mr. Hornoras voice boomed over the crowd, “It’s time to vote! A fae with three elements! We expect great things from you, young lady!”

At first, I did not understand the voting process, but I soon noticed everyone around us was using small square screens.

Mr. Hornora had one, too. There was a hushed murmur as people cast their votes.

“Your schoolmates have spoken! You are in the Air Territory! Go stand with your head students, please. Show young Miss. Crets who you are!” Mr. Hornora announced.

Tara approached a group of eight older students who were waving near the bleachers.

As I watched her walk away, I felt relieved that I wouldn’t have to share a dorm with her if I didn’t want to.

Ellen whispered to me, “We may need to rethink this whole air thing. Maybe I have fire.” I nodded in agreement, grateful Ellen felt the same way.

Ben was the next to go, and he possessed all four elements. After demonstrating how powerful all four were, the audience erupted in thunderous applause.

When he combined his abilities, he created a stunning miniature backyard complete with a tiny fire pit emitting a soft, glowing light.

A gentle breeze rustled through the leaves of a small tree, and a cascading waterfall glistened in a small pond.

The applause he received was deafening; even teachers who had barely acknowledged Tara’s performance were now loudly cheering for Ben.

I didn’t want to steal Ben’s idea, so I devised my own. I enjoyed visiting a stream near my house in a forested area. It was surrounded by stunning purple and white wildflowers, and I knew I could recreate its beauty with my earth element.

I wasn’t sure if I could control the other elements, but I was excited to put my abilities into practice and see what I could come up with.

When they sent Ben to Earth Territories, he let out a whoop, and I smiled, happy for him that he got placed where he wanted to be.

As each student demonstrated their abilities, I felt sorry for those who only had one element. They received little applause, and Mr. Hornoras enthusiasm faded. They weren’t much nicer to those who had two elements.

Rachel’s weak combination of fire and earth resulted in such a negative reaction some students even fought over which territory she should be assigned.

The teachers stood back for a few minutes, letting it escalate before intervening and assigning her to the Fire Territory.

I didn’t understand the hostility toward her; her abilities were impressive, as evidenced by the miniature sword she had created with her flames.

Many students followed Ben’s lead and made gardens of their own, but each was unique in its own way. I didn’t worry too much about making a stream with a waterfall because it would be different from the others. Ellen hugged me before I made my way over to the circle when it was finally my turn.

Taking on the challenge with fervour, I called upon my air powers and summoned a powerful gust that whipped towards the water. With a graceful surge, it retreated, leaving a massive wave in its wake as it crashed back towards us.

The water splashed up in a frenzy, drenching the Air students and leaving them wide-eyed and amazed. My control had been stronger than I intended, but it seemed to impress the audience nonetheless. It was now time to reveal my earth abilities to Ellen.

Closing my eyes and focusing my energy, I imagined a small sapling sprouting from the ground in front of me. A surge of power rushed through me as I extended my hand, and the tiny plant grew taller and taller, sprouting leaves as it reached just below my height. While not particularly impressive in my opinion, it was a good start.

Next, I put my water manipulation skills to the test. With a flick of my wrist, I directed a powerful jet from my hand, aiming nowhere in particular. 

To my surprise, Ben had stepped into its path and was soon drenched and sputtering as he collapsed with a loud shout.

Laughter erupted all around me, but I quickly stopped it and apologized to him. With a sly grin on my face, I couldn’t help wonder if I also possessed the ability to control fire. 

Turning towards the fire pit, I focused my energy on the logs, willing them to ignite. It felt like a long shot, but to my amazement, flickers of flame danced across the surface of the wood.

As the fire took hold and grew brighter and hotter with each passing moment, I could only stare in disbelief at what I had accomplished.

I couldn’t believe it—my flames were small, but I managed to summon all four elements! Despite the fact that my tree was slowly fading and the wind had stopped blowing, I was the only one who had managed to keep their magic alive for the longest. Even Ben’s vanished almost instantly.

As I finally averted my gaze from the hypnotic flames, a chorus of applause erupted from the crowd, welcoming me back to reality.

A palpable sense of excitement and wonder hung in the air, permeating every corner of the audience. However, two figures stood out from the rest, their lack of enthusiasm impossible to miss.

Tara remained conspicuously silent, while Lydia, whose element was air, expressed her disapproval by booing loudly. Undeterred by their lack of support, I summoned all my determination and focused on Mr. Hornora’s request to demonstrate my elemental abilities.

With closed eyes, I conjured up a vivid image in my mind—a serene stream with a majestic waterfall cascading into it, surrounded by fields of white and purple wildflowers swaying in the breeze. As I concentrated, I willed the ground to sprout grass and attempted to pull up some rocks, but only managed to extract one.

Despite this setback, I persevered and directed my energy towards the water. With a burst of power, I created a large bubble that burst into the stream and connected it to the nearby ocean.

The scene came together in miniature form before me as I saw Ben break away from the group of Earth elementals to get a closer look. Annoyance furrowed his brow, adding intensity to his already stern expression. My creation was more elaborate than Ben’s—featuring small bushes on one side and a winding path on the other.

I added more wildflowers and tall grass near the stream’s edge and even fashioned twinkling lights above it. Nearby, I crafted a miniature fire pit with flickering flames. The most astonishing part was that I could perform all these feats without even utilizing my elements.

Using vines to string lights around the bushes and charming a mud fountain to produce clear water with an illusion of rocks inside felt so natural and effortless. I turned to Mr. Hornora with a mix of shock and confusion etched on my face. Could what I just did be considered an elemental power? It felt like second nature to me.

“You’ve discovered your secondary powers early!” he exclaimed excitedly. “It’s not uncommon for students to do so, but you’re the first this year. You’re a witch and a fae! I have high expectations for you, young lady! Now, where shall we place you?”

I looked over at Ellen, who was looking at me with a wide grin and gave me a thumbs up. I was hoping she’d be the next one.

There was a tie between Earth and Water when the students voted, so the older students bickered over who should get me.

One girl stepped forward and asked that I be placed with the Water students because they hadn’t had one in over seven students. Mr. Hornora granted her request, and I was sent to Water Territory.

I looked over at Ellen, again, hoping she’d come with me. My heart was pounding with excitement as the others congratulated me.

I hadn’t expected to do so well, but I was determined to prove Tara and Lydia wrong. I knew that having secondary powers was common and witches and warlocks were prevalent for mortals. But I still thought it was something to be proud of.

I watched several more students possess amazing abilities, including a boy named Michael, who changed into a dragon and possessed all four elements. If we were this powerful at thirteen, I wondered how powerful we would be in Senior Scholar Year Three.

When Ellen’s turn came, she purposefully displayed her other elements as weak, focusing on making her water element as strong as possible. It came as no surprise that the majority of students voted for her to join me in Water Territory.

“I did that on purpose,” she said as she leaned in close.

I laughed, though I’d already guessed she’d done that.

Ben’s dark eyes remained fixed on us, particularly on me, as he frowned, but I ignored him and refocused my attention on the remaining students.

As the night went on, I marvelled at the incredible displays of secondary powers, such as a stunning phoenix and two sisters with the surname Andrews, who had bronze complexions and long black hair intricately braided down their backs.

The audience let out a loud gasp as they transformed into shimmering gold unicorns with silver horns.

After the last student had gone up, Mr. Hornora addressed us once more. “Well done, everyone. We have placed you in your territories. Your dorm teachers and Head Students will take it from here. I look forward to seeing what you can do, even those of you with only one element.”

Mr. Hornora walked away, leaving us to be escorted to our respective dorms.

Everyone started to leave the bleachers, but a Head Student told us to stay put until the older students left.

They made us leave in the order of our elements, with fire students leading the way and air students close behind. Water students soon followed.

They led us down a different corridor than the Air students and outside to a different location than where we had entered. The older students led us to the woods and pointed us toward our dorms.

A girl with short brown hair and warm brown eyes who was already out there greeted us.

“Welcome, Junior Scholars. Your dorms are in this general direction. You’ll face some obstacles along the way, and it’s up to you whether you want to work together or on your own. Those who make it to the dorms first will get to choose their preferred dorm rooms,” she explained. “Whoever is last will get what is left.”

“I thought we could choose our roommates, too,” Ellen interrupted.

Despite Ellen’s interruption, the girl grinned at her, seemingly unfazed.

“Rooms in our dorms accommodate two or more people, but most students prefer to share with just one other person,” the girl explained. “If you’re in second place, but your friend is in last place, they can choose to room with you over the person in first. If you’re in third place, you’ll have the choice of rooms. The first ten do. We want everyone to be comfortable with their roommates, so it’s always your decision. And if any conflicts arise, we’ll help you resolve them. In the past, there were too many roommate wars. Most dorms have three or four beds, so it’s where most of you will end up if you’re not the first to arrive. Oh, and most dorms with two beds are lakeside.”

Ellen fixed her gaze on me, silently expressing her desire to share a room with me. 

It was a question I’d ask her later, but for now, I still couldn’t figure out why she’d chosen me over anyone else to be her friend. No one, not even in my family, had wanted me around, so why did she? 

I’d read many books and saw many TV shows and movies. Girls like Ellen didn’t choose to be friends with people like me.

The Head Students sent us on our way after a countdown from ten. Ellen remained by my side and intuitively knew which paths to take. Wind and rain storms, objects popping up from the ground, and water drenching us from nowhere were among the challenges we faced.

We got stuck in front of a stubborn bush, but I blasted it away with water while Ellen used her wind power to break it apart. Her skills were more impressive than she had demonstrated during her performance.

She was also gifted at identifying the paths with the fewest obstacles.

“We’ve got this in the bag,” she said, grinning at me. “We’ll get a lakefront cabin! I just know it.”
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Why wasn’t I with any of my childhood friends? And how did some people outperform me? It took most of the summer, but by the end of it, I could control all four elements.

Though I didn’t tell anyone this as I wanted to surprise everyone when it was my turn. 

So it was incredibly frustrating when one girl, Amber, beat me after spraying me in the face and copying me. I’d wanted everyone to be shocked and awed by my abilities, but they didn’t care as much as they did with her.

She just had to show off her secondary abilities as well. It was bad enough that all seven of my siblings had pummelled me that morning, but she also had to show me up.

To make matters worse, she was one of my parents’ sponsors, though she probably didn’t realize it then. But I’d make sure she found out. Who did she think she was attacking me? Brenda, my sister, thought Amber had been unworthy back in the summer, and while she was powerful, it was unknown whether she was strong-minded or weak. Given the look of her, she was likely emotionally weak.

What infuriated me even more, was Ellen’s draw to her. I couldn’t figure out why, but it frustrated me. Amber had thrown down the gauntlet, and I was determined to meet it.

My rage fuelled me as I charged through Earth Territory’s challenging obstacle course. The obstacles seemed impossible to overcome, but I used my rage as fuel to push myself even further.

A gust of wind flung me into the air, but I quickly regained my composure and propelled myself forward until I arrived at the end of the trees, where Barry, my older brother, and his best friend, Nick, awaited us.

Barry was initially hesitant to take on the role of Head Student because it was a position that few people wanted. No one wanted to be a narc. Sebastian, my eldest brother, persuaded Nick and Barry to sign up so they could watch over me. They selected eight students from the two senior years who signed up.

“Congratulations, Ben! You’re the first one here. You’ve impressed me tonight,” Barry said, smiling as I landed at their feet. “Now go ahead and choose the best dorm you can find.”

Without hesitation, I pointed to the nearest dorm with a sign that read “Junior Scholars Year One.”

The hill’s entrance appeared carved from the earth and rocks surrounding it, and gardens adorned the area both around and on top of it. It seemed to be the perfect size for just two people.

“I’m going to explore. When Michael arrives, send him this way. I don’t mind sharing a room with him. Hank, Stan, and Jared ended up in Fire. They’re all rooming together,” I said with a hint of disappointment. I’d hoped to be roomed with my two lifelong friends, but it seemed like fate had other plans.

Nick let out a chuckle, noticing my whining tone. He patted my shoulder, trying to cheer me up. “Ben, did you notice Ellen was sent somewhere else, too?” he asked.

“Yeah, with the enemy in Water Territory!” I exclaimed, still feeling frustrated.

Barry joined in the conversation, laughing. “Who’s the enemy? That Tara girl?” he asked. “I thought she went to Air Territory.”

“No. The girl who thought it was funny to spray me with water and then copy me! What’s worse is she did better,” I scowled. “And she’s one of our sponsors. Maybe she should be more grateful to the people who helped get her here.”

Barry placed a hand on my other shoulder before speaking.

“I’m pretty sure she accidentally hit you with water, Ben, and she made a stream, not a garden. If you want to do better, then do better. Don’t mope or hate on her. Now, go explore. Besides, Mom and Dad are the reasons she is here, not you!”

I nodded but wanted to spy on Barry and Nick instead. I circled behind them as I walked away, curious to learn more about the dark magical wielders they had discussed earlier in the morning.

“I’m going to see if I can be the JS Year One Head Student. Chris doesn’t seem into it. I think he’d rather be in charge of the JS Year Fours. They look after themselves,” Barry said as I hid behind a boulder near one of the senior dorms.

“You should find out how many one elementals we have. There was a lot last year, too,” Nick said.

Barry didn’t seem worried about Nick’s concerns.

“Our teachers said it goes in phases,” he said, “and the threes and fours outweigh the ones and twos, anyway. We have more threes than any other, so I don’t know why you always stress about it.”

Nick’s furrowed brow and the worry lines on his face spoke volumes of his concern.

“The appearance of more fae with just one power could mean we are losing our powers,” he responded. “We need to get the third realm open. Only a little over half of this class has secondary powers, and only eighty people in our year don’t have them. It’s concerning.”

They moved forward as a group of students emerged to talk to them, and check their names off. I had no idea what it meant. Most of our extra elements were obtained by opening the portal to the Mortal Realm. There was another one, but it was dangerous. They were called dark magic wielders.

Their goal was to rule all three worlds, and they’d begun by attacking the Mortal Realm after permanently closing the portal to the Shapeshifter Realm in our realm.

We stopped the dark magic wielders from attacking us between our two worlds and lived in peace for years. Or so I thought.

“The year before us barely had any one elementals, and it wasn’t very many two’s either,” Nick said once the group was gone.

“Still doesn’t mean anything,” Barry told him. “You’ve hung out with Mom and Dad too much; that’s your problem.”

“I hope you’re right, but twenty-six one elementals is a lot more than usual,” Nick answered with a shrug. “I think more kiddos are coming now.”

Barry nodded as another group emerged. I waited eagerly for them to resume their previous conversation, but to my disappointment, they lamented their desire to party under the full moon.

“I understand why they forbid it during Power Display, but why can’t we celebrate afterwards?” Barry grumbled.

It was common knowledge that regardless of secondary power, magical beings were drawn to the full moon. Although werewolves were the most susceptible.

The moon seemed to instill wild energy in all of us, making us long for a good time. According to Barry, as long as we didn’t get too rowdy or careless, the teachers and Head Students usually turned a blind eye.

They were right; it was the perfect night for a back-to-school party, and I was determined to prove myself to everyone, especially the girl who had made a fool of me.

My thoughts turned to Ellen, who was staying in Water Territory with Amber, where Brianne was also staying.

I would have preferred to be in Water Territory or Fire Territory if they hadn’t assigned me to Earth Territory, but Barry was here, and I wanted to be near him.

Barry and Nick had brought me here to check out the grounds at the beginning of the summer. Water Territory’s residents lived on an island in the middle of the lake that could only be reached by a long log bridge that suspended about a foot over the water.

Unfortunately, even with magic, the storms could be powerful enough to cause flooding, but the teachers and older students could quickly repair them and protect the occupants.

Fortunately, even during heavy rains, Earth dorms did not flood. That was an issue in Fire Territory at times, too.

A smaller section of the Fire Territory lake had hot water resembling a natural round pool surrounded by sand. It was big enough for a large group of people to swim in, and because of the inviting water, Barry, Nick and other seniors frequently held parties near those dorms.

But I knew I wouldn’t want to live there because it was too hot. In the summer, Nick mentioned that the heat was unbearable around there, which would make me feel uncomfortable.

During the hottest days, I preferred to spend my time at home in our beach portal.

We could visit other territories if we wanted to. Even during the winter, I would be able to enjoy visiting my friends in Fire and swimming in what most people referred to as the hot tub section.

According to Barry, their dorm teacher rarely visited them, even in the warmer months, but it was unheard of in the winter.

Nick checked his watch and sighed.

“I guess it’s time to head to the common area. No one else seems to be out here, and we don’t want to risk getting lectured for being late and setting a terrible example for the younger students,” he added the last bit with sarcasm. “We might even get grounded for next weekend. I still think it’s stupid we can still get grounded at our age. It’s bullshit. My parents haven’t grounded me since I was sixteen!”

I didn’t want to be late, so I ran through the paths between the dorms until I reached mine. I hadn’t been inside yet, so finding my luggage neatly arranged by my bed surprised me.

The room was large, with two queen-sized beds in separate areas with the entrance to a small bathroom between them. The sloped roof gave the room a relaxed vibe, and despite the hot weather outside, it was pleasantly cool inside.

Suddenly, Michael appeared in the doorway with a big grin. “There you are, Ben! I brought your stuff,” he exclaimed to me, excitedly, motioning toward my luggage.

I was surprised because we’d been instructed to leave our belongings on the bus when we arrived.

“How did you get my stuff?” I asked, curious.

“I saw some older kids pushing trolleys full of luggage on my way here. They somehow managed to avoid all the obstacles and left the luggage in a pile in our area. I spotted yours near mine and brought everything inside,” Michael explained.

“Let’s head to the common area before we get in trouble,” I told Michael, urgency in my voice. “Barry mentioned we could get detention or be grounded if we’re late.”

We hurriedly left our dorm and trailed after a group of stragglers, including my brother and Nick.

As we caught up, I overheard Barry saying, “I think Ellen might be a seer.”

Nick chimed in, “I’ve thought the same thing.”

Michael, intrigued, asked, “What makes you say that?”

Barry turned to him, “Ellen told me not to worry about my fight with Brenda last week, and sure enough, we ended up fighting about ten minutes later. And there have been other little things she’s guessed correctly over the years. But what’s strange is when she was just six, she stumbled upon my dad’s portal in the Mortal Realm. He had it hidden in a forest, but she was the only one besides our sponsor to find it.”

“And don’t forget,” Nick added, “she knew she’d find us all there the moment she saw us, and she knew who we were.”

As we walked, the puzzle pieces began to fall into place. I remembered the strange feeling I had when Ellen showed up at our house out of nowhere; it all made sense now.

“Do you think Ellen knows she’s a seer?” I mused aloud.

It was a curious thought, and I wondered what other secrets Ellen might be keeping.

Barry shook his head. “She thinks she can’t be because her brothers always fool her, but she’s still young. Once she gains control over her abilities, she’ll be able to see things clearly. Right now, anything she sees will be random.”

As we followed Barry and Nick, we came across a massive hill that was almost the width and height of a real foothill. I looked around in awe before following them inside.

The room was well-lit, with white light balls suspended overhead. Couches, chairs, and tables were arranged around the walls, with various games, including pool tables, in the centre for people to enjoy. There appeared to be numerous opportunities for enjoyment here.

Barry once told me that, aside from playing music channels, people rarely used the TVs which sat on cabinets along the walls. People couldn’t agree on what to watch, frequently resulting in fights.

They used to give each year a day to watch whatever they wanted, but it didn’t work out, so they stopped doing it.

Most people didn’t mind because we had our TVs with VCRs and now brand-new DVD players in our dorms.

We could all fit comfortably in the common area, and there were always enough seats for everyone. There were probably about three hundred and fifty of us in Earth Territory, though it was hard to say for sure.

“Why do all the dorms and this place look like hills?” Michael asked me as we followed Barry and Nick to a couch.

“They’re meant to be foothills,” Nick responded.

“I live in British Columbia, and I’ve seen foothills everywhere. These don’t look like them,” Michael laughed. “This one kind of does, but it doesn’t look natural.”

Nick laughed, too, before taking a seat in a red armchair.

“We know. The closest ones to us are about fifteen kilometres away. If you go to Fire and Water Territories, you can see the mountains in the distance across the lake. The school is named for the foothills, and this is a way to represent them.”

“Don’t get me wrong, they look cool, and I like our dorm, but they don’t look like foothills to me,” Michael said, sitting beside Barry on the couch while I took the remaining chair.

A tall, slim, built young man with short red hair entered the room with a smile. He couldn’t be older, Sebastian, who was twenty-six.

“He’s half werewolf and half warlock, Ben, ” Barry muttered to me, as he entered. “He’ll be very happy tonight.”

The man, whom I assumed was a teacher, clapped his hands to get our attention.

“I’m excited to meet all of our new students,” he said. “We’ll have a class first thing tomorrow for us to get to know each other. Classes will be slightly different this year for all of you.”

He went over the rules with us, including our curfew times. Those in the two youngest years were required to return to their territories by 8:30 p.m. on weekdays and 9:30 p.m. on weekends.

Students had until 9:30 p.m. on weekdays and 10:30 p.m. on weekends for the next three years. SS Years Two and Three were allowed to stay out on both weekdays and weekends until midnight.

Most of the rules concerned how we should treat the common area and our dorms, but the main one was about no parties, drugs, or alcohol.

We were responsible for dealing with our issues, including fights. We could only request the teacher’s assistance if things got out of hand and the Head Students couldn’t intervene immediately.

“Those from the Mortal Realm, remember this: you’re in a new realm now. Adults will not always stick up for you. The youngest people in this room are twelve going on thirteen. You’re growing up, and it’s time to learn to rely on yourself. That’s not to say you shouldn’t rely on others if you need them. We all know there are circumstances which call for it. However, you can’t always expect others to fight your battles for you. You’re old enough to be away from your family. You’re old enough to stick up for yourselves. Now, classes start at nine every morning promptly. You’ll be given leniency the first month for younger students, but don’t make a habit of it. You’ll be given detention and demerit points—”

I became fixated on the topic of demerit points, which Barry had mentioned earlier, as Mr. Yooper continued his speech. As it turned out, each of us started with ten points, and if we fell below zero, we’d be grounded to our dorm for the weekend and unable to visit the nearby village.

They allowed us to go every weekend but limited juniors to one weeknight per week, while seniors could go whenever they wanted after classes, as long as they returned by curfew.

Despite the strict rules, students could quickly regain demerit points by performing well in class, which was reassuring. Just as he finished his explanation, a girl my age inquired about curfew.

“When you say curfew is at eight-thirty, do you mean in here or in our dorms?” she asked.

“Either in here or in your dorms. We don’t care if you’re outside in your territory as long as you are in bed by nine-thirty. Your Head Students will check to be sure you’re here or in your dorms, and they’ll make sure you’re in bed. There are spells they cast on the list that track your whereabouts on campus at certain times,” Mr. Yooper told her.

After a few more people asked questions, Barry put his hand up.

“What do you mean, classes will be different this year? How are they being taught differently?” He asked when Mr. Yooper gave him permission to speak.

“Well, your teachers were going to explain this tomorrow since you’ll be receiving your timetables right away, and it will be obvious from the start for anyone in JS Year Two or older. However, it won’t hurt to tell you. We have some new teachers here now. Our newer teachers will teach people with one or two elements, while the people with three or four elements will still learn with the staff who were already here,” Mr. Yooper said.

“Why?” an older girl called out. “Isn’t that segregation? I thought this school would never do that! Doesn’t it cause division and resentment? That’s why you try not to with our secondary powers. We learned about it in history.”

Mr. Yooper held up a hand before speaking.

“The school is accepting more and more students, especially from the Mortal Realm. It’s harder for our teachers to handle the flow. Either we hire new teachers or turn away those with one element. There was talk about opening a second school for people with one or two elements, but we don’t want to go that far.”

“Why can’t you split it evenly between the new teachers, then?” Nick asked. “Why separate us by elements instead of how well we perform those elements like we have been? I understand class loads can be too much. I’ve always wondered how you handle so many classes with so few of you, but wouldn’t it be easier to split it in half? Perhaps the seniors and juniors could have different teachers, or some could specialize in teaching advanced elemental skills per year, while others focus on basic skills classes. You do that with the senior years after we pass our exams in JS Year Four. There aren’t as many people with one or two as there are with three or four.”

“We feel it will be easier for those with one or two elements to learn with fewer people. We don’t want anyone to fall behind in class; those with less power need more instruction. Most of the teachers already here prefer to teach more advanced magic in their classes, but certain people can hold them back with their weaknesses,” Mr. Yooper answered.

Nick gave him a disapproving look. Mr. Yooper had already moved on to an unrelated topic—laundry—before I could express my confusion.

It had always bothered me how people with one or two elements were regarded as inferior or less powerful. 

Someone who only had earth as their element was no less capable than someone who had multiple elements.

I hated to see such a mindset, even among the faculty. My parents had warned me, but I’d been so sheltered growing up that it I hadn’t realized it was bad until then.

As the room filled with whispers, I realized I wasn’t the only one who felt this way. While people with fewer elements were frequently regarded as less powerful, they were always given a fair chance to prove themselves, especially if they possessed a powerful secondary power.

One of the fire students was also a huge dragon, making them one of the most dangerous among us. But now it made me wonder if the division would cause even more rivalry among us.

“This isn’t good, is it?” Michael asked, and I shook my head.

Nick was the one to answer him. “No. There’s a fine line between healthy competition and outright discrimination. Things are about to get worse for anyone with one or two elements.”

“Don’t worry,” Barry reassured me as the whispers grew louder. “We’ll figure it out.”

But how could we enjoy competing against one another if we were already divided?
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The next morning, a girl named Melanie approached me; she was a short and slender redhead who claimed we were now friends and promised to save me a seat in the cafeteria.

Although she was one of my patents sponsors, I wasn’t comfortable with her clinging to me, no matter how cute others thought she was, as Michael said I should have been.

Fortunately, I shook her off, claiming I’d forgotten something in my dorm.

Melanie was nowhere to be found when I arrived at the cafeteria. Instead, I noticed Jared and Stan relaxing on a couch near a table in the cafeteria.

They’d obviously gone out of their way to make us feel at ease in this place. The cafeteria, located in a separate section from the school and surrounded by a circle of trees, was even more larger than our common area.

The building, made of logs, resembled a massive open cabin with hundreds of tables, couches, and armchairs in various colours.

A serving area on one side of the room offered various breakfast (or lunch and dinner depending on the time of day) options, including cereal and several cooked dishes. Brenda was among those serving the food.

They were volunteers or in detention. I suspected she’d volunteered for the job because she was rarely in trouble. She said nothing as she placed eggs, bacon, and sausage on my plate.

After I got my breakfast, I went straight to our table, which was now joined by Michael, who’d left before me because of Melanie.

“Ooh, Ben, you look grumpy,” Ellen said, sitting beside me with her own plate of food moments after I sat down. “Where’s Hank?”

“Probably on his way. When will you do something about your pathetic crush on him?” I asked, but I was teasing her. I thought it was cute.

“When my parents say I’m old enough to date, which isn’t yet. They had the talk with me right before I came here on the bus. If they find out I have a boyfriend, they’ll see if there is a way to make it so I can’t live here. They’ll make me go home at night,” she answered, about to get up, but I pulled her back beside me.

“Don’t. Some girl named Melanie might be here soon. She was way too friendly this morning. Where is your new friend? Why are you hanging out with her, anyway? Did you see what she did during Power Display? She sprayed me with water!”

She was about to eat a piece of bacon but stopped and giggled and looked at me.

“It was an accident, and she feels bad. Get over it, Ben. She’s going to be my new bestie.”

“Did you really just say bestie?” Hank asked as he joined us.

“Yes, because it’s true. I can’t explain it, but there are certain things I’m right about lately, and I know she is meant to be my best friend for some reason. I don’t know why or how I know. The moment some idiot pushed me into her, I knew it! So I’m telling you, Ben,” she added, looking at me now. “Whatever is between you two is between you two. Don’t drag me into it. Otherwise, I’ll make sure Melanie comes and sits beside you all the time, and I’ll egg her on.”

I rolled my eyes before responding.

“Fine, I won’t involve you, but it doesn’t mean I won’t be testing her. She’s going to be sorry for challenging me.”

Ellen laughed.

“Listen to you, Ben, all macho,” she replied. “That dragon girl did better than you, and so did Michael, who is also a dragon. You think you’re probably a warlock! I heard you tell Jared. In fact, the dragon girl was the best out of everyone! Did you see what she can do with fire? So why aren’t you upset with her, too? Why just Amber?”

“That is a good question. The dragons are more powerful. Michael might be more powerful than you. So is that one vampire. He made it flood a bit!” Hank said.

I thought about the conversation I’d had the day before with Dad.

“Because it’s Dad who thinks I might have warlock powers for my secondary powers. He says I’ve been showing signs all summer. She’s the only other witch with four elements so far. Anyone else had two or three. We match with what we have, but I’m the most powerful. She has to see that. Besides, she sprayed me in the face and humiliated me!”

Stan snorted with delight as he devoured a plate of bacon.

“Ben, you’ve got a competition with this girl, and she has no idea,” He told me. “She’s the one I feel bad for, but damn I hope she beats you in everything.”

When I noticed she was making her way over to us, I glared at her. He was right. She didn’t realize it yet, but she would.
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Our first class was with a male teacher called Mr. Yooper. Ellen immediately informed me that he was head of the territory where Michael and Ben had been placed.

Michael seemed nice enough, or at least I thought he had been, but as the others took their seats, I could hear him whispering with Jared about me (though I wasn’t sure what), and I felt my face burn as I looked down in shame.

What was it about me that was so unlikable? Ellen, for the most part seemed to really like me. She was already comfortable enough to share private details of her life.

After we’d found our dorm, one for two people, we’d settled down together to talk after the announcements in the Water common area.

She opened up to me first, admitting that she put on a big show around Ben and the other guys, but she was terrified she wouldn’t succeed, or that they’d ditch her eventually.

She’d talked for almost an hour about Hank, and how she hated that he never seemed to notice her.

I’d never really had a crush before, though Jared had caught my eye because he’d stuck up for me.

However, that camaraderie seemed to have gone away. I’d noticed him glaring at me that morning, and whispering with the others about me. Now it seemed Michael didn’t like me either, and it worried me.

As much as Ellen worried that the boys might ditch her, I didn’t think that would be the case. A tight knit group such as theirs would likely last, but given the fact that Ben hated me, and now it seemed I was the topic of gossip between Jared and Michael, she’d likely have to make a choice someday.

Why wouldn’t she choose her life long friends over some girl she’d just met? One that everyone seemed to dislike.

I knew Jared and Michael were newcomers to the group, but from what Ellen had already told me, they’d stayed over at Ben’s almost every night since camp had ended. They’d been accepted into the group with no problem, while I wasn’t.

I gripped my hands into fists feeling anxious as Jared and Michael continued to whisper about me.

“You okay?” Ellen asked me with concern as she noticed this, putting a hand on my shoulder.

I didn’t respond at first, out of fear the boys would hear me, so I wrote it down instead, and pushed the paper over to her. I was giving her the option now to back out. If Ben, Michael, and Jared didn’t want me around, I wasn’t going to interfere with that.

Ellen read over what I wrote and then gazed at me.

“I want to be your friend, Amber. It sounds like Michael is sticking up for you, and I don’t think Jared dislikes you, but if they try to tell me who I can be friends with, they’re not my true friends. I doubt they would though, at least not Ben, Hank or Stan. Especially Hank or Stan. They are usually accepting of everyone. Ben is just a petty spoiled brat, and I am not sure what Jared’s problem is,” Ellen responded in a whisper, but was distracted moments later. “Ooh, careful about tripping over that textbook, Ben,” she added in a loud voice to Ben who came in with a girl named Melanie hanging off him.

“What?” He asked as he tried to pry Melanie’s hands off his arm, which he did successfully.

He tripped as she knocked a textbook to the ground from a student’s desk.

“Would you get away from me?” He snarled at her, and then hurried to the back with us to join a boy with dark hair at a desk.

Mr. Yooper, who ignored Ben’s interruption, focused on Ellen instead. He came over to our desk with a grin on his face.

“You, my dear are a seer,” he gasped.

“What? No I’m not.” Ellen said.

“Then tell me how today’s lesson will go,” he said and then murmured some words under his breath. “We’re under a silencing spell. If you can, tell me.”

Ellen frowned for a moment thinking.

“I just have good intuition,” she finally said. “But I think you’re going to try and start the lesson as usual, but someone will interrupt you with an ignorant comment about mortals, and the lesson plan for the day will change.”

“Well, let’s see if it plays out my dear. I do believe you’re a seer though. The first in many years, in fact,” Mr. Yooper muttered some words again before speaking to the class as a whole.

“Welcome students,” he said. “This is quite a big year. Many of you are from the mortal world, so we’ll start the class with introducing our world to anyone who didn’t grow up here. I know it’s a lot to take in, and many of you have power you never believed was possible outside of books or TV.”

“So we’re back to basics just because of the mortals. Let’s put them in a slower class then,” Tara said. “Let’s face it, most don’t have what it takes.”

“Tara’s such a nightmare,” Ellen whispered to me, rolling her eyes.

“And that my dear tells me I’m right about you,” Yooper said to Ellen.

“It was a lucky guess. Surely you have people insulting us all the time,” Ellen responded.

“No my dear, I haven’t. Not in over twenty years, and the last student to say it, didn’t again. Fae from the mortal world are celebrated. Can anyone tell me why?”

Ben’s hand shot up immediately.

“Yes, Ben?”

“Fae only had one element before the portal was opened permanently. Two back then were considered seriously powerful. Three or four elements were very rare. After the first mortals started coming here, two became more common and then three. Eventually it was possible for people to have all four,” he explained. “So we’ve always seen it as one of the best things to happen to us. Without them, people like Tara wouldn’t have three elements.”

“Exactly,” Yooper said. “There was a time when it seemed one was enough. Two was powerful and celebrated. This was a very long time ago. Thousands of years ago, in fact. Back then, we’d only get five mortals at the most come into our world per school year. As the years went on, more came through, and the more powerful we became. Fae from the mortal world usually catch on as fast as the others. Amber here is proof of that. So is young Michael and many others. Your own father, was one, Tara. I imagine he wouldn’t like what you’re saying.”

Tara suddenly went red and didn’t say anything.

“Fae from the mortal world wasn’t always celebrated though,” Ellen said, putting her hand up.

Yooper nodded, not even concerned that she spoke before he addressed her the way my old teacher would be.

“Yes, that is true. Can you explain why, Ellen?”

“After we opened the portal to the mortal world, we decided to find more portals to other mirror worlds. We accidentally opened up a portal to the Dark Magic Wielder Realm and we blamed the mortals because if we hadn’t found them, we wouldn’t have opened the second portal,” Ellen responded.

“Yeah but we decided to work with them after a while because they have witches and warlocks,” Ben said. “And so we did, and we closed the dark magic portal and our relations with the mortal world grew stronger.”

“Now we just need the Shifter Realm open. It’s hard to open,” Yooper said. “We’re not sure why that is, but we do hope if we open that other portal that will change. It has been open before, the shifters in this room are proof of that, but it was closed again for some reason. We believe with it open, more people will have secondary powers.”

“Maybe they’re evil, too, then,” a boy from the front said.

“We don’t believe so. We think people from the Dark Magic Realm did something. With all three portals connected, we’d be stronger and they know it. Most people who grew up in the Fae Realm know that the dark magic portal has been opened often, and recently, given some of the deaths and injuries we have found. They’ve been in the Mortal Realm too, which is what we don’t want because the non-magical people are vulnerable,” Yooper said. “We can fight them, but they don’t sense them the way we do. Usually, I don’t get to this lesson until later, but we can do it today. Now the difference between the worlds-”

And he began writing on the board for us to copy. I glanced at Ellen who seemed to be in disbelief about how things had played out.

“So you really are a seer,” I muttered to her.

On the board, Yooper had written where each secondary power came from. Apparently witches, warlocks, mermaids, vampires and seers came from the mortal world. Any other power came from either the Shifter Realm or the fae one.

Yooper continued speaking as he wrote on the board.

“Mr. Carter, who teaches fire elemental class and potions, believes there are more mirror worlds besides the three we know about. He can connect somewhat with the Shifter Realm, and he believes they’ve made contact with another realm but communication between worlds can be mixed up, so he may have heard wrong. If it’s true though, it means more power can be given between worlds. We believe that with at least our three worlds connected, the mortal world will be even stronger and more people will become witches or warlocks, even if they don’t have elements.”

By the end of the lesson, I at least had a better understanding on how the world worked. I understood now why some people had more elements and even why the school was more selective since they did indeed value power.

“All that will be on your first term exam,” Yooper told us. “Now, before you all go. We do want to help integrate anyone from the mortal world to our world better. So you’ll all be working with an older student. Amber, you’ve already been assigned to Nick Lawrence. He asked for you specifically this morning. Ellen, I want you to work with our Divination teacher. She’s also a seer, and she can help harness your powers better. Now, Michael—” and he continued on pairing students with older students.

“I can’t believe I’m a seer,” Ellen said. “I’ve been intuitive about stuff, but I didn’t expect it to be because I’m a seer. I guess it explains a lot though.”

I couldn’t help but think that she had the best power. She could see into the future. That would be amazing.
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Classes here were similar to my old ones but also very different in many ways. While we still had to take tests and write things down, we were learning to control our elements and the secondary powers that came with them.

Because witches and warlocks had their own magic, I attended witch and warlock classes every other day. There was still a math class which I’d hoped to avoid in a magical school, but that was not the case, unfortunately.

Along with the exciting classes, I had to take boring ones such as English, History, Science, and Geography. But surprisingly, people could sign up for computer classes, too, if they could fit it in their schedules. Mr. Yooper also taught Earth class, which was my favourite of all the classes.

We learned how to grow plants from seeds we created, which I found fascinating, especially after seeing the senior class’s work, which consisted of growing trees since their first year.

When the time came, I couldn’t wait to plant a tree. For the time being, he assigned us to grow one single flower from a seed we created, and we were to keep it alive for at least a week until it fully bloomed.

Tara and Ben were the ones who made the most progress, followed by Jared, myself, and Stan, but the rest of my classmates were catching up.

Ben often got so annoyed when I would outperform him in Earth class, despite him being the best in Fire, which was my weakest class.

If he saw me doing better than him, he’d make a nasty comment, and try hard to make his plants look better than mine. He was the same in Water classes as well.

One day, annoyed by him, because he threw a fit when I once again did better than him in Earth class, I teleported, something we’d just been taught how to do in Witch and Warlock class a few days prior, to get away from everyone.

Teleportation was something only witches or warlocks could do, so I was pleased I had the gift because I could make a getaway whenever I needed to, although, unfortunately, the more stressed I was, the harder it was for me to do it.

Which was why when I teleported in front of Lydia, who instantly got on my case, I couldn’t get away in time. She grabbed a hold of me, and told me to stay put until Tara and Natalie got there.

“We’ve been waiting for Ellen not to be around for this,” she told me, laughing as I tried to get away, but my nerves got the best of me, and I wasn’t performing magic as well as I normally could.

Under normal circumstances, I probably could have taken her out, but with several others standing there, and laughing at me, I couldn’t wrap her in the vines I was trying to conjure.

Tara and Natalie got there soon after, hurrying over when Lydia said she finally had me.

I saw Hank and Stan watching, and while they weren’t laughing, something in me broke because I thought they were supposed to be my friends.

That was what got to me the most, and perhaps it was another reason for why I couldn’t stick up for myself with my magic, as I should have when Tara and Natalie soaked me with water.

Around me, everyone laughed as Lydia started to wash my hair, and I was put back in seventh grade when I’d been humiliated by Olivia and her friends, but this time was much worse.

In the Fae Realm, no one stuck up for others, and I couldn’t call on my magic as they continued to wash my hair, which had already been clean. Surely, if this was the Mortal Realm, someone would have helped.

All I could hope was maybe Ellen would come along and put a stop to it. She was the only one who defended me. Jared and Michael had joined the crowd by that point, and they were watching too. Jared was among those laughing.

Lydia ripped a brush through my hair, which pulled my hair hard, and I cried out as she brushed my hair, not at all caring when the bristles hit my scalp, causing even more pain.

When it was over, everyone still stood there laughing, and while I noted Michael, Hank, and Stan still weren’t laughing, it was hard not to think about how none of them had helped me, and I wasn’t sure if I’d able to forget that.

Jared was the one who confused me the most. He’d stuck up for me on our first night here, but there he was laughing, his face red, and tears in his eyes, and the crush I’d had on him vanished in that moment.

“See, washing your hair and brushing it isn’t so hard after all, is it?” Tara jeered, laughing as she walked away with Natalie and Lydia in tow.

Michael, Jared, Hank, and Stan hurried over to me, and I gazed at the four boys with resentment. How dare they come see if I was okay after doing nothing to help!? How dare Hank, Stan and Michael stare at me with concerned expressions on their faces, as if they cared!?

It was Jared who made me snap, though. He was still laughing at me.

“That did look funny,” he told me and for the first time since Lydia had grabbed me, my instincts took over.

Still fuming that I’d even been part of that, and people, who were supposed to be my friends, didn’t help, all that anger came out as I stared into his eyes, and my ability to use my magic returned.

“Really? Would you laugh if it happened to you?” I demanded before releasing a strong gust of wind at him and spraying water at his feet. Jared slipped, and fell to the ground. He tried to defend himself with vines, but I was too quick for him.

I pummelled him with all four elements, thinking of every person who had ever bullied me, and using that wrath to keep him down.

It wasn’t just Jared I was attacking, but Tara, Lydia, Natalie, Michael, Hank, Stan, Ben, Olivia, my sisters, my mother, the three boys who’d cruelly rejected me, and everyone else who’d been unkind over the years.

Jared couldn’t move as I hit him with every bit of magic I’d learned since the first day of classes.

I knew people were watching and laughing, but I ignored them, only focusing on Jared, wanting him to see that I wasn’t going to take this kind of crap anymore.

Perhaps it would have been more satisfying if it was Natalie, Tara, or Lydia, but at that moment, I decided I didn’t care. This was much better, especially when he yielded.

“All right! All right! You win!” Jared sputtered, blowing the water I was forcing into his face away.

For one moment, I didn’t want to stop, but we’d learned that if someone yielded, we should stop, especially if they were bullies, otherwise, we weren’t any better than them. I didn’t want to become the bully, so I reigned it in, satisfied that I’d at least knocked him down a few pegs.

I walked away, not even giving him the chance of bowing to me, something that happened after a fight between fae. I didn’t even look back.

I ran outside, but instead of feeling happy about what I’d just done, as I’d felt moments before, I burst into tears of frustration and sank to the ground, sobbing even harder once my knees hit the ground, but not from pain, but anger, frustration, and sadness.

Why didn’t anyone like me? I’d thought that Hank, Stan, and Michael had at least liked me, but apparently not.

As I sat there fuming, I decided at that moment, I’d be the one making the choice. Ellen may have wanted to be my friend, but her friends were jerks. I’d remain friendly with her, but if it didn’t stop, I’d go back to being a loner. I couldn’t ask Ellen to stop hanging out with lifelong friends, so I’d pull away from the group myself.

So getting up, I made my way to the cafeteria, using my water to quickly wash my face. I hoped no one would notice I’d been crying.

For one moment, when I entered the cafeteria, I hesitated before grabbing some chicken and rice for dinner. No one was there yet, so I headed over to our usual table. I’d give them one more chance, but if they decided to be jerks still, even after I’d taken Jared out, I’d get up and leave.

Ben joined me seconds later, and I worried he’d make a stupid comment, no doubt he’d heard by now, but as usual, he ignored me, which I was thankful for. Perhaps, he hadn’t heard because when he wasn’t ignoring me, he took the opportunity to make a nasty comment.

I was distracted after a few moments when I noticed Jared hurrying over to me with a plate of food, and I glared at him. If he said something rude again, I had no problem with taking him out again, or the others, who were watching us. Chances are, he was probably angry that I’d humiliated him like that.

But instead of glaring back as I gazed into his eyes, hoping to come off as intimidating, he smiled at me and raised his hands, as if to show me that he wasn’t going to attack me.

I relaxed, relieved he wasn’t going to continue this, because while I wanted and needed friends, I was done letting people walk all over me. I was powerful, and from that moment on, I wasn’t going to take things lying down.

“Truce,” he said. “I would very much like to fight you again, but only in Fight Club, where we challenge each other for fun. Not when you’re taking your anger out on me before I can defend myself. No hard feelings, and I respect you,” he said, holding his right hand out to me. “Seriously, you have no idea how much you just earned my respect, even if you humiliated me,” he added, bursting into laughter.

I gave him a small smile, still feeling uncertain about him, before taking the hand he was offering to me. After we shook hands, he sat down beside me.

“I did not deserve most of the anger, you know,” he told me, but I disagreed.

If he wanted to laugh at someone when they’d face their worst humiliation yet, he’d have to face the consequences of their anger. It’d been so unnecessary.

“Well then, you’ll remember to be careful when you make a stupid joke,” I told him, noticing Tara staring at us with a group of her friends and I glared at her.

Next time she made fun of me like that, she was going down.

I was surprised when she looked down, her face reddening. Perhaps she was worried. They’d only gotten me before because I’d been caught off guard, and I was still new to magic, but that was the last time I’d allow myself to be that humiliated by the Tara’s or Olivia’s of the world.

“That I will,” Jared said before digging into the Kraft Dinner he’d chosen for dinner. “Join me sometime in Fight Club, though; I’m serious. It will be fun.”

“You really should,” Hank told me. “It will help you fight against people like Tara and her friends.”

Perhaps you should have helped, I thought to myself, but I didn’t want to fight anymore. He was on thin ice along with Stan and Michael, though.

If any of them dared to upset me, they’d be at the end of my anger instead. I didn’t care about Ben, but I genuinely liked the other four boys, so it bothered me that they didn’t care about me enough to help out.

It would take a long while for me to truly trust any of them after that.
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As September approached, I looked forward to the start of the sports teams, but for the time being, I was focused on settling into the rhythm of classes and adjusting to life at school.

Surprisingly, I didn’t miss my old school or friends as much as I expected. Instead, I was ecstatic about the new friendships I was making at school.

I was drawn to Ben, who shared more similarities with me than I previously realized.

Despite having attended camp with Jared for years, I was getting to know him even better and learning things about him that I hadn’t known before. Our group of friends seemed welcoming and accepting (though Ben was a little childish), which made the transition to a new school much easier.

My growing crush on Ellen was becoming more difficult to conceal with each passing day. But I knew she only had eyes for Hank, who seemed to have feelings for Erica, an Earth Territory girl who shared a room with Jess and Anne.

According to Ben, Anne, a tiny girl with long straight light brown hair that went to her waist with dark blue eyes, who I also thought was very cute, stared at me a lot in class, but I didn’t know how to approach her, or any other girl I liked.

Barry’s words about being too young for dating rang in my ears, and I wondered if he was right.

Melanie didn’t seem to agree with him. She would come to our dorm every morning to greet Ben, who would tell her to keep her hands to herself whenever she tried to hang off him.

This didn’t stop her from following him or attempting to join our group. Despite her attractive appearance, she irritated me whenever she opened her mouth to gossip about girls we didn’t even know.

Melanie seemed to know who was who in our year group, and she was frequently glued to her faecomm. Students could send messages and gossip about each other on a small square screen.

The school had given them to us as prototypes in exchange for a small fee from our parents or sponsors. They were supposed to be the pinnacle of technological advancement. They were, however, utterly useless, in my opinion.

They took forever to load, dropped signals frequently, and the websites looked terrible.

Although many students loved them, I preferred my old school computers, which still ran Windows 95’ instead of 98’, to the new, flashy devices.

“Cellphones will be like this in the Mortal Realm in about seven years from now and they will be super common, Michael,” Ellen said to me, a few days after the fight as she played on hers. “My dad likes it. He has this blue phone called Nokia that he’s always talking to his co-workers on. The display screen is fancy looking in my opinion, though not compared to these. For the Mortal Realm, it is. I like playing a game called Snake on it.”

“What use is this?” I asked, showing her my screen, which showed gossip about two sisters in our year in a forum thread.

Supposedly, they’d been kissing some guy I’d never heard of before. Who cared?

As I scrolled through Foothills School’s digital forums, it was easy to see parallels to mortal internet forums. The layouts were uncannily similar, as were the chatline sites that resembled Yahoo Chats. Students could even use fae-fire.com to build their own flashy websites from scratch. They reminded me of Angelfire websites.

Unfortunately, some students had already used the lack of supervision to create sites full of crude polls and gossip about people.

Seeing such negativity spread so quickly was frustrating, especially since we had only been at the school briefly. Were the teachers aware of what was going on? Or did they decline to intervene?

We’d heard that sexual content appeared in the sixteen-and-up and eighteen-and-up sections. As much as I was intrigued by what might be hidden behind those digital doors, I knew we couldn’t get to them using our faecomms, which recognized our ages and restricted our access to them.

“Well, some of it is dumb nonsense, Michael, but look at this. I finally got it to load,” she said to me, showing me a fae-fire.com website with a black background and twinkling stars which listed people in our year from lowest to highest rank. “Some of us are at the top. After Amber took out Jared, she rose like fifty spots and she was near the bottom before. Look, you’re in the top thirty.”

“But no one knows what rank we are yet. We don’t find out until we have our tests later in term to determine that,” I said.

“Still, it’s kind of fun,” she said, “and Barry said they are pretty accurate by the end of the year. I dunno, I like that’s it like the internet in the Mortal Realm, except even slower and hard to see on such small screens, but we get to interact with our classmates more. Mom never let me use the internet before, not unless she was watching, and she never let me go on the Yahoo Chatrooms. She was always paranoid that it could be a forty-year-old man posing as someone my age. There are chatrooms here, too, so I can use them at last.”

Ben looked up from the essay he was writing for Fire class.

“Most of those will be blocked except the school chats,” he told her. “So don’t bother. They recognize age, even on other people’s devices. You’ll never get into that stuff unless an older student lets you, and good luck with that.”

“Why are you doing homework on a weekend?” She asked him.

“So I don’t fall behind like the rest of you will,” he answered before rereading his essay.

We were all gathered in mine and Ben’s dorm, hanging out. Jared, who had once mocked Amber, was frequently by her side. He was teaching her how to control her Fire magic without hurting anyone. I worried that they might accidentally set fire to our dorm as he held his hands close to the fireball she was attempting to control.

“Be careful with that fire, guys,” Ben warned, clearly worried too, but they ignored him.

Ellen suddenly interrupted our conversation excitedly. “Hey, Brianne just invited us to a party with the JS Year Threes,” she exclaimed. “It’s happening on the next full moon, and it will be by the water near our dorm! We have to go. And by the way, we only got an amazing beachfront dorm because of my seer powers,” she added, clearly proud of herself because we all knew this already.

Rachel, a girl in Fire, had already tried to invite Ben and me, but we’d declined because we weren’t sure what we wanted to do. But I wasn’t particularly fond of her. She was yet another person who bullied Amber for no apparent reason.

However, I was looking forward to the upcoming party. The full moon celebrations were apparently iconic, and I couldn’t wait to experience one for myself. Even though a spell had dampened the full moon’s effects on our first night, Barry and Nick assured us that we would feel them now that we were at school.

“A party in the lake? Of course,” Hank said. “I heard the lake parties in the warm water are the best, but they don’t always let people in the Junior years join the Fire one.”

“We’re in Water Territory, and you’re our friends, so you can join us at our place. It will be warm out anyway, so the water won’t be too cold near ours,” Amber said, and I thought I heard Ben mutter they weren’t friends, and I rolled my eyes at him.

When was he going to get over it? So far, despite his attitude, she’d been nothing but pleasant to him.

“Well, we’re in Fire anyway,” Jared said. “But yeah, I’ve been looking forward to these parties for years. My brothers and Ben’s brother said the teachers look away—ouch! Try to shield your fire more. You’re nearly there,” he added to Amber after he burnt his hand on the fireball. “Yeah, like that, there you go. Now it shouldn’t burn anything.”

He pushed a hand into the fireball, and I jumped to my feet, ready to extinguish it, but he just laughed.

“It’s fine, Michael,” he told me. “Try it. She’s got it under control now. She just needed to do it without Natalie and Tara bugging her.”

I approached Jared and Amber, intrigued. Although I hadn’t yet mastered this level of fire magic, I was determined to do so. I gingerly pushed my hand into the flames, surprised to find it cool.

Only Jared and Ben had truly mastered it before that. Ben’s affronted expression revealed his competitive streak, and I made a mental note to address his behaviour later.

Ellen demanded to be shown how to control the fire.

Ben sighed in frustration as he glared at Amber.

“Can’t you all just go outside before you set something on fire?” He grumbled, clearly dissatisfied with Amber’s ability.

I led the way out, determined not to let Ben’s bad mood dampen our spirits, with everyone else following me. I couldn’t wait to learn how to make a fireball that didn’t burn anyone.
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The days that followed after I took Jared out, I noticed a significant difference with how many of my classmates treated me. Sure, there were many jerks, still, but many had backed off, and some were even much nicer.

Michael, who had never exactly been mean to me, started sticking up for me, too, to my surprise. One day, when some boys made some stupid comments about my clothes and hair, he doused them in water before I could say or do anything.

I could have done it myself, but it was nice knowing another person was on my side.

I didn’t ask why he’d suddenly changed, but I started talking to him more, feeling much more comfortable with him knowing that he must have genuinely liked me, too.

Unfortunately, as much as I tried to fight it, my crush on Jared grew. When he’d laughed at me when I’d had my hair washed, I’d thought it was gone, but something had changed between us that day.

He started hanging out with me more, even alone. He always sat beside me, opposed to Michael who he used to sit with, and he even helped me with my school work more when I struggled. Even in classes, if Ellen wasn’t there, he automatically chose to sit beside me, which confused me, but made me like him more than I had before I’d taken him out.

As the first full moon party of the year approached, for the first time in my life, I cared about wanting to dress up, wondering if he’d notice.

Unfortunately, none of my clothes looked nice according to the others, or fit me properly.

I often wondered if Carly and Sierra had purposely given me the most unattractive of their old clothes. Because why else did everyone think I looked bad, but never them?

In my opinion, the clothes were super comfortable, even if they were wrinkly and baggy. Shouldn’t we wear clothes for comfort?

Ellen would never say it, because she was rarely unkind to me, but I’d seen the way she often eyed my outfits, as if they bothered her, and so I wondered if I should take her up on her offer the day we met, to ask her for fashion advice.

I was hoping to hang out with Jared the next day at the moon party, and while I knew deep down I shouldn’t change for some boy, I really wanted him to like me back.

Maybe I was becoming as shallow as Ellen said other girls were, something I’d always vow I’d never be, but at the same time, maybe dressing up didn’t have to mean that.

She’d become my best friend, so I’d never say it, but I didn’t like how she often remarked that she wasn’t like the other girls, but the way she said it, made me think she thought she was better than most girls.

That wasn’t me, because I didn’t want to look down on anyone, boy or girl, no matter their fashion choices, or their looks, which was why I struggled with the idea of wearing a dress the next day. What if it meant I thought I was better than people who didn’t dress up?

I didn’t want to be someone who acted like she was better than anyone. I just wanted to find my place and wear what I wanted.

So when I approached her, I felt a little nervous as I eyed the cute denim skirt she’d set on her bed.

She turned as I said her name, feeling timid for the first time since we’d met.

“Could I borrow an outfit?” I asked when she looked at me, but I kept my eyes on the skirt, refusing to look at her in case she said something like: “It’s about time.”

“I just want to look good for the full moon,” I elaborated when she said nothing at all. “Some girl asked me if she could brush my hair, today. Ben’s sister, Brenda, told me I look like I’m wearing pyjamas today.”

“You kind of do,” Ellen answered and my heart sank a little when she said that. “But don’t change yourself for other people,” she added, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she included herself in that statement. “It’s something Mom has told my brothers and me for years. I’ve always taken her advice seriously because I’ve met many fake people,” she explained and I understood now she was just looking out for me, even if she hated my outfits.

I just didn’t understand it. Why did she often act like they disgusted her if she didn’t want me to change?

“I know. It’s not just because of them,” I told her, and paused not wanting to explain it was because of Jared.

If she thought I shouldn’t change for others, surely she would lecture me about changing for him. I worried now she wouldn’t let me borrow an outfit if it was for a boy. She was still mad at him for laughing at me after the hair washing incident. She might not understand my crush on him, because I most certainly didn’t.

“They’ll bug me if I wear different clothes, anyway,” I said instead, deciding for the time being, I’d keep my crush to myself. “They’ll say I did it because of them. I didn’t tell you. A bunch of boys were making fun of me until Michael drenched them with water. I wonder about trying other clothes and want to dress up for the full moon party.”

“Only if you want to. Don’t wear clothes that make you uncomfortable for people who don’t matter,” Ellen responded, still seeming to care more about that, so perhaps it was smart to keep Jared out of it. “I don’t mind sharing clothes,” she added.

“I won’t. If I’m uncomfortable after this party, I won’t,” I told her. “And if you see something of mine you like, you can wear it when you want. I won’t mind. You don’t need my permission.”

The disgusted look she gave my outfit told me she wouldn’t, but I pretended not to notice. Thankfully, she let the subject drop and beckoned me to her closet.

“Mom always says I have more clothes than I need and I don’t need everything, but if you borrow them, she’ll be wrong. It’s mainly my grandmother’s fault,” she told me, opening the double doors to her closet.

When I looked inside, my mouth dropped open at all of it. The closets in our room had expansion charms to hold as much clothes or items as we needed, but it wasn’t needed for me.

My closet was barely half full, but Ellen’s was brimming so full, it reminded me of a shop, and it was the most fashionable clothes I’d ever seen. No wonder she walked around looking as if she could feature on the covers of women’s magazines.

I went inside at her request, and looked through them all, hardly knowing what I wanted because the dresses were all so beautiful, and while I couldn’t imagine giving up on the clothes I was currently wearing, I felt that I could find a happy medium.

Ellen was right, after all, I shouldn’t change for anyone, and while I wanted to dress up the next day, if anything happened between Jared and me, I would still wear my comfy clothes, too. I figured that would help see if he cared. Clint never cared about what Carly wore when they’d been together.

She’d told Sierra that she’d tested him many times by not shaving or purposely looking unkempt, and he’d never made comments. While I didn’t believe in ‘testing’ a guy exactly, I believed she had a point.

My eyes were drawn to a gorgeous white strapless dress that had a large red rose on the skirt. I wanted to wear it the next day, and when I glanced at Ellen, she nodded.

“Try it on. I grew out of it before I could wear it twice, but I think it could last you a couple of years,” she said, which told me she wanted me to have it.

I wondered what Sierra and Carly would think if they saw me now. I grabbed the dress from the hanger, and hurried to the bathroom Ellen and I shared, quickly changing into the dress.

We had a huge mirror in there, and as I gazed at myself, I liked what I saw. I liked how it fit, I liked how the skirt fell just below my knees. If more dresses felt this way, I’d wear them when it came to parties like this.

I just worried that I would change the way Ellen didn’t want me too, especially for a random guy. I wanted Jared to like me in it, and see me in it, but what if he did expect me to completely change? I knew my worries had become repetitive, but I just couldn’t give up on my other clothes either. I loved both styles.

When I finally left the bathroom, Ellen, who I expected to say something, just stared at me. Instantly I worried I didn’t look as good as I’d thought. Maybe I was just gross. 

People often told me it wasn’t the clothes that was the problem. Ellen had even said she thought I didn’t take care of myself. Maybe even when I wore a beautiful dress, I looked trashy like Sierra and Carly often said I did.

“Is everything okay? Do you want me to change back?” I finally asked.

“No, no, you look great,” she responded without hesitation, before continuing. “I just had a vision and saw you wearing the dress, but with a strange beam of light coming from your hand near the Fire dorms. I don’t know what it means, though.”

That was strange. Barry, Ben’s older brother had made us all promise to stay away from the Fire dorms because he felt we were too young for those kind of parties. He was worried we’d try something we shouldn’t, and he’d threatened that as a Head Student, he would punish us.

“You have plenty of time to go to parties like that,” he’d told us.

“But we promised Barry we wouldn’t go to the Fire party,” I protested, “and I don’t want to get in trouble yet. Barry, Nick and Tasha are lucky they earned points back. I heard they mouthed off Mr. Hornora because he won’t budge about changing classes back, and they lost ten demerit points each. They just barely escaped from getting grounded,” I added. “Why would I be there, anyway?”

“It might not be tomorrow,” she responded. “I haven’t told you every vision, but I’ve seen some lately that probably won’t happen in a while. Besides, Barry said nothing is set in stone. I had another seer lesson this morning. Mrs. Boondock told me the same. You still have free will. Now that I’ve told you, maybe you’ll change things. I hate to say it, but we may need Anne’s help with your hair. She’s the best.”

When she mentioned Anne, her voice dripped with disdain, each syllable laced with a snotty, condescending tone that hinted at underlying resentment or disapproval.

“Why do you hate them so much?” I asked her, meaning Anne, Jess, and Erica. “They seem really nice.”

Ellen often talked crap about them and it bothered me. They were three girls from the Earth territories, and they’d been nice to me from day one, and Jess had even told me if she’d seen the hair washing incident, she would have stepped in right away.

I truly didn’t like the way Ellen trashed other girls at times. It made me worry she did it to me behind my back.

“I don’t hate them,” Ellen said, but she didn’t make eye contact when she said it. “I just think our personalities will clash,” she added.

Changing the subject because I wasn’t sure if I’d get honesty from her when it came to them, I turned back to the mirror to look at myself. It was truly the prettiest dress I’d ever seen, and maybe everyone would laugh at me, thinking I shouldn’t wear something so pretty. People often remarked I was ugly, so maybe that’s why they thought I looked gross, while my sisters didn’t.

“Do I look okay in this?” I asked again. “I feel like it’s too pretty for me.”

“Amber, trust me when I say this; you look beautiful. Are you uncomfortable? We can find something else to wear.”

But I shook my head, really wanting to wear it.

Ellen went into her closet and I wondered if she was going to pick something else for me anyway, but I wanted this one. I kept quiet as she looked through her clothes, and eventually pulled out a gorgeous yellow dress, and while I liked it, I didn’t think it would fit me as well as this one did. It looked too big, but before I told her that, she explained it was the dress she wanted to wear the next day.

Anything would look good on a beauty like her. She disappeared into the bathroom, and I looked in the mirror again as she changed. It seemed she wanted me to keep this dress, and I wondered about wearing it on Christmas day when I went home.

Normally I’d wear the outfit Sierra had worn the year before, thinking it was safe from my sisters insults (even if it annoyed Sierra that I copied her), but I wanted to try something different that year. I was ready to step into my own style for the first time in my life. I wanted everything I wore to be my choice now.

When Ellen came back out of the bathroom I stared, hardly believing it was possible for her to look even more beautiful. It wasn’t just that, but she looked grown up, maybe even my sisters ages. I told her my thoughts, and her eyes lit up when I did.

“I do? Really?” She asked, and I wondered if she got insecure as much as I felt. 

It seemed hard to believe, though. If I looked like her, I’d never be insecure. She gazed at herself in the mirror, her features uncertain, which was rare for her.

What I did know was there was something magical about it. Had someone put magic on the dress for her?

“You look like you could be fifteen or sixteen instead. I don’t know what it is, but it almost feels like fae magic,” I said, approaching her, holding out my hands the way we’d been taught in class to feel enchantments. There was certainly something there.

“Fae magic?” She repeated, turning to face me. “Are you saying this dress has magical properties?”

I nodded as I continued to feel the magic, feeling excited about it. Maybe it was why she looked at least two years older. Magic brought out so much possibility and maybe I could use whatever the spells were on the clothes I already had.

“Remember?” I asked. “Fae can feel and identify what kind of magic is used once they’re used to it. Now you have it on; you can see what I mean. We may be young, but it’s still useful to know.”

It was definitely fae magic, even if I couldn’t identify the spell, and it was something useful for me to know. Sure, I didn’t want to change for others, but maybe people would stop saying I looked like I didn’t take care of myself if I put spells on my clothes.

“Do you know any other fae? Where did you get this dress?” I asked her but Ellen shook her head.

“I don’t know any other fae, and my parents didn’t say anything about it having magic. They just said Grandma said it was a special dress.”

She frowned, deep in thought as she continued speaking, “I do feel something… different. Like there’s a kind of energy emanating from it.”

“Maybe your grandma’s a fae. Mrs. Hemperson, the Water teacher, said it skips generations,” I said. It explained why I had powers, although if it skipped a generation, usually the siblings had magic, too.

So I didn’t understand why Sierra and Carly weren’t magical unless it did indeed come from my dad.

As I thought about my own magical origins, Ellen held her hands out, likely trying to sense if the dress I wore had it, too. Now that I’d felt it on her dress, I was sure it was on mine, too. This was definitely deliberate. In fact, I was sure the one I was wearing had a more powerful spell on it.

There was a loud knock on the door, and I jumped, startled by it because I was busy trying to understand why the dress felt so magical.

“That’s probably the boys. I’m going to write to my grandmother. I need answers,” Ellen told me.

My thoughts went to Jared. I wasn’t ready for him to see me dressed up quite yet, and I worried he’d think I was doing it for him. After all, the crush was probably just one-sided. He was much nicer, but maybe he just wanted to be a friend. He’d apologized more than once for laughing at me, so perhaps he just wanted to make up for it.

“I just need to change quickly,” I told Ellen before she could answer the door, and I hurried to the bathroom, hearing her laugh as I went.

I gazed at myself one more time before changing. I was still conflicted. What if I was trying too hard?
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“You look amazing,” Anne told me. “I knew you’d clean up well. I can help you with your hair sometimes if you want.”

I couldn’t help but agree. Usually, I avoided looking in mirrors because I hated everything about my appearance.

Even when I brushed my hair and teeth, I refused to look in the mirror, and many days could pass without me looking at myself, but all I could do now was stare at myself, shocked by the girl gazing back at me.

Not only had they put my hair up, but they’d plucked my eyebrows, too. Carly and Sierra had been after me for the past two years to do something about them, but out of spite, I’d left them alone. However, I had to admit, I looked better with them cleaned up.

Jess had said it would bring my eyes out more, and she was right. It had been painful, and I hoped there was a spell to make it painless, but I decided from that moment on, I’d take better care of them.

It was easier to want to style my hair or even wear makeup when someone wasn’t nagging at me that it would make me look better. They’d ask permission to do everything without insulting me, and if I asked why they wanted to do it, they explained with kindness.

“And if you hate it, you can always grow your eyebrows out again,” Jess had told me. “Just think of it as an experiment, and remember, nothing we are doing is permanent.”

She was another person who insisted I shouldn’t change for anyone but me, and even Anne and Erica had asked why I wanted to wear a dress or do my hair, all three insisting I do it because I wanted to, and not from peer pressure.

My hair had been artfully twisted in sections, adorned with tiny colourful butterfly clips, and cascading down my back in a ponytail.

“I love everything you guys have done,” I said. “Thank you so much, and thank you for not being mean about it.”

“Why would we be mean?” Jess asked. “I think everyone who has been rude to you is terrible, and you shouldn’t let their opinions influence you. I don’t know your sisters, but I hate them for making you think you’re ugly. I’ve always thought that you’re cute, and I think Jared must as well.”

I saw my cheeks redden as she said this as my face warmed up. It was something I was hopeful for as well. It meant the world to me to hear her call me cute, though.

“You really think I’ve always looked cute?” I asked her.

“Yes,” Jess, Anne, and Erica all said simultaneously.

“I can’t figure out why others say you’re ugly,” Jess added. “I just can’t see it. Trust me, you looked cute even before all this. I wouldn’t lie to you. I’d never tell someone they were ugly, but I’d never lie, either.”

Hearing them say all this boosted my confidence even more. Maybe I could finally look in the mirror and not hate the person staring back at me, and I wanted to hug all three of them. Why did Ellen act like they were so annoying all the time?

All four girls looked gorgeous themselves, though while I usually thought Ellen was the prettiest, I thought it was a close tie between her and Jess that night. I loved her beautiful dark eyes. She was the kind of girl who was a natural beauty. Her dark complexion shimmering with colourful glitter adorning her.

All three girls had insisted that we needed glitter, so Ellen and I were covered in the stuff as well, although I wasn’t sure if I liked the glittery lip gloss they’d used on my lips, but I liked the rest of it.

Just as I was wondering if I should wash it off and use normal lip glass, there was a knock on the door. Ellen expressed her annoyance with the boys, the likely culprits. We’d told them to meet us because we weren’t sure how long we’d take.

Ellen went to the door, while Anne, Jess, and Erica continued working on my nails, telling me that the nail polish dried instantly, so I didn’t have to worry about it smudging. I loved nail polish, but I rarely wore it because I had to wait for it to dry, and I didn’t have the patience for that.

When we got along, my sisters would paint them for me. We’d done that just the previous summer, but I’d smudged my nails almost immediately because I wanted to go swimming at the public pool, which had a free swim day, and I’d wanted to get there before it got too crowded.

“I told you guys—” I heard Ellen began, but she stopped in mid-sentence. I looked up to see the most regal looking woman I’d ever seen standing at the door. She looked similar to Ellen, and she was effortlessly beautiful. If I had to guess her age, I believed she was about late-fiftyish.

Her blonde hair was artfully arranged in a tousled bun and she wore a blue floral sundress that fit her tall, slender frame.

“How-?” Ellen asked, but the woman spoke before she finished.

“I got your letter and figured I’d come talk to you. I think it makes things easier this way. I wanted to catch you before you all went to celebrate the full moon. Don’t worry, I won’t mention the parties to your mother,” she said.

“Seems you’ve kept a lot from her already,” Ellen told her, letting her in. “Hello, girls,” the woman said, smiling at all of us.

“My grandmother is here for a quick visit. Amber and I’ll meet you three at the party,” Ellen told Jess, Anne, and Erica.

I became acutely aware of her grandmother’s penetrating gaze, an uncomfortable sensation settling over me as her eyes lingered on my attire. The sternness in her look conveyed a disapproval, suggesting that my choice of dress wasn’t to her liking. It crossed my mind that perhaps she harboured reservations about Ellen sharing her clothes.

“I was in the Earth dorms as a child,” her grandmother said. “Tell me about your first night here,” she continued, turning to Ellen as the other girls left quietly. “You said you have four elements, but I only had two elements and you’re a seer? That likely means you’ll have more than one secondary power. Seers, like werewolves, usually do.”

“So you’re a fae? Why doesn’t Mom know? Why am I just finding out? Why not when I was little? Have you always put magic on my clothes?” Ellen asked and her grandmother sighed resignedly before smiling at her.

“To tell your mother or your aunt and uncles would have been unkind when they were children. Fae powers sometimes skip a generation with mortals. I’m the first in two generations. Sometimes, it can help to take children into this realm on a full moon to activate their powers, but it never helped with your mother or the others. Sometimes mortals have dormant powers. There are cases of mortals discovering their powers later in life, but unfortunately, that wasn’t the case with my children. I wasn’t sure if you, your brothers, or your cousins would have powers. I wondered if it would be your children instead. It seems you all inherited it, however.”

“But you still haven’t told Mom,” Ellen said. “The boys are magical. Sally probably will be, too. Timmy and the others could all get through the portal to Ben’s without help.”

“I’ll tell her. I’ve had my suspicions, but I waited until you were officially accepted. I didn’t want to give you false hope. I’ve seen how children take it when they are born non-magical, and getting their hopes up in discovering their magic later anyway. Now, however, it’s time. I’m sorry, Ellen. I just didn’t want to disappoint you if you weren’t a fae after all. It turns out you’re a powerful one.”

“Does that mean my kids won’t be powerful?” Ellen asked and now I felt worried about the same thing.

If I ever had children, I wanted them to experience this world, too. Sometimes I wondered if having kids was worth it, though. My biggest fear was if I had them, they’d be bullied, and I didn’t wish it on anyone. 

I’d rather go without love than ever see my own child go through what I had so far in my life. It made me wonder how my mother could be the way she was.

“Not necessarily,” Ellen’s grandmother answered her. “I met a mortal, so perhaps that could be why. It can’t be predicted. There was a family with five generations before a mortal was born, and she’d married a fae. I wouldn’t worry for a while yet, dear. Can you accept my apology? I did it for your own good in case I was wrong, and you weren’t magical.”

Ellen nodded before responding. “So why put magic on my clothes? Have you always done it?”

“It’s just a booster spell that activates during the full moon. I put it on some of your clothes this summer and last. I knew about the moon parties here. It’s meant to enhance your abilities a bit, and it can help find your secondary powers or even elements. It also gives you a bit of glamour. That’s why you looked so beautiful the last time you wore this,” she told her.

Ellen’s grandmother turned to me next and offered a smile, but to me, it appeared artificial. The smile didn’t quite reach her eyes, and an intangible feeling hinted that she genuinely disliked seeing me in it.

“I’m curious to see what this dress does tonight. You’ll have to let me know,” she told me.

While I couldn’t sense lies normally, people had fooled me enough in the past; I strongly believed she was not being truthful. The contradiction between her eyes and her smile told a different story.

“I can wear a different one if it’s meant for Ellen,” I told her shyly.

“No, dear, you were drawn to it for a reason. Ellen is too tall to fit in it, but it fits you perfectly. The magic remains for years. I hope you have a fun night, dear. I won’t keep you two too much longer,” she told me, her smile still not meeting her eyes, before going over to give Ellen a hug.

“I still have questions,” Ellen told her.

“I know, my dear, and we’ll talk when you’re back home. Visitors can’t stay long, and I’m supposed to take your brothers and cousins tonight. We’ll have a nice long talk, but you can also write to me. Letters are delivered instantly here through your mailbox outside your dorm.”

We had a mailbox outside our dorm that worked a lot like letterboxes, but with packages.

Letterboxes were the size of DVD cases, but made of plastic, and had the remarkable ability to send letters to people once they were closed. All a person had to do was think of the recipient after shutting it.

In contrast, the mailbox required you to place a letter or package inside it, and it would send the contents to the designated person if they owned one. Although someone had sent one to my mom, I doubted she’d use it and probably discarded it. On the other hand, Ellen frequently received packages from home, including pranks from her brothers. In one instance, they had sent her slime using the mailbox.

“Wait, tell Timmy and Jerry, please. Jerry is eight now. He’ll understand even if you’re not ready to tell our cousins. I want them to know everything, so none of them are caught off guard. They already know I’m a fae anyway,” Ellen said.

“I will, my dear. When I take them home, I’ll have a talk with your parents and brothers. Now you’ve shown your fae powers, it is time to tell my children the family secret. You’re the first seer in our family. I do wonder what your other secondary power is, because I sense something. Perhaps tonight, you’ll find out.”

The two of them exchanged a few more pleasant goodbyes before she finally left, and I felt relieved when she did. I couldn’t explain it, and I’d never tell Ellen in case I was paranoid, but I didn’t think her grandmother liked me. The spell was put on this dress for a reason, and it wasn’t meant for me to benefit from.

“We should go soon. The sun is setting, and we want to be there at the right moment,” Ellen said, but I hesitated, and not just because I was scared of what others would say when they saw me in it, but I truly felt guilt for having it on.

“Come on, it will be fine,” Ellen said, taking her hand. “Trust me. Remember, I saw you in that dress tonight.”

“Have you seen anything else about tonight?” I asked.

“No, but after what Grandma told me, I hope tonight will bring it out. Our teachers said it could. It’s one of the reasons why I think they look away,” Ellen said. “I bet this dress helps.”

I hesitated a long moment, even when we went outside, but while I trusted Ellen, Anne, Erica, and Jess enough to see me like this, I didn’t with the others.
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I watched the water party for about five minutes, trying my best to talk myself into going over to join the others because a large crowd had gathered, with many people frolicking in the lake.

Anne, Jess, and Erica were not around, but they were most likely with Sheila and Shelly. In the crowd, I noticed some familiar faces.

I noticed Ben talking with Michael and Jared knee-deep in the water near our dorm, so we went over to them. They were gossiping about the attractive girls at the party.

Normally, it likely would have bothered me to hear the things Jared was saying about hanging out with cute girls without making any commitment, but something about it didn’t that night.

No trace of jealousy surfaced as his eyes met mine. Instead, an unexplained shift occurred, leaving me unable to comprehend it fully. All I could manage was a genuine smile directed at him. Strangely, he appeared more handsome than usual. While thoughts about what it would be like to kiss him had crossed my mind before, on this occasion, they felt more pronounced and insistent.

“Damn, you look hot tonight,” he said which made me grin wider.

No boy had ever said that to me before. They’d often said that about Olivia, at my old school, and I’d heard it said about a lot of the girls, especially Ellen here.

My heartbeat quickened its pace, echoing in my chest, as his gaze lingered on me. He continued talking, emphasizing how I had always been cute, but he didn’t know I could look this good.

“Maybe you should dress up more often and get rid of your other clothes,” he said.

“Jared,” Ellen suddenly said, placing a hand on his arm. “Could I speak with you privately for a moment?”

I felt the urge to scream when she pulled him away. Why was she ruining the first time a boy had complimented me? I didn’t want him to go, and I had to try my hardest not to chase after them. I was sure that whatever she had to talk to him about could wait.

“Wonder what that’s about,” Michael muttered. “She looked mad.”

“Ellen is competitive. She hates when other girls look as pretty as she does, and she doesn’t have a date tonight. She likes being the centre of attention, and we were all noticing how good Amber looks instead of her, for once,” Ben said.

I barely registered that he’d actually called me pretty. He’d only ever insulted me, and if I wasn’t so infatuated with Jared at the moment, I might have thought about it more.

I was still feeling irritated that Ellen had pulled him away. I couldn’t even explain it, except that my crush on him felt more amplified that night.

“But I thought she liked Hank,” Michael said.

“She does, and I bet she’s going to be upset when she finds out he has a date,” Ben said. “It’s a full moon, though. Everyone is going to be attracted to everyone tonight. Maybe the moon pulled her to Jared.”

Was the moon the cause of this overwhelming feeling inside me? I refrained from asking because the idea seemed embarrassing, and I didn’t want to face the possibility of Ben being mean. However, when Michael inquired about what he meant, Ben elaborated, sharing that during the full moon, people tended to feel more drawn to each other than usual.

“It draws you to one person each time until you meet your moon mate,” Ben said.

Did that mean Jared was mine? Did it happen at our age? But Ben continued, explaining that it never happened at our age and rarely happened to teenagers. It usually occurred when people were in their twenties.

Brianne joined us, urging us to stop standing there and mingle with the others.

“You can hang out with each other anytime, but this is a party. You’re supposed to meet others,” she said.

“We’re waiting on Stan and Hank, and Hank’s date,” Ben told her. “We’re waiting for the moon to rise, and then I’m going to try to talk to Sheila Andrews tonight. Ellen and Jared went off somewhere, but they’ll probably be back.”

“Jared’s on his way,” Michael spoke up, and I swivelled around to witness his return, finding his gaze fixed on me!

Not a nod or a glance was spared for Ben or Michael upon his arrival. His focus stayed on me, and a grin illuminated his face as our eyes locked.

“Want to be my date tonight?” he inquired, his voice carrying a slight tremor.

Michael couldn’t contain his excitement and let out a joyous whoop, earning a light slap on the shoulder from Brianne, who told him to shut up.

“Um, sure,” I stammered, my voice betraying my nervousness.

“Let’s go for a walk then,” he suggested, extending his right hand. I accepted it, relieved to find my hand wasn’t sweating.

We walked away, and Michael shouted something about Jared being a stud, but Brianne must have silenced him because he stopped mid-sentence.

Neither of us spoke initially as we distanced ourselves from the others. I knew I should have said something to Ellen, but the moon’s influence was hitting me hard, and all I could focus on was the fact that I, Amber Bregford, was actually on a date with someone who genuinely wanted to be with me.

My seventh-grade self would have been utterly shocked by this revelation. If time travel were possible, and I had gone back to reassure myself a year ago—when I had been crying in the bathroom before everything exploded—that someone like Jared would want to be my date, I wouldn’t have believed it.

I wanted to ask him why, but I didn’t want to ruin it.

“What did Ellen want?” I asked him instead.

“She’s just being a friend. She was worried that I was trying to use you or something. She doesn’t want me to hurt you,” he explained.

“You won’t, will you?” I asked.

“Not intentionally,” he responded. “I’m sorry I was an asshole before, Amber. I shouldn’t have laughed when those girls held you down like that. Michael thought we should have helped, and he’s right.”

I glanced at him, feeling surprised by that news. So Michael had wanted to help that day?

“Yes, we kept stopping him,” Jared answered when I asked. “He and Ellen told us off for that, and they were right. I usually don’t bully people for no reason, so I should have stepped in or something.”

I told him it was alright. No one ever had in the past, but he disagreed immediately, and told me he’d be a better friend from that moment forward.

I was hoping for us to be more than friends, but I knew enough from Carly that dates determined if it could happen or not, so I had to hope he’d want to go on another date after tonight. It could have just been the full moon on his end.

“Is this your first date?” I asked him.

He was almost fourteen, so maybe he’d been on them before. He was attractive enough, but he’d been nervous about asking me, so it was hard to tell.

“I’ve taken girls to dances,” he replied. “But most of the time they asked me because they needed a date. All the girls at my old school always insisted we needed dates to dances once we were old enough to have them. Sometimes we had them at camp, too. Michael has always been the stud, though.”

I wondered if it was a universal thing for people our age then. I was surprised to hear it had happened at his school, too. He’d gone to a mortal one as well, so maybe it was a mortal thing.

Under normal circumstances, I’d never tell him, but the moon seemed to have loosened my tongue because I found myself telling him about the incident the year before.

He listened with a frown on his face.

“Damn, I wish I’d been there. I’d have yelled at them,” he said when I finished.

“Would you have, though?” I asked, thinking about how he hadn’t before.

I believed him when he said he was sorry, but it had taken Michael and Ellen telling him off to be sorry.

“Tara used to pull that crap all the time at our old school,” Jared said. “Most of the time I stuck up for people, and I would have back then, just like I should have when she targeted you when she washed your hair.”

“So why didn’t you?” I asked. “Why was it only Michael who tried?”

Knowing this made me warm up to Michael even more considerably. He’d never mentioned that he’d wanted to help, and I’d have to ask him about it later. Maybe he’d always wanted me around then.

If it hadn’t been for the moon, I probably wouldn’t dare ask Jared, but everything about that night was making me a lot more confident, so I was more bold than usual. Jared gazed at me and sighed before explaining.

“In this realm, fae are supposed to stick up for themselves. We thought we were doing you a favour. It’s something we’re taught when we’re very young. It was different when I was in the Mortal Realm because kids from there aren’t taught to stick up for themselves. I mean, they are, in a way, but bullying isn’t condoned there, which is why I would have stuck up for you last year if I was there. Ellen and Michael have been saying it for weeks that it’s wrong, though, and now I agree with them after what those girls did, and so do Hank and Stan. It’s why they’ve stuck up for you now, too. They just thought that they had to stand back, which is why they pulled Michael back, but they’re just as disgusted. Even Ben is, even if he won’t admit it. But I’d have taken you to that dance if I’d been there.”

“I don’t want pity dates. This isn’t a pity date is it?”

And I wished I hadn’t asked that because now I worried I would ruin it. So far, the night was going pleasant and I was seeing a different side to Jared.

“No, I was planning to ask you anyway, but the moon made me more confident, and Ellen made me want to do it even more because I wanted to prove her wrong.”

“Even if you hate my normal clothes?” I asked him. “You think I’m gross and you think I don’t shower.”

“It’s not the clothes I hate,” he said. “I just feel like you hate yourself and so you just walk around looking like you hate yourself. If your other clothes make you comfortable, you should wear them, but with more confidence. It’s honestly how you carry yourself most of the time. A more confident person, like Ellen, could pull it off. You’re not gross at all and I know you shower. You always smell good, like vanilla—” a flush of crimson spread across his face, and he averted his gaze downward, a soft chuckle escaping his lips. “The moon is way too strong tonight.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I’m never this honest with girls. It’s making me bold enough to say everything I’m thinking. I can be kind of honest with Ellen, but I usually feel too nervous with you, but tonight it’s loosened my tongue a lot. This is the first time I’ve actually felt the pull of the moon. I’m saying everything I have wanted to say to you since you took me down in the hallway.”

I admitted I felt the same way, and the two of us paused to share grins. I wondered if I’d get my first kiss that night, and I was hoping he would, but he just started walking again, telling me more about himself. I didn’t want this night to end, and given how good it was going, I was hoping he’d be my date on the next full moon, too.

For the rest of the night until we decided to meet up with the others, we walked around, talking and getting to know each other more. I was disappointed when he decided we should go back to our friends, but before we did, he leaned over and kissed my cheek, taking me completely by surprise.

However, I wasn’t sure if it meant something, as I had seen him do the same to the Andrews sisters, Jess, and Anne. So maybe it was something he did out of politeness.

Nonetheless, I still felt excited about it and told myself that he wasn’t ending the date. He still wanted to hang out, but the moon was nearly done rising, so he thought we should go back. Perhaps he’d kiss me for real later.
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Even though we were all supposed to hang out that night, I lost track of my friends soon after they arrived. Ben and Michael rushed over to Sheila and Shelly, who were dressed like princesses in long, golden gowns with delicate thin clear straps and golden tiaras atop their heads.

They were decked out in glitter makeup and lip gloss, and their hair was styled with large, identical silver butterfly clips. They were stunning, but I was baffled about why they wore tiaras.

“Don’t be hurt, Ellen. It’s just the full moon,” Brianne told me. “Amber and Jared were clearly pulled together by the moon from what I saw. It was so cute.”

“Does that mean we could meet our true mates tonight?”

The idea scared me. I wasn’t ready to meet a mate now! I hadn’t even kissed anyone, yet!

Brianne’s friend, Hilda, joined us. Her golden blond hair and captivating blue eyes gave her a stunning presence.

Despite being only fifteen, she stood tall and confident. She was wearing a daring red bikini that accentuated her curves perfectly.

My parents would never let me wear a bikini like hers, and I wondered if her parents even knew she owned it. Somehow I doubted it. She giggled and responded with a playful twinkle in her eyes.

“It doesn’t happen until you’re an adult, Ellen, and it’s unexpected. I remember one of the teachers explaining that once you hit puberty, you’re more attuned to it. I think it’s because of new hormones and new magic.”

“But what if people have-” But I couldn’t say the word.

The guys had no problem throwing it around, but whenever I tried, I’d giggle and blush. Even Amber could say it, and she was the most immature besides Ben.

“No, the teachers cast a spell which will detect if people are,” Brianne explained casually, punctuating her words with a nonchalant shrug. “No one’s been caught that I know of, so I’m guessing people are careful. It’s a hundred demerits if you’re caught, and you have to work in the school cafeteria for at least three months. You’re grounded every weekend until you get to zero. Plus, you’re given lots of detentions, and they tell your parents. The spell is so strong not even roommates can undress around each other past a certain extent if it’s two people alone.”

“Most of us don’t think it’s worth it. It’s why I haven’t tried,” Hilda said. “I could have with Brent last year at the last moon party back in June. It got pretty close.”

“You’re too young as well, and he was seventeen!” Brianne scolded her. “Anyway, don’t stress about your friends. It’s not personal.”

My friends eventually joined us as the sky grew darker and the moon rose higher, though their ‘dates’ remained in tow. Amber waited for the moon to be at its full effect before stepping into the water.

I swam until the moon fully rose, then joined Amber and Jared, who was standing knee deep. Amber had kept her dress dry by casting a spell that lifted it just above the water.

“Get your dress on, Ellen,” Amber exclaimed with excitement.

“Oh yeah,” I replied eagerly, darting over to the rock where I had left my dress.

People were in the water on both sides of the lake, including Barry and his friends in the hot tub section.

Ben and Michael arrived soon after, accompanied by the Andrews sisters. I scanned the area for Stan, whom I’d seen earlier because I didn’t want to be the only one without someone.

I motioned for him to come over because he was already looking at me. Although my parents just had to be annoying by forbidding me from having a boyfriend, they did allow me to go on dates, so I was relieved when Stan approached me with a smile.

I just wished it was Hank. It was hard not to notice him kissing Erica, though I did my best not to look. Maybe he was pretending that she was me. That thought comforted me a little.

If they were shifters, people shifted into their forms, and even vampires had their fangs out, which was unusual because they only showed them when they needed blood. I hoped no one wanted my blood.

Vampirism didn’t usually appear until people were fourteen or fifteen, though some acquired their powers earlier.

Hank rubbed his newly grown fangs with a shocked expression, stepping away from Erica in concern.

I was about to ask if he was okay when I noticed the Andrews sisters had a faint glow around them, enhancing their already stunning features and making them look Brianne’s age.

I glanced over at Amber, curious if she had noticed, only to find that she, too, was bathed in the same ethereal glow, transforming her into a more radiant version of herself.

Jared couldn’t tear his gaze away from her, while Ben seemed lost in a daze, alternating his focus between Amber and Sheila.

Amber’s astonished expression mirrored my own thoughts, and I couldn’t help but wonder what was going through her mind.

“You look absolutely stunning, Ellen. The picture doesn’t do it justice,” she exclaimed, her words filled with genuine admiration.

“Why do you all look… different?” Stan inquired, his confusion evident.

“Glamour spells,” Brianne explained succinctly, swimming over to join us. She was now adorned in a vibrant blue bra and tail, her dark hair cascading down to her waist, an image of pure elegance.

“Try swimming, Ellen” she told me. “You too, Stan,” she added to Stan, who looked at her with shock.

I raised my eyebrows. “Can you sense that?”

Brianne nodded. Hilda swam up beside her. She now bore a red tail and a red shiny bra.

I knew very little about mermaids, but the variety of colours and patterns on their tails and bras captivated me. Mermaids and mermen of all colours swam around us, creating a wonder and beautiful spectacle.

Were they born with their colours, or could they choose them? My friends encouraged me to try, so I shed my dress and dove into the water.

As I swam, I became aware of a strange sensation enveloping my legs. Suddenly, a golden tail replaced them, and a matching bra adorned my torso. Awe-filled gasps erupted all around me.

“Ellen, your tail is golden!” Brianne exclaimed in awe, her wide eyes fixed on me in astonishment.

Stan also changed, his tail becoming an electrifying shade of blue. While many others had tails in more common colours such as blue, pink, green, purple, red, orange, and brown, some had tails in rarer colours such as black, white, silver, and my gold. My hair fell out of its chignon and grew longer, similar to Brianne’s.

“You look so beautiful, Ellen. Come on,” she said, taking my hand. “Let me show you the lake.”

We moved like lightning in the water. Brianne took off like a rocket as soon as I agreed. Her friends quickly joined us, and Stan arrived not long after. Hilda and the others were putting lights in the water to make it easier to see, but I didn’t need them. My eyes had already adjusted to the darkness of the water.

I couldn’t believe I was a mermaid, me, Ellen Perenge, a mediocre swimmer at best.

Brianne’s hand was no longer required, but she remained beside me as we explored the lake’s depths. As we made our way to the mountain area on the other side of the lake, large and small fish schools swam past us. We met many other merpeople, including some of my classmates.

“Of course, you’re a golden mermaid, Ellen. No shocker there,” a girl with black hair, I believed named Rachel, said as she swam past me. She had a beautiful red tail and bra.

“Ignore her,” Brianne said. “So what do you two think?”

“This is amazing,” Stan said. “I must admit, I was hoping for a dragon, but this is so cool. I used to be on the swim team, and I was always last. Now, look at me.”

“It feels right,” I said as I gazed at the moonlight. “Like I’ve been waiting for this my whole life.”

“What can we do?” Stan asked.

“Mermaids have powers, including the ability to control water. If you’re not a water elemental, it goes away once you’re back in your human form. It comes to mermaids naturally, however. Most are spells you’ll learn in your merpeople lessons,” Brianne said.

The celestial body entranced me above me as I floated in the moonlit waters, feeling its power and energy. The sirens’ song was a distant background noise as I concentrated solely on the moon’s beauty.

Brianne warned the new mermaids about the dangers of the sirens’ calls to anyone who wasn’t a mermaid or another siren, but I knew I wasn’t one.

“Sirens get competitive with each other and have sing offs. They can enchant each other,” Brianne said.

I was lost in my thoughts as the others chattered and laughed, ignoring their distractions. Some even brought alcohol, which I declined because I remembered my parents’ warnings about peer pressure.

Stan was tempted, but I shook my head, reminding him we had plenty of time to try alcohol in the future. Despite being surrounded by older kids, they all respected our boundaries and did not put us under pressure.

I had to admit I was relieved because older teens usually did in TV shows or movies, and the Fae Realm had bullies.

“You’re right, Ellen. Probably better not to if I want to swim back,” Stan said, though I could hear the disappointment in his voice.

“Exactly,” I said, relieved he didn’t get upset with me. I knew he really wanted to try, and some people could get defensive about it.

“Let’s see if there are underground caves, Ellen,” Stan said.

But then, a vision struck me, and my entire body froze with fear. It was the same one from the day before, but it was more vivid and detailed this time.

A group of adults were attacking people in the area we’d left on the island and in Fire Territory. Amber and Ben were on the Fire side for some unknown reason, fighting alongside the others against them.

One of the attackers had Jared in his grip, and Ben and Amber desperately tried to free him. Many of the kids there were injured and unable to assist. I recognized them and looked around in horror at the others.

“We have to go back now!” I yelled, my voice amplifying for everyone to hear, though I wasn’t sure how I did it. “Dark magic wielders are attacking everyone!”

Another vision flashed through my mind: the teachers in the beach portal room at night being ambushed and attacked without detection. “And the teachers!”

Without hesitation, I dove into the water and began swimming back, unsure of what I could do but determined to warn them.

Several others followed me, but not all of them. Nobody knew I was a seer. Some may have assumed I’d been drinking, but my mind was clear, and I knew it was genuine.

When we arrived, I felt relief because everyone appeared to be okay. My heart sank when I realized Ben, Jared, and Amber were nowhere to be found. I approached Michael and Hank, who was still in the water with their dates, and asked whether they’d seen them.

“They went with Barry to the warm part of the lake. We were supposed to wait here for you two. Think you can swim us over?” Michael asked.

I was about to answer when chaos erupted around us.

A group of adults appeared out of nowhere, attacking us with magic I had never seen before. I scanned the area until I saw Ben and Amber working together in the hot tub waters, desperately trying to save Jared from their attackers.

I swam as fast as possible toward them. Hank could be heard close behind me, his vampire abilities allowing him to move quickly underwater.

Another vision flashed before my eyes as I approached Ben and Amber. I noticed them directing a smoky, dark light toward the full moon. The surrounding air swirled, and I knew this was exactly what they needed to do. Seeing injured students on the shore made my heart ache when I resurfaced near them.

The adults outnumbered us and likely wielded dark magic, making them formidable foes. But I couldn’t keep my attention on them for long because Ben and Amber had finally freed Jared from the clutches of a dark-haired, pale man. They sent him flying safely onto the land with a gentle push of air.

“Ben! Amber! Hold hands and direct whatever magic causes a dark smoky beam toward the moon!” I shouted.

“Why?” Ben asked.

“I had a vision about all this!” I said. “It warned me, but I was too late. The teachers are being attacked, too!”

“Just try it out!” Barry shouted.

Ben and Amber immediately clasped each other’s hands and followed my instructions with their free hands.

Amber was still under the glamour spell and looked hauntingly beautiful in the water, wearing her gown and one of the Andrews sisters’ tiaras. It was strange to see it on her because I didn’t remember seeing it in the previous vision in the mountains.

For a brief moment, I considered telling her to take off the tiara, but then another vision of her wearing it flashed through my mind. It showed the air swirling at breakneck speed until a dark centre appeared. Ben appeared to be on the verge of giving up in the present, but I knew that would be a bad idea.

“Whatever you do, no matter how hard it is, don’t give up!” I shouted at them. “I don’t know what you’re doing. I just know it helps. Don’t stop!”

As I watched Ben and Amber, I realized the scene in front of me differed from what I’d seen in my vision. Despite this, I noticed that the surrounding air was getting warmer, which I hadn’t noticed before. Other inconsistencies emerged, but the air swelled in one spot and picked up speed.

Our attackers became uneasy as their spell gained momentum. They attempted to assault Ben and Amber, but everyone who could fight, did everything they could to keep them at bay.

Michael, whom Stan had brought over, began shouting words of encouragement to them before suddenly transforming into a massive green dragon, which surprised many people.

He took to the air and circled us protectively. More people shifted into their dragons or other forms to help.

I took over for Michael when I sensed their distress. As a mermaid, I could easily create water shields, so I sent one up around him while Brianne and the others assisted me in protecting Ben and Amber. Meanwhile, Nick and Barry were engaged in combat with two dark magic wielders nearby.

As the swirling became more intense, darkness appeared in the centre, just as it had in my vision.

It was sucking many of the dark magic wielders into it, and Ben seemed to be giving up. I called out to him, urging him to stay longer. Amber replied by whispering something into his ear.

Amber and Ben exchanged looks and nods and increased the power of the dark beam. It emitted a bright blue light, accompanied by cheers from those around us.

I frowned, however, when I noticed Rachel, the girl who’d been upset over my gold mermaid form, staring at them with a determined expression. I sensed she was attempting to stop them, so I doused her in water and pushed her away with a strong gust of wind while fortifying the shield around Amber and Ben.

Suddenly, there was a burst of blue light from the swirling, and it split into beams that began hitting each of the dark magic wielders, causing them to vanish. Many rays of light were also shooting in the direction of the school.

After all the dark magic wielders vanished, the portal disappeared, and Ben and Amber collapsed into the water. Stan quickly grabbed Amber while Brianne grabbed her brother.

“What was that?” Brianne asked me, and I shook my head.

“I don’t know. It’s just what the vision showed me,” I said.

Michael swooped back into the water and returned to himself. Barry and Nick ran over. Amber was taken from Stan by Nick, while Ben was taken from Barry.

“They opened a portal! A portal to their world!” Nick said, staring up at where the portal had been. “A weak one, but it was enough to send them all back. How did they make it suck them all in? Portals rarely suck people in!”

“But they’re thirteen!” Brenda said. “They don’t have the power! Portal opening doesn’t start until they’re your age, Barry! And that’s for the Mortal Realm or if we want to make portal rooms. Few people can open a portal into their world, let alone have it suck them in like that!”

“They did it together somehow,” Barry said. “Something tells me they can’t do it on their own.”

Our conversation was cut short when the teachers arrived. They told anyone who wasn’t hurt to go to the cafeteria for a school meeting while asking senior students from the two oldest classes to stay behind, help them with the injured, and explain what happened. I looked around at my friends, feeling helpless. Stan could sense my anxiety.

“Let’s go,” he said reassuringly. “You don’t have to be alone tonight. You can wait with us.”

As a seer, I was disappointed I hadn’t been able to stop the evening’s events. Even though I eventually helped my friends, it bothered me that I hadn’t received the full vision earlier in the day. If only I’d seen everything, I might have been able to prevent the fight from happening.








  
  
  Ellen

  
  




To keep warm after returning to my dorm, I quickly changed into Amber’s baggy blue sweater and black jogging pants, which she’d left draped over a chair. Although it was a warm night, I felt chilled.

I was worried about being approached with questions as I walked to the cafeteria with the Andrews sisters, but thankfully, no one confronted us. The Andrews sisters, Jess, Anne, and Erica joined us as we settled into our usual spot.

I was no longer bothered by their presence at this point. I’d misjudged them and witnessed firsthand their battle prowess. Anne, in particular, possessed an exceptional command of Earth magic, successfully trapping several dark magic wielders in vines. She’d looked bad ass.

I felt a twinge of envy for Erica as we sat in silence. Even though I admired her for how she fought, I resented her a little still for catching Hank’s eye, even though I knew my parents thought I was too young to date.

I was the better looking one, so I should have been victorious. Erica wasn’t ugly, but she certain couldn’t live up to my beauty.

Not many girls could, in my opinion, even Ben’s sisters. At my old school, I’d been voted as the prettiest girl on a private website poll, and I was sure if I set one up here, I’d win again. It just made me even angrier with my mother.

“How did they open a portal? I thought that knowledge was taught to us in Barry’s year, at least the basics,” Michael said, speaking up first. “I heard Nick saying yesterday that portal opening would be the most advanced magic they’d done so far. And Brenda just said it too.”

“What exactly did you see, Ellen?” Jared asked me.

I recounted every vision I’d had, except one I had involving him and Amber in the future. I began with the events in my vision the day before and progressed through the day, culminating in the vision just before the dark magic wielders arrived.

“Maybe I should have said something yesterday, but I thought it was a vision for me to tell her to wear the dress. She wasn’t sure of it at first,” I explained. “It wasn’t until we were at the mountains that I had a full vision.”

“It’s not your fault, Ellen,” Barry said to me, joining us with Nick and Tasha. “Sometimes visions have to happen.”

“Then why see them if they’re at the last minute?” I asked.

“Well, you were able to help them open a portal, Ellen,” Nick said to me. “Without you, they wouldn’t have known they could do it. It sucked people through it! Portals don’t often work like that! They put some spell on it.”

“How are they anyway?” I asked.

“Passed out. We were told to come here. They’ll wake on their own time, I guess. They used a lot of magic for fae their age. It would take a lot out of an adult, but for a child? We won’t know anything until they wake up either,” Barry said.

“Mr. Hornora wants to test their magic with their consent,” Nick said. “He has a theory but won’t tell anyone what it is until he can test their magic.”

A few moments later, Mr. Yooper entered the room, a pronounced slash marking his cheek. Fae knew some healing magic (though natural healers existed, too), but he didn’t seem to notice or care. Dark shadows lingered under his eyes, hinting at the toll taken by recent events.

“As you all know, dark magic wielders got in tonight. This is not possible unless someone invites them in. We must clear all guests. We do not know who could have or why, but starting immediately, we will enforce a curfew for everyone, regardless of age or year. And you must be in your dorms by nine,” he continued.

“Well, what do you want us to do?” He protested as people shouted out, though it was mainly the oldest students in the room. “Until the culprit or culprits are caught, your safety comes first. If we don’t, all your parents will pull you out. They picked the perfect night to attack us! Once we find out who would do such a thing, those will be the rules.” He looked at me. “Ellen, come with me, please.”

I wasn’t too concerned about getting into trouble. I was surprised when Michael and the other boys stood up to follow us, but neither Mr. Yooper nor I objected.

He told us to hold hands and teleported us to his office. I was surprised to see my grandmother and parents waiting for us.

“They know everything, Ellen,” Grandma informed me. “Can you explain your visions to us again?”

I repeated my visions, hoping that the conversation wouldn’t drag on too long because I was getting tired. Dad quickly exited his chair and offered it to me, sensing my exhaustion. I was relieved to be able to sit, especially when my mother leaned in for a hug. I hadn’t realized how much I needed her touch until that moment, and as she embraced me, I burst into tears.

“It is safe for her, isn’t it?” Dad asked.

“Everyone is cleared by a teacher only from now on. If they get in, we’ll know it was a teacher. Every teacher has a scheduled time for when they’re on duty,” Mr. Yooper said.

“I’ve been saying since I was a student myself that’s how to do it. Too many kids were sneaking boyfriends or girlfriends in from other schools,” Grandma said.

“Yes, I’ve felt the same way, but they’ve always been too trusting,” Mr. Yooper said. “But then again, there’s never been an attack here. No school has been, at least not from what I’ve been told.”

“There might be someone suspicious,” I said, thinking of the girl from earlier. I quickly explained how she seemed to stop them. “I think Amber said her name is Rachel. She’s a JS Year One in Fire.”

“She has her parents visiting. I’ll go look in on her,” Mr. Yooper said, and he teleported without another word.

“You okay, Ellen?” Mom asked me.

I nodded. “I’m just ready for bed,” I said. “But didn’t you see anything?” I asked Grandma.

“Not right away. It’s why we’re here. I was explaining things to the family, so I had a family meeting. I had a vision in the middle of it. We came as soon as possible, but I had no one to invite me in this time.”

“What kind of school lets kids invite anyone in?” Dad asked. “Maybe this isn’t the place for you.”

“It is!” I insisted.

“I’m going to volunteer to help look after the school. I’ll ensure I’ll be on guard duty,” Grandma said quickly. “Now, why don’t we take all of you to your dorms? You’ve had a long night.”

I liked that idea, even though I knew my parents wanted answers. So I told them we’d explain on the way back. My friends and I alternated, telling them about what happened on the way.

“Keep a close eye on your friends, Ellen,” Grandma told me. “All of you. I can sense you work well together, keep it up. I don’t know what it is either, but I, too, have a theory. We won’t know until they wake up. I need you to tell me what it is as soon as you know.”

My parents gave us all warm hugs when we arrived at my dorm, though my father gave Michael a suspicious look for some reason.

“I’m staying with Jared and the others in Fire,” Michael informed them when they asked if he needed an escort back to Earth Territory.

Despite their protests, my parents and Grandma insisted on walking Michael and the others to their dorm.

Once inside, I saw Sheila, Shelly, Anne, Erica, and Jess already claimed their spots for the night. Seeing them all come together to be with me was touching.

And as I looked over, I noticed someone had taken the time to change Amber into a cozy nightgown and tuck her into bed, fast asleep. It was a slight gesture, but it spoke volumes.

“Brianne did it. She’s here too. She’s in the bathroom, Ellen,” Sheila told me. “She knows a spell to change clothes on someone. The dress is getting cleaned, I think.”

I nodded. I felt a rush of affection for all of them. In many ways, we were still strangers, but they were all there for me, which meant more than I could express.

I knew Barry and Nick had most likely joined Michael and the others, and Tasha confirmed it moments later when she knocked on the door and peered in.

“The teachers want us to get some rest now,” she told us. “They said we can sleep in tomorrow if we need to.”

I climbed into bed after a long shower. Despite the fact that I frequently struggled to sleep after stressful situations, I fell asleep quickly.
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So much for being on my side now, I thought to myself as I fell face first into the water during our water class due to the force of Ben Hoofers shove of air from behind.

The bright and sunny beach room was the setting for our lesson on controlling water jets, and I’d been dipping my toes in the water for fun when he crept up on me.

We were still in the dark about what happened on the full moon night, but our teachers assured us that everything would be explained soon.

Our friends had told us everything they knew, and Ben was back to his old self around me. I couldn’t understand why he was so hostile. I only wanted to befriend him.

I stood up, drenched, and stared at Ben. I dumped a water bubble I made on him because he was too busy laughing to defend himself. Ben retaliated by throwing snowballs at me.

I prepared myself with wind and fire, but he was the first to attack, knocking me back into the water with a gust of wind.

I regained my footing, a surge of determination propelling me forward as I hurled myself at him with the force of my wind power. He attempted to block me with his own wind, but I summoned every ounce of strength within me, overpowering his resistance and sending him crashing to the ground.

Maintaining my grin, I stood tall over him, never breaking eye contact as I sought to project an intimidating presence.

“Are you in love with me now or something? Why are you staring at me like that?” he scowled, his defiance evident even in his prone position.

Driven by my exhaustion of the ongoing conflict, I focused my energy, tightly wrapping vines around him despite his valiant efforts to resist.

“I’d never be in love with you,” I retorted, my voice steady but my inner turmoil unmistakeable as I doused him with more water, summoning every ounce of bravery despite the tremors coursing through me.

However, I achieved my goal. He overlooked the vines, pinning his arms down until the last second. He tried to lean forward, burning the vines around his legs with his fire, when Melanie slammed into me, knocking me to the ground.

“What the fuck, Melanie?” Both Ben and Ellen yelled at the same time.

Ben attempted to get up but couldn’t due to the vines. I smiled, and waved, but I was upset. I was on the verge of defeating him.

“I guess it’s a tie,” I grumbled, my frustration evident.

Ben completely ignored me, his focus solely on burning away the vines. Once he stood up, he turned to Melanie with a scowl. “It was a one-on-one fight! You don’t interrupt a fight!” he snarled at her.

“I was defending your honour,” Melanie retorted defiantly.

Furious, Ben turned away and plunged into the water, swimming away in a fit of anger, leaving me irritated.

I sighed and returned to the water, determined to concentrate on the day’s lesson. I undressed, revealing the new light blue one-piece bathing suit Ellen had given me. With a swift gust of air, I dried my clothes before setting them aside.

“Melanie is getting worse. I can’t believe she did that. He wants nothing to do with her,” Ellen said.

“Probably to be mean to me. I’ve heard her making fun of me with Tara and Lydia. Maybe it was for the best. I’ll challenge him at Fight Club sometime,” I said. “I just wish he’d stop hating me.”

“He doesn’t hate you. He’s just petty and a sore loser. He wants to be the best because he wants to live up to his siblings. Something about you has thrown him off. Especially now that you two did whatever it was you did together with the portals,” Ellen said.

I nodded and turned to face her. I owed her an apology for abandoning her during the full moon. There was something about Jared. We’d grown closer, and my crush on him grew as the days passed.

“I’m sorry about ditching you, by the way. We were supposed to hang out, and I hung out with Jared instead,” I said.

“It’s okay,” Ellen said quickly. “I was disappointed all of you left me at first. I won’t lie. Brianne explained it’s sometimes the call of the moon. We should go to parties together, but if we meet someone, we can hang out with them if we want to. It was fun, and seeing you have fun with other people outside our group was nice.”

“I don’t want to be the person who ditches her friends for a boy. He’s just been so nice to me lately. Last year, everyone had boyfriends and girlfriends for dances. The dances were for grades six to eight, and at the beginning of seventh grade, everyone decided we should have dates for dances. None of the boys wanted to be my date,” I explained.

Memories flooded as I reflected on that day at the beginning of the previous school year when the bathroom had exploded with water.

Since my arrival at Foothills, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was all my fault. I didn’t believe anymore that plants in the pipes had caused it.

Despite the constant teasing and bullying from some of the boys at Foothills, some showed me kindness.

Jared’s attention made me feel special for once, and I momentarily forgot about the bullying and teasing. It wasn’t just the full moon’s magnetic pull that made me so happy.

As I explained everything to Ellen, she reached out and took my hand.

“It’s okay, really,” she told me. “I get it. We’re going to date. You didn’t ditch me. You came back at the right time. What’s the point of going to a party if we only talk to each other?”

“From now on, I think we should talk to each other first,” I said. “That way, we all know what we’re doing.”

“Did you at least kiss?” Ellen asked me with a grin. “I hung out with Stan for a bit, but we didn’t do anything but talk.”

“No, not really,” I said.

“What do you mean?” Ellen asked, and I quickly explained how he’d kissed my cheek.

“Well, maybe he will hang out with you again,” she responded excitedly.

“What about Stan? Do you think you two will hang out again after last night? Or are you allowed to?” I asked her.

She shrugged.

“Doesn’t matter unless it’s just dates,” she responded, sighing a little. “I tried writing home to beg my parents to change their minds. If I’m going to get Hank away from Erica, I need their permission. Unfortunately, they won’t budge until I’m at least sixteen. I think it’s neat we are both merpeople, though. We can bond over it, I guess. Hank wishes Stan could be a vampire too.”

“How about Hank? Are you okay with him and Erica? I don’t think it’s fair to try to take him from her.”

He’d been walking Erica to classes lately. If Jared genuinely liked me, and we got together, I’d be upset if some other girl wanted to do what Ellen was trying to do.

She looked into the water and formed a small water orb.

“It makes no difference to me. I’ll admit it hurt at first, but we’re still young. We don’t know what the future holds. But I’m hoping to be able to predict things for myself. I seem to for other people.”

She returned my gaze.

“I didn’t tell you, but I believe Rachel was involved in the attacks somehow. She seemed to be attempting to stop you.”

“Rachel?”

“Rachel Flenderson. She came around yesterday to ask about you and Ben. You said you two sat together on the bus,” Ellen said. “Yooper claims she’s clear, but I still worry.”

“Oh right, well, she seemed bored with me, and I thought I made a terrible impression on her. She made fun of me right before I met you. She might not have been trying to stop us, though. People sometimes don’t think properly in those situations,” I said. “Have you had a vision?”

“No,” Ellen answered, shaking her head. “I haven’t had one since that night. I just don’t have a good feeling about her.”

“She seemed okay and a little mean to me, but that’s normal for me. We will be careful about what we talk about around her,” I said. “I don’t think we should tell too many people about whatever they find out about Ben and me. Just whoever has been there for us.”

“She’s trying to get close. She offered to sit with you two sometimes, but we said no,” Ellen said.

We paused when we heard Mr. Yoopers voice calling us to Mr. Hornoras office.

Mr. Yooper was off to the side, flanked by Ben, Michael, and Mrs. Hemperson, our Water Teacher. I let out an audible sigh, knowing we’d have to go over what happened in greater detail but dreading the prospect of reliving those agonizing moments. All I wanted to do was forget everything and move on.
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Ellen and I were sitting in Mr. Hornoras office with Michael, Ben, and his family, waiting for the results of our tests.

I’d naively assumed a simple spell would suffice in a magical school, but the process was far more aggressive.

They collected nail clippings, hair strands, sweat, tears, blood and urine samples.

Even though my family couldn’t (or wouldn’t) make it, my mother permitted me to take the tests. To protect our privacy, Mr. Yooper limited the number of people who knew about the situation.

We sat there debating who we could trust, knowing that rumours and speculation would run wild if the truth got out.

Even the lies could spark more speculation.

Mr. Dockt, our school’s Main Mender, came in after a while. He was an elderly gentleman with greying hair that he wore in a ponytail.

As he walked into the office, he tossed two folders on the desk and scratched his dark goatee, which was surprisingly not greying. We were all watching him, eagerly awaiting the results.

“Well, our theory is right, though I wasn’t expecting it to be,” he finally said.

“What theory?” Ellen asked.

“Yes, why exactly was my son able to do what he did?” Mrs. Hoofer, Ben’s mother, asked.

“These two share magic from the Mortal Realm and the Dark Magic Realm and other traits. Ben is the youngest male in your family, born in the Fae Realm. Amber is the youngest female born in her family in the Mortal Realm.

“Although I suspect either of her parents or grandparents were fae, I honestly believe it was a parent, but she was born in the Mortal Realm and her fae parent or grandparent was the first to be with a mortal.

“Ben has some mortal blood, too, on his father’s side, with the ancestor being one of the first with a mortal.

“They’re the youngest of eight children and share the same rising signs in the fae and mortal worlds. Also, they both have dormant shifter blood in them, even if they can’t shift,” Mr. Dockt answered before continuing.

“This means with their powers combined. They can open portals to other worlds we cannot. What they can do differs from the portals we can open into the Mortal Realm since our realms are permanently open to each other. Anyone with training can open a portal to the Mortal Realm, but these two can do much more.”

“But I only have two sisters,” I said. “I’m not the youngest of eight children. I don’t have a big family.”

“Are you sure?” Mr. Dockt asked. “Perhaps your parents haven’t told you everything because I believe you have fae ancestry on your father’s side. My findings show you’re the youngest child of eight.”

“How is it possible for Ben to have mortal blood? We’ve always been with fae from this world. We don’t have a problem with mortals, but it’s always worked that way somehow,” Mr. Hoofer said.

“Or someone isn’t being truthful with you. One of your paternal grandparents was with a non-magical mortal,” Mr. Dockt said. “Look, we can do the tests again, but they’re rarely wrong, and I am certain we’ll get the same results. These two happen to have lineage, which lines up between them in some ways. They have the power of all four realms, so they can open portals into all of them.”

“Does that mean they have the potential to open a portal into the Shapeshifting Realm?” Barry asked.

“I think so, yes. Most people who have opened the portals in the past have had blood from the realms they opened the portal for,” Mr. Dockt said.

“But how is it possible?” Michael asked. “At some point, someone had to have opened them for us all to meet. How would people be able to have kids with each other from other realms if you need certain blood to open them?”

“We’re still trying to figure out how and why the first portals were opened. You aren’t there yet in your history classes, but we believe the first ones were opened accidentally by our ancient ancestors when they first developed powers. Someone or some people closed them all. They made it harder for them to be opened again, hence the blood requirements to open them. Someone didn’t want all the realms open to each other,” Mr. Dockt responded. “There is a small written record about a hundred thousand people, but we don’t know what it is about. Whether they opened the portals or if they’re the result of the realms. All we know is a hundred thousand people were once involved a very long time ago.”

“Well, we’ve heard in classes the one hundred thousand probably encountered dark magic wielders and decided it was for the best,” Brianne said.

“So we all did once co-exist together?” Michael asked.

“We don’t think it was for long,” Mr. Hoofer said. “It was likely about six or seven thousand years ago. They were closed again by someone, and about two thousand years ago, we reopened them again. We have records of it, but the dark magic wielders tried to take over all three realms. They permanently shut the portals to the Shapeshifter Realm for both the mortal and fae.”

“Then the dark magic wielders could take over the Shapeshifters’ Realm?” I asked.

“Thankfully, we still have some communication between the worlds. We have people who are born with that ability,” Mr. Hornora said. “So far, they’re safe, but like us, the dark magic wielders have penetrated their world.”

“Are they like Amber and Ben?” Barry asked. “The last of eight children and everything?”

“No, it can be the oldest, the second born, and so forth. Eight isn’t the magical age. You both could be number three, and it would still work. They must share the same traits if the two of them can open a portal together. It doesn’t always have to be two people. Neither Ben nor Amber likely would have had the chance to open advanced portals like that on their own. Some people can,” Mr. Hornora said. “For people who can do it alone, they have to have an even amount of each species in them.”

“And so we always need to be together to do it?” Ben asked. “Or is it because we are thirteen?”

“Even for your age, the fact you two opened it together is amazing, but yes, for very advanced portals, I believe so. However, you’ll probably be able to open normal portals on your own naturally. So if you needed to get into the Mortal Realm, and it’s already there, you can get it open if it’s been closed without the others help, even at your age. But for very advanced portals, you need each other. Even once you graduate, you still will need to work together. You and Amber have little dark magic in you, but you have the same amount she does. The only difference is, her parentage is questionable. The rest, you have equal amounts to each other. Portal openers either work in pairs or can do it independently,” Mr. Dockt said. “It doesn’t have to be male and female, either. That’s how it worked out for them. It can be lucky with that.”

“So, they have the potential to open the portal, then?” Brenda asked. “They could open the last realm for us?”

“Unless it’s an emergency, I don’t want them trying again without lessons,” Mr. Yooper said. “The portal they opened was just temporary, and it took too much out of them. We still don’t know how they managed to suck people through, and neither do they; it was instinct that night. It also may not be the last realm, remember? We’ve heard rumours of more. Either way, there is no need to rush them. We can wait until they’re eighteen or nineteen before we have them open any more portals.”

“Then we’ll have more powers, and there will be even less one or two elementals?” Brenda asked.

“Is that really a good thing, though?” I asked, thinking about people like Erica and Jess, who were in the other classes.

“Of course it is. We’ll be more powerful!” Brenda said.

“But we’re already segregated from the people with one or two elements as it! What if it gets worse for them? I already heard some teachers talking about adding people with no secondary power to those classes, too,” I said.

I’d only learned the word ‘segregated’ recently from Barry. I’d likely heard it before but hadn’t paid attention, but with a room full of adults, I felt it would get them to take me more seriously if I used it.

“Now’s not the time to talk about this,” Mr. Hornora said quickly as he looked at the Hoofers. “What is important is we learn more about what you two can do.”

“No, what are you talking about, dear?” Mrs. Hoofer asked me.

I quickly explained how people with one and two elements were separated into different classes. Others also spoke up, including Barry, who mentioned their friend Tasha, who was now required to take separate classes from them.

“What’s going on here?” Mr. Hoofer asked Mr. Hornora. “They’re children! There are people with one or two elements who are very powerful, and it sounds like you’ve sentenced them all to the basic skills classes.”

“Listen, you know how things work, Richard. It was either this, or we send them to other schools. We don’t want to do that,” Mr. Hornora said. “We’d like to expand the school and accept everyone. For now, until we do, this is the best way. Our teachers were overburdened. There has been an influx of mortals; the more mortals, the better.”

“Why don’t you divide the classes between juniors and seniors? Or instead of having one teacher teach advanced and basic skills classes, have one for each?” Mrs. Hoofer asked.

“The new teachers are better equipped to deal with those with fewer elements, and our advanced teachers can work with the more powerful students,” Mr. Hornora said.

“But Tasha is very powerful and doesn’t belong in those classes!” Barry protested, but Mr. Hornora ignored him.

“Wait, so if Ben and Amber can open the portals, does that mean you’ll put people without secondary powers in those classes, too?” Ellen asked.

“It sounds like there could end up being another school for them all,” Mr. Hoofer said, glaring at Mr. Hornora. “That’s the eventual plan, isn’t it?”

“Look, if all three portals are open, we’ll get more powerful. We are hoping everyone will have all four elements, and they’ll have secondary powers,” Mr. Yooper responded, but he sounded resigned to me, and I wondered if he agreed or if he said it because he had to. “So it won’t matter.”

“That’s just a theory. You just told us in our last class there still has to be a balance,” Nick said. “Besides, I know you agree with us, so I don’t understand the lies.”

“It will take a long time before it gets to that point, anyway,” Barry stated.

“Which means there will be favouritism for those with the most elements. People will be turned away from here, even if someone with one element is very powerful,” Mr. Hoofer said. “At Foothills, the school that has always accepted all. There’s a reason we sponsor mortals, and I will not stand for it if even one of them is turned away because they have one element.”

“We will pull out once Ben is done and sponsor other schools,” Mrs. Hoofer added.

“Now, now, there’s no need to worry. We will not be doing it in the near future. The only way that will happen is if we run out of room to put students. It won’t happen soon. All four territories have several empty dorms.” Mr. Hornora. “Now, let’s get back to the present.”

“We will discuss this again,” Mr. Hoofer said. “But we want to know what you’ll do about the media. What is the story here? Everyone wants to know the truth, and they’ll probably guess. We all know natural portal openers exist, but either they’re rare or don’t know they have the ability.”

“We’re going to call it a fluke for now. They’re too young to be opening more portals. They will now have private portal classes with Mr. Yooper, Barry, and Nick,” Mr. Hornora said.

“Wait, why me? Why can’t Linda do it? That’s her subject. It’s not that I mind helping, but I have a lot on my plate right now with the additional teachers, sports and three classes,” Mr. Yooper said. “You keep piling more work on me, and with more teachers here, it was supposed to help with that, and I’ve only been here three years. Why not someone who has been here for years?”

“Because we don’t want anyone else to know,” Mr. Hornora said. “How many Menders know the truth?” He added to Mr. Dockt.

“Just the three who worked with me,” Mr. Dockt said.

“Good. Let’s keep it way,” Mr. Hornora said.

“Wait, why are Nick and I teaching them? We just started portal classes, and none of the SS Year Threes could do that. We’re just learning the basics of portals in general!” Barry said.

“They need to know as much about portals as possible. You’re Head of the Juniors in the first year. You’re just teaching them the basics. For the first two years, you two can help. You won’t have to be present for every lesson. It will help you two anyway,” Mr. Hornora told him. “The classes will be once a week, if that. They’re still too young to do a lot.”

Barry nodded, and the weight of it all left me dazed. My mind raced as I considered what this discovery could mean for our future. Were we fated to be the ones to unlock the portal? The thought alone was enough to send me into a tailspin.

As I tried to process everything, my gaze shifted to Ben, who returned my stare with a terrified expression. He was struggling with the enormity of this revelation, and I couldn’t blame him. It was a lot to take in.

“Alright,” Barry finally said. “I guess it’s better if it’s Nick and me anyway, but what do we tell most people?”

“We’ll tell them we haven’t come to any conclusions yet,” Mr. Yooper said. “People will speculate, but we’ll tell them we found nothing, and you two will not open any more portals. Trust me, you do not want attention, and we worry it will endanger you. Be very careful who you tell.”

“You children just worry about your studies. We’ll deal with the media. Soon you will be allowed to visit the village. There could be reporters there. Be very careful about what you talk about,” Mr. Hornora said. “For now, we’re just going to keep quiet about this. We’ll check on you as you two go through your year.”

“What if more show up? They got in once. What about the village?” Brianne asked.

“Protocols are in place there,” Mr. Hornora said. “We’ve put spells everywhere near the school and village. We’ve also put them in the surrounding villages. They’ll detect them. We’ve never had use for them. This is the first time in history that we’ve had this happen. Last year, attackers came to our homes and attacked us, but not the school. Visits to town don’t start until the end of the month. However, we’ll discuss it then with the student body. For now, I want the two of you to lie low.”

“And that’s it?” Mrs. Hoofer said.

“For now, yes. We have no new information. We’ll talk with the two of you about how we’ll protect Ben in the meantime,” Mr. Hornora told Mr. and Mrs. Hoofer.

“And Amber, of course,” Mrs. Hoofer said.

“Her family chose not to show up. Of course, we will protect her, but we will discuss what you want with Ben,” Mr. Hornora said.

“Well, we’ll represent her. She’s our sponsor,” Mr. Hoofer said. “We’ll contact her mother if she cannot come.”

“My grandmother will, too, because she’ll be here starting next week,” Ellen said.

“Really?” I asked her. She hadn’t mentioned it before.

“I’ll explain later,” she told me.

“I’ll talk to your grandmother as well,” Mr. Hornora said. “For now, return to your dorms. We’ll keep you all updated. Ben and Amber, you do your part. Don’t tell too many people.”

“We know,” Ben said.

After going through so much with Ben that week, I knew it was best not to share this information with anyone outside our group.

The people who helped us had proven their loyalty, and I had complete faith in them. Obviously, no one else needed to know what we’d discovered, and I hoped they’d all leave us alone.
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Although most people left us alone, it was difficult not to notice the whispers trailing behind us as we passed.

We’d braced ourselves for an onslaught of questions, but thankfully, no one approached us yet.

Ben shared his worries about the possibility of being challenged by older students as we went about our daily activities.

However, Barry reassured us such confrontations, aside from a little hazing, was unlikely to occur early in the school year from older students. They liked to see what we were made of first. He wasn’t sure why, but it made us all feel better.

People talking behind my back would typically bother me, but I didn’t mind if they left us alone. I was content to let them gossip amongst themselves this time. Ben hoped they would eventually move on and forget about us.

Meanwhile, Ellen continued trying to tap into her visions, frequently swimming out to the mountains. Stan, Brianne, and Michael would accompany her to ensure her safety, with Michael taking on the form of a dragon to keep an eye on her.

Although Michael was still a bit of a stranger to me, he seemed loyal. Even with invitations from other dragons, he stayed with our group.

Ben told him he could go, and Michael said he would, but he never did. Most evenings were just the four of us, but the others occasionally joined us.

Hank, Jared, and Stan were spending most of their time with Jess, Anne, and Erica, recently. When he wasn’t with them, Jared sat so close to me that we were touching. He even held my hand at times.

It made me wonder why he was paying such close attention to me. Others had also noticed. I overheard a few boys in our Fire class asking him why he was always sitting with me, but he just shrugged and told them not to worry about it.

Even though I had no idea why he was interested in me, I planned to ask him soon. So many other girls in our year were more attractive than I was, and most of the boys were drawn to them, especially Ellen and the Andrews sisters.

In fact, many of the boys acted the same way they did at my old school, as if I were disgusting or something. Recently, one of them barked at me. It hurt, but things were getting better. I didn’t feel as isolated from my new friends as I did at my old school. Although I had a few friends back then, I already felt that my new friends were much better friends to me.

My old friends weren’t bad, but I felt a stronger bond with my new group. If I had stayed, I would have grown apart from them, or more likely, they would have grown apart from me.

Since our first date, Jared had become a regular. He used to go to Michael first when we hung out, but now he usually came to me alone. We would walk to our next classes together, so it surprised me when he told me to go ahead one morning.

“I’ll meet you all there. I have to ask Tara a question about our math homework,” he told me as we left the class.

He hurried over to Tara, and I wondered why since he was the top student in math, but I figured he’d tell me, so I proceeded to our Earth class. I hadn’t taken more than a few steps when Rachel approached me.

She smiled at me and wrapped her arm around my shoulders, and I stiffened slightly. I didn’t mind if it was Ellen, Michael, or Jared, but I was still uneasy about anyone else doing it. I was used to it happening with the Andrews sisters or Hank and Stan, but I hadn’t spoken to Rachel since the first day of school.

“Hi!” she said enthusiastically. “How are you?”

“I’m okay,” I said, pulling away in discomfort. “What about you? You got in Fire like you wanted. How are your other classes?”

“They’d be better if they didn’t separate us from everyone else. The most I’ve learned since starting is how to make a small spark of fire on wood. I already know how, I did it our first night here. I hoped you’d be my roommate, but now we’re in different classes and territories. You and I never get to hang out,” she added in what sounded like a fake whiny voice.

“I overheard you when we were getting off the bus. You told some boy I was a weirdo and to save you, then you laughed at me. You’ve been making fun of me ever since,” I reminded her.

“I know,” she said and sighed loudly. “He was cute, and I was trying to impress him. I was dumb, and I’ve regretted it since. He told me I was unkind too. I’m really sorry. Normally, I don’t do stuff like that. I was just so nervous, you know? I would have apologized to you sooner, but we never get to see each other.”

Although I couldn’t tell if she was sincere, my friends and Mr. Yooper said she’d been worried Ellen would get attacked, so she’d stopped her, but Ellen was understandably skeptical, as she was cautious around everyone.

She put a lot of faith in her visions, and I assumed people were safe unless someone triggered an unfavourable premonition. I figured if she got a warning about Rachel, she’d say something.

“It’s okay,” I finally said. “If Ellen hadn’t been insisting I be myself, I’d probably do something I normally wouldn’t do either. I was really nervous on the bus too. I probably came off weird.”

“It’s still no excuse,” Rachel said. “I know you have to get to Earth class. I have mine too, but I thought maybe we can meet up later. Maybe we can start over. We could join a club or something. I’m thinking of joining the cheerleading team. You should, too.”

I stopped in my tracks and stared at her incredulously.

“Are you nuts? Me, a cheerleader? I’ve never really been into dance or gymnastics, but even if I had, I’d be terrible at it. I’d be worse at cheerleading! I’ve known from a very young age I’d never be a cheerleader, not just because I’d be no good at it. There are many reasons. Cheerleading is for girls like you, Ellen, or the Andrews sisters,” I said. “No one wants to see me with pom-poms and in their outfits.”

When I thought of cheerleading, I remembered the countless representations I’d seen in TV shows and movies. They frequently featured beautiful and graceful young women adored by all, the pinnacle of popularity.

They commanded attention in the cafeteria with their own table and ruled the school. The Head Cheerleader was always at the helm, a figure of both adoration and envy. I knew it was a pipe dream, something that would never come true.

I brought this to Rachel’s attention, but she responded with a dismissive eye roll and a giggle.

“Look, I get your only experience with cheerleading is from TV, but it’s different in actual schools. For example—and shocker, I know, given how shallow our society is, not all cheerleaders are thin,” Rachel told me. “You’re basing it all on stereotypes, and it would take all day to tell you why everything you just said is wrong, but we don’t have all day. Look, try out for the cheerleading team, or don’t. But—”

“Are you kidding me? Amber as a cheerleader?” I heard Tara laughing from behind us. “They would tell her to go away before trying out. What are you trying to do, Rachel? See her make a fool of herself? Kudos to you if you are.”

Tara’s words echoed so loudly that they reverberated throughout the immediate area, attracting the attention of mostly junior students.

They burst out laughing, their collective gaze fixed on me. Doubt crept in as I wondered if Rachel had planned this humiliation for me. I felt the warmth of my cheeks intensify as I realized my face was likely turning a deep shade of red.

“Ooh, look how red she is,” Lydia said, laughing, confirming I was indeed going red. “How can someone like her be a cheerleader? Look at her hair and how she is dressed! She looks gross every day of her life!”

“That’s ridiculous. Anyone can be a cheerleader,” Rachel said. “All of you watch way too much TV. Even boys are becoming cheerleaders now in the Mortal Realm. It’s the norm here, and you should know that. It’s the nineties.”

“And this is why we don’t want to be your friend. Rachel, you’re just as weird as her. You only have two elements,” Tara said to her. “You’re useless, and your parents are probably ashamed of you! I know I would be. They probably don’t even love—”

Rachel’s hands suddenly erupted into fire, but she turned on me instead. I backed away, prepared to throw water at her if I had to.

“That’s enough,” Michael suddenly said, pushing through the crowd. He drenched Rachel in water and then grabbed my hand to pull me away.

“When are you going to stick up for yourself again? You’re a fae. Fight like one!” Tara shouted after me. “I guess you know you’d be a useless fighter. Jared let you win! That portal was all Ben! You’re not powerful! You’re nothing but a joke! You won’t make it here, let alone as a cheerleader!”

“I could have fought her if I had to, you know,” I told Michael, who dropped my hand once we were out of earshot.

“I know, but it should be worth it when you get in an actual fight with one of these people. I think you’d beat Rachel, but she got upset for a reason. There’s something going on there. If she’s serious about being your friend, do you really want to jeopardize it?” He asked.

“Why not take it out on the person who said it?” I asked. “She’s the one who suggested cheerleading, and Tara’s the one who instigated it. I swear Tara is so mean because she wants to fight someone.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Michael responded. “I hung out with her because Jared was hanging out with Tara’s friend, Aaron, and she was normal. It was like hanging out with all of you. She’s being unlikable on purpose. I think she wants people to fight her. Maybe it’s a fae thing. Before I came here, I never felt aggression. Now sometimes I do, and not even when I’m angry. I feel like I need a release. I don’t know if it’s my dragon or what.”

“It might be,” I answered, “but I have it too sometimes when I’m just reading. I want to fight sometimes, even if it’s for fun. I felt it building up while I was standing there. My embarrassment kept me from doing anything. If Rachel tried anything, though, I’d have been able to stop her. Why would she get upset with me?”

“Just ask her later,” Michael said. “Her parents write often, apparently. I heard Lilac telling someone in the cafeteria that Rachel sometimes gets ten letters daily! Surely that is excessive, even if someone is close to them? She gets stressed too by them, I guess. I wouldn’t take it personally. Meet up with her later, like she said.”

“You really think I could be a cheerleader?” I asked.

Michael laughed. “Oh no, never. It would be funny to see you try out. You’d look ridiculous. You really should try though—”

“So you can see me making a fool of myself? No thanks. And I thought you were my friend,” I said.

Although I tried to convince myself that Michael was only joking, sometimes I had the uneasy feeling that he only spent time with me for the sake of our mutual friends.

Michael laughed. “If I wasn’t your friend, I’d lie to you. You didn’t let me finish.” He came over and put an arm around me.

Unlike with Rachel, though, I relaxed as he continued.

“I think you should do it to prove everyone, including yourself, wrong. I mean, I never would have thought you could open a portal. I didn’t think you’d be impressive on our first day here. I saw you, and I thought you’d barely even be able to use whatever powers you had. You weren’t, though. So why not prove them wrong? Jared did not let you win.”

“Because I don’t want to be a cheerleader, Michael,” I responded. “Look, even if you forget about the shallow aspects of it, I don’t want to do it because I don’t want to do it. It doesn’t sound fun to me. I don’t even play sports unless it’s fun between friends. I prefer being in the stands watching. Even though it happens, I don’t want too much attention drawn to me. I try to be invisible. It’s why I dress like I don’t care about myself.”

“Yeah, well, it doesn’t work at all,” Michael said, and then he pulled away but stopped me.

“We’re going to be late,” I said. “Tara and Rachel kind of wasted time back there.”

“We can both afford the demerits,” Michael said. “Look, people like Tara go after you because they can tell you’re vulnerable. It’s not really the clothes because a more confident person can pull it off. It’s the vibe you give off. People can tell just by looking at you that you won’t stand up for yourself, so they take advantage. Tara can be nasty, but she goes after you for a reason. You’re in the Fae Realm where you’re going to get it worse here than you ever have. You’ve got to get rid of your insecurities. They know you’re more powerful. You proved more than once you are. They won’t back off until they make you snap.”

“And how does trying out for cheerleading accomplish that? I’ll make a fool of myself, and you know it!” I said.

A bell rang overhead, signalling the start of class.

“In this world, I’ve learned they respect you more if you try and then fail over if you don’t try,” Michael said.

“That’s true in the Mortal Realm too,” I said, though I’d never found out if it was true for me.

“Yes, but it’s admired even more here, even if people won’t admit it. Believe me. It’s different here. You’ll notice a difference soon, and they’ll back off, even if not at first,” he said. “Why not try? You said you don’t want to be one.”

“But what if, on the slight chance, I’m not laughed out of the room and make it?” I asked.

“Just quit,” Michael said. “I never said you had to stay on the team. It’s probably more of a statement to quit.”

While I was hesitant, I couldn’t deny he was right. Despite my reservations, the idea of trying lingered in my mind, though I wasn’t sure if I had the strength and courage. My greatest fear was that I would make a fool of myself, causing my classmates to laugh until our graduation day.
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I kept quiet as we made our way to the Earth class portal. When we arrived for our first class a few weeks ago, I expected it to be outside, but it was in a portal room. This portal room simulated the day and night cycles, which made me wonder about both beach rooms and why we needed one of each. On the first night, Tara had mentioned that having cycles was too advanced for the teachers, but clearly that wasn’t true.

Although it was sunny outside, the portal room appeared cloudy on this day, demonstrating the teachers’ remarkable ability to manipulate the environment.

We found Mr. Yooper and our classmates gathered near a small pond teeming with small colourful frogs. The setting’s realism was astounding. It was a profound realization that, while we couldn’t control the actual weather, we could precisely replicate it. I was amazed at the seemingly limitless possibilities of what I could do someday.

This room was slightly smaller than the sprawling lake rooms but still quite large. Throughout the year, it served as a repository for all our projects. It began as nothing more than a swath of grass, dirt, and trees, but over time, it became home to a diverse array of plant life. My recently created flower garden was nowhere to be found, but neither was anyone else’s.

“Oh good, you two are here. I trust everything went well with Barry?” Mr. Yooper asked us, and I looked at him feeling confused.

Michael’s features were etched with confusion, too as he gazed at our teacher. “Um, yeah.”

We rushed over to where Ben and Ellen were standing. I didn’t see Hank, Stan, or Jared, though they were probably amongst the group. Ben must have lied for us, though I didn’t understand why he would lie for me.

“You two, thankfully, missed little. Now, as I was saying, none of your gardens are here. They didn’t even last two days. Your aim was to make them last a week. By the end of the year, your plants should last for at least three months,” and he walked around the small pond to where several trees around Ben’s height were growing. “The JS Year Twos made these at the end of last year, and they’re still going strong. They’re also growing at a faster rate than normal trees. You’ll need to be able to do all this by the end of the year. These trees are here to show me they can do it. Now, try again. I want to see your gardens still here next week. Now go on and try again.”

After deciding on our work areas, the four of us got to work. As it turned out, our Elemental classes were not as simple as I had hoped.

While I had a talent for creating beautiful gardens, the preservation spells required to keep them up proved far more difficult.

Mine had only advanced to an hour, and each garden required a lot of work. It was a stark contrast to the ease with which I summoned my powers on the first night. It now required a significant amount of effort.

“What did you tell him?” Michael asked Ben.

“Barry told him he just needed to talk to you two,” Ben said.

“I was hoping you talked her out of it,” Ellen added to Michael before looking at me. “But for some reason, I’m still getting a tiny vision of you in a green, blue, white, and orange cheerleading outfit. You look cute, I admit. You should wear your hair like that more, but what are you thinking?”

I’d been leaning toward saying no, especially with Tara’s mocking gaze fixed on me. With Ellen’s vision, however, I had no choice but to try out.

“I might not,” I explained everything because I was sure whatever they heard wasn’t the true narration of events.

“I suppose that’s true, but can you handle it? Amber, they will not go easy on you. A bunch of people are now going tonight to see if you go. There is no rule against bothering you for any tryout here,” Ellen said.

Ben laughed. “It’s the reason I’m going. People make a sport of it here. Barry and Nick joined the basketball team for the same reason as you. Several guys in their year… and well, our older brothers went to watch them, and it was brutal from what I’ve heard. Nick’s brothers were the worst. Those two don’t care, and they made it. With you, it will be even worse, especially when you fail.”

“I know, but they’ll bother me either way now,” I responded, attempting to ignore my hurt at his response.

I had hoped that our portal-opening abilities would bring us closer together, but he still hated me.

“And honestly, I want to win and quit, as Michael said,” I added.

Ellen’s track record of accurate visions was my primary motivation for attending the tryouts. With all of her previous predictions coming true, I accepted my fate, knowing I had no choice but to participate. Despite my reservations about humiliating myself in front of the entire school, I had no choice but to go ahead with it.

“Let’s just make our gardens,” I muttered. “I don’t want to talk about this right now, especially with Tara around.”

“Fine, but I don’t think you should do it. I don’t trust Rachel. She’s as trustworthy as my garden will be,” Ellen whispered.

I became increasingly agitated as weeds sprouted among the floral arrangements as I cultivated a garden of various flowers.

Despite my best efforts to stop their growth with a spell, they grew anyway. I remembered a spell Jared and I talked about during our previous study session. It was one that witches and warlocks could use, so I cast it right away.

“Did I just sense a witch or warlock casting a spell?” Mr. Yooper called out. “Take it off right now, and I won’t check to see who did it. This is Earth elemental class. You use your elements and sometimes your fae powers. That’s it.”

Ben snickered as he shook his head at me, and I quickly removed it.

“Useless,” Tara said, but I ignored her. I simply focused harder on the spells I needed to cast.

My secondary powers came naturally to me, but my fae powers and even elements could be difficult to master.

“I don’t get it,” Michael said. “During Power Display, a lot of this came naturally. Now it’s not.”

I was glad he asked because it was something I’d been thinking about. Ellen had been frustrated by it as well.

“Because it was the first full moon of the school year, plus you’re focusing on something else. Power Display is different because you’re just showing what you can do,” Ben responded, looking up from his garden, which appeared to be quite elaborate. He was very good at it. “Don’t copy me,” he added.

“I never copied you,” I responded. “Mine will be better.”

“Yeah, okay. If yours looks better than mine by the end of class, I’ll cheer you on tonight,” Ben answered.

“So you’re not going to?” I asked.

“No, not unless you win, which you won’t,” Ben replied.

“Same,” Michael spoke up.

“You two suck, and you’re awful friends,” Ellen said.

“We’re wonderful friends,” Michael said.

“I’m not her friend. She’s your friend and my family’s sponsor,” Ben told her. “Which is why she shouldn’t have attacked me!”

“If you’re a good friend, Michael, you’d be showing up and cheering me on with posters,” I said, ignoring Ben.

“Why would we do that?” Ben asked. “I don’t think anyone else does.”

“If you lose our competition, you’ll both have to do that,” Ellen said. “You’ll have to hold signs saying: ‘Go, Amber!’ Oh, and you have to wear the school colours.”

“Then you have to join her in tryouts if she loses—and you can’t help her with her garden,” Michael laughed. “Focus on your own garden.”

“All of you focus on your gardens,” Mr. Yooper said as he passed by.

As I looked at my two friends, I was grateful for their support, but I was worried that none of it was genuine. After years of people doubting me, including Ben, it was difficult to know who to trust.

Despite my reservations, I tried to concentrate on the task and put all my efforts into creating a lovely garden.

However, I was so focused on making my plants last longer than a day that I neglected the overall design.

On the other hand, Ben’s garden was breathtaking, with a stream and fountain that perfectly complemented the various flowers.

I knew Ben’s experience in the Fae Realm and his upbringing in elaborate gardens had given him an advantage, and I admired his abilities while feeling a pang of envy and dread. But, in the end, how our plants thrived was most important. Mine would most likely outlast his.

“Better have a thick skin tonight if you’re going,” Ben told me. “You’re going to lose.”

“Ellen, I can’t wait to see you in that uniform,” Michael said.

We all began making our way out of the classroom.

“Amber probably won’t even show up. She knows she’s a joke,” Tara said as she walked past with her friends, who all giggled.

“No, I will show up, and you’ll eat your words. All of you will be,” I said, but I wasn’t confident saying this.

I was only saying it because Ellen saw me doing it and I didn’t have much of a choice. Part of me wished she hadn’t told me about it in the first place, but I knew withdrawing now would only make matters worse.

“I can’t wait to see this. You’re going to look like an idiot,” a boy who I didn’t know said.

He laughed and ran off.

Despite feeling frustrated and angry about the tryout situation, I felt determined and motivated, just like I did on Power Display night. I wasn’t sure where my determination would lead me, but I was ready to face the challenge.

I took some time to gather my thoughts and centre myself while washing up for lunch. I didn’t want to think about the situation any longer, so it was a relief when Ellen didn’t follow me. Perhaps she realized I needed some space.

I felt refreshed and ready to face whatever lay ahead after washing and changing. I didn’t want to talk about the tryouts any longer; I just wanted to get on with my day.

Brianne entered the room while I was sitting on my bed, dressed in her cheerleading outfit.

“Good, you’re already here,” she said. “That outfit won’t do. I have a uniform in your size.”

“What are you on about?” I inquired, my gaze drawn to the small cheerleading uniform she held up.

It had a short pleated skirt in white and orange with blue and green stripes at the bottom. The white top had vivid orange stars on the front, and striking green and blue thick stripes that intersected. FFA glittered in grey lettering underneath to complete the look.

“We’re here to help,” Brianne’s friend Hilda said as she came inside.

She’d already changed into her uniform, which fit her like a glove, with the pleated skirt falling mid-thigh. But I couldn’t imagine wearing one without feeling self-conscious.

“You’re signed out of classes for the afternoon,” Brianne said. “We heard through the grapevine and decided if you’re going to do this, you’re going to be prepared. You deserve a fair trial, at least.”

“And you’re allowed to just sign me out of classes? For a cheerleader tryout?” I asked.

It would never work that way in the Mortal Realm.

“Uh yeah, of course,” Hilda said, as if this was obvious.

“We’re mentors. Anyone in JS Year Three and older can sign up. We take our competitions in all sports seriously. We’re Junior Cheerleaders. Junior Years One to Three are together. We’ve been in the top three for the past five years. We want to be number one. So yes, they let this happen,” Brianne said.

“Aren’t we just cheering on sports teams?” I asked.

“No, not at all. We do, but we compete with other schools. Didn’t they do that in the Mortal Realm? I thought you said they did,” she added to Hilda.

“They do,” she said. “Dad took us to competitions for his mortal friends’ kids. They were cool, and that’s why I wanted to be one.”

“She’s right. I just never thought about what I’m getting into tonight,” I admitted.

“Do you want to? Because we can help you impress them,” Hilda said. “We will make our tryouts. We have the last two years.”

“It helps us with our tryouts, too,” Brianne said. “We’ll have our own after yours. We were thinking of doing three different routines if we do this. We’ll do one for each of us. That’s what Hilda and I do. We will make your moves very easy for ours. You won’t have to do much but dance, and use your elements. You don’t have to worry about doing any cheers, either. They care more about how you move and how flexible you are. Some people add cheers and their own chants, but often, it’s kind of like a dance-off. The cheers will come after we’re on the team.”

“We’re allowed to work with others?” I wondered how I was supposed to learn three routines in one day.

“Yes, they like to see you work with others. When it’s your tryout, their primary focus will be on you. When it’s mine, they’ll be focusing on me,” Brianne said. “Just try with us. If we feel you can’t do it, we’ll tell you, okay? I promise. It’s your choice, but we won’t let you go out there off guard. At least you’ll have a better chance.”

I nodded. As much as I wanted to run away, I knew I couldn’t. Ellen had seen it happen.

“What about Ellen? Michael volunteered her,” I said.

“Ellen’s being taken care of by some girls in our year. She’ll be fine,” Brianne told me. “We care for her too, but no one is making fun of her. I want to see the look on all their faces when you win.”

“Exactly, and I think we can develop some good routines with your powers and our powers,” Hilda said. “Mermaids work well with witches and warlocks. And you can do easy stuff when we do our routines. We won’t make you do anything complicated or make you remember any cheers.”

“I still don’t know a lot,” I admitted, thinking I’d rather just do the cheers and skip the rest. “I never even did gymnastics or dance outside of the units they made us do in gym class. I wasn’t bad at it. The balance beam was my favourite, but I’ve never turned a cartwheel in my life, and I nearly broke my neck trying to do a handstand. Sierra is the gymnast in my family.”

“Don’t worry. Tryouts are at eight-thirty. It’s just after twelve. We have time,” Brianne said. “You just need some confidence. Clear your head of all the negative people. Think of why you’re doing this, and use it.”

She was right. Even though Rachel probably had good intentions, I planned to speak with her later. She should have brought it up in private unless she’d intended to embarrass me in front of others. In any case, we needed to have a serious discussion later.
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My nerves were frayed as we walked toward the grand gymnasium.

Our school had both a small and a large gymnasium, and it was in the latter that we would go through tryouts; however, unlike most gyms, there was a unique space with a partially dirt-covered floor where our routines would take place.

As we continued, I noticed that the entire school had gathered, which increased my anxiety.

“You didn’t mention this!” I hissed to Brianne.

“We told you there’s an audience,” Brianne said.

“But this is like Power Display!” I protested.

“Yup, it’s always like this,” Hilda said. “There are tryouts for intermediate cheerleaders and senior cheerleaders after.”

“Amber, you did exceptional with us, I promise,” Brianne told me. “I knew from the start you’d be fine. Remember that.”

She was right. They patiently taught me each of their moves and gave me simplified dance moves for their routines, which took a couple of hours.

We began working on the routines sequentially after a much-needed half-hour break. It felt different when we weren’t being watched. We had complete privacy, and Brianne and Hilda were the only people who saw my mistakes. However, the entire school would now be watching us.

I scanned the crowd and noticed my friends, including Ellen, not far away. I hadn’t seen them since Earth class. They were accompanied by Jared, Stan, and Hank. I hurried over to join them, feeling self-conscious in my cheerleading outfit.

“I knew you looked cute in that,” Ellen said.

“Not really,” I said, my cheeks warming with embarrassment.

“We’ll be your friends no matter what happens tonight,” Ellen told me.

“And remember, we mean nothing we say tonight,” Michael added.

“I might,” Ben muttered.

“Well, I might if you do something hilarious,” Hank said.

“I’ll be laughing the whole time,” Stan said. “Ellen, we’ll be laughing at you too, by the way.”

“Oh, I’ll be laughing big time, too,” Ben said.

“Both of us will show you,” Ellen said.

Jared grinned at me. “I’ll be cheering you on, don’t worry. You’re going to be awesome.”

As I looked at him, a grin spread across my face. Brianne was correct; all I needed was a boost of confidence. And Jared was working as hard as Ellen to lift my spirits.

“Hey,” I said, motioning for him to follow me into the corridor. “Can we talk for a minute?” We walked in silence until we came across a secluded area. We had ten minutes before the tryouts began, so we had time to talk.

“What’s up?” He asked me.

Hilda’s earlier words echoed in my mind as I worked up the courage to kiss Jared. If I could muster the courage to kiss him, surely I could gather courage for my cheerleading tryout.

I leaned in and kissed him despite my nerves. I was half expecting him to back away, but he didn’t. Instead, he kissed me back with such tenderness that it warmed my heart. When we parted, he smiled at me, and everything felt right in the world for a brief moment.

“What was that about?” he asked a hint of amusement in his voice.

“Besides Ellen, Michael, Brianne, and Hilda, you’re the only one who has been kind to me about this cheerleading thing,” I explained.

“Did you kiss them, too?” he teased, raising an eyebrow.

I chuckled and shook my head. “No, only you. I wasn’t expecting it either, but I wanted to prove to myself I could do it.”

“Let’s give you more confidence,” he said as he leaned in for another kiss. “Now go ahead, I’ll be there. You can do it. I’ll be right back; I need to grab something.”

I returned to the gym, my heart pounding with nerves and excitement, as he rushed off to get whatever it was.
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Ben turned to Anne, a hint of hesitation in his voice. “Is it necessary for us to use the posters?”

We sat in the first row of the bleachers, eagerly awaiting the start of tryouts. The large turnout surprised me; it was clear that sports were highly valued here.

Meanwhile, Ellen and Amber were given the afternoon off to practise their skills. Ellen hoped for another vision, but none came. However, I still thought she had a chance to make the squad. Her uniform was a perfect fit, highlighting her long, elegant legs.

“Many people will be doing it,” Barry said, walking over to us. “We do it for Brianne and Hilda too.”

“They’re your friends,” Nick added, coming over to join us.

“Look, we were only teasing them when we said we’d boo, but posters?” I asked. “They’re not even taking this seriously.”

“They’d be cheering you on,” Erica told him.

“They’d be in the front row,” Jess said.

“I thought the three of you would try out tonight,” Stan turned to Jess.

“Yeah, out of anyone, we thought it would be your thing,” Hank added to Erica, who was beside him.

“We plan to. We just want to see how it is here. We can take the time to learn it during the year,” Jess said.

Erica nodded. “For our first year here, I think it’s best to see what we are getting into. I know it can be competitive.”

“They do really want the number one spot,” Nick replied. “It’s very competitive.”

“Where’s Jared?” Stan asked. “Amber’s been back for a while.”

“Right here, just had to run back to the dorm,” Jared said from our left. He was walking past some students to reach us. “Looks like I got back in time.”

None of the cheerleaders were around anymore. Ben, Jared, and I were thinking of trying out for basketball. Would the gym be crowded for us?

Jess handed us each four posters.

“There is one for each of them. I don’t know who is working with Ellen. Otherwise, we’d have made some for them, too,” Anne told us. “There’s a pile for each of them if more people want one.”

We sat near many JS Year Ones, including Tara and her friends. Weren’t they trying out too?

“I thought the three of you were trying out,” I said when my eyes met with Tara’s.

Tara snorted. “Oh god, no.”

“Yeah, cheerleading is really not our thing,” Lydia said. “We’re just here to see Amber fall on her face. She’s so pathetic.”

“She showed up. You have to respect that,” Tara responded, shrugging. “I just want to see how it is compared to the Mortal Realm. I’ve never seen it. Real competitions look cool in the Mortal Realm.”

“They use the elements I’ve heard,” Natalie stated excitedly. “Next year, I’d be open to trying. I just want to see how they compete first, but I’ve always wanted to try out.”

“But Amber’s not going to make it,” Lydia laughed. “It’s ridiculous for her to try. It’s going to be so amazing when she-”

“Would you stop? I just want to have a good time,” Tara replied with annoyance as she glanced at us, knowing we could end up fighting. “It’s about to start. Shut up.”

That told me it was all a ruse with her. I wanted to speak with her later. Mr. Hornora walked to the centre of the gym.

“Welcome, everyone. Remember, you’re here to watch, not to vote. That’s up to last year’s Senior Cheerleaders,” he said.

Just as he finished speaking, a group of about a dozen SS Year Three girls burst into the gymnasium, exclaiming with delight.

He enthusiastically introduced each girl, to thunderous applause from the audience. Although I didn’t recognize any of them, it was hard not to notice their striking beauty, enhanced even more by the added glitter covering their outfits and faces. It seemed girls had a special fondness for sparkly things. Ben and I had glitter all over our dorm from the girls we hung out with.

“They have earned the spot already since they’ve been on the team since their early junior years. We’ll be starting with the juniors first. Welcome the first team to try out: Diana and Carrie! Carrie is our first tryout!”

I’d seen cheerleading on TV in the Mortal Realm, which was strikingly similar in terms of moves, albeit with a magical and elemental twist. I didn’t expect people our age to do well initially, but some seemed to have prior experience. Those who did not include cheers in their routine disappointed me. Only a select few did. Most people danced without cheering.

Unfortunately, the first two girls were treated brutally by the audience. They had to leave the stage early, which worried me about Ellen and Amber, especially the latter, who was insecure.

The audience made no distinction; they booed every team and individual unless they were friends.

One JS Year One team consisted of two boys and two girls, marking the event’s first appearance of male performers.

Their uniforms were similar to those of the girls, but they wore t-shirts and shorts. The designs on the shirts were nearly identical, and the shorts were white with thick orange, green, and blue stripes sitting horizontally at the bottom.

I wasn’t sure what to expect, but their upbeat punk song and coordinated dance moves wowed me. The boys even threw the girls into the air regularly, causing spectacular fireworks to erupt around them. All four performers were flawlessly complementary to one another.

As I watched their performance, I noticed that each seemed to represent one of the four elements, using the same element throughout. The performers’ abilities were undeniable, eliciting applause and cheers from the captivated audience.

Although the final decision wouldn’t be made until later, I did not doubt that these four would be added to the team.

Initially, I had reservations about male cheerleaders, but their flawless performance piqued my interest and made me want to see more guys try out.

I heard Carrie and Diana’s names called, only to notice their absence when they were called again. They were probably intimidated by the harsh judgment of the crowd.

Though I remained silent, the jeering audience mirrored my disappointment, and I felt their reaction was unwarranted. None of the teachers intervened to calm the hostile environment.

“Well, I guess we’ll call our next team then. Welcome, Amber, Brianne, and Hilda! This is Amber’s tryout.”

“Oh no,” Ben said, worried, and I smirked. I could tell he cared more than he let on. Lydia squealed with delight.

Oh no, was right. As the booing became louder, we banded together to drown it out with cheers and posters. Throughout it all, I caught Amber’s attention and saw her face light up with surprise and gratitude as she noticed us in the crowd. She smiled and waved back, her joy and energy contagious.

Considering his initial skepticism, Ben joined us in cheering Amber on. Even after his previous pettiness, I knew he admired her. He was too defiant to admit it. But all I could see was admiration and respect pouring out of him.

Part of me thought their portal-opening abilities scared him, so he’d distanced himself from her.

“See why the posters are a good idea now?” Erica asked.

“Yup,” Ben said and then shouted out her name.

As I watched Ben cheer on Amber, I hoped that this show of respect and camaraderie meant their animosity toward each other was finally over. I was sick of the tension and the conflict it was causing in our group.

I just wanted us to be friends.

Lydia’s loud insults were grating on my nerves amid the cheering and excitement. She yelled directly into Brenda’s ear. Brenda, who had been trying to enjoy the competition, had had enough and confronted Lydia, yelling at her to shut up.

“It’s not that serious,” she told her. “This whole thing is stupid, anyway. I’m just here for Brianne. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

“I just want her to fail,” Lydia said.

“Grow up, little girl,” Brenda said.

Tara, who was booing Amber, glanced at Lydia.

“I mean, you can tone it down. It is supposed to be for fun, and you’re almost hysterical. You’re being kind of like obnoxious about it,” Tara said.

“And you’re not eighty percent of the time?” Lydia asked. “You started this whole thing. We hate her. We need to make her fail.”

“I don’t hate anyone here. I just want another reaction from Amber. She’s a ticking time bomb, and I want to be the one she fights next. Did you see how she took down Jared? I just want to see what else she can do. Rachel is too much of a follower, and I knew she’d turn on Amber instead of me. Amber and Ellen will face me in a fight, Rachel won’t. I don’t hate them because I don’t even know them,” Tara said.

“Amber would have won against Rachel. I wish Michael hadn’t stopped them,” Natalie complained.

“Would you shut up? They’re about to start,” Jared said.

The energy in the gym increased as the music began. People were shouting around us, but thankfully Brianne and Hilda had a large fan base, and the JS Year Threes drowned out the JS Year Ones. It was hard not to smile as the first notes of David Bowie and Queen’s “Under Pressure” filled the gym. They’d undoubtedly chosen the appropriate song for their routine.

“Brianne is so good,” Nick commented.

I noticed Amber and Jared exchange a smile. It was as if a switch had been flipped, and she appeared to be completely different. As they moved, she exuded confidence, and Brianne and Hilda even threw her up in the air a few times.

Their use of water and fire in the routine was impressive. It completely captivated me as they created an illusion in which all three of them briefly appeared as mermaids before tossing Amber up into a circle of water. Mermaids couldn’t stand on their tails, so I knew it was an illusion.

Even though I knew it was fake, it was still phenomenal. Even the JS Year Ones, who were booing earlier, were now standing and cheering with everyone else.

Natalie quickly grabbed an Amber poster as the performance progressed but wasn’t alone. Others rushed forward to get one.

Tara, who had been hesitant for a moment, eventually joined in. Lydia tried to continue booing, but the crowd’s overwhelming cheer drowned her out.

Brianne and Hilda were clearly the more experienced pair, but Amber held her own with poise. I remembered how she and Ellen struggled a few weeks ago to do a proper cartwheel, but now she was flawlessly executing one after the other.

The trio’s use of elemental magic was impressive, with a tree growing behind them, and while the older girls were most likely responsible, Amber played her part well.

The tree grew quickly, reaching up and over their heads, and as the leaves changed from green to autumn colours, strong winds swirled around the dancers. Even with the intense gusts, the girls continued their routine.

Hilda and Brianne threw Amber into the air with incredible force as the song neared its climax. She used her air magic to propel herself even higher, performing a flip. I couldn’t believe what I just witnessed. How did she pull it off?

As the water and leaves exploded in the air, Brianne and Hilda caught Amber, leaving the entire audience in awe. It was as if they had conjured up a magical storm that enchanted us all. The fireworks added a magic touch; I could feel the excitement and energy around us.

Water orbs and leaves descended on us, drenching everyone in their path. Some people exclaimed in surprise, but we were too busy cheering and clapping to notice.

Brenda, who had previously been critical, couldn’t resist the moment’s magic and joined in the applause. Only Lydia kept booing until the biggest water orb fell on her, causing her to sputter.

Amber’s grin was contagious, and I could see the surprise in her eyes as she looked over at Tara, who was still roaring and holding up her sign.

“I told you so,” I mouthed as she looked at me.

She smiled and turned to hug Brianne. Before leaving the gym, the three girls exchanged hugs.

“So it’s normal for us to get wet?” I asked as I dried myself off with air. “That’s allowed?”

The leaves were still falling slowly around us.

“Yes, wait until the older kids start,” Barry said. “When you see them, you’ll think Brianne and the other two are just amateurs.”

“It’s another reason it’s so popular to watch. You’ve seen how people are. If we can boo them, they can retaliate,” Nick said.

“I don’t understand why it’s a thing to boo,” Anne said.

“It’s not pleasant, but it’s part of the challenge. It’s to see how well they can perform under pressure. Brianne chose that song for a reason. At the end of the day, most people know it’s meaningless. I mean, you get your obvious idiots who take it seriously,” As he spoke, Barry made a point of looking at Lydia.

“I think the entire school watching is enough pressure,” I muttered.

“Not everyone is going to be nice at competitions,” Brenda explained. “This is all pretty much fake. I mean, some of it is real for the bad routines, but at competitions? Amber’s going to make the team. You’ll see how brutal other schools are. Cheerleading squads also insult each other.”

I chose not to bring up the fact that she’d mentioned quitting. Although I still found it outrageous, I knew the rules and norms of the Fae Realm were vastly different from those of the Mortal Realm. Such a thing, whether real or fake, would never be tolerated in the Mortal Realm.

“That was incredible. How can other teams beat that?” Erica said.

“Oh, you have not seen anything yet. Wait for the senior tryouts,” Nick said with a chuckle. “It was good for their age group, but our year and the SS Year Threes are amazing.”

While we waited for Ellen’s group to perform, we were treated to several impressive routines. One group of JS Year Two boys who could transform into harpies wowed the audience by soaring through rings of fire before raining rotten apples on us.

Our group cheered when it was finally Ellen’s turn to perform. I noticed she had only gone off with two girls earlier in the day, but now two more had joined them.

They set the stage on fire as the familiar tune of the Spice Girls hit “Wannabe” filled the air, and the girls stepped out between the flames, singing and dancing in perfect synchrony. They added cheers for Foothills to their routine, which I thought enhanced it.

Flames swirled around them, casting a fiery glow on the stage. A small grassy hill grew beneath them as they danced, adorned with dandelions.

A water moat appeared magically around the hill, adding to the mystical ambience. Butterflies appeared out of nowhere, fluttering around the girls before soaring to mesmerism the audience.

Ellen performed flawlessly throughout the intricate choreography. The girls threw each other into the air, and one morphed into a magnificent phoenix, soaring around in her fiery form.

They then threw Ellen into the water, where she transformed into a graceful mermaid, flipping and causing the water to swirl around her. Colourful fish leapt from the water, adding to the enchantment.

The audience gasped as the next girl transformed into a small red dragon. She didn’t take up much space and flew around the stage gracefully.

The two remaining girls, transformed into unicorns, one green and one pink. The song ended, and the phoenix exploded, returning the beautiful dark-skinned girl to the hill and the others to their original forms.

The girls were stunning, and Ellen shone brightly among them. Her ability was undeniable, and it was evident that she would make the team.

It was surprising because they didn’t want to be cheerleaders, but both had the talent. Amber astounded me even more than Ellen because I had assumed she couldn’t do it.

The audience erupted in applause as the routine concluded. Ellen was surprised to see Tara among them, cheering for her.

How could the older students be better than they were?

The teams only seemed to get better as the night progressed. The crowd’s reaction to Amber and Ellen had completely changed. The next time their teams stepped onto the stage, they were cheered rather than booed. Each team’s routine was more impressive than the last, and it was clear that the students had put in a lot of effort.

When it was Brianne’s turn, they took an unusual approach, performing their routine in total darkness, with only light orbs illuminating their movements.

They easily flew through the air, and the occasional flash of lightning and thunder added to the tense atmosphere. Ben, Brenda, and Barry’s applause were deafening.

Amber continued to perform flawlessly despite her exhaustion, even as her team’s powerful movements caused earthquakes. I assumed her dance moves were designed to be easy, possibly to accommodate her fatigue.

It was finally time for the older girls to take the stage. To the audience’s delight, they performed a simple, fun routine on a miniature beach. The beach vanished as the routine ended, and the dirt floor reappeared, signalling the end of the Junior Tier.

“Those were some impressive routines, to say the least. I think we can all agree,” Francine, a stunning young Hispanic girl with long, flowing dark hair accented by lovely blonde highlights, stated gracefully. “We cast our ballots during each routine. You’re on the Junior Team if we call your name. If we don’t, you can sit and try again next year.”

As the names were called out, the audience erupted in applause for each person. I wasn’t surprised when all four girls were selected for the team. We were all given a much-needed half-hour break after they signed their names on a list.

They rushed to us with beaming smiles, eager to share their joy. Ellen and Amber practically skipped as they caught up with us.

“That was more fun than I thought it would be, but I’m definitely quitting,” Amber said.

Brianne suddenly giggled. “You can’t. That paper you signed ensures that.”

“What?” Ellen and Amber asked at the same time.

“You think you’re the first to make a statement? You’re fae. It got so bad they had to do that,” Brenda said. “You’re cheerleaders for the year.”

“You didn’t tell me that,” Amber said, looking at Brianne.

“We worked way too hard with you today. After hours of trying, you finally got the flip! You can’t quit now. You have potential,” Brianne responded.

“You mean we’re stuck on the team?” Ellen demanded.

“Yup, otherwise, you can repeat JS Year One,” Hilda said.

“For not wanting to be a cheerleader?” Ellen asked in disbelief. “I just did this because of Ben’s and Amber’s stupid garden competition! This is your fault!” She said, turning to Amber. “We are cheerleaders because of you!”

“My fault? I wouldn’t have done it without your vision! You should have kept it to yourself,” Amber said.

“You know they’re not always set in stone. You could have turned your back on it,” Ellen said.

“I assumed, like all of you, I would lose!” Amber exclaimed.

Ellen hurled a massive water bubble at Amber, who responded with a mud ball. They both started attacking each other with their elements.

Despite their banter, it was clear that their true abilities extended far beyond what they were currently displaying. It was like watching two skilled fighters hold back and play-fight as if slapping each other with feathers. Regardless, it was entertaining to watch.

“Are they seriously fighting about this?” Hank asked, chuckling.

“I don’t think that’s fighting,” Nick said, laughing.

The girls came to a halt and returned their attention to us. Their uniforms were now filthy and wet. Brianne cast a cleaning spell on them right away.

“This is your fault,” Ellen said, rounding on me. “You encouraged us, and you threw me under the bus. You just wanted to see us in cheerleading outfits.”

“I mean, I won’t lie. You both look cute, especially you, but no. I just wanted her to show these people she could do it,” I said, shielding myself before they could do anything to me. “I didn’t know they forced you to stay on the team. No one told us.”

“Dude, you never told me,” Ben said to Barry.

“Of course not. You needed to find out the same way we did. I hope it doesn’t stop you from trying out for basketball or anything else,” Barry said.

“I would have thought your sports would differ from ours,” I said.

“Oh, they are. They share names, but they’re different,” Brenda responded.

“I’ll still try out. I want to play,” Ben said.

Not only did I intend to play, but now that I was aware of the distinction between realms, my desire grew stronger. Any criticism from others did not affect me because I was determined. I still disagreed with it, but unlike Amber, I had a thicker skin.

“I want to talk to you,” Ellen said suddenly to Tara, glancing at Amber, who nodded.

“Let’s go outside,” Tara said.

“It’s cold out,” Amber said.

Jared took off his dark blue Nike hoodie and graciously handed it to her, a playful grin on his lips as she smiled in return. I looked at them suspiciously, wondering what had happened between them.

Although she could use her fire element to warm herself, Jared appeared to have other plans because he knew she could have used her fire.

Natalie and Lydia trailed behind as they left, but Ellen’s sharp gaze stopped Lydia in her tracks.

“I saw you booing us. You stay here,” she declared firmly.

Lydia was fuming with resentment as she watched them leave. Her gaze darted around the room until it settled on Rachel, who, sadly, did not make the team. Despite her best efforts during the tryout, being placed last in a group of five left her exhausted.

Lydia and Rachel followed the trio, determined to listen in.

“Okay, so what happened between you and Amber?” Ben asked Jared, getting my attention. “There’s something different about you two.”

Jared let out a hearty chuckle as he retrieved a piece of paper from his pocket that seemed all too familiar. It was a list of girls we wanted to kiss, even though we both knew it was all in good fun and highly unlikely that we’d be able to fulfill each one on the list.

“Well, I can cross off that I’ve been kissed by a cheerleader first because I kissed a cheerleader. We all thought we’d be sixteen or never for this one to happen,” Jared said gleefully.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

Brenda’s face twisted with disgust as she inquired incredulously. “You have a list like that? That’s disgusting!”

“We kissed when we went in the hall,” Jared explained, ignoring her.

“She wasn’t a cheerleader then, and it doesn’t count if you kiss her first. You took advantage of her tryout for that one,” Hank laughed.

“You’re considered one the moment you try out if you make the team,” Hilda said.

“And she kissed me first,” Jared explained, describing how she expressed a desire to put her own self-confidence to the test by kissing him.

He returned the kiss, sensing her apprehension and wanting to put her at ease.

“I only remembered the list after the fact,” he continued. “I figured crossing it off in front of you would be fun.”

“I still can’t believe you have a list like that. So gross,” Brenda muttered, and she walked off.

“I need to talk to you,” Ben spoke up, motioning for Jared to follow him. I followed them, and while we didn’t leave the gymnasium, we did go to an isolated corner free of other onlookers.

The room was buzzing with activity as various groups of people held conversations and others exited to mingle in the halls.

“What’s your deal with her?” Ben inquired, concerned, revealing that he cared more than he let on. “You’re kissing her now? What are your plans?”

“Are you going to make her your girlfriend?” I continued, recalling how he’d given her his sweater despite claiming he didn’t want a relationship.

If I liked a girl, I’d most certainly give her my hoodie if I knew she could warm herself up without it. There was something more there than him just wanting to be nice to her.

He would be fourteen in November and likely more experienced with dating than the rest of us, being one of the older students, like Sheila Andrews, who stayed at home the year before so she could be in the same year as Shelly. Back in camp, he noticed girls before I did.

“What are you, her brothers?” Jared asked.

“No,” Ben said as I said yes.

“We’re her friends, but she’s like a sister to us, just like—” I was about to say Ellen, but I couldn’t. I didn’t see her as a sister. “—Amber sees us,” I amended.

Ben muttered something I didn’t hear, and then he sighed.

“I just don’t want to see her get hurt. I know it seems like I hate her, but I don’t. She humiliated me and copied me during the Power Display. It irritates me she has all this power and acts weak. I’m just trying to get under her skin so she’ll challenge me, and I can get her back for humiliating me. You’ve told us from the start you don’t want a girlfriend. Suddenly, since the full moon, you’ve been hanging out with her a lot,” Ben said.

I agreed with Ben, so I had to know. “Seriously, what are you doing?”

“Look, Ellen told me the night of the full moon that Amber had a crush on me. I think it happened after she attacked me. I just planned to be nice to her because I could tell she was nervous about me, and how the Fae Realm is. I wanted to hang out with your friends, Michael,” he said as he looked at me. “I never expected when we met at camp that you’d be able to come too. Hank and Stan have become great friends ever since we became roommates. You and I can be more than summer camp buddies now.”

“I’m flattered, but I like girls. I have my eye on a leggy, green-eyed beautiful blond cheerleader,” I joked, and Jared laughed.

“So you plan to? I mean, do you actually like her?” Ben demanded.

“I don’t know anymore,” Jared responded.

I frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

“Well, my intentions were to make her comfortable enough to be my friend. Crushes come and go. I mean, I’ve had many,” and he looked at me again before continuing. “Michael, you remember that girl from two summers ago, I’m sure. She was my first crush and I forgot about her by the next summer. I figured Amber would stop getting so shy when I came around, and we’d all be friends. Then she kissed me, and now I don’t know,” Jared answered. “She caught me completely off guard. That was the last thing I thought she’d do.”

“Well, you like her, and she likes you. Go for it,” I said, wondering what the problem was if they’d already kissed. “Do you know how lucky you are? Nick told me in the summer, at our age, it’s not often we get a girlfriend. I’d go for Ellen if I knew it was mutual.”

“Because I don’t want a girlfriend yet,” Jared responded. “I don’t know if I’m ready for that kind of thing. My plan has always been to wait for my moon mate, and I don’t want to hurt her feelings. You’re not from this realm, Michael. You don’t get it. This isn’t like dating in the Mortal Realm. I don’t know what to do now.”

“There’s this thing people do they call talking to each other,” Ben answered.

Ellen’s grandmother and the Witch and Warlock teacher, Mrs. Fungar, appeared in front of us. She immediately grabbed Ben’s arm and disappeared.

“What happened to Ellen and Amber?” Mrs. Carling fixed her gaze on Jared and me, her face concerned as she demanded an explanation.

Whatever had happened had deeply troubled her, as evidenced by her heavy and erratic breathing.

I thought I saw something in her hand, but the moment I thought this, some kind of light blinded me, and I forgot what I’d been focused on except her hand.

“Why? What’s wrong?” Jared asked.

“There’s no time to explain. I need you to tell me where the girls are and help me get everyone out of here now!” She said.

“They went outside somewhere,” Jared said. “But—”

“Tell one of your teachers to get everyone out this second!” She said, and she turned and hurried off.

As I scanned the room for a teacher, my gaze was drawn to Barry and Nick, who was currently with their friend Tasha. Before approaching the trio, I quickly instructed Jared to notify Hank, Stan, and the others.

Ellen’s grandmother was a seer too, so I assumed she’d predicted dark magic wielders. This, I thought, was the true purpose of Ellen’s vision. It had absolutely nothing to do with their tryouts.

“I think Ellen’s grandmother had a vision. Mrs. Fungar took Ben, and Mrs. Carling told me to get everyone out of here,” I said once I reached them.

Tasha quickly took charge. “I’ll have Brianne get everyone’s attention, and the rest of you wait here. Barry, get ready to teleport us out,” she said, then hurried off to where Brianne and Hilda were conversing with a few other cheerleaders.

Jared joined us with Stan, Jess, Anne, and Erica, but Hank was still nowhere to be seen. Barry spoke up, “Everyone, hold hands—” but before he could finish, the doors to the gym—which had four different exits—abruptly slammed shut with loud bangs. We all jumped and looked around to see three men and two women appear before us.

One woman with short auburn hair yelled out, “We won’t harm any of you! The youngest Hoofer boy is in here. Where is he? Give him to us, and the rest of you will go unscathed. If not, we’ll take you all with us.”

People panicked and ran for the exits, but the dark magic wielders remained calm, grinning as they watched the chaos. We, along with Brianne, Tasha, and Hilda, remained firmly planted. I noticed the dark magic wielders were fixated on the doors.

“Barry, teleport us out,” I said.

“Can’t, little buddy, otherwise we wouldn’t be standing here,” Barry said. “They did something to prevent teleportation and from us doing spells. We need to think of something while they’re distracted.”

His words proved true as I attempted, but failed, to transform into my dragon form.

“We could—” Jared began, but Amber suddenly appeared with Mr. Yooper and Mr. Hornora.

“Grab hands now,” Mr. Yooper hissed at us and pushed Amber forward, who grabbed Barry, the person closest to her.

They whisked us away from the gym and into the safety of Jared, Hank, and Stan’s dorm when we all joined hands. Ben, Ellen, Tara, and Natalie were already there. However, I wondered if we were truly safe. Mr. Hornora and Mr. Yooper both disappeared silently.

“It’s protected. Remember, no one can teleport in without a staff member,” Mrs. Carling said when I asked this. “And I’m here. They’ll figure out another way in.”

“What about the others?” Amber asked. “Hank isn’t here. Can’t we get back in there to help the others?”

“Your teachers are taking care of that. We won’t be able to get back in,” Mrs. Carling said, tucking something into her pocket, though before I could get a better look, she turned away.

“How did they get in there in the first place?” Barry asked. “How did we get out?”

“The spell only applied to those who were in the gym at the time,” she answered. “Amber had Jared’s sweater, and she could focus on him to get to you. Empaths, which is what Mr. Hornora is, and witches and warlocks can help. It had residue magic on it.”

“I didn’t know we could do that,” Barry said.

“You won’t learn how to do that until next year. She needed Mr. Hornora and Mr. Yooper to help her. They can teleport out and cast spells,” Mrs. Carling said. “Now come on, let’s all sit down. Just in case, we’ll be on our guard, but they were more focused on the school.”

We all had sitting areas in our dorms, and as we settled into different seats, I felt relieved that we were safe for the time being. I looked over at Ellen and Amber and noticed they were getting along again.

I noticed Mrs. Carling go to the open window, and peer out, holding one of her arms out of it, but before I could think more about it, Ben beckoned me to follow him.

Ben and I sat on the love seat next to each other while the others took seats on the couch or in various chairs. Ellen and Amber stood together, whispering in low tones, and I wondered if they were talking about Jared. Ellen had every right to be curious.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were in danger as we sat there silently. The dark magic wielders had found us once and would almost certainly try to find us again. I looked at Ben, who had a frustrated expression on his face.

“I know we saved many lives, but I’m getting tired of this,” Ben muttered. “Sometimes I wish Ellen never had that prediction, even though I know it was good. I just wish it could have been older people with this skill and not us.”

I could sympathize with him and understand his annoyance. He’d been looking forward to this opportunity for a long time and deserved to relax without the added stress of dealing with dark magic wielders.

“They’ve been getting worse, though. I suppose it makes sense they’d attack one of the schools, and Foothills is one of the best in the country. I still don’t get how they got in when it’s never happened before. They’ve attacked our teachers before at their homes, so I guess it was a matter of time before they attacked the actual school.”

This was something I didn’t get. Why go after a school?

“Don’t these people have kids in their realm? They must if they are in a mirror world to ours,” I said.

“They’re trying to send a message to the royal family from what Dad believes,” Ben said. “I don’t know since they’ve always refused to discuss it around me. I didn’t even know the dark magic wielders were from a different realm for years. They’ve always tried to protect me from it, and now I wish they hadn’t. Maybe I’d be prepared to protect both of us because Amber has no clue what’s happening,” he sighed, then looked at me. “Don’t tell people about how they could be after the royal family, least of all Ellen.”

I looked at him, stunned. I didn’t expect him to tell everyone, but I couldn’t understand why he didn’t want Ellen, a seer, and one of our best friends, to know.

“Why? Doesn’t it make sense for her to be the one to know?” I asked, puzzled.

“Seers shouldn’t put too much pressure on themselves,” Ben explained, “and she gets stressed as it is because they don’t come as easily as she wants them to. She shouldn’t be worrying about a theory. I don’t know much about them since she’s the first I’ve met, but if she stresses too much, it will hinder her growth. She needs to accept that until she’s around sixteen, all her visions will be random. She can concentrate, but until she’s grown into her powers, she’s likely going to see unimportant things or things that don’t make sense until it happens, like today. She saw the visions of tryouts not because of Amber’s decision, but because of the dark magic wielders’ decision. They made the decision at some point after Amber’s encounter with Rachel.”

I remembered Amber’s and Ellen’s argument about who was to blame, and I wondered if the vision meant they were supposed to be cheerleaders.

“No, that’s all on them,” Ben answered. “They both could have changed their minds. The dark magic wielders would have shown up because we were all at tryouts. I honestly think they were delayed somehow. I think the attack was meant to happen during tryouts.”

His gaze fell on Amber and Ellen, who were still whispering.

“Are you going to be nice to her now?” I asked him. “You’ve admitted you don’t hate her.”

“The day we fight and can end it properly without interference. She challenged me, and we need to finish it.”

He stood up and walked to the other side of the room.

I hoped I’d never be so petty to someone as I watched him walk away. Part of me wanted to blame it on his privileged upbringing, but I’d seen other fae hold grudges over trivial matters. So who was I to pass judgment?
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“Okay, explain!” I demanded once we were outside. “You hate us until we go to cheerleader tryouts, and suddenly you’re nice?”

Tara shrugged, and then she looked at me. “Yes, except for the ‘hated’ part,” she said. “If you’ve been in this world long enough, you can tell who is powerful and who isn’t, even if you don’t know their secondary powers or elements. I could tell both of you had some power, but both of you, especially you,” she looked at Amber, “seemed weak-minded. It’s a fae thing.”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. I had a feeling she’d say something like that, and it had nothing to do with my psychic abilities. Many people seemed to use it as an excuse recently.

“Seems like a way to justify bullying. The three of you attacked Amber and humiliated her. That wasn’t an actual fight if you join Fight Club,” I answered.

“But we weren’t in Fight Club. I’m signing up, but that was just a normal fi-”

“No! No, it wasn’t. You intended to humiliate her by implying she doesn’t wash or brush her hair, even though she does!” I snarled at Tara, trying not to lose my cool.

I wanted to fight her. Even though she was cheering us on, I was still enraged.

“No, Ellen, we wanted her to fight back. She could have taken Lydia out if she wanted to. Even now, you’re sticking up for behalf, again!” Tara said.

I was about to respond, but Amber got to it first.

“Fine, I’m signing up for Fight Club too once it opens, and I challenge you to a fight then. You’ll leave us alone from now on if I win-”

“I was going to, anyway. You two seriously impressed me tonight, so we can make another deal when the club starts,” Tara told her.

“Because of cheerleading?” I asked.

“No, Ellen, because you showed up! Everyone thought neither of you would show up, especially Amber. It could have been for any tryout, but it happened to be cheerleading, and you both did more than one routine! Rachel couldn’t do it,” Tara said.

“That wasn’t her fault. The people in her group made her go last,” Amber said.

I agreed with Amber and nodded. The girls in my group were extremely supportive. They insisted on having me go first and allowed me to sit out the other performances if I didn’t feel up to it, but I was determined to attend all of them. They even gave me simple moves I could handle, and I used my elements to add special effects.

Rachel’s group, on the other hand, did not appear to be as considerate though they were all older and experienced. After the first two performances, she was exhausted, and it was clear that keeping up with the others was too much to ask of her.

“Then she doesn’t have what it takes. Cheerleaders perform more than one routine,” Tara said with a shrug. “Eventually, she’d have to get used to it.”

“Yeah, after more than one day of practice. I’m really sore and tired from practising all day,” Amber said. “Brianne said they work up to more routines, and the people in her group were older, except one girl.”

Tara shrugged, again, in response, but I couldn’t shake the feeling she held a grudge against Rachel. I was curious about her true feelings.

“What’s your honest opinion of Rachel?” I probed. “Is it the same as your expectations for us? You want her to prove herself?”

Tara’s gaze darted around the dimly lit grounds before settling on something behind Natalie, who seemed uninterested in our conversation as she scrolled through her faecomm, muttering about how slow it was.

Tara’s face darkened as she focused on the figure behind Natalie, and I followed her gaze to find two people hiding behind the school steps. Lydia’s curly hair shone in the moonlight, adorned with several small green butterfly clips.

“They’re over there trying to spy on us,” Tara said. “Lydia’s desperate to fit in this school. She struggled in her old school, so she tries too hard, but why is Rachel spying on us?”

“Looks like Rachel is using a letterbox,” Amber said, and we all moved closer as Lydia ducked down further.

“I thought you all went to the same school together,” I said, meaning Tara, Natalie, and Lydia.

“No, Ellen. Lydia and I went to a school in the Fae Realm. Tara’s father works in the Mortal Realm, and she spends most of her time there. Tara and Jared went to the same school, though. We’ve just grown up together because our parents are friends,” Natalie said. “We should confront them. Lydia posted on fae-gossip fae fire dot com about us talking to them, Tara,” she held out her faecomm for Tara to see who glared over at Lydia.

I thought I saw someone else talking to them, but I entered a daze as I stepped forward to get a better look, and there was a flash of light.

I thought I was going into a vision for a moment, but nothing happened, though I could have sworn we were slightly further from them than before when I got my sight back.

Tara took a determined stride over, and the rest of us followed. I was curious about Rachel. Why did she suddenly want to be friends after avoiding us at all costs?

Before we got too far, Grandma called to me from the bottom of the school steps, clutching a strange stick in her hand. Hurrying over to her, she instructed us to hold hands and whispered to Amber, “Take us to Jared’s dorm.”

“What’s that?” I asked my grandmother, meaning the stick.

Grandma refused to make eye contact with me, which bothered me because I needed her comfort, especially when there was another blinding flash of white light for some reason, that came out of nowhere, moments later.

“What was that?” I asked.

“What was what?” Tara asked.

“That light,” I responded, but everyone but Natalie, looked at me puzzled.

“There was no light,” Amber responded.

Maybe it did have to do with my visions, then.

“It was from my faecomm,” Natalie answered, holding her faecomm up. “I must have turned on the flashlight accidentally, I think.”

“Let’s just get us to the dorms, shall we?” Grandma asked Amber.

Amber nodded without hesitation, and in the blink of an eye, we were transported from outside the school to inside Jared’s, Hank’s, and Stan’s dorms.

Although I wasn’t sure why we hadn’t gone to our dorm, I figured Grandma had a good reason for bringing us here.

Looking around, I noticed Ben deep in hushed conversation with Mr. Yooper and Mr. Hornora. Amber and I dashed over to join them, eager to discover what was happening.

“What’s going on?” I asked when we reached them.

“Dark magic wielders are coming, Ellen. I just had a vision,” Grandma responded from behind us. “We need to get the others out of the gym. I saw them take several people.”

“They’ve made it so no one can get in,” Mr. Yooper said. “They’re already here somewhere. I tried right after you told me.”

“If we have something of someone’s who is in the gym, we can. I’m an empath, which means I can tune into someone’s emotions as long as I have something they’ve worn recently. We need people to teleport us in,” Mr. Hornora said.

“Well, Jared, Hank, and Stan are all in there,” Ben said. “They’ll probably be with my siblings.”

“It has to be very recent,” Mr. Hornora replied, gazing around the slightly messy room. “These boys will need to clean, I see. Most of these clothes thrown about and draped over things have been sitting here for days.”

“Jared lent me his sweater before we went outside. Would that help?” Amber asked as she touched the sleeves of Jared’s baggy blue hoodie.

Mr. Hornora nodded excitedly. “Yes, perfect. You focus on Jared, and Mr. Yooper, I need you to put all your focus on getting us into the gym, and I’ll focus on Jared’s feelings. It will take me a few seconds to get a read on him, and then we can go.”

Ben and I stood back and watched as the three held hands with their eyes closed. They all vanished seconds later.

“I think they’re here,” Ben moved his gaze to the round window in the wall near us.

The dormitory was a sight to behold with its unique and aesthetically pleasing design and three hills merged. The beds were evenly spaced beneath the slanted ceilings, with a cozy common area with a television. It was similar to the Earth dorms but with its own unique features. I couldn’t deny that it was a well-planned, open, and welcoming living space.

As Tara and Natalie joined us, Tara expressed concern for Lydia’s well-being.

“Do you think they’re all okay? We left Lydia behind. I know she seems like a nightmare, but she just wants friends,” Tara said, with a hint of worry in her voice.

“She definitely needs to find a better way to make friends,” I said.

Our friends and Ben’s siblings burst into the room, but I couldn’t find Hank anywhere, which made me nervous.

As Mr. Yooper and Mr. Hornora walked away, I realized my earlier vision was a forewarning for tonight. As I had assumed, it had nothing to do with Amber’s tryout. My mistrust of Rachel grew as I remembered the vision that occurred shortly after she recruited Amber for cheerleading.

She’d also been communicating with someone outside, who was most likely a dark magic wielder. The more important question was, who invited them in? Could it be a member of the staff? Was it the person who had been talking to them on the steps? Or had I even seen someone there? I didn’t think the flashes of light was from Natalie, even if she insisted they were.

Grandma advised us to wait for news, which was difficult because we were all concerned about our safety and the safety of our peers. The Andrews sisters were still around, and I had seen them talking to some of our classmates. Were they secure? Why wouldn’t Grandma’s eyes meet mine when I asked questions?

I asked Amber about Jared, whose sweater she still wore, to distract myself from my worry. She appeared concerned until I inquired about him, at which point she smiled, and her face reddened.

“I don’t know, Ellen. Hilda told me if I had enough confidence to kiss him, I could do my tryout, and she was right,” she said smiling. “I kissed him, and he kissed me twice.”

It was impossible for me to believe. I had assumed I would have my first kiss first, but Amber had beaten me to it. I glanced at Jared, who was conversing with Stan while also keeping an eye on us.

I couldn’t help but feel envious, no matter how hard I tried to ignore it. Amber was often the most immature of all of us, with the possible exception of Ben, and yet here she was, doing something special with Jared, even if neither of them knew what it was. While chatting with Stan, his gaze never left her, and his expression was warm.
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We didn’t hear much else that night except Mr. Yooper returning to tell us to stay for the night and talk the next day in the cafeteria.

It was the longest night of our lives. They left us to wait, hoping for word on the safety of our missing friend. However, the silence was deafening, and no visions appeared to console me. It was as if the campus had been engulfed in darkness, leaving us all in a state of panic.

The boys offered us their beds while they took sleeping bags. I lay there, sleepless and restless, staring at the slanted ceilings and wondering how my life had taken such a perilous turn.

Before the dark magic wielders arrived, my main concern was cheerleading tryouts and being stuck on the team due to some stupid rule.

I didn’t want to join because I fit the stereotypical profile. Most people didn’t see past my appearance and dismissed me as just another pretty face.

Mean comments and stares from other girls were enough to make anyone feel like an outsider. Many of the girls said they hoped I’d fall on my face.

Even so, I couldn’t believe I was stuck as a cheerleader with no way out. I would never have considered trying out if my powers had warned me about the loophole.

It appeared to be a cruel joke. I was now required to attend practice multiple times weekly, leaving little time for homework or anything else. The only silver lining was that Ben could no longer bother me about my schoolwork.

The stress of cheerleading paled compared to the nightmares that plagued my night. My pom-pom and cheering dreams quickly turned into terrifying visions of Hank and several other students being kidnapped.

Rachel and my grandmother led a group of people who took some of our teachers and students in the worst nightmare, flanked by two adults, a man and a woman, both with blond hair. A terrifying vision made me feel even more on edge than before. Amber woke me in the middle of it.

“You okay, Ellen? Mr. Yooper was just here,” she said. “He wants us all to go for breakfast.”

I sat up groggily and rubbed the sleep from my eyes, feeling as if I hadn’t slept at all. All I wanted to do was crawl back into bed and sleep. Looking around the room, I noticed that most people had left, leaving only Ben, Stan, and Michael.

“Did Hank return?” My voice was still tired as I inquired.

In response, the others shook their heads, and a sinking feeling settled in my stomach.

“We asked Mr. Yooper, but he didn’t leave any information, and your grandmother was gone when we woke up,” Michael said. “He just came in here and told us all to get up and get ready for breakfast before teleporting.”

My annoyance with the adults grew as I got out of bed. It made no sense. The dark magic wielders targeted us, yet they kept us in the dark. Couldn’t they have provided us with some information?

My grandmother’s presence had given me hope, but she seemed distant and unapproachable, and the suffocation was palpable. I knew I needed to speak with her about it.

I just wanted to get back to my dorm, take a hot shower, and change. I felt grimy and uneasy because I wore the same cheerleading outfit from the previous night. It was as if the stress of the previous night was still on my skin.
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As I walked into the cafeteria, I was greeted by the sight of students sitting at their assigned tables. Keeping the same table for the entire year was an unwritten rule.

I made my way over to our table, which was, to my relief, free and ready for us. Despite the crowded room, we were able to keep our usual spot.

My joy was short-lived, however, when I noticed Melanie sitting at our table. Ben’s groan was audible, and he waited for everyone else to take their seats before selecting a seat as far away from her as possible.

I was amused, wondering if Melanie would ever take the hint. But I left Ben to deal with it on his own.

The cafeteria was quiet that day. It was difficult not to notice the absence of some familiar faces, and I hoped they were just late.

Mr. Hornora called our attention as we were settling in.

“I have called you all here for a reason. We managed to get rid of all the dark magic wielders. Still, unfortunately, they took several students with them-” the room broke out as everyone began speaking at once, but he instantly silenced us before continuing.

“A team of Fae Enforcers and Portal Openers are working on it. There isn’t anything else we can do, but we believe we will get our students back. Everyone who can help is working overtime to save them. However, more restrictions will need to be enforced, unfortunately. No one is to go anywhere without their roommates—”

I didn’t need to be reminded twice, but my thoughts immediately returned to Hank, whom I worried was in danger, and my seer powers were useless in providing any insight. I concentrated hard, hoping for a spark, but nothing came. My deep sigh of frustration went unnoticed.

Feeling so helpless in the face of this threat was becoming unbearable. I knew we had to figure out how to save Hank, but I also knew this wasn’t the time to bring it up. So I made a mental note to talk about it later with my friends and forced myself to listen patiently as they reviewed the security.
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My desperation to find a way to save the kidnapped students grew stronger as the weeks passed with no news. When I tried to discuss my plans with my friends, they were uninterested.

I was astounded that they weren’t more concerned about the missing students. I had the impression that I was the only one who cared.

Every time I brought it up, I was met with silence or a change of subject, which irritated me. I confronted Ben about it one day.

“Don’t you care?” I demanded. My voice was tinged with annoyance and rage.

“He’s one of my best friends, Ellen. Of course, I care. If I could, I’d get a portal open and go find him, but we’ve tried, and nothing happens!” He said, sounding as frustrated as I felt. “We have to make sure we can get in and out. I don’t know how Amber and I did it the first time! It was all adrenaline and instinct, but we’ve both forgotten. Michael and I have spent many late nights talking about it, but how do you think we can do it?”

“I’m a seer. Maybe it could help somehow,” I responded.

“So far, it hasn’t, Ellen!” He exclaimed.

Even though I knew his words were not meant to be hurtful, they still hurt.

I couldn’t argue with him. Despite my determination to devise a plan to save Hank, my abilities appeared to fail me. Even simple things like detecting the drop of a pencil weren’t working for me.

I went to the Fight Club as soon as it opened to vent my frustrations. The sign-ups were always overwhelming, according to Barry and Nick, and he was correct. During my free time, it was difficult to find an open spot. It was difficult enough juggling cheerleading practise and schoolwork with Ben’s nightly urging.

The times I participated in Fight Club were enjoyable. I was worried about accidentally hurting my friends at first, but it was fun and helped me strengthen my seer powers more effectively. Though my abilities didn’t always work, I could see what my friends would do during a fight.

While secondary powers were forbidden during Fight Club, I had an advantage because I couldn’t control my seers’ abilities.

Michael and Amber were engaged in their own friendly competition, and they were evenly matched. Although Amber had beaten him a few times, he had beaten her just as frequently.

Ben’s refusal to fight Amber confused me. We all knew he wanted her to challenge him, but he always declined. He, on the other hand, had fought with me, and while he was hesitant at first, he seemed to enjoy it after our first fight.

“I think he’s scared she will beat him, Ellen,” Micheal said to me, one afternoon on our way there. “I think he’s waiting until he’s had a few fights under his belt.”

“You have taken her down, and you both are equally matched. He beat you the last time you two fought.”

Ben, Michael, and Amber were unquestionably the most powerful among us. Despite my seer powers, I was beaten the last time by Stan and Jared, and I still couldn’t defeat the Andrews sisters, who Amber, Ben, and Michael had already defeated.

“Look, as intense as our fights can be. They’re not real. When those two fight, it will be real. Ben wants to beat her,” Michael responded. “He’s been angry with her since our first night.”

“But he needs to get over it,” I said.

“I haven’t known him as long as you, Ellen, but he doesn’t seem to be the type to get over it,” Michael said.

He wasn’t completely wrong. There were many times when we were growing up that he’d hold grudges over the dumbest things, but it was the least of my concerns.

Every day, I was consumed by Hank and the unbearable prospect of what he might go through.

Was it my fault that I didn’t pay more attention? My preoccupation with my frustration with cheerleading tryouts and the complicated dynamics between Amber and Jared blinded me to what was truly going on. If only I’d realized it was all linked to the dark magic wielders sooner. Maybe I could have stopped Hank’s kidnapping.

“But then again, maybe they will have to compete against each other. Both said they are signing up,” Michael said, and I glanced at him with confusion.

“Signing up for what?” I asked.

Michael raised his eyebrows at me. “Seriously?”

“Yes. What do you mean? Not some other sports team?”

“The Fight Club competitions. That’s why we are going.”

It sounded familiar, and I remembered seeing it in a newsletter. It was a competition open to all students in which we could compete in Fight Club.

While dorms were unimportant in other situations, they were crucial in this competition. We would compete against everyone who signed up in our territory and year until we emerged as the year’s top contender.

The winners from each territory would then compete against each other until there was only one winner per tier. It would bring glory to our territory if a water elemental emerged victorious.

“Wait, that’s tonight? I thought we were all just going for fun,” I said.

At lunch, everyone at our table was discussing it, but I had tuned them out because of Hank, thinking they meant they had secured a slot for us.

We’d just completed surprise tests in all our classes to determine our current levels, which would be our place in their ranking until the next round of tests in a few months. My friends and I were in the top twenty.

We had some free time to spare with no homework and cheerleading practice not scheduled for another two days. I’d thought they’d been discussing letting off steam tonight, fighting against each other for fun.

“Dude, everyone has been talking non-stop about it for days, Ellen. It’s the first time anyone has been excited about anything since the tryouts. I knew you were off in your own world, but I didn’t know it was so bad,” Michael laughed.

“I can’t stop thinking about Hank and the others,” I answered. “School events haven’t seemed important. But I don’t know. It could be a good distraction.”

I felt a glimmer of hope with my seer powers. I could win JS Year One and become the Junior Tier’s undisputed champion. When I wasn’t distracted, I knew I was a good fighter; maybe I could even use my skills to save Hank. I often had daydreams of saving him, and him kissing me in thanks.

Then, my parents would let us date, and we’d be the class couple. Everyone would admire us, and the girls would be jealous of me because I’d be the first to have a boyfriend in our year. I could just picture the look on Lydia’s and Tara’s faces when it happened.

Plus, no matter how much they denied it, there was something there between Amber and Jared, and I didn’t want Amber to get a boyfriend before me. I wanted to be the first, and it didn’t seem fair that it might happen for her when I was the prettier and more mature one.

She had only just stopped playing with barbies before she started at Foothills. I’d stopped playing with my toys in the sixth grade!

Anyone in my old school who still played with toys in my grade had been made fun of, so maybe it was why she’d been bullied.

She could still seem like a child, and while I liked her, it made her hard to relate to sometimes. So why should she get a boyfriend already when she wasn’t ready for it?

Perhaps it would make my parents change their minds though, if she did. They said I was too young to handle it, but if someone as childish as Amber could handle it, surely, someone as mature as me, could. I was probably the most mature out of all of my friends, even Jared, and he was the oldest.

Fight Club was usually held in the night portal room but was occasionally moved to the day room.

However, most people, including myself, preferred the dark room because it added a sense of surprise to the fights. It was also more fun for the audience. I approached the sheet, eager to sign up with my friends, but Mr. Yooper covered it with his hand before I could even reach for a pen.

“Sorry, Ellen dear, while you can practice in here all you want, you cannot compete in competitions,” he told me.

“What? Why?” I asked.

“Seers can have an advantage, and you’re not allowed to use anything but your elements, and we don’t want to hinder your abilities with a spell. You’d have an unfair advantage, and I’m sure you know that,” he said, and I sighed.

I knew Mr. Yooper had a valid point. I reluctantly stepped back and watched my friends sign up for the competition. Jared, in particular, seemed eager to participate.

Amber, noticing my disappointment, offered to sit with me, but I declined.

“No, someone needs to bring a win to Water,” I told her. “You can go against your boyfriend.”

I tried not to show my resentment when I added the last bit, because I wanted her to be happy, but it wasn’t fair to me.

“She’s not my girlfriend, Ellen,” Jared said quickly, but I wasn’t so sure.

I noticed how he seemed to always be around her. Despite not kissing since tryouts, they shared secret smiles when no one was looking.

I couldn’t deny that not being able to participate disappointed me, but I understood the reasoning behind the rules.

“I think you protest too much,” Ben said to Jared before signing up. “But I guess you know I’d beat you,” he added to Amber, and she glared at him.

“You’re the one who keeps turning down a fight with me,” she retorted.

“Then sign up. I only fight those I think are worthy of a fight. If we fight, it’s because you’re the champion of Water,” Ben told her, and I worked hard at not rolling my eyes.

At times, he could be so ridiculous. Sometimes I wondered if we would have ever become friends if I hadn’t stumbled into his yard when we were little.

With a laugh, she said, “What makes you think you’ll win for Earth?” and quickly signed up for Fight Club before joining me.

Just as I was about to tease her about winning (primarily to annoy Ben, who could be as childish as her), I had a vision and I noticed a piece of yellow construction paper on a round stained wooden kitchen table with the date October 31st, 1999 scrawled in what appeared to be Hank’s handwriting in black crayon. The image vanished before I could comprehend it, leaving me confused. Did this imply that they had planned an attack on Halloween?

“Are you all right?” Amber inquired, and everyone else, including Mr. Yooper and a few others who were nearby, looked on.

I quickly relayed the vision I’d just witnessed in hushed tones. Hank appeared to be warning me about something that might happen on Halloween.

He had to have known I’d be desperately trying to get visions of him.

“I’ll inform Mr. Hornora,” Mr. Yooper, who had overheard our conversation, said. “We can lock everyone in their dorms that day and increase security in the territories because it’s on a Sunday this year.”

He then hurried away, leaving the other teachers to finish the sign-ups. I knew I needed to talk to my grandmother later because she, too, was a seer.

She might have seen something pertinent to Hank’s situation, but she already knew where I was and would likely track me down later to discuss any concerns.

Despite the foreboding warning, sign-ups continued as if nothing had happened. My friends, who had already signed up still had to compete. However, as soon as we were told this, Michael and Amber exchanged looks, clearly determined to win.
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The crisp October air arrived as September ended, leaving many shivering in their boots. Fortunately, I had my fire magic to keep me warm on those frosty mornings, which seemed even colder for those in Water Territory.

Despite my hopes for more visions, October went by without incident, with no further predictions.

Grandma had seen nothing, either, but we continued with Mrs. Boondock’s seer classes. Meanwhile, the teachers were working hard to ensure the school’s safety, and I knew they were devising a solid plan.

I was concerned that some students would resent me for ruining their party plans, but I was pleasantly surprised to learn that many took the situation seriously. The older students discussed ways to tighten security, and even the Senior Year Head Students were taking up extra patrols, which they usually ignored.

Nick and Barry, who had been skeptical at first, were now spending their free time walking the borders of the magical barriers.

My friends and I were all preparing for the Fight Club competitions. Amber, who frequently complained that cheerleading took up too much practice time, discovered it was quite enjoyable and a great way to get in shape. I had to confess. It was growing on me as well.

She came in looking exhausted after a fight with Michael and Jared one evening a week into October. As she complained about her aching limbs, I sighed.

“You know the chances of us fighting them if they show up are slim to none. Grandma just told me yesterday that they plan to lock you and Ben up as soon as we get any more signs, and I’ll most likely join you. I want to help Hank as well, but you’ve barely slept since my vision.”

“You’re one to talk, Ellen,” she responded. “You’re obsessed with getting visions to the point you’re going to hinder yourself. I heard your grandma tell you that this morning. You couldn’t use your air properly yesterday because of it. This isn’t just about them, anyway.”

I watched as she put her hair into a ponytail before she continued.

“It’s about Ben, Ellen. I’m sick of his attitude, and I will beat him fair and square in the Fight Club competitions. If I’m going to beat him, I must beat everyone in Water. The actual competitions start tomorrow, and so far, I haven’t taken down Michael or Jared. They’re two of the best in our year.”

She had, however. No, she didn’t always defeat them, but I’d seen her triumph over them multiple times.

“Which is why tonight, Nick and Barry are giving me lessons,” she continued.

“Well, I’m rooting for you because he is being annoying,” I told her, “but don’t be too disappointed if you lose. Ben is just as determined to beat you. You made a mistake when you sprayed him with the water.”

“But it was an accident, Ellen,” she said.

Even with Ben’s stubbornness, people who knew him well could sense an underlying respect between him and Amber. Ben had always been petty and petulant, whether because he was a spoiled brat or something else entirely.

Despite their differences, he recognized Amber’s strength and resolve, even if he refused to admit it.

“What about Jared?” I asked her to change the subject. “He is still walking you to class every day, and he clearly wants you to win, too. Don’t get me wrong, he probably wants to be the Fire champion, but he’s helping you for a reason.”

“He confuses me,” she responded, coming over to sit beside me on my bed. “He always wants to hang out, and he’s there to walk with me to classes, but we don’t talk about anything, and you’ve heard him. He’s insistent he’s not my boyfriend, Ellen.”

“I think he’s scared,” I responded, since nothing else made sense.

We’d been spending time together for weeks, and it was becoming clear that he was strongly attracted to her.

Everyone noticed their friendship, and there were rumours about them, yet he never seemed to drift away from her. In my opinion, if he had no interest in her, he would have withdrawn to avoid additional speculation.

At my old school, there was a boy and a girl who had grown up together and had been best friends, but the year before, they’d drifted apart because everyone made fun of them for how close they were. The boy had gotten freaked out when people kept calling her his girlfriend. Jared didn’t get freaked out, he was just in denial.

“Maybe he just wishes it was with a prettier girl,” she said, and I sighed.

Not this again. I understood people had insecurities, but I sometimes got annoyed with hers. While she wasn’t nearly as good-looking as me or some of the other girls, she wasn’t ugly. I was fed up with her calling herself ugly. Why didn’t she just look in a mirror and see that she wasn’t?

“You know you’re pretty, right?” I asked. “What is supposedly ugly about you?”

“People always say-”

“No,” I said, grabbing her hand and pulling her off the bed with me to go to the mirror on the wall near my bed. “Look in the mirror and tell me what is ugly about you.”

“Ellen, my mom used to say my-”

“I’m not asking about others’ opinions. I want yours. Tell me what you see is so ugly,” I interrupted.

As a kid, I chose pink braces when I needed them, but several girls branded me ugly and laughed at me because of them. Some people called me ‘brace-face.’ I returned home crying one day, and my mother made me list everything I liked about my smile.

I never felt ashamed of my appearance again, not even when I dealt with acne. In fact, when I wanted to cheer myself up now, I’d gaze at myself in the mirror to admire my beauty and it worked. I hoped the same strategy would work with Amber.

“I don’t know. I don’t know what makes me ugly. My hair can be frizzy at times, but both my sisters have the same hair, and they’re both cute, especially Sierra,” she finally responded. “But Ellen, my mom and the other kids-”

“You’re the perfect blend of your sisters,” I said, studying the photo of the three girls on her bedside table.

It was a photograph from the previous summer, taken near a public pool where they were lounging in lawn chairs, all smiles for the photographer.

I remembered my mother mentioning that people our age could look awkward because we were still growing into our features. Admittedly, she was a little awkward looking, but it was in a cute way. And I had a hunch she’d grow up to look like Carly, who was unquestionably attractive.

“But mothers always think their kids are beautiful, Ellen,” she lamented.

“Unless they’re terrible ones,” I answered. “Any adult who tells a kid they’re ugly isn’t nice. You’ve told me so many stories about her. She’s a terrible mother, and she’s the ugly one. I don’t have to see her picture to tell you that.”

She’d once shown me a photo of her mother. She had pictures of Carly and Sierra all over her side of the room, but she hid the single picture of her mother in the bottom of her bag.

Her mother was undeniably beautiful, but the blackness in her eyes gave me an unearthly impression.

Maybe my knowledge of her impaired my judgment, but I couldn’t escape the unsettling feeling that something was wrong with her. It seemed as though her mother was keeping a dark secret from her.

“You’re my best friend, Ellen. Of course, you will not tell me I’m ugly,” she mumbled.

“If it was true, I would,” I teased, and she smiled. “But seriously, don’t listen to your mom. Tell me what you think is beautiful. You can be honest with me.”

“My eyes,” she said nervously after a little pause. “People have complimented them.” 

While I understood it would be difficult for her to improve her self-esteem, she might, at least, start to see through her mother’s and bullies’ attempts to make her hate herself because all she had to do was look in a mirror. It was such a simple solution to all her problems.

“I’m sorry, Ellen,” she said. “I don’t mean to come off like this. Mom’s just always been harsher on me, but Sierra is gorgeous, and Mom calls her ugly sometimes too. She’s the prettiest out of the three of us. Mom has always favoured Carly, though.”

“Maybe you should stay here or even come with me on the holidays,” I said. “They said we can stay here year round.”

“I’ve considered staying, but I feel like I can stick up for myself better now, so I’ll be able to handle it. I still love them,” she answered optimistically. “Maybe they’re all missing me, too.”

Despite her hopeful words, I knew her mother’s toxic influence could easily undo her progress.

“But I will keep the door open anyway. You shouldn’t go home only for your mother to try to teach you to hate yourself,” I cautioned her.

“For now, I just want to beat Ben. I’ll worry about them when I have to. You should come with me tonight. Even if you aren’t competing, you’ve got to stop holing yourself up in here trying to get visions. I know you’re worried about Hank, but your visions always happen when you’re not trying.”

“I understand, but I believe he will send me additional information,” I explained. “I wish I knew what would happen on Halloween. He sent it to me for a specific reason.”

I wondered whether Hank overheard them talking about how to stop my visions, which prompted him to send me the foreboding message.

As we walked out of the dorm, I looked across the lake at the Fire dorms and debated sneaking into Hank’s room for a clue. I told her to go ahead, and I swam across the lake in my mermaid form, thankful for the warm water. After exiting the hot tub section and drying off my clothes, I hurried to the guys dorm.

Jared was there, to my surprise, doing schoolwork at their shared table. He raised his head, shocked.

“Why are you here?” I asked the moment my eyes fell on him.

“I could ask you the same, Ellen. This is my dorm,” he chuckled.

“I just figured you’d be outside for as long as you can be,” I said.

“I’m sore. Basketball tryouts are coming up, and between practising for that and Fight Club, I’m tired and sore. Michael and Amber put me through the wringer tonight. My legs hurt from where he pinned me. Now, why are you here?”

“For something of Hank’s. I just figure if I focus on something of his, I might get another vision,” I answered. “I need more than a date. What is so special about Halloween?”

“Didn’t your grandmother just tell you to take it easy?” Jared asked me. “Ellen, I’m not a seer, but I know forcing visions isn’t good. You need to let them come on their own. I can give you something, but you’ll miss visions if you keep trying to force them.”

He got up and headed over to Hank’s area. He grabbed a green Nike hoodie and tossed it to me before speaking again.

“That’s the last thing he wore, but Ellen, give it a few days before you try. Like your grandmother said. Maybe you’ll see something, and maybe you won’t, but if you stress yourself out, you won’t see anything.”

“I just miss him,” I responded.

“I know,  Ellen. We all do, and I keep hoping we will get a sign from him somehow,” Jared said. “He had his letterbox on him, but they probably confiscated it. We keep checking it every day.”

“Did he ever… talk about me?”

Most of my friends knew I had a crush on Hank, but I didn’t want to discuss it with Ben or Stan because they’d teased me about it in the summer. I didn’t know Michael well enough to talk about it with him. Given the bond I had with Amber, I knew the power of sharing a room with someone.

Jared must have discussed it with Hank because he’d grown close to him and Stan. Because I wasn’t as close to Jared as I was to the other boys, asking him didn’t feel weird. Talking about Hank had always made me nervous outside of Amber.

“Ellen, he only sees you as a sister,” Jared said. “He said if he hadn’t been playing with you since you were little, he’d be likely interested because he’s not blind, but there’s too much history… but—” then he stopped.

“What?” I asked, wondering if he’d said more. Clearly, he thought I was cute.

“Ellen, Stan has been in love with you since Ben introduced you guys when you were six. He just holds back because your parents don’t want you dating yet,” Jared answered.

“Why are you telling me all this? Usually, boys have a hard time admitting stuff. At least Hank and Michael do,” I said.

“Because Stan wants you to notice him, and he hates hearing you talk about Hank so much,” Jared responded. “He keeps overthinking everything and stresses what he could be doing wrong every time you two hang out. It’s obvious you notice him, too. Maybe stop leading the guy on if you’re going to obsess about another. I believe in being honest.”

I snorted before responding.

“Seriously? You believe in being honest? You’re lecturing me about leading someone on, but you’re doing it to Amber. You keep saying she’s not your girlfriend, but you hang out with her. You told me you wouldn’t do this.”

Jared sighed and rolled his eyes, before folding his arms to gaze at me.

“I’m not leading her on, Ellen,” he said. “I’m hanging out with her to see if it goes somewhere. We all hang out together all the time. Dating friends can mess stuff up. I have older brothers in their twenties, and I’ve seen what dating has done when they go for friends. Ellen, you two aren’t from this world, so you don’t understand the power of moon mates. I feel like I have to keep repeating myself to you and Michael—even Ben, and he’s from this world. Neither of us is going to meet one anytime soon, but many people never date because they’re waiting to meet theirs. It’s been drilled into my head since I was a child to be cautious about dating. You’ll notice others will be the same way. I like the group we have. If something happens between us, it should be natural. I hold back because I don’t want to hurt her. She’s been through enough.”

“Already seems natural, and you’re just scared to do something about it, but whatever,” I said and pulled on Hank’s sweater. “I’ll be back with this later,” I added after I had it on.

“Remember to tone it down about Hank when Stan is around, Ellen!”

Jared’s reminder stayed with me when I left the boys’ dorm. Though I couldn’t deny that Stan had been on my mind recently, I knew I couldn’t pursue anything with him or Hank until I could date. Perhaps it was best to keep my thoughts to myself or share them with Amber.

When I found her in Earth Territory, she was sparring with Barry and Nick. She held her own at first, but it soon became evident that she was outmatched. I was concerned as I watched her fight against the ice Barry had trapped her in.

But the scene altered before I could intervene. I was back in the previous room with Hank and many people, including Rachel. They had gathered around a door, straining to hear a garbled voice. I tried to listen to what was being said because I was curious.

“-will need to go back there Halloween night to do it. Once inside, we will do it and then get the portal openers and the seer girl-”

“-no, not the young seer. She’s no use yet. Maybe get the other seer there. According to our sources, the girl’s predictions are too unreliable.”

I observed Hank quickly breaking away from the gathering by the door and approaching a table covered in construction paper and crayons. His gaze flashed around the room, scrutinizing the other students, before scribbling down the same date I’d seen before.

He grabbed the paper quickly, folding it neatly and stuffing it into his pocket just as the door cracked open. The other students rushed away from the entryway in an instant. A willowy woman with dark hair and piercing blue eyes entered the room unexpectedly.

“Rachel, please come with us,” she requested, and I narrowed my eyes as I watched them walk away.

To my surprise, I was able to will myself to follow. I wasn’t in the same room as Hank or the others anymore. The scene quickly transitioned to Rachel and the woman conversing.

“Well, I know Ellen will try to watch Hank. She’s like in love with him, but you’re not going to hurt her grandmother, are you?” Rachel asked. “She’s a little old lady.”

“No. We just want to know what you know about the portal openers and the seer girl-” But the scene changed again, which frustrated me.

Even with what I’d just witnessed, I wasn’t convinced Rachel was guilty of anything. From my position, she appeared terrified, and I couldn’t tell if she had revealed anything about our predicament. She was even concerned about my grandmother. My visions would have shown me more if they were meant to warn me about her.

It appeared to be later in the evening, and I found myself with a group of adult dark magic wielders gathered around a massive wooden table.

I listened in on their talk as I floated above them. One man with red hair whispered. “Well, my sources at the school said the girl saw something. I’m not sure what, except they know about Halloween.”

I assumed several days had elapsed since the previous scene, but I couldn’t be sure.

Another man, this time with raven-black hair, answered skeptically.

“Saw what, though? She’s a thirteen-year-old seer. They can’t see much at that age. The last one I knew saw things such as people dropping their pens or small visions at her age. And she only sees it before we are about to do something.”

“I’m not sure,” the first man said. “I believe this one is stronger because of her ancestors and Mara, but there is a method to find out. We can use this if we sense she is listening. I’ll show you how it works because Mara can alert us, and we can trap her if she is.”

He motioned to a crimson bowl containing a thick, transparent liquid.

I floated closer, curious, as the man added bay leaves, dry pink flower petals, and other mysterious ingredients to the dish.

I felt a sudden tug as if I had become entangled with something. As the man looked up and our eyes met, panic erupted in my nonexistent chest. I screamed.

“Looks like she is here right now,” he laughed. “Usually, it doesn’t work this easily, but I’ll take it. Hello Ellen!”

I couldn’t figure out how or why he’d captured me, given that it was in the future. But one thing was certain: he had me under his control. I wasn’t sure if I’d be drawn into this parallel reality, but I was determined to fight it with everything I had.
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I jumped out of bed, startled by a sudden noise, abandoning my dragon-themed novel.

“Did you hear that?” I asked Ben, who was already standing.

It sounded like his brother and Amber were calling for help. We darted out of our dorm with worried expressions on our faces.

We hurried toward the sound of panicked voices, which became louder as more people joined them.

Ellen lay on the ground as Barry, Nick, and Amber clustered around her. A few people stood back, nervously whispering. Teachers, from what I could tell, were on their way.

We arrived to see Ellen looking deathly pale. Kneeling beside my friends, I inquired frantically, “What’s going on?”

Ellen was mumbling something incomprehensible.

“She went into a vision, but she screamed, and we haven’t been able to reach her,” Amber said. “It’s like she’s stuck in a vision or something.”

“Help me,” Ellen muttered. “You’re not keeping me here.”

“What’s happening to her?” I asked.

“Someone trapped her in a vision somehow.”

Mrs. Boondock and Mr. Yooper were among the teachers who arrived, including her grandmother, who had spoken. They pushed us away and knelt beside Ellen, who was still on the ground. Her grandmother and the seer teacher took care of her.

“She’s too young for them to sense her with a spell, and yet they have. But how could they have known? At her age, she gets glimpses. They must have been hoping one of us was watching,” Ellen’s grandmother said as she glanced at Mrs. Boondock, who shook her head.

“Wait, so is what she is seeing happening right now?” Ben asked. “How did they trap her in a vision of the future?”

“There’s a spell they can use, and if a seer is getting a vision at the right moment, they can catch them,” Mrs. Boondock said. “But it only works on advanced seers. It shouldn’t work on a thirteen-year-old. They would have had to time it at the right second to catch her. Her predictions are too unpredictable. How long was she having a vision before she screamed?”

Barry, Nick, and Amber exchanged shrugs as they looked at each other.

“We weren’t paying attention to her until we saw her on the ground, and then she screamed,” Barry said. “She’s been talking in her sleep, or whatever she’s in ever since. She keeps telling them to let her go.”

“You can help her, can’t you?” Amber asked, and I noticed she was close to tears.

“With two of us here, we should be able—” Ellen’s grandmother said, but before she could finish, Ellen sat up with wide eyes, though I was blinded momentarily as there was a flash of light from somewhere, or at least I thought there was.

No one else noticed; they were all staring at Ellen. Shaking my head to clear it, as it was likely just a glare from the sun reflecting off something, I focused on Ellen. She looked around at us anxiously.

“Ellen! What happened?” Amber asked as she hurried over to hug her.

“I don’t know,” Ellen responded, clutching her tightly. “I fell into a vision. The strongest one I’ve had so far. At first, I saw Hank and the others, but then I was in a meeting room with them. They were talking about grabbing you two and Grandma on Halloween. They were talking about me, and this man did a spell and trapped me there. He would keep me there, but I got out of it. I don’t know how I did it because he strengthened the spell. He said he could keep my conscience there, and I’d appear asleep here. But I don’t know; I willed myself out of it.” She glanced at her grandmother with fear. “But it had to be at least a week in the future. How can they trap me when it hasn’t happened yet? Will they know right now I got away?”

“No, they’re clueless right now,” Ellen’s grandmother said. “And the spell shouldn’t work unless the seer is an adult. We can be trapped in visions, but usually, they need to do a spell first to detect us. As you said, it’s in the future. All they did was do a spell to see how strong you are, right?” Ellen nodded.

“At least it’s how it sounded. The man said I’m powerful, and there was a way to find out. He also said it rarely worked so easily but was glad it did. Then he taunted me and told me I’d made a mistake. They revealed nothing as I had hoped. He was too busy laughing at me while he tried to finish the spell. But I willed myself home.”

“Alright, we will have to teach you protection spells. From here on out, you’ll always need one on you,” Mrs. Boondock told her. “We can’t take any more chances of you getting trapped in a vision. How far into the future did you see?”

Ellen shrugged before sighing and responding.

“I think at least a week. I don’t think Hank has written the date for Halloween yet. I think it will happen between now and a couple of days from now. I could be wrong, but the vision they trapped me in happens a few days after Hank shows me the date.”

“So we have time before they know they can trap you,” Mrs. Boondock continued. “Ellen, you’ll need a spell on you at all times because they’ll be working on trying to trap you as much as possible now. Next time, we might not get a week’s notice. A lot of the time, your visions come moments before these things happen. All three of us will need to.”

“So, was she really trapped or not?” I asked. “Technically, it happened in the future, right?”

It was her grandmother to respond.

“That’s why she could will herself out of it, Michael. The further into the future it is, the easier it is to get out of it. I was caught in a vision trap once. But Ellen is thirteen. It won’t always happen so far off in the future. As you’ve seen, her visions don’t give us much warning.”

“Ellen is going to be one of the strongest seers we’ve seen in over a hundred years,” Mrs. Boondock said. “Maybe even beyond that. It was her powers warning her for sure. Because thirteen is too young for vision traps, which means after they see that, they’ll take advantage of it. We have a week’s notice at least, so Ellen, starting today, you’ll need to practice the protective spells with your grandmother and me daily. Otherwise, you’ll have a random vision of them, and they’ll trap you.”

“What happens if they trap her permanently?” I asked.

“With another seer around, we can always pull her out of it,” Ellen’s grandmother said.

“Which means we need you two around at all times,” Mr. Yooper said. “They’re planning an attack here to get one of you and Amber and Ben on Halloween. We must do whatever it takes to stop it from happening.”

Their acts made me feel quite uneasy. I was terrified at the prospect of them trapping seers in their visions, and I couldn’t help but wonder what their true motivations were. If Ellen could connect with them while there, it meant they could use her visions to their advantage.

But why was this so? I couldn’t shake the sensation that more was happening here than we had previously assumed. It seemed implausible that they would risk starting a war between realms by assaulting a school. Something far more sinister was at work.
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The fight for the JS Year One championship was fierce, with each territory vying for the coveted champion title. Amber and Ben were especially adamant about winning, with Ben wishing to win for the Earth Territory.

Amber was crowned Water Territory champion after a close bout, leaving Ben unhappy. Amber’s opponent almost had her beaten, but she rallied in the final second to win.

The competition in the Fire Territory was just as heated. Stan and Jared were the last two men standing, and Jared appeared to have the upper hand. In an unexpected change of events, Stan pinned Jared down, forcing him to admit defeat.

Much to Ellen’s chagrin, Tara emerged as the Air area champion. Despite Ellen’s complaints, Tara proved to be a formidable opponent and deserving champion.

“I thought you guys were good now,” I said while waiting for it to be Earth’s turn.

“We are, Michael, but we’re always going to have this rivalry between us,” Ellen responded. “I don’t hate her… she’s kind of grown on me, honestly. And it doesn’t hurt to have her on your side. But she’s still smug, and I don’t want her to win. She won’t shut up until next year when we compete again, I bet.”

Ellen was right. Tara’s lack of modesty was very irritating. She appeared to have an exaggerated feeling of self-importance and constantly bragged about her academic achievements.

Despite Ben being the best of the year, she appeared to believe she would bring all the attention to Air. But I wondered if her confidence would be her undoing or if she’d back up her statements and overtake Ben by the end of the year.

“I just want her to be taken down a few pegs, is all. She is fun when she lets herself be herself, but she is so conceited for whatever reason,” Ellen continued. “She’s not the smartest or the best at everything. Amber better beat her.”

“She probably will,” Ben said under his breath, evidently dissatisfied with the outcome, but I felt he secretly rooted for Amber. It would be hilarious if he lost that day.

As the matches progressed, I witnessed Ben fight with a savagery I had never witnessed before. I was terrified at the prospect of having to face him. But then it was my turn to battle a boy named Chris, who could only control two elements. I figured my command of fire and water would give me an advantage, but he proved a worthy adversary.

He had me stuck in the sand, the wind howling about me, and vines securely knotted around my wrists. I announced my surrender, admitting defeat to him.

In the Fae Realm, the loser of combat could bow to their opponent or walk away. Leaving without congratulating the winner was considered bad sportsmanship, yet many fae did so nonetheless.

I hadn’t yet walked away from a fight. I was pleased by Chris’s abilities, so I bowed and shook his hand once he let me go.

“Make sure you take Hoofer out,” I told him, laughing.

“I’ll try,” he responded, glancing at Ben nervously.

I expected them to be evenly matched. Chris had proven that he understood strategy and was a worthy opponent for me. Chris had a strong chance of beating Ben because we were on the same expertise level.

Once I sat down, Stan said, “Damn, I was hoping it would be you against Ben, Michael. I’m not looking forward to fighting him.”

“Look at him,” I said, watching Ben’s fierce expression as he battled his opponent. “Better you than me.”

The excitement grew as the fights progressed until it came down to the final two: Ben and Erica. Erica was a formidable opponent, but Ben seemed unfazed. His gaze was fixed, and his actions were exact. Eventually, Ben triumphed, leaving Erica defeated in a tangle of vines.

When he helped Erica up, the cheers of Ben’s siblings filled the arena, but I could see he was already thinking about the next fight. Amber, who sat beside me with Jared, caught his gaze, and a sneaky grin crossed his face. He was likely imagining Amber submitting to him in defeat.

“Well, there’s always basketball,” Jared said, shrugging, as the Fire teacher called an end to our year.

There would be a pause on the fights for junior year basketball tryouts set for the following week. While winning for the Earth Territory would have been good, my urge to play basketball was higher. The fae style of basketball, which Jared and the others described as more entertaining and brutal than the human style, piqued my interest.

All of their sports seemed to be more fascinating than their mortal counterparts. Ben was also trying out for basketball and was on his way to becoming a male Tara. He was already bragging about his success and how he would become the junior year and tier champions.

“And once I’m on the basketball team and I’ve gotten us a lot of wins, no one will doubt what I can do compared to Sebastian,” he said. “No one will be as good as me.”

Ben’s desire to win appeared to be fuelled by a desire to outperform his siblings, notably Barry, which made him difficult to be around at times. Despite his incredible talent for his age, he struggled to understand his own worth and was entirely concerned with outdoing his brothers and sisters.

Maybe it was because I was an only child, so I didn’t understand. However, Jared had older brothers and he never acted like that.

“If you make the team,” Stan teased him.

“Believe me, I will,” Ben said with determination. “I’ll bring more glory to Earth than Barry ever has, and I’ll also bring in more wins for the school than any of my siblings ever have. I’ll be the best in the family. Even my dad will be jealous of me.”

I couldn’t help but believe they should date as he strolled out with Melanie hot on his tail, heaping him with adulation. She was the type to soothe his ego, but it was possible that it would only make him more arrogant.

Despite his attitude, I enjoyed Ben’s company and he even offered to let me remain with him if I didn’t want to go home. It was a tempting offer, especially because I’d have my own room, but he was trying too hard to impress his family and our classmates. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to handle him full time during the holidays.
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Ben and I went to the portal room for basketball tryouts a few days after the Junior Tier battled. It was difficult not to be impressed by the fae’s capacity to build such an incredible infrastructure.

It was incredible that they could construct portal rooms while living in great houses rather than something more compact and efficient. As we walked toward the school, I expressed my thoughts to Ben, and in the distance, I noticed Stan and Jared approaching us.

“They’re too unreliable, Michael,” Ben responded, appearing to be distracted. “These ones here and the one my family has need to be maintained at all times. But even then, they can fail. Imagine having everything you own just disappear one day because the spells failed. It happened to us years ago, long before I was born, and before Barry was even born. The portal room for the kids disappeared, and all their toys and everything was just gone. You can never get it back. It devastated Sebastian and Heather because all their toys were gone.”

“What if people are inside when it happens?” I asked in shock.

It was better the toys disappeared than the kids!

“Thankfully, they just get shoved out, Michael,” Ben answered. “We are trying to figure out how to do that with objects, however. Too many portals in a small area will fail more, though. So you still have to—”

But his words died off as his shocked eyes focused ahead, his mouth agape. I followed his gaze and noticed Hank, Lydia, and several other kidnapped students running toward the school.

Ben cried for Hank and rushed toward him without hesitation, and I followed. Stan and Jared had also noticed the group and had already reached Hank by the time we arrived. When we caught up with them, they were both fiercely embracing him.

“Where have you been? How are you here?” Stan asked as Ben, and I took turns hugging Hank.

“I’ll explain on the way,” Hank said, and he nodded toward the school, following the others.

“Did you all escape?” Ben asked.

“No, they let us go. I don’t know what happened. They were having a huge meeting today, and then the main leaders, some blond couple and a man with red hair, came in looking terrified. I mean, they were pale and shaking. They told us we needed to go back, and the next thing I knew, we were all in the town. We took the next bus back here.”

“Maybe it’s Ellen’s vision,” I responded, thinking of what had happened the week before.

“Yeah, did you send her a note about Halloween?” Ben asked, and Hank nodded.

“I didn’t know if it would work, but I knew she’d be trying to get visions about us. Did she get it then?”

Ben wasted no time in explaining everything as we entered the school. I noticed those around me had slowed down and moved closer, eager to hear the specifics. Ben’s voice was urgent and low as he told the story, his words rushing out.

“Are they still coming on Halloween?” I asked Hank when we were done.

“No. I think Ellen ruined their plans. It doesn’t sound like she heard a lot, but that meeting was about how they would break into the school to get the four of you,” Hank answered with a shrug. “I mean, the teachers should still ensure they don’t get in, but now they know Ellen saw their meeting, they can’t.”

“That’s a good thing. Did they hurt you at all?” Stan asked. “You’re okay, right?”

Hank nodded, and put a hand on Stan’s arm as if to reassure him before continuing.

“I’m okay, and no, as bad as what they did was, they were decent to us most of the time. At least the people guarding us were. This one lady even told us we can still use our elements there and use them when possible. There was some kind of spell to prevent us from using magic in the rooms they kept us in, but she said if we ever got outside to use our powers to escape. I don’t think all dark magic wielders are evil.”

“Or it was a trap,” Ben muttered. “I’m glad you’re okay, though. You’re honest when you say they didn’t hurt you?”

“No. No one hurt us. They kept us all in three different rooms, and talked to us often and fed us. The lady who told us to use our powers outside kept asking them to relent and let us out. I honestly think the ones guarding us wanted to help us escape. We know nothing about dark magic wielders. Anything we know is just assumptions we’ve made. Maybe I’m wrong, but deep down, I feel like she wasn’t evil, and neither were the other guards.”

“I think he’s right,” an older girl who was in front of us said. “I think some wanted to help us.”

“Wait, what did you mean when you said they’re after four of us? Who is the fourth?” Ben asked.

“Michael,” Hank said, and I glanced at him with shock.

“What, why? It makes sense for Ellen, Ben, and Amber, but I’m nothing special,” I said. “I’m not even the strongest dragon here! Jinjing is!”

Hank shook his head as he spoke. “I don’t know, Michael. All I know is they want the four of you. Maybe you have some other gift you don’t know about.”

We headed to Mr. Hornoras office, and when he saw Hank and the other kidnapped students, he dismissed everyone else, informing us that tryouts would go on as planned. He intended to address the entire student body following the tryouts.

“But shouldn’t the others know they’re back now? Maybe we should cancel them for now.” Ben protested as we were shooed away.

“This is a school, and your biggest stress should be tryouts, school, and whatever fights you get in with your friends. Not this. You’re children, and you shouldn’t have to stress about this. We want to keep things as normal as possible here. We were told that by the school board, too. Look, I get your point of view, Mr. Hoofer, but we have to keep the school going too, and cancelling tryouts won’t change what these kids went through. It will just bring more unwanted attention to them. For now, we want to talk to them with no interruptions. We can do so while you’re all busy at tryouts. If you’re not up to trying out, you can sit out and wait until next year. I don’t blame you, but we’ve restricted all of you enough as it is. We don’t want to take away your extracurriculars when it’s unnecessary.”

“But what if it’s an attack?” Stan asked. “Maybe they want this.”

“We have people here watching. We aren’t as vulnerable as we were the last couple of times. Someone let them in each time, and we have people who have sworn not to. If they do, we will know exactly who let them in this time. No student can let anyone in anymore, so it will have to be one of our staff or guards, and the spell we cast on them will tell us who betrayed us,” Mr. Hornora told him. “So if anyone who wasn’t taken can go on, please.”

Ben seemed reluctant to leave, but I grabbed his arm and guided him out of the office.
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The tryouts turned out to be a failure. Most students had no idea the kidnapped students were returned, and we didn’t want to break the news just yet. Ellen and Amber encouraged us, and so did others from our class.

But other onlookers quickly drowned out the cheers with their jeers. I couldn’t concentrate on the game because I was obsessed with Hank’s homecoming.

Basketball was similar to its mortal cousin in the Fae Realm; only we could utilize our elemental powers to block the opposing team’s players.

It was thrilling, but our latest incident and the lingering question of why filled my thoughts. As a result, I was singled out.

The floor beneath me turned to ice just as I was about to score, forcing me to slip and lose the ball to the opposition team. Before trying a shot, one player grabbed the ball with vines.

Meanwhile, Ben, who was usually a skilled player, seemed to have an off day. He kept fumbling the ball and missing shots, and his frustration eventually led to him travelling.

A deep male voice boomed through the gym, “Hoofer is disqualified for travelling! Please leave the court immediately.”

With a scowl on his face, Ben stormed off the court, throwing the ball in frustration. Melanie appeared out of nowhere, chasing after him, her voice echoing across the court as she tried to console him.

“Benny, it’s okay! Shake it off, sweetheart! You’ll do better next time!”

I felt bad for Ben, but I attempted to return my attention to the game, even though I believed eliminating someone for travelling was stupid.

In my experience, the ball was usually given to the other team, but I assumed rules differed between worlds.

When the final whistle rang, I felt relieved that the game was finished and our team had been named the winner. Unfortunately, with my poor performance, I had little prospect of making the team. I was going to go after Ben to see if he was all right, but the team captain stopped me and told me to stay seated and observe the rest of the tryouts.

“I don’t get why,” I muttered to Stan as I sat down beside him. “I clearly didn’t make the team.”

As the tryouts progressed, I realized some junior year boys were talented. I felt sorry for the coaches who had to select only a few of them to join the team.

Stan, who had gone before Ben and me, had been preoccupied but kept it together better than we did. Despite his mistakes, he played better than most other players.

“You weren’t bad, Michael,” Stan responded.

“I didn’t score once,” I scoffed.

“But you played better than most people have so far. I wouldn’t be surprised if you didn’t at least make the reserves,” Stan said. “They don’t go by how much you score, but how you handle the pressure, and you weren’t worse than many of these guys. Look at Denver!”

Denver was in Water Territory, and Stan had a good point. He was playing worse than Ben, which pleased me because I knew I could have played better if I hadn’t been so distracted. Denver was one of the other players who wasn’t cut out for the team.

As the tryouts ended, they began calling out the names of those who had made the cut. My thoughts were still on Ben, but I attempted to concentrate as the names were called out.

“Hensen, Michael!”

It surprised me to hear my name called for the primary team rather than the reserve team.

I looked at Jared and Stan, who gave me enthusiastic thumbs up.

“I told you you played well,” Stan said as he rubbed my back. It was impossible for me to believe.

I’d made the team and was determined to show that I deserved to be there. I would never let distractions interfere with my performance again.
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Ben’s nasty attitude seemed to last a long time. I could tell he was still upset over being disqualified, but I hoped he’d get over it soon. He was competitive and despised losing. I could see he was disappointed that Jared was chosen for the reserve team instead of him.

Yet he was glad to have his best friend back and was careful not to complain about it in front of Hank, who he knew would be upset. He even lied to Hank, saying it had nothing to do with his abrupt entrance and that he had been distracted recently.

“It’s just with Fight Club and everything else. I’ve signed up for too much,” he’d told him.

God help us all if Amber beats him in the Fight Club competition, I thought to myself, which started back up after basketball tryouts.

Mr. Hornora made a brief announcement regarding the returned pupils, cautioning us not to question them about what happened unless they chose to discuss it. Yet that was all he had to say about it.

Our teachers worked tirelessly to restore normalcy and even reduced certain restrictions. Overhearing Mr. Yooper and Mrs. Collins, our Air teacher, I discovered they were even allowing us to celebrate Halloween, discreetly observing and intervening only if things went out of hand.

This gesture said a lot to me. The teachers were well aware of what happened at our parties, so for them to allow us to celebrate a normal day like Halloween, they must have recognized the necessity of making us feel normal.

“They’ve always looked the other way, though, Michael,” Barry said when I brought it up. “Even on full moons. Sebastian told me his first Halloween here; they only stepped in because the students rioted.”

“Rioted? Why?” I asked. “What happened?”

We were in the Fight Club portal, the tension and nervous energy evident in the air as we awaited the start of the junior tier. This day would decide the best students, and the winner would bring fame and honour to our territories.

The stakes were high, and the competition would be fierce. We’d have to give it our best if we wanted to win, not just against our classmates, but also against opponents from other schools someday.

“Just kids being stupid, Michael,” Barry answered. “They had too much to drink and rioted.”

“And they still let the parties go on?” Hank asked in shock.

Barry nodded. “They used to try to stop it in the past, but they always end up becoming lenient again. They banned parties after, and Sebastian was disappointed, but they were having parties again by the time he was my age. They just have many spells up to ensure kids don’t go too far or can be injured.”

“Or fuck,” Nick chimed in. “People can’t even try to undress in private if it’s only two in the room, or an alert goes off. It’s hard to even get blowies around here.”

I heard Ellen snort with laughter behind us.

“And you know this from experience?” She asked.

“I’m not talking about this with you,” Nick laughed. “It’s weird to talk about it with these guys, but it feels even more wrong with you. You shouldn’t even know what anything I just said means. Just know there are spells up to prevent people from going too far, and that’s all I’ll say. There’s never been a teen pregnancy here for a reason. If it has, it happened over the holidays outside of school.”

Ellen’s giggles continued behind us as she muttered something to Sheila, who couldn’t stop laughing at whatever it was. I chuckled to myself, but I didn’t say anything.

“The teachers like partying too,” Brianne said. “That’s another reason. They don’t care as long as we behave. But yeah, there are so many spells around we can’t even drink too much anymore if there is alcohol involved. It does something, so the alcohol becomes water without us realizing it. And no one can do drugs on campus, either. Things are a lot stricter than most of us realize.”

Nobody had informed me of this previously. I was aware of the spells Nick mentioned but unaware of the secrecy surrounding them. But it made sense; keeping it hidden would prevent anyone from seeking to circumvent the spells. I was sure most people had tried, especially with the alcohol rule.

Although, if people wanted to, they could just get a mermaid to take them off of school property.

I knew that people drank alcohol or smoked weed near the mountains. Brianne, Hilda, and Stan had stories of what went on there, and Stan had even told us he snuck a joint when Ellen wasn’t looking.

She was insistent we were too young, but others wanted to try, even Amber. I wasn’t sure about the alcohol, but I was curious about weed.

The older campers had smoked it, and I knew it stunk, but they usually shooed Jared and me away when we’d gotten curious.

“For JS Year One, Earth and Water are up!” Mr. Yooper suddenly called.

“Oh crap. So they have to face off right away,” Ellen muttered.

Ben’s face contorted with rage as Amber, who was dressed in her uniform (all the cheerleaders were), walked to the centre of the room with a neutral expression. Fortunately, the audience was well-behaved. We were prohibited from taunting or jeering at the fighters during the match.

We’d learned the hard way when some of our classmates tried to boo a combatant, which resulted in their expulsion from the event. While we could cheer, our options were limited. After the match, though, the audience could cheer or boo as they pleased.

Ms. Davis, our English teacher, requested perfect silence as they took their spots. They couldn’t cross a white line drawn on the sand while battling, but any elemental powers were fair game. Fighters were free to use their full might on each other if they remained behind the line.

“See anything about the results, Ellen?” Barry whispered.

“No. My last vision was about Stan slipping on a piece of paper earlier, and it happened already,” she said. “I’ll focus, but I kind of want to be surprised.”

“We will know soon enough. Don’t worry about it,” he told her.

Mr. Yooper gave them the go-ahead, and Ben directed a forceful torrent of water at Amber’s face without hesitation.

She stayed calm, however, and quickly caught herself with air, avoiding crashing to the ground. Meanwhile, I noticed she was using earth magic to bind Ben in the sand, but he was too preoccupied with his attack to notice.

Ben only realized he was ankle-deep in the wet sand he’d made with his own water when he looked down.

Ignoring his setback, he immediately recovered and resumed the fight, both tossing their respective elements at each other and manipulating their surroundings to their advantage. They were evenly matched and determined to triumph.

Ben caught Amber’s ankles in a web of grass he’d grown from the sand. He’d clearly put forth a lot of work to put up such a barrier.

He kept growing the grass while releasing another water blast, causing Amber to lose her balance and tumble to the ground. Meanwhile, the grass encircled her limbs, keeping her immobilized and defenceless.

I would have been tempted to give up if I had been in Amber’s shoes because Ben appeared to have won the match. His triumphal expression suggested that he felt the same way.

I heard Ellen mutter behind me, “Oh no, he’s definitely going to win.”

Amber suddenly yanked herself free from the tangled vegetation with her air element, propelling herself skyward.

Ben was stunned and came to a halt, allowing Amber to take advantage of the opportunity by bathing him with water and then freezing him in place. Ben’s attempts to use his fire element to unfreeze himself were useless. Amber’s rage was back with a vengeance.

She entangled the vines around his ankles and tugged so hard that he faltered and fell onto his back. As he struggled, she buried him in the sand. Meanwhile, water from the nearby lake rushed up the hill, and I wondered if Amber planned to freeze it again.

Surprisingly, Ben conceded the fight by yelling he gave up just as the water lapped over his head, reaching as high as his ears.

“Holy crap,” Ellen muttered. “I was not expecting that.”

No one could attempt drowning during the battles (not that she would), so I knew he wasn’t concerned. He must have recognized, though, that he was not going to get out of it. She looked shocked as she removed the sand from him and the vines vanished.

Ellen groaned, “God, he’s going to be so petty about this,” and Barry seemed to think the same thing.

“Please don’t embarrass us again by throwing another fit,” he muttered under his breath.

Ben, on the other hand, abruptly reached up and accepted her outstretched hand, allowing her to pull him up.

To everyone’s surprise, he then bowed to her, not half-heartedly as some did, but with true respect and a smile. He stood up again, and extended his hand for her to shake, which she gladly accepted.

“Wow, I never saw that coming,” Nick remarked, echoing everyone else’s feelings. Not only was Ben graciously accepting his defeat, but he was also smiling and speaking with Amber, who nodded and hugged him.

“Thank goodness,” Ellen exclaimed, and I couldn’t agree with her more.

With their tension finally diminishing, perhaps we could all hang out without feeling awkward. I wasn’t sure what caused Ben to change, but I was glad for it regardless.
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Victory had been within my grasp for one magnificent moment. I was confident I had her, and she couldn’t escape. But then I found myself enveloped in a heap of sand surrounded by tight vines I couldn’t burn away.

I was immobilized as the water rose over my ears. Even though I knew she wouldn’t let the water rise much higher, I was exhausted from confining her in the grass. Growing so much grass was advanced for our level. Therefore, it had taken virtually everything from me.

I thought I had her, but she’d outwitted me. I couldn’t be upset because yet another thing hadn’t gone my way, no matter how much I wanted to be. She’d fought well, and my admiration for her had increased for weeks, even though I didn’t want to admit it.

But I needed to acknowledge it. She’d defeated me fair and square, and the rage I expected if she won had never materialized. Everything else paled in comparison to my respect for her.

I took the hand she offered me, bowing to her in a show of respect. I thought it would be the reverse, but this was even more satisfying. She was a worthy opponent, and I couldn’t deny my admiration for her. I’d felt the same way when Michael had won the first time, and I knew it was just in our nature to recognize and honour those who fought well.

“Truce?” I asked her as I held my hand out to her.

“Well, I’ve always wanted that, so yes,” she responded, taking my hand.

“I know; I’m sorry,” I said, and it surprised me when she hugged me.

Melanie emerged from nowhere as we split up and tackled Amber to the ground. When the two girls began fighting, Amber retaliated by trapping Melanie with her earth element, causing her to swear. Melanie attempted to break free as Amber doused her with water, escalating the fight.

A whistle blasted out of nowhere.

“Enough! You’re disqualified, Miss. Bregford!” Mr. Yooper called out.

“What?” I shouted out, but I wasn’t the only one. The crowd was shouting too.

“Mr. Hoofer, you nearly won the fight, so you’re back in—”

“No!” I said. “I lost, and I accept my loss. Melanie attacked her! What was she supposed to do?”

“She should have stopped with the vines,” Mr. Yooper responded. “During competitions, you only fight your opponent. It’s one thing for her to stop Melanie, but she hit her while she was down during a competition. This isn’t a regular Fight Club; the same would happen if we were competing against other schools. This type of behaviour would be embarrassing for the school.”

“Melanie should be embarrassed!” Ellen shouted out.

“What was I supposed to do then? Let her attack me?” Amber demanded.

“Defending yourself is one thing, but you stopped her with your vines. She couldn’t get out of it; if you’d left it at that, you’d be fine. It was unnecessary to spray her with water unless she attacked you again. I was about to step in and punish her, but you kept it up,” Mr. Hornora said.

That sounded ludicrous to me, and I told him so. In any other situation, we would battle tooth and nail to win, but employing our entire arsenal of abilities in a competition was suddenly inappropriate? We’d been told our first night to fight our battles instead of getting a teacher. It made no sense.

“If you’d read the rules, you’d see the opposite, Mr. Hoofer,” Mr. Hornora said to me. “The rules state not to fight anyone but your opponent, and if you must defend yourself against someone, just stop them and let us step in. Unfortunately, Miss. Hubbard is not the first to pull this kind of stunt. There was once a fight between a group of students at a tournament about thirty years ago, and the rule has been in place ever since. Miss. Bregford is the first in thirty years not to listen. Everyone else has listened, including your brother.”

I raised my eyebrows at Barry, quietly requesting an explanation. It was apparent I did not fully comprehend the competition’s regulations. Yet, instead of speaking my concerns aloud, I followed Amber to a bench and sat alongside her.

“That wasn’t fair. You shouldn’t have been disqualified,” I said, watching Stan and Tara go up to fight next.

She glanced at me. “It doesn’t matter, Ben. I just wanted to fight you. All I wanted to do was beat you.”

To be honest, I had the same incentive for competing. I didn’t simply want to win the tournament; I wanted to fight her. My actual prize would have been to make the basketball team, but I hadn’t.

“I offered to fight you multiple times,” she responded after I admitted this to her.

“I know, but it felt more satisfying this way. We earned the spot to fight each other,” I said.

“I don’t get why you hated me so much, Ben,” she said.

“Because you randomly challenged me out of everyone there. You sprayed me with water, copied me with the garden idea, and did it all better. You wanted to compete from the start, but I never hated you,” I said.

“But I didn’t mean to spray you with the water, Ben. I didn’t know I had water until then and was just testing it. I didn’t know I’d make a jet of water come out, and I definitely didn’t mean to hit you. It would have been Tara, Lydia, or even Rachel if I wanted to hit someone intentionally. All I knew about you was you were a friend of Ellen’s. And I made my favourite stream in the woods. It wasn’t even a garden. I got the idea from you, but I wasn’t trying to make it better than yours. I wanted to shut people like Tara up. It was never about you, but you took it that way, and you’ve been out to get me since. Tara or Stan could have taken you out, and we might not have fought, and we’d probably still be fighting.”

I sighed and ran a hand through my hair.

“I know. I’m sorry, it’s no excuse, but my brothers and sisters managed to beat me earlier that day. Every time we start school, my parents and siblings set up this obstacle course for us to beat, and I have to fight them. It’s like a rite of passage to prove your worth and to see what other elements you might have. Sometimes under stress, elements for kids come out. My siblings all had me down, and I failed the obstacle course. I just hate… losing.”

“Trust me, I’ve noticed,” she laughed. “But why were you fine with it today?”

“Because I never hated you. I was even starting to respect you. I was just embarrassed and angry, and I guess I was used to holding a grudge against you. I’m not sure if that makes sense. It’s the only way I can explain it. I’ve respected you for a while but was in denial because I was mad at you.”

“For no reason,” she said, cringing as Tara knocked Stan down hard. “Ooh, I think Tara will win this fight. Anyway, it’s fine, Ben. As long as we are good from here on out. I want to be friends with you like I am with everyone else in our group. If I beat you at something else, I don’t want you to act as you have been.”

“I won’t. I promise. Besides, you only won because I had to fight against a cheerleader,” I teased. “Next time, don’t wear the uniform. Why are you in your uniform, anyway?”

“We’re supposed to do some skits in between tiers. Ellen, Hilary, and your sister are wearing them, too,” she responded. “But now I’ll wear it every time if it’s what it takes to win. I don’t hate it as much as I used to.”

I was about to react when Stan interrupted our talk by announcing that he gave up. He was caught in a fire ring, standing in a hole filled with ice up to his ankles. Tara was getting cheered on by the audience, and we both joined in.

Mr. Yooper crowned Tara as our year’s winner after Stan bowed to her. She cast a glance toward Amber as the crowd continued to applaud her.

“I disagree with that!” Tara said once the cheers died down, glancing at Amber again. “I want to fight my other opponent. She won, and Melanie shouldn’t have attacked her.”

“Miss. Bregford has been disqualified,” Mr. Hornora told her.

“For spraying someone who attacked her,” Tara said.

“To be honest, I agree with Miss. Crets,” Mrs. Collins suddenly spoke up. “This isn’t like the brawl of sixty-seven and Miss. Hubbard was in the wrong. We’re seriously punishing students over this? I say we look over the rules again. We encourage them to fight for themselves, but then we punish them for doing just that? We tell them from the first day to stick up for themselves. You should have stepped up when Melanie attacked her if you didn’t want them to fight it out. I say we put it to a vote. If the students want her to compete, they can let us know.”

“But I didn’t want this,” Amber whispered by my side, but I wanted to see this.

I was curious who would win because Tara and Amber had yet to fight each other. Both had outstanding abilities, making the conclusion impossible to predict. It was destined to be a thrilling battle.

“Fine,” Mr. Hornora said. “I don’t have my faecomm, so we will do it the old fashioned way. Cheer if you want her to remain in the competition.”

The majority of people cheered, even Lydia, but most people thought it was unjust. Even those who disliked her couldn’t bring themselves to support her removal. Mr. Yooper asked if she should be disqualified, but only a few hesitant voices agreed.

She sighed and stood up, strolling over to Tara, who smiled as she approached. I sat up, anticipating their battle, because I knew seeing it would be entertaining.

Melanie, who had taken the empty seat next to mine, got a frown from me.

“Go away; I’m sick of you,” I said. “You nearly got her disqualified.”

“And I felt bad, Ben. Ask Tara. I told her to see if they’d let her back in. She was fine with it because she thought the whole thing was stupid,” Melanie told me and tried to put an arm around me, but I pushed her away with air.

“Right, you felt bad. Then why do it in the first place?” I asked.

“I was defending your honour, Ben. She beat you, so I hoped to fight her for you, but then they disqualified her. I didn’t want her disqualified; I just wanted to fight for you, Benny.”

“First of all, stop calling me Benny. Not even Sebastian gets away with calling me that. Also, I don’t need you to fight for my honour. Melanie, I don’t know how to get it in your head; I don’t like you like that. I’ve told you from day one, and then you went and did this!”

“Because I just wanted you to know how much I care for you and I thought you hated her. You act like it. All I wanted was for you to see how much I like you,” she said. “Because of your family, I get to come here. I really like you, Benny, and I wish you’d give me a chance.”

“Stop calling me Benny! And I’ve told you I’m not interested,” I replied coldly, keeping my eye on Tara and Amber, who were even fighters, as I suspected they would be.

“But she’s fighting because of me! I’m the one who stuck up on her behalf. I talked to Mrs. Collins and a few other teachers. Most people agreed the call was stupid, including me! I’m just trying to make you happy, Ben.”

Under normal conditions, perhaps I would have been willing to speak with Melanie. It was flattering that she was interested, but despite my repeated demands that she leave me alone, she persisted, and now she’d done something incredibly idiotic by attacking Amber during a competition.

It didn’t matter if I despised Amber or was simply upset at losing to her. Melanie knew I didn’t want her to be involved.

All I wanted was to be left alone, and some of the guys didn’t take me seriously. My brother would joke that I should be delighted that an attractive female was paying attention to me. But Melanie’s behaviour irritated me, especially because my focus had been on someone else: Sheila Andrews.

“If she’s in the fight because of you, then it’s because you did the right thing,” I told Melanie. “You and I both know she shouldn’t have been disqualified. Hell, the whole school knows it. But I want you to leave me alone from now on. Just because my parents sponsor you, it doesn’t mean we have to hang out.”

“You hang out with Amber and Michael, Ben!”

“Because they’re my friends!” I hissed angrily, wishing she’d let me watch in peace.

As the fight continued, the intensity between the two girls grew, their moves becoming more complex and calculated. The crowd was on edge, watching them go head-to-head.

Tara and Amber matched each other’s skills, landing blows and dodging attacks equally. Yet, despite Amber’s impressive performance, Tara’s unwavering focus and fierce determination stood out the most to me. Her eyes burned with an unrelenting drive to come out on top, no matter what it took.

“You hated her before, Ben!” Melanie protested, ignoring the fight.

“No, I didn’t hate her. I was mad at her for a stupid reason. I’m just a sore loser sometimes,” I responded.

“Sometimes?” She snorted. “Fine. Whatever Ben. You’ll regret it, though, when I meet someone else. I’m sure you’re my moon mate, and I won’t let you be with me now!”

I laughed at her arrogance.

“You don’t have to be with your moon mate,” I told her. “Many people have chosen not to be. Besides, we are thirteen. We’re not meeting our moon mates anytime soon.”

“You’re so mean, Ben! I can’t believe you can be so heartless. I like you,” she said.

“But I don’t like you,” I answered.

With a frustrated huff, she marched out without looking back, and I quietly hoped that was the end of her advances.

I could see the intensity in Tara and Amber’s eyes as they continued their intense battle, but Tara’s seemed to burn hotter. Amber was suddenly caught in a web of grass and vines, which Tara tightened with a ball of fire floating above.

Amber’s customary escape strategy of using her air element failed this time, and she soon surrendered with a yell of “I give!”

As Tara secured her triumph, the crowd exploded in applause, and Amber bowed to Tara, shaking her hand after she stood.

“And the winner is Tara Crets! But Amber will be the stand-in if Tara cannot compete. I’m afraid you’ve gone down a level, Mr. Ronent,” he added to Stan, who had joined our friends in the audience but he just shrugged. He knew it should have been that way, anyway.

“And now it’s time for a break before the JS Year Twos begins!” Mr. Hornora called. “Be back in fifteen minutes!”

Tara and Amber joined me. Amber thanked Tara as they sat.

“I mean, I disagreed with your disqualification, but it’s actually Melanie you have to thank. I think she must have felt bad. She begged the teachers to let you compete, but I’m glad they let you. I felt like I won by default before. This time it was satisfying because I’m truly the champion.”

“Seriously? She was begging the teachers?” Amber asked with her eyebrows raised.

“Don’t get too excited,” I told her. “She was hoping I’d be her boyfriend or something if she got you back in. She was just here. I think she’s finally going to leave me alone. At least, I hope so.”

“Are you serious, Ben? But why can’t she just move on? If Jared didn’t want me around, I’d have backed off long ago,” Amber said.

“Because most of the boys want her, and so she can’t figure out how Ben can ignore her. She knows she’s beautiful,” Tara answered. “And the boys talk about her all the time.”

“But they talk about you, too, and Ellen, and even Amber now,” I said.

Laughing, Amber replied, “Thanks, Ben.”

“I don’t mean it like that,” I backtracked. “I just meant… well, you heard what they said about you. You’ve even said they never paid attention to you before.”

“I knew what you meant; I was teasing, Ben ” she said.

“It’s the uniform,” I said.

“I’m sure it’s not just the uniform,” Tara giggled.

“Maybe we should tell Melanie to join the squad next year then,” Amber said, and they both giggled.

There was some validity to it. Ellen had been getting a lot of attention, as expected, but Amber’s recent transformation was changing how people saw her. 

It was unclear if it was due to her increased self-care or the confidence she now projected, but most people noticed she looked better than she did at the start of the year.

She’d also gained weight, and the hollow look in her eyes and cheeks had faded. She no longer appeared to be in need of a hearty meal. The girl I’d originally seen in the photo before school had been replaced with a healthier and happier version of herself.

Before I could react, Ellen, Brianne, and Hilda, arrived to prepare Amber for their skit, with the latter standing up to leave. Brianne, who remained behind, turned to me after they were out of earshot.

“Ben, I’m incredibly proud of you. Your reaction was far different from what we had expected,” she said. “You always preferred hockey over basketball, and tryouts for the former will be open next week. You can concentrate on that and school.”

She then left me to talk to Michael, Nick, Barry, Stan, Jared, and Hank, who had just joined us.

“Want to get out of here, little brother? Go have some real fun?” He asked.

“What about the girls? Amber said the cheerleaders are doing something.”

“Nothing cool, Ben, trust me,” Nick told me. “It’s like mortal cheerleading. They’re just standing there and cheering for Foothills. All the cheerleaders are. Brianne and Ellen won’t care, and Ellen said she’d tell Amber for Jared. We will meet up with them later. Tasha will bring them.”

“For now, I think you’ve earned a trip to town. The teachers have okayed it as long as one of them comes. I think the Biology teacher is coming with us. They’re going to let the others who want to go later, but they think the champions deserve some fun.”

I glanced at Tara to see if she wanted to come, but she had to stay, so I bid her farewell and stood up to join the others.

“You made me proud today, Ben,” Barry told me. “I wasn’t expecting you to take it so well. I hope you learn to take losses better from now on. You can’t always win, and basketball was a fluke. You’ll make hockey tryouts.”

“I just knew I was being an idiot,” I replied. “I’ve known for a while; it was hard to admit I’ve been wrong. But when she had me down, I knew I couldn’t do anything else but bow. I would for anyone else, and she earned my respect even more. Plus, I wasn’t wrong when I told her it was because I was fighting a cheerleader. Not that I’m blaming it on that. She would have beaten me, anyway. There was just something off-putting about it,” I added, a little embarrassed, and felt my face warm up.

I couldn’t figure out why, and I was happy when he didn’t pursue the point anymore.

Something had been nagging me since our talk, but I could be wrong. The rest of the group had already moved on, engrossed in their own conversations.

“Does she look familiar to you? I swear I’ve seen her before school started.”

Barry shook his head.

“We saw a picture of her, remember, Ben?” He asked. “Mom and Dad had all those files for the sponsors out. She was the one Brenda was rude making comments about.”

“No, I mean before. I felt like I’d seen her before when I was talking to her. When we were younger, I think.”

“I don’t think so, Ben. She’s from the Mortal Realm, and you haven’t been there much except when Mom and Dad needed something. You never interacted much with mortal kids except Ellen. She’s pretty generic looking, so you’ve probably seen someone similar looking.”

“I guess,” I said, but I wasn’t so sure. “You’ll never guess why she was allowed back in the competition, though,” I explained everything as we made our way to the bus.

I hoped Barry wouldn’t tell me again it should flatter me.

“Good for you, Ben,” he said

“Really? You’re not going to tell me it should flatter me?”

“I’m teasing you when I say that. If you don’t like it, keep making it clear if she keeps it up,” Barry said. “She will get over it, I’m sure. She’s thirteen; she will learn. You’re probably her first crush, that’s all. She doesn’t know how to deal with it.”

Perhaps it was true, just as my crush on Sheila Andrews was most certainly a lost cause, since she’d exhibited no interest in me so far.

If she ever expressed disinterest or acted uneasy around me, I would move on and keep my sentiments to myself. After all, I was simply one of many guys who admired her; my prospects were minimal. Sheila and Shelly were undoubtedly the most stunning girls in our class, and Michael joked that I should get in line more than once.

I was frequently envious of Jared, who seemed to be the only one in our group who had a significant other, even though they both claimed otherwise. Not even Hank and Erica were that close.

Jared and Amber spent a lot of time together hanging out alone. They walked to and from school, went on dates, sat together, and planned to go to the Halloween party together. I yearned for a connection with Sheila like theirs.

Maybe once we got to town, I could ask the guys for guidance before the girls arrived.
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The hockey tryouts were suddenly rescheduled due to the malfunctioning ice portal which required rapid repair. Most of us were shocked by the news, but fortunately, there were no occurrences for the rest of the semester. 

Even Halloween came and went with nothing out of the ordinary. The days that followed were similar, and life returned to normal.

Ellen agreed with Hank. The dark magic wielders declined to advance because they were afraid.

“They must think I heard something. They trapped me, but they don’t know how long I was listening,” Ellen said. “I think they’re lying low for now.”

Ellen was now apprehensive about experiencing visions, but Mrs. Boondock and her grandmother had taken the necessary precautions to ensure she was always protected with spells. I was still at a loss for how someone could trap an individual in a vision when they were watching from the past. All her grandmother would disclose was it involved advanced dark magic.

My parents were adamant that they did not want a conflict between realms, and whatever Ellen had probably overheard had them highly concerned, so they’d backed down and returned the students. But I was curious about what they thought she heard. Why would they bring them back when they could have hidden them somewhere else.

Still, I was relieved that several weeks had gone with no further worrisome incidents, allowing me to rest and enjoy the fun of Foothills finally.

Our group had also become more at ease with Hank’s return and Amber and I getting along. Thankfully, no one made a fuss about it, and while Michael and Ellen voiced their delight that we were getting along, the rest of the group stayed silent. Most likely, they were relieved that the conflict was over.

Nick, Barry, Brianne, and her friend Hilda, had all lectured me more than once since that I should have let it go a long time ago, so it was relief not to hear it from anyone else.

Tara and Natalie would occasionally join us, but Lydia had a great dislike for Ellen and Amber.

I didn’t mind when she wasn’t around because she was excessively unpleasant, and gossiped too much, plus, she was too similar to Melanie.

She also attempted to resurrect the feud between Amber and me. Our group usually ignored her behaviour, and I preferred to concentrate on getting ahead.

In early December, while working on homework for our Water class, Michael asked, “Hey, Ben, is the invitation to your house still open?”

Mrs. Hemperson assigned us the challenge of moulding water into any shape we wanted, freezing it, and keeping it frozen for at least five minutes. It was a difficult task, and we had only managed to keep the shape for three minutes.

Even though we’d progressed from slush, I wasn’t exactly clear about the lesson’s purpose, even if our teachers maintained there was a reason for it. Mrs. Hemperson insisted on it, but I couldn’t see how, besides making sculptures for decoration.

Despite my reservations, I worked diligently to improve it, striving to form the water into the shape of a hockey puck. Being someone determined to get good grades, I completed the homework even though it seemed pointless.

“Yeah, of course. The invitation is always open to all our sponsors,” I responded. “Why?”

“I had a nasty letter from my parents today, Ben. A lot of the teachers are going home for the holidays, and they’re worried I might be a target here on my own. Usually, they don’t worry too much. A lot of the senior students volunteer to stay on holidays to watch over the younger students, but most people want to go home. Only one girl in the senior years signed up this time. They don’t want anyone sixteen or under staying, so I have to go home or stay at someone’s house. Jared has a lot going on this time. His mother’s going to have a baby soon. I don’t want to go home, and my parents don’t want me there, but if I go home, I can expect to stay in my room the whole time,” he hesitated before continuing. “They’re also hoping I’ll do stuff with my magic, and I don’t even know what they mean by that, but I think they think I can fix stuff around the house. Dad had a list of everything that is broken. I don’t want to do it. It won’t even last a week, and I’ll get blamed for it.”

“You can stay with us anytime. My parents have always opened our house to our sponsors. They want you to feel at home there. The last one who stayed with us long term stayed with us for a few years after she graduated,” I said.

“You guys must be seriously loaded,” Michael said. “How are you guys so rich, Ben?”

“My great-grandfather Hoofer figured out how to keep portals open safely. Before, they had to be closed each time because anyone could get in. Then we decided to keep them open permanently, but you needed to get a password to get through. My great-grandfather figured out how to ensure they’re always safe without one and only letting safe people in. It’s why we can keep a portal open to Ellen’s yard. Nobody suspicious can get through. It’s kept top secret, though, so they send people out to do it, and we get paid for it. There is a small fund for people who can’t afford it,” I said.

“I feel like that is something that should be free,” Michael said.

I understood what he meant since I, too, believed that everyone needed to be protected, but the adults did not. My grandfather had written the protection spell with the intention of making it available to everyone for free.

Yet, due of its high demand, they were terrified that dark magic wielders might uncover the secret behind it. As a result, they engaged trustworthy people to travel around the country and service homes, businesses, schools, and other sites in need of the spell. Each country had its own department in charge of this, and we were paid a flat price from all around the world.

“They all see it the same as a security system in your world,” I explained. “If you want it, you have to pay for it because people service it for you, but my parents always help people who struggle, anyway. According to Brianne, Hilda’s home makes ours look small. They are a lot wealthier than us. Their family are the ones who figured out how to keep portals open to the Mortal Realm permanently in the first place. That was worth a lot more because it shut on its own, and sometimes too soon. Whoever figures out how to do it with the Shapeshifter Realm will be even more loaded.”

“So you and Amber? I suppose she could use the money, though, unlike you,” Michael chuckled.

I shook my head before answering.

“It’s possible, but opening portals is one thing. Keeping them open is another. The people who opened the portals to the Mortal Realm in the first place aren’t the ones who kept them open permanently. But our safety spell will also work on the Shapeshifter Realm portal.”

“So you’ll get more either way,” Michael said.

I nodded, and he let out a whistle.

“Damn, I need to invent something, I guess. But maybe whatever the dark magic wielders see in me will be worth it. I still can’t figure out what they want me for. There are plenty of four elemental dragons here. What is so special about me?”

Few people realized they were also after Michael, but our teachers and parents were looking into it. Michael had had the same tests as Amber and myself, but no results had been obtained.

He spent many evenings in the library researching it as well, and we often joined him, but we didn’t know what we were looking for, so it was a futile effort. We mostly did it to keep him company.

“I think it’s one of those things you’ll have to find out under pressure. Maybe it will just happen naturally. None of us know what to look for, but I know Dad’s looking into it whenever he can. Maybe you have telekinesis or something,” I said. “Dad’s researching right now.”

“Why does he think that, Ben? I thought they went extinct,” Michael asked, and I shrugged.

It was on the list of extinct powers, but since the seventies, powers we thought were extinct had been showing up.

At one time, phoenixes were thought to be, but the first one was born in 1975, and more came shortly after. In the past ten years, they had doubled. So it wouldn’t have been a surprise if more extinct powers turned up.

It was why Barry didn’t think we had to worry about losing our powers like my parents and Nick worried. I agreed with him because it seemed that whatever Amber and I could do with portals was unheard of, and Ellen was supposed to be the most powerful seer. If anything, we were getting stronger, and less elements meant nothing.

“You can ask over the holidays. Oh, and if you’re staying, my parents always let us invite people for New Year’s. This year they’re letting us invite a lot of people because it’s the year two thousand, and it will be a full moon. So let me know if there is anyone you want to go. Ellen’s taking care of a list for me, but if there is anyone you know of, let me know.”

“Why Ellen?” He asked.

“Because outside of you guys, I don’t care who comes, but she kept mentioning people when I told the girls about it earlier. So I told her to make a list but not to go overboard,” I explained. “The rest of you can invite who you want, too.”

Most of the time, it was usually Ellen, Hank, Stan and I hanging out until midnight in my room. It was the first year I was allowed to be downstairs for the real party, so that in itself was exciting for me. I’d get to see what really happened downstairs that was supposed to be ‘too grown up’ for our eyes as my mother used to say.

Michael nodded. “I honestly don’t care, either, Ben. Are you all worried about Y2K, too, then? In the Mortal Realm, it’s all anyone has been talking about. I haven’t heard anyone talk about it here.”

“Nah, and they don’t have anything to worry about. Our technology is run a little differently,” I said with amusement.

I had overheard mortal conversations about Y2K, but there were no catastrophic warnings that anyone took seriously in the Fae Realm.

Because it coincided with a full moon on December 31st, the new millennium symbolized hope for us. It was significant to us that the last day of the century finished on such a positive occasion.

“It’s spiritual to us, and things will be more magical than usual. You can expect a good time. No computers will turn on you or whatever it is you’re worried about.”

We’d seen an episode of The Simpsons recently about Homer causing Y2K to happen, and everything had gone haywire.

“I don’t think it will happen either, Ben, but people are always predicting the end of the world in the Mortal Realm,” Michael laughed. “There will be another one soon enough they’ll be stressed about. So you guys don’t get that at all?”

“I heard there is one for two-thousand and twelve, and people believe ancient people predicted we’d lose our elements, but I don’t think people take it seriously,” I said. “I heard about it once in a documentary I watched with my parents, but I don’t know of any other. Dad believes the people who translated the ancient text got it wrong. He thinks something spiritual will happen then, but that’s it.”

“Will there be drinking?” Michael asked.

“Older kids sneak it, but no. My parents would lose it if they caught anyone. Barry and his friends managed to sneak it last year but don’t expect to try any. My parents use the same spell the school does on anyone under eighteen. It will just turn into water. And I can honestly tell you the placebo effect is real. There are kids who have thought they were drunk when they weren’t. Hilda was like that last year, but she was drinking water in her drinks without knowing it. There will be spells up to prevent people from doing more than kissing, too.”

Michael sighed and ran a hand through his hair before responding.

“I’m not sure if I want to try it anyway, Ben, because of my parents, but I admit I’m curious. There has to be a reason adults and older kids love drinking it. My parents are an exception, but other people do it for fun for a reason.”

“Barry promised he’d be with me when I tried the first time, but he said to wait until I’m at least fifteen. He’d rather I be older, but he says by fifteen, most people try alcohol. He was drunk for the first time when he was fourteen, and Sebastian had to take care of him. I remember hearing him throw up most of the night. It’s why I made that promise.”

I remembered the day after when I’d asked him about it. I was just nine at the time and couldn’t comprehend why somebody would drink anything that would make them sick.

“But it will be fun, and it’s the full moon. People always say it makes you feel buzzed, and this one will be powerful,” I continued.

“Dude, I’m just glad I’m invited to a millennium party. Some of my buddies and I were planning something in a friend’s basement last spring, but your party sounds ten times better, especially if it’s the full moon. Ellen will invite Anne, so I can hang out with her at least.”

She was inviting the Andrews sisters, too. Perhaps I’d get a chance to talk to Sheila.
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Though I put on a big show for my friends, I worried about going back home, and as Christmas approached, I seriously considered taking Ellen or Ben up on their offers to stay at their places.

Since the beginning of term, I’d barely written home because I never got a response back from any of them. I’d been hoping Sierra and Carly would at least want to stay in contact, but so far, they hadn’t.

A couple of weeks before the Christmas holidays, I wrote home to Mom to see if she wanted me to stay with Ben or someone else.

For a time, I contemplated just staying in my dorm, since we were allowed to live in them year round if we wanted, but then a rule came out that no one under the age of sixteen could stay, so I had no choice.

When I finally received a letter, I hesitated before opening it, worried Mom would tell me she didn’t care if I stayed at a friend’s as long as I wasn’t going home.

Instead, she’d told me to come home if I wanted and that was it. It was barely a couple of sentences, but I supposed it was better than what I was expecting.

Still, deep down, I’d been hoping to get a loving letter telling me how empty the house felt without me, and of course they wanted to see me.

“You okay?” Ellen asked as she entered our dorm as I read it again.

I handed it to her in answer, and she scowled before crumbling it up and tossing it across the room.

“Just stay with Ben, like Michael is. I was hoping you could stay with us, but my parents just want it to be the family,” she responded and then sat down on her bed. “I’m kind of looking forward to seeing everyone, though. Sally was barely a month old when I last saw her and all of my brothers look so big now in the pictures, especially Damian. It’s nuts how fast kids grow, and I used to get irritated when adults said that, but now I get it.”

I wasn’t sure what to say because I was envious of her. No matter how much she complained her siblings annoyed her, she had a close loving family.

Her brothers might have pulled pranks on her, but it was clear they loved her and just wanted to have fun. Her entire family wrote almost daily, and her little brothers sent her pictures they drew.

Thankfully, I was saved from answering when Jared knocked on our open door and asked if I was ready to go for a walk. I quickly told him I was, and walked to him, shutting the door behind me as Ellen requested, because it was cold.

“You don’t have a coat,” Jared observed, pulling off his own sweater to hand to me.

If I had to be honest, I’d forgotten about our ‘date’ or whatever he wanted to call it. My mind had been so preoccupied on my mothers response that our plans had slipped my mind, so I hadn’t thought to grab one.

“I have fire magic, besides, you’re going to be cold now,” I said, taking the red hoodie he held out.

“I’m not wearing a skirt, and I have fire magic, too,” he told me, winking at me.

As soon as I had it on, he took my hand and we walked together in silence.

Not for the first time I wondered why he was so insistent on hanging out alone so much.

His mother just had a baby, and he prattled on about how excited he was to meet his new brother.

Jared had told me that his own birth had been a surprise because his second oldest brother had been ten when he was born, but this new baby had been an even bigger surprise, and his mother hadn’t know she was pregnant until she was near the end of her sixth month.

Ben told me recently that Jared was taking the news better than Ellen had, when her sister, Sally, had been born the previous summer. She’d apparently had quite the tantrum about it.

As I listened to him talk about his brother with affection, I was overwhelmed with jealousy for his baby brother. Why couldn’t anyone back home be as happy to see me as he was to meet his brother?

“You okay?” Jared asked and I glanced at him, surprised he noticed.

“Yes, why?” I asked.

“I’ve asked you the same question three times and you haven’t answered,” he said, laughing.

“I’m sorry, what did you ask?” I asked.

“What are you doing for the holidays? Maybe you could come over for dinner sometime,” he said, which intrigued me.

Before coming to Foothills, I hadn’t thought much about boys, but I remembered Carly making a big deal about Clint inviting her over for dinner at his house.

She’d told Sierra that’s when you know a boy wanted to take things to the next level. Shortly after that, they were officially dating. She’d been about my age when that happened, so it must have been significant on Jared’s end, too.

“I’d like that,” I told him. “But I don’t think my family will take me. They might, but Carly had to get her ex to take me to the bus stop.”

Perhaps he wasn’t even an ex, though. The week before I’d left, I’d heard Carly telling Sierra that she was going to try to get him back, and perhaps if they were together, she’d be interested enough to go on a double date. She’d always said she would with Sierra, so why not me?

“My dad can teleport,” he responded. “He can just get you and bring you over. I still don’t think you should go home, though. You’d be better off going to Hoofers. Hell, I could even convince my parents to let you stay. We have a spare room. I’ll write—”

“No,” I interrupted.

I couldn’t explain it, but it would feel strange staying at his place out of anyone’s, though I was worried he’d be offended by how quickly I turned his offer down.

Instead, he smiled at me then let my hand go, and then put an arm around me and pulled me closer to his side. I immediately felt butterflies in my stomach like I always did when he touched me.

Ellen, Brianne, and Hilda often told me I should ask him what he wanted with me, but I worried I’d scare him off if I nagged him, and I liked the time we spent together. Perhaps dinner at his parents would be when we had a real talk.

“You know you can do so much better than Amber, don’t you?” I heard Lydia say from behind us. “I don’t get why you—hey!”

I glanced over my shoulder to see that Lydia’s feet were stuck in a block of ice. There was no snow on the ground yet that stayed, but I figured it was only a matter of time.

She shouted after us that I was just jealous of her, but we ignored her and continued on walking, Jared telling me he couldn’t wait for me to meet his older brothers as if her interruption hadn’t happened.

Most nights we’d walk through the woods to the school and back, and that night wasn’t any different.

People had created snow to have fights with, and a snowball from a guy named Denver hit Jared on our way back, and seconds later, Denver slipped on some ice that hadn’t been there before.

When we arrived back at my dorm, he paused and leaned forward to kiss me, something he’d been bold about doing since I’d first kissed him.

As he walked off after telling me to keep his sweater for now, I stared after him wishing he’d tell me what he wanted.
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The day I’d been dreading since the first day of school had arrived. I had to go home, and I didn’t want to go. 

I was still hoping my mother and sisters would be excited to see me, but the realistic part of me doubted anything had changed.

It didn’t stop me from reassuring Ellen and Jared that I was fine. Jared slipped me his home phone number and address before he left, telling me to call him if I needed him.

“My dad can be there in seconds,” he told me.

I told them I was fine, though, before slipping through the portal that had been set up in my dorm for me. They’d been set up in everyone’s dorms, the teachers believing it was safer than the bus.

They’d opened one for me in my garage, which we rarely used. It was full of our kids’ stuff and an old broken down rusted out car with no tires that had been there for as long as I could remember. My mother didn’t have a license, so I wasn’t sure why we even had it.

We rarely came in here as it wasn’t in the best of shape, but it was the perfect place to hide a portal. I didn’t plan to tell my family about it just in case I needed to get away from them, and I wasn’t sure if they’d be able to access it or not.

The house was empty when I arrived, but I knew the schools would be closed today. Our town always shut school down earlier than other places as an early gift. The last day would have been two days ago.

I wasn’t sure where they were, though it was almost eleven in the morning. 

So, I headed to Vanessa’s, an old friend of mine. She’d befriended me the year before when no one else would, and she and her friends had been kind enough.

I was curious to see how my old classmates were, and what they thought of my absence, and perhaps she’d be happy to see me. We’d hung out a few times over the summer.

“Oh, it’s you,” she said the moment she came to the door after her mother had gotten her.

She’d only gotten prettier since the last time I saw her. She had curly red hair and the prettiest blue eyes I’d ever seen. I thought she could rival Ellen in the beauty department.

What I hadn’t expected was to find her staring at me so coldly when the last time we’d parted ways, we’d been on good terms.

“I went away to a boarding school and I just wanted to see how you were, but I can go—” I started to say and she told me that was a good idea.

“Look, Amber, I never liked you. None of us did. We just didn’t want you to go to school with no friends. We just felt sorry for you and you looked so pathetic everyday. I hate Olivia, so I knew it would annoy her to see me hang out with you. I’m glad you look good, at least,” and with that, she shut the door in my face.

I stared at the closed door for a moment, embarrassment washing over me. She’d never been anything but nice to me, and as I headed home, I worried my friends were the same way. Maybe Jared thought I was just pathetic, too.

When I entered my house after walking around the park for about an hour, they were all home.

My mother was shouting at Sierra for leaving her school books on the kitchen table.

“If they’re not off the table in five minutes, they’re going in the garbage—Oh, it’s you,” Mom said, noticing me watching her as I stood in the kitchen doorway. “What the hell is that you are wearing?”

She was glaring at the light blue sweater I revealed as I took off my coat and hung it up on my hook.

Confused, I glanced at it, wondering why she’d be upset by it. I’d made sure to dress up so that none of them could tell me I looked trashy or gross. I’d also styled my hair, so I wasn’t sure why she was glaring at my hair.

“What’s wrong with what I am wearing?”

She didn’t respond except to tell me to put my stuff upstairs or it would go in the trash with Sierra’s books.

“Take those with you, and tell your sister that next time I won’t give her a chance. You all know better than to leave your crap in here!”

“School work is hardly crap,” I muttered while grabbing the textbooks.

Mom glared at me and stepped forward, so I quickly grasped the handle of my case, and hurried from the room, wishing I hadn’t said it, but after meeting my friends, I knew this behaviour wasn’t normal.

Not that I ever suspected it was before, I’d grown used to, but I’d heard so many stories from them that I knew leaving textbooks on the kitchen table wouldn’t cause such a reaction from their families. 

From what Ellen always said, she always tripped over stuff because of her brothers leaving things out.

Upstairs, I could hear my sisters talking, and hoping for a better reaction from them, I went into Sierra’s rooms to deliver her textbooks after dropping off my case, hoping for them to greet me, but both stared at me as coldly as Vanessa had. 

Sierra didn’t even thank me when I set her books on her desk.

“I could have grabbed those you know, I was about to!” She snapped at me. “Why come in here? So you can be nosy?”

“You really should have stayed at you school. Do you have any idea how nice it was here without you?” Carly added. “Now things are going to be shit again, and Mom is already in a bad mood because of all the money you’re going to cost us. Get lost!”

It had been so long since I’d heard such harsh words, so they stung more than they used to.

I retreated quickly so they wouldn’t see my tears. Their voices followed me, talking crap about me, as I left the room to go back to my own.

Thinking of Jared, I decided to write to him to see if he’d met his new brother yet. I didn’t want to bother the others, and Ellen would be busy, but I knew he’d respond; at least I hoped he would. Ellen had given me a new letterbox before I left so I could keep in contact with all of them.

After all the harsh words I’d just gotten from everyone so far, I worried he’d tell me he wasn’t interested in writing, but it wasn’t even five minutes before he wrote back, which instantly cheered me up.

We continued writing back and forth with each other until my mother called my sisters and I down for lunch. I couldn’t stop grinning at Jared’s last letter. He’d told me he missed me already.

“Wipe that fucking smile off your face!” Carly snapped at me when I left my room. “Are you happy that you are costing us more money than usual? Are you glad we have to work our asses off for the next few weeks because of you? Is that why you’re smiling?”

“I’m sorry,” I said instantly, looking down.

“For what? Existing?” Sierra asked and the two of them giggled before heading down the steps.

It’s only three weeks I thought to myself, not understanding why they were so angry. 

When I left last summer, we’d been on good terms. Even before I’d left, they could be harsh, but I could already tell this was going to be worse than before. Everyone was furious to see me.

In the kitchen, Mom had us set the table, snapping at me that I was doing it wrong as we did. I wanted to ask her what I was doing wrong, but I was determined to have some peace with them.

Once we were all seated, no one said anything at first, so I decided to tell them everything about my first term, including everything that happened with the dark magic wielders, and when no one said anything, I took that as a good sign. Not even Mom snapped at me to be quiet.

None of them were looking at me, all had their eyes on their plates, but they let me speak, and I thought I noticed Sierra watching me out of the corner of her eye.

Maybe I’ll get their attention by doing magic, I thought to myself, so I decided to demonstrate what I’d learned so far, but still I didn’t get a reaction from them.

It didn’t make sense to me. Here they were seeing magic for the first time in their lives (besides what Hornora had done), and they still weren’t reacting, except Mom to tell me I could wash and dry the dishes with my flashy powers.

“Maybe you’ll be useful after all,” she said and I saw Carly glare over at me as I did as Mom asked.

“She should be if we have to spend the next three weeks working!” Carly snapped. “You know, I finally got to have a life, but then you had to come home! Clint and I were talking again, but when I told him I had to work everyday, he told me just to forget it. He said he’s ready to move on, and he went to the winter formal with Liane Peterson! He’s spending the holidays with her from what I heard. You know, it’s bad enough you’re the reason we broke up, but now I’m not getting him back because of you. It’s probably because you’ll never find anyone, it’s why you don’t want me to be happy. Everyone should be as miserable as you, right?”

Perhaps they hadn’t heard a word I’d said. I’d talked about Jared while we ate, but either she missed it or they didn’t believe me. 

But then again, he wasn’t my boyfriend, and he loved telling everyone that. Maybe it’s because he knew Lydia was right. He could do better.

“I have a dinner date with a guy named Jared, soon,” I reminded her as I finished up the dishes.

I had to admit, what was normally a boring chore was more fun with magic. I’d do the dishes everyday if I could.

“We went on dates for every full moon,” I continued. “On Halloween, and we are going to hang out on New Years, at Ben’s.”

“Probably all pity dates. You look trashy, even in nice clothes. I’m surprised that you learned how to brush your hair,” Sierra told me and my face warmed up in shame.

Apparently even dressing up in nice clothes wouldn’t save me from their harsh words. 

She and Carly continued to make rude comments to the point I wanted to cry, but I held it in. I didn’t know if I could do this for three weeks.

Just as I was about to leave the kitchen with my sisters to go back upstairs to write Jared again, Mom called me back and I wondered why. I’d done everything she’d wanted me to.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing wearing clothes like that home?” She demanded and I stared at her, still confused.

I couldn’t win, it seemed.

“What’s wrong with it?” I asked.

“It’s more expensive than the mortgage and you dare wear it home? Where the hell did you get it?”

“My friend, Ellen, let me have it. She’s had so many growth spurts that she let’s me keep some of her clothes,” I explained and told her about the dress I’d worn during the first moon party, and how I wanted to wear it at Christmas.

“You don’t have friends, you nasty little girl. You stole it, didn’t you?” She demanded.

“No you can ask—”

“Nevertheless, you have the nerve to wear expensive clothes when we can’t even put food on the table?” She exclaimed. “I can’t believe I raised such a selfish and inconsiderate child, you fucking spoiled brat!”

“Spoiled brat?” I asked incredulously at her nerve. “This is the nicest thing I’ve ever worn, and it’s the first brand new thing I’ve owned! You’re the reason everyone bullies me because you won’t let me have nice clothes! Now at least I get to choose what I wear!”

I thought for a moment she’d hit me as she advanced on me, but we were suddenly having a shouting match, something I’d never had with her.

It was usually Mom and Sierra shouting at each other, while I’d do what she wanted, but I couldn’t deal with it anymore.

Mom shouted all sorts of nasty things about my father, and how I’d grown to look so much like him, and she was tired of having to see him when she looked into my face, accusing me of inheriting his nose and chin on purpose to mess with her.

“Just go up to your room and stay there until Christmas Eve, and I’d better not see you wearing nice clothes like that ever again!” She shouted.

I scurried away with relief and hurried upstairs, glad to retreat to my room. Though I thought that Sierra and Carly had gone to the living-room, I found them waiting for me in my room, both hurtling more harsh words at me.

“Please just get out,” I said feeling too numb to even cry by that point.

“Life would be better if you just left and never returned,” Carly told me as she left the room.

Sierra waited until Carly left and then glared at me.

“If you were smart, you would just leave and not come back. No one wants you here and we never have. I doubt you have friends at your school or a boyfriend. Why would anyone want to hang out with trash like you?”

I slammed the door behind her and leaned against it, making up my mind. 

I was leaving that night and never returning. I couldn’t even take a day of this let alone three weeks. They’d all always been harsh, but never this bad. Or maybe they had been, but I’d forgotten because of how nice my friends were. Even Tara and Natalie were much nicer now.

I went over to the calendar I kept on the wall that counted down the days until I left. It wasn’t necessary anymore, and though I knew it wasn’t the calendars fault, I tore it up and threw it on the ground.

Finally, I was able to cry, but I didn’t for long. As soon as I knew the house was empty, I’d get some of the old boxes we had in the basement and pack what was important to me. My family would finally get their wish.
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Coming home after being at school for so long felt strange to me. While I’d been homesick, being back in my room made me miss school and my friends. 

It felt good to be home and see my family again. They were overjoyed to welcome Michael into our home, offering him a room for as long as he needed.

“You never have to ask, dear,” Mom told him immediately. “If you need to stay here, come home with Ben.”

Ellen joined us for a little visit before returning home. We departed early on the last day of term, and no one was at her house. It was about eight in the morning at my place when we returned. In the mornings, her mother attended Mommy and Me classes. Her brothers were still in school, and her father was working.

“Mom did say she could cancel, but I told her not to. The boys love the class. I wish they had something like it when I was a kid,” Ellen said, sitting on my bed.

“What is it anyway?” I asked.

“A class where mothers and their kids can interact with other mothers and their kids. They make crafts. It started in my town about two years ago. It’s connected to the daycare, which works for Mom. She leaves Sally in daycare while she plays with the boys. She worries she won’t give them all the attention they need with the new baby, but there she can. But I wanted to talk to you two anyway now Amber’s not around,” Ellen said.

“About what? I’m surprised she didn’t stay here too. I know she’s been dreading going home for weeks,” Michael said.

I’d offered her a room, but she’d declined, wanting to spend time with her sisters, believing it wouldn’t be too tough to handle. 

Even though she never explicitly confided in me, I’d overheard enough to know her mother and sisters were not nice to her. They seemed to blame her for their troubles, albeit why was unclear.

“I’d have invited her, but my family is going on vacation tomorrow, and my parents want it to be just family. It’s why I wanted to hang out with you guys because I won’t see you until New Year’s Eve. Hank and Stan will be here soon, but I think she’ll come to you two first. I don’t think it’s the dark magic wielders, but I have a feeling she’s going to need you guys or me. I had a vision of her leaving my address on her bed, but I have no idea why or when. That’s why I don’t think it’s the dark magic wielders. She wouldn’t put me in danger like that. I told her what I saw, and of course, she was confused. But please just keep in contact with her and maybe invite her over. We’re allowed to go back to the school when we want as long as we don’t stay too long. I think there is a spell to detect that, but she can just go to Barry’s dorm to come here if you send her his key. I didn’t mention all that to her. I just told her about the vision, but check in and make sure things are okay. Jared promised to do the same, but his house sounds as chaotic as mine.”

I nodded, figuring I’d write to her later. I knew Jared had been stressing about her leaving, too.

“I’ll tell her to come over whenever she wants, and Mom and Dad will tell her the same when she comes. But you’re sure it’s not the dark magic wielders?” I asked.

“She wouldn’t leave my address out for them. I also saw her going through the portal in her garage to return to school. Someone was watching, but I could tell they were friendly. Maybe it was one of her sisters.”

“Maybe she’ll visit you when you return, and she’ll leave her address for her family to see,” Michael said. “I know she wouldn’t leave your address lying around for just anyone to see, so I doubt it’s anything to worry about.”

“Well, I gave her a letterbox this morning before she left, so you can get a hold of her,” Ellen said. “It could be nothing, but I wanted to talk to you two about it, anyway. I hate the sound of her mother. I can’t imagine my mother ever talking to me the way she says hers does.”

“Some parents are nasty and should never have children. You two are the lucky-” Michael said, leaping as the sound of my father’s rising voice rang down the corridor and sent me jumping from my seat.

He yelled Barry’s name with such fury that my pulse skipped a beat.

I exchanged glances with the other two in the room, and we tiptoed to the door to listen in. I hadn’t heard my father so enraged with my brother in a long time.

Barry had always been a bit of a wild card, but he’d calmed down when he realized I was watching him and didn’t want me to mimic his actions.

“Shoplifted! You shoplifted!?”

“No, of course not—”

“They have you on security footage on their cameras, Barry! Did you think you wouldn’t get caught because it’s a mortal store? You know I have a portal hidden behind the shelves! If they look into all their tapes enough, they might see something that causes suspicion!”

“He has a portal in a mortal store?” Michael whispered.

“Just to get to one of our sponsors, and he doesn’t use it after hours,” I whispered back. “And there are spells on it to ensure we don’t try, either. Sometimes we use it to go to the Mortal Realm, though.”

“Something seems wrong about that, but no judgment,” Michael said.

We heard Barry let out a nervous laugh. “Maybe they just think I stole—”

“Then why don’t we go there ourselves to see it then!” Dad interrupted. And an idea came to me as I heard their retreating steps.

“You two wait here,” I said and opened my door to hurry after my father and Barry.

I caught them just as they reached the bottom of the steps.

“Can I go with you?” I asked. “I think there’s a security video of me there from when I was nine.”

“Don’t tell me you stole as well,” Dad grumbled.

“No, I promise. You’ll understand when we get there. I’m not sure of the exact date except it was the beginning of September, I think. We went there, didn’t we?” I asked Dad.

“I believe so to visit one of our sponsor’s parents, it would have been the second or third I think, around three or four in the afternoon,” Dad said. “I make a trip at the beginning of September most years at that time, and I think Louis started that year.”

“What video?” Barry asked.

“You’ll see,” I said.

Barry laughed nervously before saying, “Maybe I should sit this out. You know, I think this is a trip you should make with Ben—”

“Go!” Dad told him angrily. “You’re nineteen! You are too old for this crap now. I thought you were done acting out! Great influence you are on your little brother! You know you’re considered an adult, right? You’d better hope they don’t press charges!”

I lifted my brows but remained silent. Dad was furious, and I worried whether Barry would even be allowed to leave his room for the rest of the holidays.

He was too old for this kind of crap, and only last summer, he’d told our parents he was too old to get grounded. He’d just proven the opposite.
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“What’s that?” Ellen asked me about an hour and a half later when I returned carrying a videotape the store had let me bring home.

“Is it Barry’s shoplifting video?” She asked.

Hank and Stan were already there. Because the news did not surprise them, Michael and Ellen must have filled them in.

“No, it’s something else. I’ll show you sometime. It’s just of me when I went there when I was ten,” I responded. “My parents go there all the time. That was the last time I’d ever gone there.”

“Why did you want a video of it?” Hank inquired, his eyebrows raised in curiosity.

“Because of the candy,” I explained, purposefully evasive. I didn’t want to explain the significance because I knew it would just raise additional questions.

“Anyway, he shoplifted with Nick and a few others, and they were caught on camera. The cameras used to show the one middle aisle. I used to like waving to it when I was younger, but they’ve added more in different angles. Barry didn’t know about it, and they were seen stealing chips, of all things. Dad will have to move the portal to another place, too. He doesn’t think it’s been seen, but it’s too close to one of the cameras now. It’s just in the perfect angle so you can’t see anything, but if it was turned another ninety degrees, it would catch my parents coming and going.”

“I don’t think that’s a bad thing,” Michael said. “What if a little kid finds it? It’s happened once already with Ellen, and you have it in a store. Some kids like hiding behind shelves. What if a magical kid finds it?”

“The odds of it happening again are slim,” I said. “Ellen was an anomaly.”

“But still, I agree with Michael. More and more mortal fae kids are being born, and it could happen if a random portal is somewhere they can stumble on. I think it’s wrong of your dad to have it in a store,” Ellen said. “But I should go. I’ll see you all on New Year’s. I sent my stuff home through the portal in my dorm, and I still need to sort it and then pack again. Behave yourselves.”

Michael went to his room alone after Ellen bid us farewell. I had a feeling he was on his faecomm with Anne.

Meanwhile, Hank and Stan remained because their parents, who worked late that week, weren’t home.

It had been a long time since it was just the three of us, and I cherished the opportunity to catch up with my oldest pals. We rented a few horror movies (mostly blood and gore) and spent the day watching them while eating junk food.

Later that night, I retrieved the VHS I had brought home and showed it to them. I eagerly inserted it into the VCR and hit the play button. We clustered together to watch as the grainy black-and-white footage came to life.

Both laughed and promised not to tell the others about the significance, but neither understood why.

“I just want to surprise them with it sometime when they aren’t expecting it. They’ll be shocked, especially Ellen,” I responded. “But I still can’t believe Barry shoplifted. He’s done stupid stuff in the past, but this is the worst, and he’s not even a minor anymore. I know they don’t come down as harshly here because he’s still in school, but it’s different there. He’s lucky the owner of the store wasn’t upset. Dad just covered the costs. The owner didn’t even ban him, just told him he’d be keeping his eye on him. Dad’s angrier than the owner. I’m surprised he didn’t ground him for New Year’s. He’s grounded until then, but I think Dad has something up his sleeve. Seems like he’s being too lenient.”

Hank laughed. “Knowing your dad, he has to clean everything every day without magic or something. Plus, he hates when he can’t see Nick or Tasha for days. I think he has the hots for Tasha. He looked like he’s never seen a girl before the other day when she wore that blue bikini. Not that I can blame him. I’ve thought she was hot for years.”

Stan snorted, spewing pop all over the place. “You’re like a kid to her! She’ll never look at you!”

“You’re okay, aren’t you?” I asked, looking at Hank.

Since his return, he kept quiet about his kidnapping, leaving me to wonder if he was sharing more about it with Stan and Jared. I felt jealous as if Jared had taken my place in our trio of friends.

“Yeah, the worst they did was take us. I wasn’t lying when I said we were never harmed. Sometimes I think the blond couple hurt that Rachel girl who Ellen hates. You know, the couple who panicked? But the rest of us were fine. The one lady gave us stuff to keep us entertained—mind you, I don’t think she knows a lot about people our age. She gave us stuff that would keep little kids busy and tried to get us to do crafts with her, but she was kind and gave us advice. I think if Ellen hadn’t had her vision, the guards would have helped us. The worst part for me was that I was taken in the first place. I get scared they’ll take me again, which is why I accepted your parents’ offer to stay here overnight this week. I don’t want to be home alone tonight. But otherwise, I’m fine. I just wish Ellen saw their plans.”

Night after night, I lay in bed, my mind racing with ideas about what they thought Ellen saw in her vision. What could have driven them to return Hank and the others so abruptly?

The very notion of the world of the dark magic wielders put shivers down my spine. Hank and the others thought they’d been taken there, but how could we hope to get to an unreachable place? The more I thought about these questions, the more powerless and frustrated I became.

“I don’t get how you can ignore her,” Stan suddenly said. “If Ellen wanted me, I wouldn’t complain.”

Hank sighed. “I’m not complaining. I’ve told you—and Michael, for that matter, I notice how gorgeous she has gotten, and my parents say she’s probably only going to get prettier, but she’s like a sister to me. It’s hard to separate her from the little girl who randomly appeared in Ben’s backyard and decided we were going to be her friends. I don’t get why I have to keep explaining this to you or everyone else. Just talk to her.”

“She’s not allowed to have a boyfriend anyway,” I said. “You’re wasting your time. Besides, I think she wants you both.”

“Don’t tell me you want her, too,” Hank said. “She’s great, but everyone in our grade acts like they’ve never seen a beautiful girl before. I’m not trying to insult her, but our school has prettier girls. Look at Tasha.”

“Dude! She’s eighteen! You need to stop!” Stan laughed.

“Who cares? I can still think she’s hot. I bet the rest of you do, too. I think Britney Spears is hot, too. It doesn’t mean I expect anything to happen. But I don’t know how Barry and Nick can hang out with Tasha and stay friends with her.”

“For the same reason you don’t see Ellen that way?” I suggested. “And no, I’m like you, Hank. She’s pretty, but she’s like a sister to me. Maybe if we’d just met in August, I’d be different, but like you said, she’s still that random little girl who fell into my backyard.”

“Well, I think you’re both nuts,” Stan said. “And probably in denial. But then again, you ignore Melanie, Ben.”

“She’s annoying,” I said, “and now she sits in our classes giving me sad puppy eyes. She wrote to my parents asking to be invited to the New Year’s party, and they said yes. I can’t escape her. Ellen’s not annoying. You can’t compare the two. Melanie thinks we are moon mates, and she’s probably going to bug me at the party now.”

“But people don’t meet their moon mates until they’re adults anyway,” Hank laughed.

“Just ignore her if she does. She hasn’t talked to you since you told her to back off at Fight Club competitions. I still can’t believe Tara won the Junior Tier,” Stan told me. “I still don’t get why it bothers you, though. Melanie is hot!”

“Well, be a good friend and hang out with Melanie on New Year’s for me then.”

Stan shook his head. “I’ll be too busy trying to get Ellen’s attention. I don’t care if she can’t have a boyfriend yet. They will eventually allow her to have one.”

Hank rolled his eyes before responding.

“When she is sixteen! But I’ll hang out with Melanie, Ben. Erica suddenly likes that Denver guy, anyway. I overheard Anne telling Michael that Erica wants to hang out with him on New Year’s. But good luck getting Sheila Andrews to notice you.”

“You never know—”

Michael burst into the room without warning, clutching a piece of lined white paper.

“I just got this from Amber,” he said breathlessly, as if he’d run here. “Ellen was right. Things were terrible at home for her. She’s back at Foothills.”

I glanced at him with alarm. What happened to her? Had she run away from home? Had she been kicked out?

“I went down to tell your parents,” Michael continued, “but Brenda said they’re not home, and I tried—”

Stan cut in, his voice tense. “What happened?”

I hurried to my letterbox, expecting to find a message from Amber, but there was none. I looked through my faecomm, but she hadn’t contacted me there either.

“She didn’t say. She just said if we wanted to talk to her, she’s at Foothills now because it didn’t work out at home. I think it’s a different time zone where she lives. She said it was one in the morning there.”

“She lives in Ontario. They’re at least a few hours ahead, I think,” Stan said.

“Yeah, this place is the equivalent of BC, and I’m from the Island. Jared is from Ontario and we were just talking ten minutes ago,” Michael said.

“Well, it’s the same with fae, too,” I said. “We’re from all over Acerterra, but wait here. I’ll see what I can do. My parents always have some social function at this time of year. They are probably at some Christmas charity or something. They won’t be home until after midnight.”

I hurried from my room and raced down the hallway to my sister, Deanna’s room. I knocked on the door, but no one answered. I was disappointed to realize she was probably out with friends. I didn’t want to ask Brenda if she knew where Deanna was, so I approached Barry instead.

I pushed through his bedroom door to see him standing in the centre of the room, tossing a little flame toward the ceiling. The flame vanished as soon as it touched the surface, leaving no trace. As I walked in, Barry gave me a surprised look.

“Dad said not even you guys can hang out with me,” he told me.

“Why did you shoplift?” I asked him. “I thought you were smarter than that.”

Plus too old, I thought to myself, but I didn’t say this. Dad already had repeatedly.

“I don’t need another lecture, Ben. I’ve had it from everyone else. Even Sebastian.”

“He was here?” I asked, disappointed I missed seeing him.

“No, he called. Sebastian, Scott, and Heather will be here in a couple of days,” Barry answered. “All three called to lecture me and told me I should be setting a better example for you, but I already know that. I don’t need more lectures.”

“Well, I’m not here to lecture you. Michael got a letter from Amber. Something happened at her house to make her go back to Foothills,” I said.

“Got it,” Barry replied, walking over to me. “Let’s go get her. I wanted to grab some stuff from my dorm, anyway. If I have to be confined to my room, I need entertainment. Dad took my TV, computer, letterbox, and faecomm away.”

“Seriously, why did you shoplift?” I asked as we left his room and headed to the stairs. “I’m not going to lecture you, but I don’t get it. You haven’t gotten in trouble for years!”

“It’s a stupid game we’ve been playing for years-”

I gasped. “Years?”

“We just try to grab as much stuff as possible and run. We’ve been doing it since the portal was installed in the store, but when we did it earlier, we didn’t realize more cameras were added.”

I took a deep breath and counted to ten in my head, trying to calm my frustration. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t lecture Barry, but it was difficult to keep quiet when he acted so foolishly. What was the point of stealing?

He was talented and accomplished in many ways, with good grades and an MVP football award. But sometimes, he made choices which left me scratching my head.

I overheard Mom mention that it was a phase and that many teenagers behaved that way, but I didn’t want to shoplift or vandalize anything. I didn’t understand him.

“Why?” I asked as we headed down the steps. “What do you get from that?”

“I don’t know. It’s the thrill, and Tasha did look impressed when she saw I grabbed the most,” he answered.

I sighed and rolled my eyes. Of course this was about a girl. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to go through with dating if it made people do dumb things. I was too nervous to approach Sheila, but I couldn’t fathom stealing for a girl.
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While I searched for Amber in Water Territory, Barry remained in his room.

A fresh blanket of snow fell shortly after we left, covering everything in sight and changing the once-brown landscape outside into a winter wonderland.

The campus was tranquil, with most of the student body having already left for the break. The sight of snowflakes glistening under the campus lights, particularly those reflecting off the lake, was stunning.

As I neared the Water dormitories, I noticed that the bridge leading to them was coated with snow. I used my hot air without hesitation to melt a path through. Amber and Ellen’s dorm was the closest to the bridge and the lake, and I could see the lights on inside from afar.

Amber appeared surprised to see me when she answered the door. “Ben? What are you doing here?” she asked with surprise.

“To take you back home with me. Michael told us. You can’t stay here, you know that,” I told her.

“Well, I can’t stay at home either,” she said as she stepped back to let me in, and I was surprised to see boxes that weren’t there before. I’d just been in their dorm the day before.

“Well, we are your sponsors, so come on. Grab what you can, and we’ll head back to Barry’s dorm,” I told her. “If you don’t come now, my parents will come get you. So you might as well come with me now. What happened anyway?”

“I did try sending you a message on the faecomm. I didn’t know if you had a letterbox, but the faecomm message wouldn’t send. And why do they have cameras when it’s so grainy? Phones don’t need cameras on them; it’s dumb. I don’t understand why you guys love them so much. The internet on it is slower than the dial-up we have back home.”

“Well, they’re prototypes. They can’t be perfect,” I responded, unsure why it mattered, “and Ellen said they’ll be very common in the Mortal Realm in less than ten years. They’ve been working on it for a while, and we like to be more advanced than mortals, so they were put out fast. Give it a few years, and you’ll see how convenient they are.”

She laughed. “I prefer the letterboxes because they’re faster. I wrote to Michael less than a half hour ago, and you’re here already.”

“Did you leave Ellen’s address out?” I asked her, and she nodded.

“I’m not sure why, though. She told me she saw me leaving it on my bed, so I did. I didn’t leave a note for my family, so maybe that’s why.”

“Well, what do you want to take?” I asked, looking around the room.

“Only the clothing and some other things I brought home with me,” she said, grasping the handle of a battered red suitcase with wheels. “But are you certain? I don’t want to ruin your Christmas or anything.”

“My parents will make you if I don’t. Our sponsors stay with us all the time,” I reminded her. “They have a room prepared for you. Ellen reached out to them, too.”

She nodded and followed me out the door, shutting and locking it behind us. Amber finally opened up about what happened as we crossed the snow-covered bridge.

I’d never met Amber’s family before, but as she told her story, I was filled with anger and hatred for them.

Unless my parents had shielded me, Michael and Amber were the first sponsors we’d ever had who came from such deplorable backgrounds. Past sponsors hailed from low-income households, but they all appeared content.

It was reasonable for sisters to argue, but a mother to be harsh to her own daughter? I couldn’t get my mind around it. Amber wore a baby blue sweater Ellen had lent her earlier and a pair of worn blue jeans.

I couldn’t see why her mother would object to her outfit. She looked good compared to how she looked last summer. In fact, I thought she looked really pretty with the way she wore her hair.

It wasn’t the first time I thought she looked good, but something about it brought her features out more, and I could understand what Jared saw in her.

“It’s a cashmere sweater,” she responded when I asked. “Ellen’s grandmother bought it for her last year, and she’s already outgrown it, so she let me have it. Mom could tell it’s expensive, and she was angry I was wearing it when they’re struggling to put food on the table with me being there. They were doing well before I came home, so her seeing me wear it set her off. I shouldn’t have gotten so mouthy, but they were on my case from the moment I stepped foot in the door. I made a stupid comment about it being the only brand-new thing I’ve ever had. Ellen never got the chance to wear it, so it is brand new.”

“I don’t see that as a stupid comment, though,” I said. “How do you cost them so much money? You’re one more mouth to feed for only three weeks. She chose to have three kids!”

“Well, it’s not her fault she’s a single mom. She struggles,” Amber responded, sounding a little defensive. “The best thing for them is for me to be at Foothills. With me out of the house, they won’t have to struggle for the holidays. It was disrespectful for me to wear an expensive sweater home.”

“Fuck that,” I protested. “She’s your mother! She can’t blame you because you guys struggle financially!”

She sighed and shook her head. “From the sounds of it, it’s because of my father, and I have a different father from Carly and Sierra. She says he died and left them broke, but Sierra and Carly think he’s still alive. So he probably walked out on us and doesn’t send money to Mom. It’s my fault because my dad caused it all.”

“That’s not your fault,” I insisted.

I remembered when they told us her parentage was unclear. They were sure she was half or quarter fae. What if her father was here and had to leave for whatever reason? Perhaps he desired her presence in his life.

“Maybe we can find out if he’s still alive,” I said.

“How?” she asked, glancing at me with interest now.

“There’s this advanced travel spell we can try. I’m unsure of all the basics, but it should lead us straight to him. We will look it up tomorrow, okay? I’ll help you find him. Maybe he’s alive and looking for you, or maybe you have relatives in the Fae Realm. That’s happened in the past with our sponsors. I’ll go with you,” I said.

After how rude I’d been to her, I figured it was the least I could do to assist her in locating her father. I thought that if we found him, it would make up for how I had treated her.
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We didn’t discover the spell until Sebastian arrived. He looked like an older version of Barry, with long, curtain—like locks hanging past his ears, similar to mine—though I’d never tell him this, but I copied his style. He discovered Amber, Michael, and me poring over spell travel books in my room a few days later.

“Oh, that’s an easy one,” Sebastian laughed. “Why didn’t you just ask Mom and Dad?”

“I said the same thing,” Michael spoke up.

“I don’t want to draw attention to it,” Amber answered. “Everyone knows everything that happened with my mom. If my dad is dead or doesn’t want me, I don’t want everyone to know about it and pity me more.”

“Makes sense. I won’t say anything, but are the three of you going? Someone should go with you. You can’t go out when they want to capture you,” Sebastian said. “Look, why don’t I help you out? Even if you don’t want me in there if he is alive. If you find out he’s dead, I can take you back home, but if he’s alive, I’ll come back home until you need me.”

“It’s just going to be the two of us. We don’t want to overwhelm him, but we could use your help, and if you don’t mind covering for us? I’ll explain to them later, but the whole family will be here. I don’t care if I get grounded,” I told Sebastian.

“I doubt they’ll ground you. I told you it was fine. They’ll get mad at me if it bothers them, but they can’t ground me. And I don’t have a problem helping a kid find their father.” Sebastian shrugged. “Come on. I’ll show you how to do it.”

He motioned for us to follow him, so Amber and I got up and followed him out of the room.

I should’ve guessed he’d be cool with it. All of my siblings, including Brenda, would have most likely assisted.

While outside, Sebastian demonstrated how to transport ourselves using water and a strand of Amber’s hair. He made us all stand together as he muttered an unknown spell. The water in his hands suddenly burst and showered all of us, leaving me dizzy as my feet lifted off the ground.

When I regained my bearings, I noticed we were in front of the gates to a magnificent grey stone house that dwarfed my own.

The estate and its large, snow-covered yard were ringed by high concrete fencing. Sebastian told us to wait a moment since the magic had rendered us invisible.

“You don’t want to knock while you’re invisible. The spell is meant to be discrete for use in the Mortal Realm. You’ll know it’s worn off once we dry off, which won’t be long.”

“I wonder whose house this is,” I said with awe.

“Haven’t you seen it before? I don’t think we’re far from your place; I can still see the mountains, they’re just further, so we’re still in the same area,” Amber replied, and I shook my head.

Despite the cold air, Sebastian was correct; we didn’t have to wait long to dry off. Amber stood gazing at the mansion’s towering steel gates before approaching them after we were entirely dry.

On the gate, a security system was placed that could only be activated by unlocking with our elements, which would then initiate a communication system inside the house. It was similar to our home security system.

As Sebastian gave me the thumbs up, I took a step forward and used a jet of water on the lock. Nothing happened at first, but soon after, a male voice greeted us via an invisible intercom. I signalled Amber to speak by nodding, but she hesitated and spoke in a shaky, nervous tone.

“Hi, my name is Amber. I—well, I’m looking for information on my father, and I was brought here by a spell and—”

Before she could continue, the gates slowly opened, and he invited us inside. She gave me an anxious glance before passing through the open gates.

“Okay, I’m not getting a signal on this stupid thing, but just send me a letter with your letterbox or something, Ben,” Sebastian said as he held up his faecomm. “I’ll check in on things at home, and if I don’t hear from you within an hour, I’ll return.”

He vanished on the spot, leaving us to stroll to the door. We stepped through the gate and into the spacious estate, taking a deep breath. The trees bordered the long cold pink brick path leading up to the house, their branches covered with a light layer of snow. The air was chilly and crisp, but the warm glow of the house ahead drew us in.

She paused for a moment, glancing at the red door, before reaching for the brass knocker.
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I felt a range of emotions as I stood before my father. It was the first time in ten years I’d seen the man who’d left my life when I was just three years old.

As I examined his features, I discovered many similarities, particularly between our noses and chins. I examined his face, looking for any other distinguishing characteristics.

“Come in, sit down, I guess,” he said.

I surveyed the massive beautiful foyer. The element-themed colours and crests covering the walls reminded me of the Hoofer foyer on a far larger scale. It was unmistakable that no cost had been spared in building this luxurious space.

They’d used their elements. A giant water fountain built of rock sat in the centre of the area, shooting water up in a jet, surrounded by a magnificent rose garden of all colours, giving the place a fragrant aroma.

As my father led us into the living room, I was struck by how spotless everything looked. The white walls and red furnishings stood out, but the white carpets felt like a recipe for disaster. I tried to imagine children growing up in this sterile setting but couldn’t. Did they ever dare to relax on the comfortable couches, or was this space strictly for formal events?

“This is a nice house,” I said.

“We’ve worked hard to establish this life,” my father stated as a beautiful blonde woman with soft and delicate features and a hairdo called ‘the Rachel’ which got its nickname from ‘Friends,’ entered the room.

Her dark blue eyes, brimming with interest, were fixed on me. Was she aware of my existence? The thought of shattering her world was the furthest thing from my mind.

I was debating if we should leave. Ben, on the other hand, tenderly squeezed my hand. He’d proven to be a good friend since the Fight Club competition, and I was glad he was here with me now.

“Amber?” she asked, approaching my father’s side, who then extended an arm around her.

“I didn’t invite her here,” my father quickly clarified. “She showed up on our doorstep. Her mother has backed out on our agreement, it seems.”

“She didn’t,” I interjected, defending my mother and then detailed my journey from childhood to admittance into the Fae Realm to the previous term’s events.

I mentioned my wish to discover more about my other siblings, whom I knew very little, and how unwelcome I felt with my two known sisters.

I explained I was visiting Ben’s because of how they treated me at home and that his parents were my sponsors.

My father’s response, however, was not what I had hoped for.

“And what makes you think we’ll want you?” he remarked sharply. “You’re no longer in our lives for a reason. Please leave.”

He left the room with those words.

“Gerald!” His wife yelled fiercely after him.

I sat there, holding back tears, and Ben moved closer to my side and hugged me while his wife knelt in front of me in sympathy. I felt defeated; I should have expected him to reject me. Everyone else did.

“He doesn’t mean it, honey. He wants you here, but having you here brings back memories of what he did to you. He knew it was wrong, and it nearly ruined two families,” she told me. “I think you turning up so suddenly, shocked him.”

“It’s fine. The Hoofers said I could stay the rest of the break,” I responded. “We’ll go.”

“No!” she exclaimed. “I can prove he wants you here,” she stood up. “Follow me, kids,” and then she smiled at Ben. “I knew you were a Hoofer boy the moment I saw you. My daughter is friends with your sister, Brianne.”

“Which friend?” Ben asked with a smile as we stood up. “She has a lot of friends. The spell didn’t tell us which family. It just brought us here.”

“I imagine she has many. She’s so sweet. I’m sure you’ve met Hilda,” she responded, and my eyes widened with shock. “I’m Gloria. You can call me that if it makes you comfortable, dear.”

“Hilda?” Ben and I asked at the same time.

“We know her. She helped me get on the cheerleading team,” I said, smiling. “Is she—she’s my sister, isn’t she?”

“She is,” Gloria said. “You have four half-siblings.”

I marvelled at the splendour of their home as she took us down a magnificent hallway and up a wide staircase.

Having heard about it from Brianne, Ben had hinted at its grandeur, but he’d never seen it in person. As we took in the majestic mansion, I realized what he meant: it was spectacular, rivalling even the Hoofers’ abode. And to think, this was my father’s home. I was bitter because I had grown up in a decaying house that he had knowingly allowed us to live in.

As we approached the landing, we noticed there were two directions for us to choose from. She took the right corridor and led us through a hallway lined with closed doors that she described as the girls’ wing.

Gloria and my father seemed to prefer white. Up here, too, the carpets and walls were white. One door stood out with its pink decorations and glittering lettering spelling out “Hilda’s” name.

She eventually stopped at the end of the hall and cast spells on it.

“You two are the first besides your father and me to come in here in over ten years,” she said.

As we walked into the room, I was overcome with awe. Little brown bears dressed in matching light pink bows graced the light pink walls, and the velvety, dark pink carpeting added to the room’s warm feel. A queen-sized bed with a pink duvet and a pile of fluffy pillows beckoned us to sleep.

But it was the pictures on the walls that took my breath away. A massive collection of images, meticulously framed and exhibited on the dressers, walls, and two nightstands, documented my development from infancy through my seventh-grade school photo. It was a huge room with a walk-in closet full of clothes ranging in size from a toddler to my age.

“This room has grown with you,” Gloria told me. “He’s wanted you to sleep here. I kept telling him it was okay, and to let you. I always felt you and your sisters should have been part of our lives. We have more than enough room for all three of you.”

“Then why couldn’t he see us too?” I asked. “I thought he’d died. From the sounds of it, they’ve been unhappy since he left. Why tell us he was dead?”

“Well, your mother was the one who told you that story. I’m sure it was easier to explain than him walking out on you,” she said. “Although Sierra and Carly must remember.”

“He did it to you, too, didn’t he? You had a family together, and he went for my mom,” I said.

“We broke up because I wanted to,” Gloria explained. “I met my moon mate, and I thought we didn’t have a choice but to break up. Hilda was just born. He moved out of here. I couldn’t live without your father, but he was with your mother when I sought him out and told him I wanted him back a few years later. He was getting ready to propose to her. You were just a little over two years old then. He called off their engagement almost a year later and came back to me. I told him to keep the three of you in his life, but he chose not to. He sent your mother child support money, and she sent pictures when he requested them.”

“Maybe I should go then—” I began, but wasn’t able to finish.

While we were looking around, Hilda, and an older female who looked like Hilda, entered the room, accompanied by a fair-haired boy with a short, curtain-like haircut that skimmed just over his ears.

I knew I’d seen them before - the boy was in Water with us, and I was quite confident the girl was a Fire student who’d assisted with the junior cheerleading auditions.

Their eyes darted around the room, taking in the images on the walls and my presence.

Their looks changed to astonishment and disbelief as if they just witnessed a ghost.

“You three are home early,” Gloria said, looking taken aback. “I thought you were shopping all day. Where’s Kellen?”

“Mom? What’s going on?” Hilda asked.

She came over to join Ben and me. She kept staring at the walls where my various photographs were strewn.

“I haven’t seen this room open in ten, maybe eleven years,” I heard a man say.

A young man of Brenda’s age entered the room as if on cue, and I assumed he was Kellen, my oldest brother. He had the same attractive features as Hilary and the others, but his blond hair was spiked. I couldn’t believe it when I realized I was related to them.

It was easy to overlook our relationship when we were looking at them. My brown messy hair stood out among their bright, straight locks, and while Hilda and I had some similarities, they were not strong enough to suggest a familial relationship. Yet, I recognized a significant likeness between Kellen and myself, notably in the appearance of our father’s large nose.

“What’s going on?” Kellen asked.

“Mom was about to explain,” Hilda said. “Why are there pictures of Amber on the walls? Why has this door always been locked?”

Gloria sighed deeply and motioned for us to have a seat. Hilda sat beside Ben and me on the bed, while the rest sat near my bed in the circle of chairs. Gloria told us the story again as we settled in, how she met her moon mate and believed she was meant to be with him, and how our father agreed since they both believed it was required to be with a moon mate.

“I tried with my moon mate but couldn’t do it. I missed your father too much, but by then, he’d moved on. He had another family, or so I thought. I went to him eventually and begged him to take me back, but he didn’t want to hurt Amber’s mother or her sisters, let alone Amber. He couldn’t be apart from me either, however. I begged him to keep the girls in his life, but he didn’t,” Gloria finished. “You all should have grown up together.”

“Wait, so that is why he wasn’t there for at least five years? You said it wasn’t when I asked!” Kellen stated with fury. “He left when Hilda was a baby and came back when she was maybe five.”

Fear overtook me as I considered the prospect that my father’s family, particularly my siblings, would reject me. Perhaps I should have listened to my doubts and not came to meet them. I should have stayed out of their way and avoided causing any disruptions. They may now blame me for uprooting their comfortable lives.

“Yes, I don’t know how much you remember because you were so little when he left, Kellen, but he tried to see you in the beginning. It was too hard for him because he wanted to be with us full time, but he had to see me with another man. It’s why I’ve been telling you for years you don’t have to be with your moon mate. Contrary to popular belief, you don’t have to be with them if you already love someone. Look what happened to your father and me,” Gloria said. “But your father came back to us in the end.”

“Came back? He replaced us with another family, and then he ditched them for us. We’ve had a little sister this whole time. He hurt two families!” Kellen retorted.

As an angry voice emerged from the doorway, my heart fell. It was my father. His face contorted into a grimace as he turned his rage toward me. “You know, this is why I wish you hadn’t come here!” he spat viciously.

Despite what the lavish setting represented, he had an intense look locked on me, and it was certain he didn’t want me there. That was a stinging reminder that my father and mother had never wanted me and that I was simply his dirty secret, kept concealed from his other children.

“I can go,” I said. “I don’t have to come back ever again. I thought you were dead, and I’m happy you’re not. I just wanted to meet you and my siblings. I always thought I just had two older sisters until I went to Foothills. I didn’t know I had five others, but the last thing I want to do is disrupt others’ lives.”

“Too late,” Dad said. “Now get out!”

“Don’t you dare talk to her like that!” Gloria exclaimed. “She is a child! I told you from the start to include her, Carly, and Sierra in our lives. I told you she could live in this room sometimes if she couldn’t full-time. I told you we could fix up more rooms for the other two. You knew she’d be a fae, too. She could have grown up understanding all this. I know you want her here, so stop acting like that!”

“Why would you do that, Dad?” Hilda asked. “You kept a sister from us! You’ve made this room for her! Clearly, you want her!”

“Because his feelings matter more than his children’s, apparently,” Kellen snapped. “He walked out on us for years. Then he walked out on her for ten! Why have children then if you’re going to abandon them?”

“Do you have any idea what it’s like to be in love with someone who has met their moon mate?” Dad asked, laughing bitterly. “Your mother’s situation and mine are rare. Most people choose their moon mates in the end. I couldn’t stand to see your mother with someone else and it was too hard dividing up the time I saw the four of you, so I stopped coming around. I’ve always regretted it because I missed Hilda’s first five years and so many of your milestones. When your mother came back to me, I was with her mother,” he said, pointing at me. “I always felt she tricked me. She needed a father for her two girls. I found it odd she got pregnant so quickly. If she hadn’t gotten pregnant with that girl, I likely wouldn’t haven’t gotten engaged to her. I wanted your mother and no one else! You haven’t been in my shoes, Kellen. I missed all four of you the entire time!”

“That girl has a name!” Gloria told him. “She’s your daughter! You have wanted her, and you’ve missed her for the last ten years. You are the one who made this room for her! Don’t think I don’t know you sleep in here some nights. You just did on Sunday night. Now she’s here, and you’re turning her away!”

“Maybe I should just go. I just wanted to meet—” I began.

“No!” Hilda cried out, and she wrapped her arms around me. “This is your daughter, daddy! She’s our sister! I helped her get on the cheerleading squad,” and then she looked at me, still hugging me. “See? I told you that you have cheerleading blood in you! That’s why you learned so quickly. Isabella is a cheerleader too, and Justin was on the team,” she added, nodding at my other brother, then she grinned at Kellen. “He probably has it, too. He just never tried out.”

“I do not have cheerleader blood in me,” Justin protested. “I lost a bet in JS Year One, so I joined for a few years. I didn’t join this year because the bet was finally over.”

“Yeah, but you were really good. You helped bring us awards!” Isabella said. “And you helped get me on the squad that year even though you were younger and with no experience! Then I helped Hilda. So I guess you did truly keep the tradition alive after all,” she added to Hilda. “You helped our sister.” She said, “Our sister,” with defiance, and looked over at our father, who looked away with annoyance.

“How can you turn her away, Dad?” Justin asked. “Do you feel good about yourself right now?”

Dad sighed and then looked at me.

“Can I talk to Amber? Alone, please?” Dad asked.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Gloria said and stood up quickly. “And if you’re mean to her—”

“I won’t be,” Dad replied. “I just want to talk to her.”

“We want her in our life, Dad,” Hilda told him, moving away from me. She stood up, too.

“Come on, kids. Ben, you can come too,” Gloria spoke up. “Let them talk. We will talk downstairs while we wait.”

I was terrified at the prospect of being alone with my father after his outburst, but I kept my feelings to myself. To my astonishment, my siblings seemed to want me in their life, which was contrary to my expectations. In instances like this, children usually detested the unexpected long-lost sibling like myself.

“You know I know when you’re lying,” Gloria told Dad. “Don’t be mean to her! Let’s go, kids.”

Hilda and Ben appeared hesitant to leave my side, but Kellen came to guide them out. Kellen stood in front of our father and glared into his eyes before exiting the room with the others.
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My palms clenched as my father shut the door behind them. He stoically turned to face me, leaving me anxious of what to anticipate next.

“I can go if you want. I can see Hilda and the others at school,” I said. “I never wanted to disrupt your lives. I just wanted to meet you if you were alive, that’s all. I’m so sorry for coming here today.”

Dad pushed a hand through his greying blond hair. “No, I’m sorry.”

He hesitated then he sat down before speaking.

“It wasn’t easy to walk out of your life or your sisters. Your mother, I think she must have loved me in her own way, but she wasn’t happy when we were together. Some days she seemed to be herself, happy and charming; others, she was like a completely different person, losing her temper over every little thing. After you were born, she changed completely. It was like night and day from who she was. Maybe she sensed I wanted to be with Gloria. I don’t know; she was always unhappy more than she was happy after you came, and she lost her temper over the tiniest things. I mean, you spilled juice once, and she lost it on you. You were two. I had to keep explaining children could be messy. I didn’t tell her about Gloria or your siblings at first. She knew I’m a fae, which she surprisingly took well, but nothing else. When she got pregnant with you, I went all in. I became a father to your sisters as well. I just felt it was easier this way when Gloria came back. I figured all three of you would forget me. Your mother was furious, and I suppose it was easier for her to tell you and your sisters I’d died. We both failed you, unfortunately. I told her I wasn’t coming back. I wanted to a couple of years later. Once I knew you thought I was dead, I thought it was easier for you. Tell me more about your home life. Your mother writes once a month, though she hasn’t the past few. I suppose because you’re at Foothills. She never mentioned it to me. I told her you might be magical.”

I hesitated as I was surprised by his change in demeanour before responding.

“My whole life, I’ve felt like a guest. I’ve felt like everyone blamed me somehow for your death. Mom is always angry. She yells at my sisters all the time too, but she does it to me the most. The two of them take it out on me,” I said. “They’ve never really been nice to me. I can’t remember a time when they weren’t mean, even when I was little. We’ve had some pleasant moments; last summer was great, but the bad times outweigh the good ones. It was horrible when I went home. And she seriously didn’t tell you I’m a fae?”

Dad shook his head and sighed before answering me.

“No. Maybe she figured I would think you were a mortal. Your mother and your sisters are all mortal, and I wasn’t sure if you’d be a fae; I didn’t see signs when you were a toddler. Some mortals don’t have fae children, even if their partner is fae. It’s rare, but it happens. This isn’t your fault. I just definitely wasn’t expecting you to turn up on my doorstep.”

“I should have written first. I don’t have to be in your life if you don’t want me to be,” I said. “But I would like to know Hilda and the others.”

I was all too familiar with the sensation of being unwelcome. It was something I had gotten accustomed to. I’d always felt like an outsider before I met my present friends.

A wave of embarrassment flooded over me as I remembered the day I went to see Vanessa as soon as I got home, only to be met with a harsh rejection.

“I want you in my life,” Dad said quickly.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“What do you think?” Dad asked, waving his hand around at the walls. “I personally decorated this room when Gloria and I got back together. I wanted you to come here. I didn’t do it for your sisters, but I have many photos of them growing up hidden away in your nightstand. I still have half custody of you; I don’t with them. I don’t think your mother would let me take them.”

He moved over to the pink nightstand and pulled out the drawer. He sorted through a stack of images and selected one from the top. It was a photograph of my sisters and me taken when I was approximately five-years-old. While I stood on the sidelines, they happily splashed around in a tiny pool.

He then showed me all of the images that included all three of us, two of us, or just one of us. Memories poured back to me as he flipped through the images. He showed me the most recent one from the previous summer. We were drinking lemonade and smiling for the camera on our rotting back porch.

“Then why did you choose to ignore us?” I asked after we looked through them. “What did we do?”

“Your mother was furious with me. I told her the truth… somewhat. I told her about Gloria and your brothers and sisters but nothing about moon mates. She understood she was the replacement. She accused me of cheating- which I never did. I never cheated on either Gloria or your mother. I accused her of getting pregnant with you on purpose so her girls could have a father. It wasn’t pretty. Your sisters witnessed our fight. You did too, but you were barely three. I think your sisters have probably always known I was still alive despite what she told you all. Did you… bring it up at all in the past?”

I shook my head. “I wanted to, but Mom gets very angry about you. I’ve never been allowed to ask questions about you. My sisters hate talking about you too.”

“Well, Sierra was five at the time, and Carly was six. Their memories of me won’t be strong, but they’ll remember enough. It’s why I chose to leave. I thought they wouldn’t remember, and you certainly wouldn’t. After our fight, I walked out of the house and didn’t look back. All three of you chased after me, calling for me. I didn’t stop or look back, even though I wanted to. I teleported away as soon as I could. I hated being in that position. I’m sorry I didn’t think of how it would be for any of you. Honestly, I never wanted to see your mother again, and after a while, I was terrified of losing the respect of my kids. I lost respect from all five of you today,” Dad said. “Especially with Kellen, and I’ve disappointed him enough.”

“You haven’t lost my respect, Dad. You’ve just made me feel how everyone else has. I feel unwanted,” I responded.

“I haven’t heard you refer to me as Dad for over ten years,” he responded with a sigh. “I’m sorry I’ve made you feel that way. I truly am.”

“I don’t have to call you that. I can call you by your first name if you want or Mr. Hudson,” I said quickly.

It was simpler to say ‘Dad’ now that I was mentally referring to him as such. I only prayed I wasn’t going too far. I’d always wanted someone to call my father. Once my father left, my mother never dated again.

“No. I want you to call me Dad if you want. I’m not Mr. Hudson to my children. I also don’t allow them to call me by my first name,” he said. “I’m sorry I made you feel the way your mother has been making you feel. Amber, I’m sorry she has treated you that way. I made so many awful choices in my life when it comes to my children. I have to stop, and I have to stop denying my past. I should have been the one to find you, not the other way around. I shouldn’t have made you feel this way. It took my other four children to yell at me for me to see it, especially Kellen. If Gloria isn’t my voice of reason, my oldest boy is. He always has been, even before I left them. I imagine he’ll continue to be, and he knows it.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. “The Hoofers have said I can stay with them when necessary. They have a room for me, and I can always stay at the school once it’s safe again.”

“Well, you have a room here, too. We’ll need to make it look more age-appropriate, but we can work together on it if you want,” Dad said. “In the meantime, we can talk to your mother—”

“I don’t want to see her until the summer. She knows I’m not coming back and is fine with it. Ben’s family already said I can stay with them. Ellen said I can go to her place for half the summer if I need to. They’re going away in the first half. I can always stay at Foothills too, though. I didn’t come here to intrude or for a place to stay. I have places to stay. I just wanted to meet you and my other siblings. I discovered through a spell you could still be alive in September. You don’t have a fifth kid, though?” I added.

“You’re my fifth kid,” Dad answered. “And we want you here. I’ll go talk to your mother right now. If you’re more comfortable staying with the Hoofers, or your other friends, it’s fine, but this is your home too. Look, I’m a coward Amber. None of this is your fault. It’s on your mother and me, and honestly, I did worry she’d resent you. Our fight was bad. She got violent with me, and I left.”

“She never hurt me… physically,” I said. “I’m not just saying that for her. She just always yelled at me, especially once I started looking more like you, or when I showed similar traits of your personality. She made me hide any personality traits I inherited from you. I guess I grew to look like you more and act like you more at Foothills because it was one of her complaints when I went home. I left in the middle of the first night. I’ve been with Ben’s family since.”

“She doesn’t exactly dress you in the best clothes… or is that your style? I’m sorry if it is,” Dad said quickly. “I know girls can be different. I don’t want to insult you more than I have. I only think they look too big for you.”

“I like comfortable clothes. I love these clothes, but I’ve been dressing differently since I met my best friend, Ellen. It’s all Mom can afford, though. Sierra and Carly do like this style, though, and I get their hand-me-downs. They wear them better than I do. Sierra looks super pretty, no matter what. Carly wore this a lot last year and looked cute in it. These jeans are actually in style in the Mortal Realm.”

I had on faded, tattered, loose-fitting jeans with an oversized brown sweater. Brianne offered me her clothes to wear, but I chose to wear what I was used to. They were baggy, but they were comfortable and put me at ease. I was determined never to abandon my comfy clothes.

“Carly is sixteen now, though. She will be seventeen in two months. They probably fit her better, but I send child support for all three of you. I send twenty-five hundred a month for all three of you. I may not be their biological father, but I raised them for years. I was a jerk to leave the way I did. So I’ve sent money to cover their expenses too. I also know your mother has a job and other money for child benefits. I’m not a single parent, so maybe I shouldn’t judge, but that money is meant to feed and clothe you kids. Does she ever buy you new outfits?” Dad asked, and I shook my head.

“Just Carly sometimes, but it’s used clothes. I’ve only had new outfits if my grandparents send us some, but it’s rare she let’s us have anything from them. It’s okay, though,” I said. “I mean, she has the mortgage, groceries, and other bills on top of raising us, especially me. I cost them the most, I guess. We are very poor. Sometimes we don’t always have meals to eat. Sierra and Carly work a lot to help support her, too. I did what I could last summer.”

“Between her job, what I send her, and child benefits, you shouldn’t be that bad off, though. Sierra and Carly shouldn’t have to do that,” Dad said. “Again, I could be wrong, but it’s time for me to right some wrongs. If she’s struggling so much, clearly, I’m not sending enough. I don’t want the girls working for that reason. They should be doing it for themselves. I’m sorry. I should have checked. It was easier to send you money monthly than take real responsibility. I’m doing now.”

“But you don’t have to—” I began.

“I’m your father, and it’s time I act like it. Look, I shouldn’t have acted the way I did when you showed up. That’s all on me, and I didn’t mean it. I have loved you since the day you were born. I’ve missed you. Now it’s time I step up. I got scared when I saw you, but it’s no excuse. I’m going to see your mother; if she needs more for your sisters, I will send more. I love you. I just had a very poor way of showing you. That stops today. I’m your father, and you’re my daughter.”

Suddenly he drew me into a close embrace, and I hugged him back with all my might. Uncontrollable tears streamed down my cheeks, and I didn’t want to cry in front of him. But the situation was too overpowering. I was holding the man I believed was lost forever.

“Why don’t you and your friend stay here? You can get to know your sisters and brothers,” Dad told me when we pulled apart. “I can take you to the Hoofers if that’s where you want to stay. In the meantime, I’m going to talk to your mother. It’s ten years too late, but not too late. I’ll go now. In the meantime, you can decide what you want. This room has always been yours. It’s yours to stay in if you need a place to live. I know you have your friends but have a family too, even if we’re strangers.”

“It seems too good to be true, to be honest,” I answered, wiping my eyes on my sleeves. “I was expecting you and my siblings to resent me. I wasn’t surprised by your reaction. Not many people are happy about the long lost child turning up.”

“I was happy to see you. I just reacted horribly to your sudden appearance because I wasn’t expecting it,” Dad replied. “I’ll never be able to make it up to you for the past ten years or today, but I sure as hell will start right now. It’s Kellen who has always made me see sense. He’s never been afraid to call me out. I believe he’s still upset about the years I was gone, and I can’t blame him. Gloria does too, but there’s something about my oldest boy, and he knows it.”

“It’s okay,” I told him. “I just want you if you want me. I’m used to feeling like that, but it’s not Mom’s fault either. She’s had a hard life. She’s probably never meant any of it, just like you. You’re good people. You’ve just had a hard life.”

“You’re giving us too much credit,” Dad said. “Having a hard life is no excuse, especially when it comes to your children. Your mother and I are in the wrong, not you. It’s not your fault. Okay? I will spend the rest of my life making it up to you, okay?”

I nodded, my mind racing with contradictory emotions. On the one hand, I was relieved that my father appeared to embrace my being in his life. Yet sentiments of being unwanted and unloved persisted throughout my life.

My mother made it apparent I was a burden to her, and my sisters seemed to resent me. Even if my father wanted me, how could it not be my fault in some way?

And the question that had been troubling me since I learned about my siblings remained unanswered: who was the eighth sibling? Was something nefarious going on in their absence that my mother kept from us?

“Okay,” I finally said. “Do you know who the eighth kid is? Did my Mom have another kid? I’m the youngest of eight.”

“I only have five children. I’ve never dated anyone else. Gloria and I have been together ever since we went to Foothills. Your mother is the only other person I’ve been with. I only have five children. As far as I know, your mother just has her daughters. She was really hoping for a son named Mason when she was pregnant with you, but you were born a girl, too. She was disappointed about it. That’s all I know, but I can find out. I’m going to go now. Do you still live in the same place?”

“I think so unless she moved after you left, but Ben’s brother Sebastian did a spell to find you for me,” I said.

“Yes, yes, I know the spell, but it’s just easier if I know where she is,” Dad said with a smile. “Well, I’ll go right now. I think it’s time all secrets come out, don’t you?”

I agreed, unsure whether I was prepared for the truth. Already, I felt like I’d ruined people’s lives.
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Ben and I spent the rest of the day at my father’s. After Ben told Sebastian what happened, Sebastian shared the news with the others with my permission. Brianne was thrilled and wanted to come over, so she and their parents were on the way.

Dad was at Mom’s for most of the day, and Ben and I spent most of it in the living room with my siblings, getting to know each other.

My new siblings were all friendly and welcoming to me. They already seemed to love and care for me more than my sisters ever did.

It was a strange contrast between how my father’s family handled me and how my mother and sisters regarded me. Why did my father’s family embrace me while my mother and sisters did not? Even though I was their long-lost sister, they seemed genuinely pleased to meet me. Before Dad left to see Mom, Kellen gave our father another earful.

My new siblings all made it abundantly apparent that they had my back. The Hoofers arrived as we were catching up on each other’s life. Mr. and Mrs. Hoofer walked into the kitchen with Gloria to talk, and Brianne joined us.

“I can’t believe you two have been hanging out all this time, and you were sisters,” Brianne said to Hilda when she came over to us. “You always wished you had a little sister to help get on the team, and you did.”

“I’m still in shock, too. I mean, I was excited to help her because I didn’t have a little sister to help. I thought it was just as well to help her because no one thought she could do it. I wanted to help her prove to everyone she could. It turned out I was helping my sister,” Hilda said, then hugged me again.

Hilda’s delight at discovering the truth was contagious. She was the most ecstatic of them all. She’d repeatedly hugged me, and for the first time in my life, I felt truly wanted as a sister. I didn’t have to worry about burdening or embarrassing Hilda. Her acceptance of me soothed my wounded soul.

Gloria, too, had been friendly and welcoming, making me feel at ease.

When Dad returned, his look sad and dismal, a cloud descended upon the room as we caught each other’s eyes. It made me question what was wrong.

“Dad?” Kellen finally asked, breaking the silence.

Gloria and Ben’s parents entered the room. Dad sighed not answering, and walked over to a free chair beside me without replying to Kellen.

“Gerald? What’s going on, dear?” Gloria asked. “What happened?”

“I don’t know how to break this kind of thing to a child,” he said, shaking his head.

“She doesn’t want me to come back?” I asked, and he shook his head again.

“No,” he answered. “She said she raised you for the past ten years, and now it’s my turn. She said—” he sighed, “I’m sorry, honey. I’d like to sugarcoat it to spare you, but you deserve the truth. You were lied to your whole life.”

“What did she say?” I asked.

“You had another brother once. He was her oldest before Carly. He died right after Sierra was born, in a car accident. When I came into her life, she hoped so much to have her son back she got pregnant on purpose—I always suspected she was lying when she’d said she’d had surgery after Sierra. She’d said you were her miracle baby. She was disappointed when you were a girl, but I thought she got past it. She never showed resentment for you when I was around. She was neglectful, but she was that way with all three of you. So I asked her what happened. She said she thought I was the one, and I left for Gloria, as you know. She was upset—and these are her words, not mine—but she was upset she was stuck with you after I left. She has wanted a little boy since she was a child, and she lost him. She thought you’d be her other boy, but you were a girl instead. She’s upset about losing her son and then me. I’m sorry your mother has done all this.”

“So, do all adults do what they want instead of what’s best for their children?” Kellen demanded. “This all happened because of the three of you. It’s not just on her mother if I’d call her a mother. You were all selfish! We went without our dad for years, and then she had to pay for it too. How can a parent just give up their child?”

“I wouldn’t be too harsh on her. She lost a child. No one can imagine her pain. I’ve felt like I lost a child for years, except it was my choice. I have mine back. She didn’t choose for her son to die. She can’t get her boy back,” Dad said. “Absolutely no one would react well to that.”

Kellen sighed exasperatedly before exclaiming.

“She has three others she needs to care for, and she’s choosing to give one up. I get it’s awful. I can’t possibly imagine her pain, but it’s no excuse to treat her other children like that! My friend Val lost her brother, and her parents don’t act like that! They show Val more love if anything. You two have no excuses, either! This is about us and how you two decided you couldn’t be together. Dad, you then abandoned us, and then you did the same to Amber and her sisters! All because Mom needed to be with her moon mate! This started with you two!”

“I don’t think you understand how strong the call of a moon mate is,” Dad said. “It’s not easy to resist. It wasn’t an easy decision for her.”

“It isn’t easy to resist, but it’s not worth it to hurt anyone either,” Mrs. Hoofer spoke up. “We went through the same thing without children involved. We wouldn’t have gotten together if we’d had children with other people.”

“But you two thought you were too young,” Brianne said. “You didn’t leave anyone when you did get together. Your relationships just never worked out. You two didn’t have other families.”

“It doesn’t matter. We all know when we date someone, there’s a chance we can meet our moon mate,” Gloria said. “You have to decide if it’s worth the risk. It’s why some people won’t date at all. I met Gerald in JS Year One, and we became good friends and got together in JS Year Four. We were inseparable until I met my moon mate. Being with Gerald has always been worth it, but deciding to go for my moon mate wasn’t worth it. Gerald is the only person I love.”

“So you can overcome the call of the moon, then?” Isabella asked. “It goes away eventually?”

“It never goes away,” Gloria answered. “Never. I still long to be with him, but your father is my soulmate. It takes a strong person to overcome it, and I wasn’t strong. But I also wasn’t strong enough to stay away from my true soulmate. It’s a constant battle, but I know who I want. Your moon mates aren’t always your soul mate. Mine isn’t.”

“Have you met your moon mate, Dad?” Justin asked.

Dad shook his head. “Some people never do. It’s why I couldn’t blame your mother. We both made mistakes, but mine were a lot worse. Mine affected seven innocent lives. Eight, when you include Patricia as well. I hurt her by leaving her. I hurt all of you, but you have a place here,” Dad added to me.

“Of course you do,” Gloria said. “We’ll fix your room up for you, so it’s age-appropriate, but we also know you might be more comfortable at Ben’s.”

“We’ve already decided you can stay with us anytime you need to,” Mrs. Hoofer told me. “And Mrs. Carling has offered up her place. You have a choice, dear, and all of us want you to stay with us. You won’t be a burden, I promise.”

“I’d like it very much if you stayed here, but it’s your decision. This is your home, and I’m sorry for our first meeting. I know I do not want you going back,” Dad told me. “I was hoping some of what you said wasn’t true, but she’s different. Angrier. I don’t even think your sisters should be there. I promised them I’d continue to send money, but straight to them.”

“I hope you’re not sending her mother any more money,” Gloria said. “The girls, yes, but she clearly wasn’t using it on the children. Twenty-five hundred is a lot. And I want you to invite them to stay here when they want. They see you as their father.”

“She told me either I take Amber or send her three grand a month. When I told her I was taking her in, she tried to tell me I was still obligated to send her money for Sierra and Carly. I told her she’s gotten the last payment. I spoke briefly with both of your sisters, Amber. They told me to take care of you. I think they care more than you think,” Dad told me.

“What about my mother? Is it the same as you? She just didn’t know what to do about me being there?” I asked, and he sighed.

“I can’t speak for her, but I don’t think so,” Dad answered. “I hope I’m wrong. I’m just sorry I made you feel the same way she made you feel when you showed up here. You should have felt welcome.”

“It’s up to you,” Mr. Hoofer said. “And the school shouldn’t be your choice, but we’ll continue to sponsor you if need be.”

I looked around at my new family, hopeful. And though I recognized the Hoofers and Mrs. Carling’s sincerity, I knew they weren’t my true kin.

Perhaps staying with Dad was a mistake, but for the first time in my life, I wished to be a part of a family that wanted me.

Yet, there was a nagging uncertainty in my mind. Was my father’s decision to keep me here driven by guilt?

“I’ll stay here, but I’d still like to visit you all still when I can. I’d still like to be at your place for New Year’s,” I said.

“Well, we’ll arrange that then. We’ll bring your belongings here as well,” Mr. Hoofer said. “That is if it’s okay with you two,” he added to Gloria.

“Of course, Hilda is going over there too,” Gloria said and she looked at my dad.

“Yeah, I don’t see why not,” he said. “For now, you can start planning what you want to do with your room. It’s yours to do whatever you want with.”

I was hoping for something straightforward. I couldn’t escape the feeling that he felt guilty because of how his family reacted. My mother didn’t want me, and he abandoned me when I was a child. What would prevent him from doing so in the future?
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The days coming up to Christmas were a blast, and it still amazed me how casually my new siblings welcomed me into their family.

My friends, Ben in particular, checked in on me daily to ensure I was comfortable and happy. He even invited me to stay at his house if I so desired.

I’d spent years living with a family who had made it apparent they didn’t want me, so if my new family turned on me, I could relive it again without a problem. As much as I enjoyed the company of the Hoofers, I felt deep down that my true home was with my own family.

I often wondered what Sierra and Carly were thinking. They had longed for my departure for so long, but now that I was gone, I couldn’t refrain from wondering if their sentiments were genuine or if my father told me what I needed to hear to soothe my hurt feelings.

But nonetheless, my new siblings went above and beyond to help me feel at ease. They showed me around the majestic house, which contained both an indoor and outdoor pool.

The indoor pool was amazing, constructed to look like a little lake in a portal chamber, giving us the impression that we were outside. It was surrounded by lush plant life, and the water was perfectly pure, even clearer than the lake portals at school.

Hilda was in the water more than anywhere else, as she was a mermaid, but the others had a special appreciation for the pool that was unlike anywhere else in the house. The inviting warmth and the illusion of summer made it hard to resist. It was the perfect spot for relaxation, with a grassy area and a sandy beach.

I sat in the grassy area near the water Christmas Eve night, watching my new siblings swim in the moonlight. Kellen interrupted me while I was working on my fire project, transforming the flames into a playful kitten.

Kellen had defended me on my first night with the family, but we hadn’t spoken much since. Hilda and Isabella were the ones who frequently spent time with me, though Justin did try. Kellen approached me on his own for the first time, and I was a little nervous as he sat next me.

“Hey, kiddo. Are you going to join us? You have all the holidays to do that,” he said.

“I know. I will soon. I just like sitting here in the moonlight. We do it at school when we can, but they’re strict right now. I like I can sit here and not worry dark magic wielders will get in. They won’t, will they?” I asked.

“This house can detect intruders. It’s heavily warded against untrustworthy people, and we have protocols to follow. They won’t come here, though,” Kellen said. “This room is the safest in the house. If someone came here right now, we’d be safe. Most homes like ours or the Hoofers have a safe room. Mom and Dad figured we should enjoy ours.”

“Everyone thought that about the school, too,” I said, looking up at the moon.

“True, but the school didn’t have security. It does now. Dad has always had security here. Besides, I don’t think they’ll attack people’s homes. At least not yet. They know it will cause a war between all realms if they do more than they have been. It was risky for them to kidnap the kids. They want full control of us. They’ll tread carefully. Going to the school is their way of showing us they’re around. They want you, Ben, and Ellen, but you’ll notice they haven’t been back since they dropped the children they kidnapped off,” Kellen said.

I felt insecure when I looked at Kellen. I couldn’t believe we were siblings because he was so handsome.

I felt like the odd one out in a house filled with gorgeous blonds. They all could be Ellen’s relatives rather than mine. She’d be back on New Year’s and had no idea Hilda was my sister unless she had a vision. It was far too complicated to describe in a letter.

I voiced the thoughts I’d been having whenever someone brought up the dark magic wielders. “Maybe it’s better I’m not here.” I didn’t want them in danger.

“What? Why? This is your home. We do want you here. I’m furious that I had no idea about you. I think part of Dad’s reasoning was he was afraid we’d treat you differently. It’s the opposite, though. Even when I was a kid, I knew he was with another family. I didn’t know if he’d had a kid, but I knew about your sisters. I overheard Mom sometimes, though she denied it. I didn’t resent them. I wanted them in my life so Dad could be in my life, too. I’d want you in my life even if Dad wasn’t your real dad. I always felt bad for your sisters. I didn’t know everything, but I knew at least two little girls were left disappointed by him. I’d welcome them, too. I already think of them as my sisters.”

“I don’t want you guys to be in danger because of me,” I responded. “Besides, what if Dad is just letting me stay here because it’s the right thing to do? I mean, my mother didn’t want me. My sisters didn’t want me. Ben didn’t want me around, at first, when we met. Jared keeps saying I’m not his girlfriend even though we hang out and we’ve kissed more than once. I don’t understand why you guys do want me around. It feels like it’s too good to be true that I found you guys, and you want me here.”

“Dad wants you here,” Kellen told me. “He’s just… I don’t even know. I’ve never truly forgiven him for just disappearing and then coming back. Now I’ve learned he did it to you, too. I’ve been upset with Mom, too. This just takes the cake. We want you here, especially Hilda. Dad reacted that way because you shattered the lies they’ve built. Thankfully, although he makes terrible decisions, he’s a good man. Unfortunately, he had to make a bad first impression on you.”

“I should have written first,” I said. “I even told Ben there was no rush, but he knew I wanted to meet you all. I can’t believe I’ve had brothers this whole time. I still can’t believe I’ve been hanging out with my sister for months. Hilda seems excited.”

“Hilda is ecstatic. It’s not unusual to have big families in our world. The bigger, the better. She’s been begging our parents for another brother or sister for years. Dad was completely against it, and now I know why. I always thought it’d be cool to have more, too,” Kellen said.

“I’m sorry you couldn’t have another,” I said.

“But I did! We got you!” Kellen said. “Why can’t we convince you you’re wanted here?”

“Because you’re still strangers, and my mom, who isn’t, doesn’t want me. My sisters never wanted me. They told me as much before I left. Dad left me. Everyone has bullied me, and like I said earlier, Ben hated me at first. Even Jared didn’t want me around at first. Why should you guys want me?” I asked.

Kellen didn’t say anything; he just moved closer and hugged me. I wasn’t used to getting so many embraces, especially from family members, so I wasn’t sure how to react when they did it.

I didn’t cry this time, but I also didn’t want to let him go. A lump formed in my throat, but I pushed it away. Kellen seemed to understand and didn’t appear to mind when I held on to him for a little longer.

When we pulled away, he wrapped his arm around my shoulders and we sat together, watching Justin, Hilda, and Isabella swim. Hilda was flipping in the deepest water section in her mermaid form.

“Kellen! Amber!” Isabella suddenly called. “Get in here! Let’s swim until they call us in for our Christmas Eve presents!”

Like my mother, my father’s family had a Christmas Eve tradition of opening one gift per person. I had to credit my mother for always making Christmas a special occasion for us. Every year, it was the one day I knew would be good no matter what.

I could only imagine how much fun we would have had if I hadn’t left. We’d always drink hot chocolate while watching old Christmas movies.

My mother would pick a particular gift for each of us, and last year, she gave me a Giga Pet, a digital pet koala bear I’d called Ben, oddly enough, which was something I’d really wanted. Tamagotchis, Nano Pets, and Giga Pets were popular among the cool kids.

She let me open my gift first and was overjoyed when she realized how much I cherished it. That was a brief moment of hope that my mother loved me, but she abandoned me a year later.

It was six o’clock at night, which meant nine o’clock in her time zone. I imagined her watching the same Christmas movies we had, making hot chocolate and snacks for everyone.

Meanwhile, they were probably chatting about how amazing it was that I wasn’t there, which made me sad. Kellen rose to his feet and extended his hand to me.

“Come on, sis, it’s tradition,” he said, and I smiled and took his hand.

Perhaps this would be my best Christmas. I now had brothers and sisters who wanted me. I stood up, and the two of us raced, laughing, to the water.
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Snowflakes fell gently past my bedroom window as I looked out. The sun had set long ago, but the snow hadn’t yet stopped falling.

We were fortunate with a very snowy Christmas that year, the first in many years. Although I disliked snow, there was something magical about it during the holidays.

But my heart wasn’t in it. Amber, my baby sister, had left and was not coming back.

Sierra and I collected her possessions and hid them in our rooms before our mother found them. Amber’s room had been scraped naked by Mom, who had scrubbed away any trace of her.

The room seemed even smaller than before, with just white squares on the walls where pictures had formerly hung and dents in the light grey carpet where the bed and dressers had once been.

Amber had been the scapegoat for years, giving our family unending sorrow, or so we’d been informed by our mother. She’d instilled in us a hatred for her and blamed her for our father’s departure. We knew he wasn’t our real father, but he was the only one we’d ever known, so we referred to him as “Dad.”

I’d never forget the day everything came crashing down around me.

Dad informed Mom that their engagement was over, and that he would be returning to his ex-wife and their children.

But Mom emphasized that he had obligations here, but he denied it. That’s when things went south. She flung the bowl of cereal she was preparing for Amber at him, and they yelled at one other.

Sierra and Amber were crying, so I gripped them and held them tight while we sat on the floor next to the cupboards, attempting to shelter them from the ugliness.

“No, I am finished here. I never loved you. It was for Amber, but not even she can keep me here anymore. Even if I didn’t love Gloria, I can’t stand you. Now, let me say goodbye to the girls.”

“Take the little brat and go then!” Mom shouted.

“If I could, I would take all three, but I can’t. She’s yours, okay, not mine. Not anymore. I’ll send child support for her. A letterbox is on the dining-room table for you to reach me. I’ll send a letter soon. See ya,” he said.

He moved toward the kitchen door, and despite our age, Sierra and I knew precisely what was going on. We three rushed after him, our little legs running as quickly as they could.

“Daddy!” I yelled, my voice cracking with emotion. “Don’t go!” Sierra mimicked my pleas, and Amber, who had no idea what was going on, joined in, crying for him as well. Amber’s desperate screams caused him to pause, but he quickly began his departure as we continued to scream for him to stay.

We were on the verge of going after him over the busy road, but Mom intervened and stopped Sierra and me.

She did, however, let Amber go, and I often shuddered to think what might have happened if Sierra hadn’t grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the road.

I still believed if Sierra hadn’t responded so swiftly, Mom would have let Amber walk into oncoming traffic.

Mom hauled all of us back inside the house after Dad left. I readied myself for a rant over our attempt to pursue him, but she instead turned her rage on Amber.

Mom shouted venomous allegations at her youngest daughter, claiming she was to blame for all of her problems and that Mom was now stuck with her.

Amber, who was only three-years-old, was naturally terrified and sobbed uncontrollably. This seemed to infuriate Mom even more, and she snatched Amber up and dragged her upstairs, where she locked her in her bedroom for what seemed like an eternity.

At first, I felt dread and anxiety for Amber, but those feelings gradually shifted into wrath and what I mistook for hatred.

Sierra and I would lash out at her with angry words for the following decade, pushing her away whenever we could.

Jealousy has been a source of aggravation for me in recent months. Amber was unique, magical, and possessed the ability to control the elements.

So I expressed my disappointment at seeing her coming home from school, where she had spent the day showing us her skills and telling us about her school, while we would suffer for the next three weeks since she was back.

My final words to her were venomous, stabbing her to the quick as I spit out that life would be better if she had never returned. It was that night that she vanished without a trace.

We found she was gone the next morning, and Mom showed no concern, simply shrugging and remarking, “Finally. I hope she never walks through that door again.”

There was a tense silence in the house when Amber left. Mom refused to talk about it until Amber’s school friend’s parents gave her a letter later that day, saying she would remain with them for the rest of the holidays.

I couldn’t figure out how they’d sent a letter so quickly, but Mom enthusiastically agreed to the agreement, and Dad soon returned.

We only heard bits of the narrative since Mom and Dad were arguing in the kitchen while Sierra and I were sent to the living room. We discovered we had an older sibling who died from what we could overhear from the crawl space.

I couldn’t bring myself to forgive Dad for how he had left us just yet, but I could see why he had.

He departed after yet another argument with Mom, this time over the money he’d been sending her. Dad threatened to take complete custody of Amber and to cease making child support payments to her.

In reaction, Mom hurled a dish at him, but he blocked it with his magic. Then he walked out of the house, with Sierra and myself trailing behind him, pleading with him to stay.

When we caught up to Dad outside, he abruptly came to a halt. We ran over to hug him as he turned to face us and opened his arms, while Mom remained in the house.

“I’m sorry, girls, I’d like to take you too, but you’re not my biological children. I have no rights over you, even if I still think of you as my daughters,” he said when we pulled apart. “I’m sorry I didn’t say goodbye before. It wasn’t easy to walk away from you.”

“We see you as our dad. We loved you like our dad, and we knew you as our dad longer than Amber did,” Sierra said. “Even if you can’t take us, can’t we see you sometimes?”

“Even better,” Dad said. “We’ll arrange a weekend when you can come over every month, and we’ll see each other once a week. The rest of the family wants to meet you. Also, I’m not sending your mother any more money. I’m not backing down on that; instead, I’ll open secret accounts for you two. I’ll deposit twelve hundred and fifty monthly. Then you won’t have to work so much. That amounts to what I was sending her for you three.”

“What about if we want to talk to you?” I asked. “And Amber too.”

“Your mother has a letterbox she sends letters and pictures to me with. It’s a little red box with fake diamonds on it. It sends letters instantly the moment it’s shut. It also receives letters. Find it, and you can send letters to me with it. All you need to do is write my name on the envelope and think only about me when you shut the box,” he said.

“What if we can’t find it?” I asked.

“What if she throws it out?” Sierra added.

“If I don’t hear from you by the end of the holidays, I’ll return and give you your own,” Dad said. “I’m truly sorry. I had no idea what I was leaving you to. Your sister told me about it, but I hadn’t expected your mother to be so cold and angry. I was hoping it was a child’s exaggeration.”

“She’s been unhappy since you left,” Sierra explained. “She’s a lot angrier. She was still angry even with Amber at school.”

“I’m sorry, girls. I don’t know what to do, but I’ll look into it. Keep me updated, and if it gets too bad, I’ll step in,” Dad said. “I have half custody of your sister right now, though I’m going to get full custody as soon as possible. I don’t have any with you two,” Dad said.

“Couldn’t you adopt us?” I asked.

“There’s a possibility I could. I don’t want to make promises I can’t keep, but maybe there’s a way I can. I’ll talk to my wife, okay?”

“Take care of Amber for us,” Sierra said. “At least one of us can live with you.”

After saying our goodbyes to our father, we were left with our enraged mother, who yelled at us for nearly an hour before storming out of the house.

We desperately sought for the red box our father had specified, but our search was cut short by our mother’s unexpected reappearance.

She hadn’t left the house much since then, and she frequently commented on how much better life was without her youngest daughter.

I used to think that losing Amber would make me happy, but the truth was entirely different. I couldn’t bear passing by her empty room since I missed her so much. Our mother, who used to insist on keeping Amber’s door shut, suddenly left it open all the time.

I was pulled back to the present when I heard my mother call for us to come downstairs. It was Christmas Eve, and she expected us to spend it the same way we had always done.

Sierra and I had outgrown the Christmas movies we used to watch for Amber’s sake, but we endured them for the sake of family time and the gifts we got. It was one of the few days of the year when we felt like a real family, with everyone loving and getting along.

Below, I could hear my mother singing loudly, which was customary during the Christmas season.

Despite the fact that she had given up Amber, she appeared to be in good spirits. I wasn’t in the mood to celebrate, but I didn’t want to cope with my mother’s mood if we skipped the typical festivities.

Amber sprang to mind as I turned away from the window. Was her Christmas with her new family going well? I hoped they were taking better care of her than we had.

Amber’s light was turned on as I left my room. Intrigued, I entered her room and peered inside. Sierra was seated on the floor, her back to the wall where Amber’s bed used to be. She was clutching a plush black puppy Amber had given her years before.

Sierra used to have nightmares when our father departed, which lasted for months. Amber was four-years-old when she heard Sierra weeping for our father in the middle of the night.

I typically heard her and checked on her. When Amber entered the room with her favourite black plush dog to comfort Sierra, we were seated on her bed.

“She was having a nightmare. Now get lost!” I’d stated harshly.

We were used to speaking to her brutally because of Mom.

Amber, on the other hand, did not pay attention. She climbed onto the bed with us before sitting and embracing the dog.

She had a determined expression on her face as she concentrated on it. I was about to yell at her again when she handed it to Sierra.

“He’ll keep your nightmares away. It’s okay,” she’d said. “He’s yours now.”

Sierra took the dog and embraced it. Sierra’s nightmares stopped soon after, until she temporarily misplaced it. They returned until we found it. She never slept without it, even now.

Sierra looked at me. “I think there is magic in this. I think she put magic on it without realizing it. I remember her hugging it before she gave it to me. You know, we were always so mean to her, but she was kind to us. Even before she left, she was still nice to us.”

I went over and sat beside her.

“I’ve been thinking about it since Dad left,” I said. “For years, I’ve felt anger and resentment for her when it should have been with Mom and Dad. Mom made us believe it was her fault. All because she was born a girl instead of a boy.”

“We can’t imagine what that’s like, though. I mean, we had a brother once, too. I’ve heard there is nothing worse than losing a child,” Sierra said. “Mom is sad. We can’t blame her.”

“I believe it, but I don’t think it makes it okay for how she’s treated us, especially Amber. She should have gone to therapy or do anything but how she acted,” I said.

Mom called for us again, sounding impatient.

“It doesn’t feel like Christmas without her here,” Sierra said.

“If we don’t go down, Mom will come up,” I said, and I stood up. “It’s a few hours, Sierra. In a day, she’ll be back to ignoring us.”

“There’s truth to that,” Sierra said, and she stood up. “I’ll meet you downstairs. I don’t want her to see him. He reminds her of Amber since he used to be hers.”

My mother’s actions reminded me of how much she despised our younger sister. She had meticulously removed all signs of herself from our home, pulling her face from photographs and destroyed her artwork. It was as if Amber had never existed, but her absence was unsettling.

Sierra called after me to be calm and not squabble as we exited the room, saying she just wanted a nice Christmas. My hatred toward my mother simmered beneath the surface as I unwillingly consented.

As I descended our creaky stairs, I noticed my mother dancing and singing in the kitchen, as though she was trying to make the most of the holiday. I attempted to disguise my sadness and irritation, knowing that our family was far from complete.

Growing up in this house, I had witnessed it at its finest and worst. When my father was still around, our house provided comfort and protection. But, it had fallen into disrepair since his departure.

Even with our overtime work, we went over a week without eating last summer. I worked at Tim Hortons then, and the only time I could eat something was at work, and I generally brought Sierra food, though I rarely did with Amber.

I knew now this was a mistake. She’d been the skinniest and the most deprived of nourishment out of all of us. Mom frequently starved her to punish her.

Amber, according to Mom, was the reason we were always short on cash. Things improved after Amber left for school, and we could finally afford to eat three meals a day without having to pay Mom our hard-earned money.

It was a relief to feel like a normal teenager for the first time in months. My grades, which had deteriorated significantly, improved to A’s instead of C’s.

As the Christmas holidays neared, however, our mother brought some terrible news: with Amber returning, we would have to give Mom our money again because things would be tight.

Amber triggered a wave of resentment in me. Why did she have to be so expensive? Why did we have to put forth so much effort to help her?

When she returned home, none of us greeted her. While Amber was off for three weeks, the rest of us would have to keep working and counting pennies.

I was angry and disappointed at the prospect of not being able to enjoy the holidays because of her.

But then Dad showed up and revealed that he’d been paying child support to Mom all along. Mom told him that the child benefits weren’t enough and that she couldn’t get enough job hours, but Dad stated that she was getting more money than we believed.

My mother used to repeatedly remind us that my father had died, but I knew it wasn’t true. I assumed she lied to spare our feelings.

My mom struggled to make ends meet with only one source of income. Even with the support of our grandparents and uncle on occasion, it was never enough.

Suddenly I was wondering where my father’s money had gone. I knew how much our bills were because I had stayed up late with my mother as she worried about our finances.

Our monthly mortgage was $650, and our other costs totalled over $1500. We still had to pay for groceries, and other basics after that.

We were always in overdraft at the end of each month because my mother’s account rarely held more than $1500. It was puzzling to me because he’d been sending so much, and I couldn’t understand why we were having so much trouble. According to my estimates, we should have an adequate savings.

“It’s such a lovely evening, isn’t it?” She asked, noticing that I was staring at her.

I averted my gaze so she wouldn’t perceive my rage with her. She was in a good mood, so it needed to be a wonderful night. I would remain silent for Sierra’s sake.

“I love when it snows on Christmas. Could you take the snacks into the living room? I just know this will be the best Christmas we’ve had in over thirteen years. I’ve got some exciting news. You girls will be so happy,” she came over and hugged me. “My two daughters. Now go on.”

I complied with her request, but I couldn’t help but note how much food there was, and how lavish it all looked.

Unlike the normal delights that my mother would make, such as making cookies or slicing up fruit. She seems to have gone out of her way to order this delectable spread.

“Are we having a party?” I asked her as I lifted a couple of store-bought platters of cheese, crackers, and Christmas cookies.

“The three of us are. I’ll have another next week for our friends and family. Tonight’s very special, and I went all out,” she told me.

“It’s a lot of food for one night,” I commented, gazing at the fruit and vegetable platters (purchased despite the fact that she typically just sliced the fruit and veggies up), dessert trays, and assorted candy bowls. On the table was a large clear glass dish filled with chocolate-covered almonds.

“You girls can snack on it all over the next few days, and we will save some at our party. Now go on,” she told me.

The breathtaking scene that greeted me as I came into the living room took my breath away. In place of our normal modest plastic tree, a brilliantly decorated tree adorned with fine ornaments stood.

The atmosphere in the room was festive, and the decorations provided a warm, inviting glow. My gaze was drawn to the several gifts carefully arranged beneath the tree, each wrapped in colourful paper with ribbons and bows. I couldn’t believe it; we’d never received so many gifts before.

How could we afford such opulence? After all, my mother had told us that she couldn’t afford the holidays. Nonetheless, I ignored the thought and focused on the beauty of the moment.

For the first time in a long time, our living room did not appear shabby. Beautifully illuminated Christmas towns and delicate white lights hung along the entertainment unit created a lovely environment.

Sierra strolled in with more trays in her hands as I was admiring the decorations. Her brown hair was nicely put back with a silver butterfly clip, and she’d changed into a long, flowing red sweater and green leggings.

She looked lovely, as she always did. While Amber and I believed we were average-looking, Sierra was undoubtedly the most gorgeous of us all. I’d never known anyone to be as beautiful as Sierra, and I often thought Mom was jealous of her own daughters beauty.

I could be at times, though I never showed this. Sierra could pursue a career in modelling if she chose to, though she just wanted to be a teacher.

Yet I noticed Amber was lot healthier than me. She appeared to have gained some healthy weight, making her look really pretty instead of awkward.

Seeing her look so good had awakened some jealousy in me, because Amber had once been the ugliest out all of all of us, but I thought she now had potential to be as pretty as Sierra, if not prettier now that she was well-nourished.

Sierra dressed up for the holidays. Amber did as well, which irritated Sierra because she always wore the same outfit Sierra had worn the previous year. Amber would have been dressed in Sierra’s old white sweater with a decorative green Christmas tree and blue and white tear-away pants if she had been at home.

“Woah, it didn’t look like this a few hours ago,” she said, gazing around the room. “How can we afford this?”

“Sit down, girls. I’ll explain. This is how our Christmases will be from now on,” Mom said, coming in behind her with more trays.

“How?” Sierra asked after setting her trays on the table. We both sat down on the couch.

The three of us kids used to curl up on this couch to watch Christmas shows, no matter what. Mom turned The Grinch on and then smiled at us.

“I figured the last Christmas we’d have in this house should be a celebration. We’re moving on to bigger and better things. Not only that, but you’ll finally get to be a big sister, Sierra,” Mom said happily.

“What do you mean?” I asked as Sierra said: “I’m already a big sister. She’s still our sister.”

“That was not my child,” Mom answered. “She was that man’s child, and he left me to raise her. She was never mine, and since she was never mine, she wasn’t your sister.”

“What do you mean, she wasn’t yours?” I asked. “I sort of remember you being pregnant with her, you used to let me feel your belly. She has your eyes. We all do, and we all have your brown hair that frizzes so easily—”

“Stop blaming me for your hair,” she said, but she was smiling. “Your real father had frizzy hair, too. It could have come from either of us. And yes, I might have been pregnant with her, but I never bonded with her, even when she was a baby. I let that man do all the work with her. As you know, she was supposed to be a boy. It was a disappointment to have a girl. When you have children, you’ll learn there is a bonding period between mother and child. Fathers have it too, but it’s different with mothers. I had it right away with your older brother, but I had it with you two as well, though not as immediate. That’s normal. It’s different from mother to newborn. We bonded after a week, though. That never happened with the last child. I never once felt it with her, and I tried. Lord, did I try, but I just couldn’t get past my disappointment because I knew I was supposed to have a boy named Mason. Then she had to push that man away, and he left her with me. She’s not mine. She was always his.”

I was concerned that someone could carry a baby for nine months and never bond with their child. Would it happen to me as well? I didn’t understand my mother, but I’d never suffered as much as she had. I hoped I wouldn’t have to.

“Mom, what if your next baby is a girl, though?” Sierra asked. “Who is the father, anyway? We didn’t even know you were dating. You said Dad was the last man you’d let hurt you.”

“I’m not pregnant, and it won’t be a girl,” Mom answered. “I thought I’d have to wait years for this. You know, once you were all grown up, but that child and that man did one good thing for me, for us. She’s gone five years sooner. Now I don’t have to wait. Recently, I met a young girl at work, not much older than you, Carly, and she’s pregnant. She cannot raise her baby. She’s too young and wants to attend college. We’ve been talking when she comes into the restaurant, and she wants me to be the mother. She knows I’ve been a wonderful mother to you two and that child, despite the behavioural problems she had. She knows I want a boy. Now, with that child gone, I don’t have to worry about her corrupting him.”

Sierra and I exchanged glances. She’d always disliked Amber, but never this bitterly. She was now refusing to even say her name.

“You two aren’t happy for me? I spent all day planning tonight,” Mom demanded when we said nothing.

“No, we are. It’s awesome news. I’ve always wanted a brother. It looks amazing in here, but Mom, I help you budget monthly. How can we afford a baby if we couldn’t afford Amber?” I asked. “How can we afford to move? How can you afford all this?” I added, waving my hand at the elaborate tree. “We were counting pennies last summer. All those hours of overtime we worked weren’t enough. We still went hungry last summer.”

“Look, I’m sorry. I guess I haven’t been completely honest. Please don’t use her name around me, though. Not unless it’s a friend with her name. Don’t call her your sister. She’s gone. Just refer to her the way I am. We can afford more than you think,” Mom responded. “A lot more. We’re actually well off, and with that child gone, I can finally use the money for us. For all five of us. You see, Layla, the girl I’m going to adopt from? She just told me she’s having twin boys.”

“What do you mean, we are well off?” I asked. “You only have ten dollars left in your account. How did you buy all this?”

“That man has been sending me monthly payments for almost eleven years, and I’ve been investing it for us. Your grandparents and your uncle send money a lot, too. The money has grown, especially with the interest. I’ve been investing it since the first payment from that man. You two also contributed quite considerably, last summer. Even that child helped with her babysitting and gardening money she left behind. We have a lot, girls. I have my eye on a house I’m going to make an offer on. It has five bedrooms. You’ll each have a bedroom, and we will have an extra room for whatever you girls want,” Mom said.

“What about a room for our sister?” I demanded angrily.

I cast a quick glance at Sierra and apologized silently, but her expression matched mine. Because of the constant overtime at work, I had to end my relationship with Clint.

Continuous double shifts had occupied my entire summer, leaving me with no time to relax or enjoy life’s pleasures. My grades had fallen, leaving me with fewer possibilities than if I had always done well in school since beginning High School.

When my peers were enjoying the best of their lives, obtaining their driver’s licences and revelling in the exhilaration of youth, I was buried beneath the weight of work obligations.

Because of my hectic work schedule, I barely enjoyed my first two years of high school. Chronic exhaustion took its toll on me, causing me to nod off in class and fail to complete my homework.

My classmates went on exciting field trips, while I was restricted to the mundane grind of work. My wardrobe was a continuous reminder of our financial difficulties; my only options were hand-me-downs from Mom and charity store finds.

I yearned for the rush of a new garment that fit exactly and made me feel gorgeous, but it never arrived.

For years, my mother made Amber appear to be the source of our financial difficulties, prompting me to blame her instead of Mom. I even told Amber that she was the reason Clint and I ended our relationship, something I now regretted.

Amber worked valiantly to assist us in making ends meet. She babysat several children and worked odd jobs, working just as hard as Sierra and me.

We’d instructed her to take the money with her, but she’d left more than half for us. Despite this, my mother only worked part-time over the summer, allowing us to bear the majority of the responsibility. The three of us must have earned a substantial amount.

“What did I just say about calling her that?” Mom asked, her eyes flashing with anger.

“You’ve told us our whole lives that Amber’s to blame for our living conditions!” I shouted. “For why we couldn’t go on field trips, or play on sports teams, or go to camp! It’s why Sierra couldn’t do ballet and gymnastics! It’s why you couldn’t sign Amber up for Adventure Camp three years ago! We couldn’t do anything because we were too poor, and you’ve had money this whole time?! I lost out on my sixteenth summer with my friends. I don’t have a license! I lost my boyfriend, and now I’ve lost my sister! Dad was sending money the whole time! How could you do this to us?”

“So you two don’t appreciate what I’ve done for you?” Mom demanded. “What I’ve sacrificed? It’s because of that child we couldn’t use the money sooner! Now I’m finally getting a son back and the boy I should have had instead of her. You two aren’t happy for me? You’re just thinking of yourselves? All those hours you two worked went toward our new home! It was for your brothers! You’re both selfish!”

“You couldn’t buy me medicine for my allergies a few years ago because you couldn’t afford it. I was sick for an entire summer!” Sierra exclaimed. “Dad was sending you over eight hundred dollars per child! That’s not the average child support Mom! It’s usually a lot less. Nina’s parents are divorced. She told me what her Mom gets. It’s because of our sister, the girl you refuse to acknowledge as your daughter, that you have money!”

“That man is not your father! Your father walked out on me, too, right after Sierra was born. Your father is the reason you lost your older brother. He drowned, you know that? He wasn’t paying attention to any of you. He had a new woman he was hanging out with at the pool, and your brother, who was four at the time, drowned! He wasn’t wearing water wings or any kind of protection. He isn’t in your life for a reason! Your real father isn’t allowed in your lives!” Mom said angrily. “Don’t you two remember at all!?”

“You never told us about any of that. The only father we remember is Amber’s Dad. Why didn’t you ever tell us we had a brother?” I asked. “How old were we when he died?”

“You were just a little over two, and Sierra was about to turn one,” Mom responded. “He would be eighteen if he were still alive. You two forgot about him! He loved you two, and you don’t remember him?”

“We were babies. I don’t remember him or who you say is my real dad,” I answered. “I’m sorry we don’t remember our brother.”

“Then be happy for me! We’re about to get him back, and the boy I was supposed to have instead of that child. I plan to name one of them Mason, a name I’ve always loved. Instead of getting upset with me, be grateful for the fact we’re well off. We aren’t broke anymore! We don’t need that man’s money anymore, and you two can even quit your jobs. You’ve contributed nicely over the years. You can be teenagers again,” she said, her eyes flashing with indignation, as if she had the right to be.

“Well, thanks, Mom. I can get back the last three years of my life because you’ve been hoarding money! My money!” I responded.

“You’re the selfish and ungrateful one, not us!” Sierra said. “Dad’s the one we should be with!”

My mother had never used physical violence against my siblings or myself in my entire life. Despite my fears that she would hurt Amber, she never did. The same was true for us.

That’s why I was shocked to see my mother hit Sierra in the right eye. I felt compelled to defend my sister and even considered retaliating with a punch of my own.

“Don’t!” Sierra squealed, grabbing me. She was sporting a swollen eye which I was sure would bruise.

“You think I’m more selfish than the man who left his family for us and then did the same to us?” Mom demanded. “Why did he only take your sister, then? Why not you two? Because he’s not your father! Neither of the men you could call your father loved you two enough to stay, did they? Your real father didn’t want kids. He stayed with me for your brother. He left after you were born, Sierra! No man can possibly love you two! You’re both so ugly, especially you, Sierra! That’s why you two don’t have a father or boyfriends! That’s why Clint didn’t want you back, Carly. I’m all you have, and you’d better get used to it!”

She spun around and pushed a piece of the Christmas town to the ground. Sierra grabbed my arm, and the two of us fled the room in fright. We dashed upstairs to my room after hearing heavy crashes downstairs.

“She’s getting worse,” Sierra sobbed. “But we can’t go, can we? Even if Dad finds a way to take us.”

“No, we have to protect those boys the way we didn’t with our little sister,” I answered, and I hugged her while she wept.

“At least one of us got out. We’ll be adults soon, and we’ll get the boys out if we have to,” she said.

I agreed. I didn’t think having a son would help Mom, especially if the boys were not the same as her deceased child. She’d resent them in some way.








  
  
  Carly

  
  




Sierra became the target of Mom’s rage, bearing the brunt of her verbal abuse which Amber used to get, and while we were pleased she didn’t resort to physical violence again, it was still heartbreaking to see Sierra reduced to tears on a daily basis.

Sierra was an easy target for Mom’s harsh comments because she was a sensitive soul, and it appeared Mom understood exactly what she was doing by singling her out. I was constantly on high alert, ready to step in and take the hit for Sierra, especially when Mom threatened to give her a matching black eye.

Fortunately, Mom was organizing a party at our place with a friend, so she was gone for a good chunk of the time after Christmas. This offered us a much-needed reprieve as we searched for the illusive red box, and we breathed a little easier knowing we had some alone time.

On New Year’s Eve, we discovered it buried amid the books in the bookcase. Despite its simple appearance, the box had an unearthly atmosphere I’d only felt on Amber’s belongings or Sierra’s plush dog, something I could only describe as magical.

Sierra and I were overjoyed to finally be able to write to our father, but our joy was short-lived as Mom strolled in just as Sierra opened the box.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Mom said. “I don’t need that thing anymore, nor do you.”

She walked over to us and ripped it from Sierra’s hand. She whipped it as hard as she could against the wall. It broke in half, and then she began stomping on it.

“Good luck contacting him now,” she told us. “Now get ready for your party, and I’ll get ready for mine.”

She walked away without looking back, leaving Sierra and me to stare at the broken plastic box.

When we processed what just transpired, tears streamed down our cheeks. Dad said he’d reach out if he didn’t hear from us, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed to talk to him right away.

The sound of a loud knock on the door rang through the house as we lamented our plight. Our hearts beat faster as we got closer, hoping against hope that our father would come to check on us. Perhaps he sensed our grief and came to console us.

“Good afternoon, we just wondered if we could speak to you about your youngest daughter,” we heard a woman say after Mom opened the door. “Is she home?”

“Sierra’s busy at the moment. I’m sorry, but who are you?” Mom asked.

“I thought the youngest was Amber,” a man said. “She goes to the Foothills school.”

“Oh, her. She’s no longer my daughter. She lives with her father now because of her problems I couldn’t handle. I’m a hard-working single mother. It was just too difficult for me when she’d act up. I have two others and two on the way who need my attention,” Mom responded. “I’m not sure how to get in touch with him, but I’m sure you can find her at the school in the new term.”

“We are teachers from there. Could you tell us why she’s not here anymore? Just for our records. You sound… unhappy with her. We can help. We can discipline students at school if they act up at home.”

“I’m happy she’s gone, and the reminder of her gets to me. You do not know the pain she’s caused me. I try so hard, you know? She never cared. She kept causing problems because I spoiled her too much. I’m too nice. You’re bringing it all back. I really don’t care if you punish her. It won’t change anything. I’ve had to lie for so many years, but now I can be truthful. She was an awful child to raise, and thankfully her father stepped up. Now if you’ll excuse me-”

“Wait, she didn’t tell you much about her first term, did she?” A man asked.

“I don’t care what she does. She did, but I tuned her out. Why would I care? She’s at some magical school, her father’s old school, right?” Mom asked, sounding curious despite her desire not to talk about Amber.

“Ma’am, we think you can help us out. Your daughter is a key to our plans—” the woman began.

“I don’t want to hear—”

“You don’t care about your daughter, do you?” The man demanded.

“No, I don’t. Your world works incredibly fast. He officially has full custody, which is unheard of here. He just sent a letter yesterday. So, skip the lecture. I don’t care what happens to her now. She caused me so much grief when I’m such a hard-working mother who would do anything for my children. She blew it, and now she’s out forever. I have other children who need my attention. You should know now so you don’t communicate with me further. I’m not the one you want to communicate with,” Mom told them.

“Oh, believe me, you are. You see, we need her for our plans and the little Hoofer boy, the dragon boy, and the little seer. We aren’t teachers from your daughter’s school, and we don’t have her best interests at heart. We plan to sacrifice the boy’s magic and your girls,” the man said. “Now, can you help us?”

“Really? Sacrifice them how?” Mom asked. “Why the boy? Why not just her?”

“Can we come in and explain? It’s cold out. No harm will come to her, just her magic, but-”

“I really don’t care if she’s hurt. Come in. We’ll go into the kitchen,” Mom said and then called for us to stay out of the kitchen.

“Crawl space?” Sierra whispered to me.

“Crawl space,” I agreed.

We quickly moved the chair from the wall and climbed into the hole behind it. We were getting too big for it, but we managed.

“—guessing you know about some magic given the child went to Foothills,” the woman said when we peered through our respective holes.

“Well, yes, even though it was that child who went, I wanted to know. I mean, magic is real! I never knew. Her father never told me, you see? How could I not be curious? I know she’s in a mirror realm from us,” Mom responded.

Sierra and I exchanged looks. Was she ever truthful about anything?

“We are from another mirror realm. They call us dark magic wielders, but that’s prejudice. Our magic is just different from theirs. They’ve kept us closed off from your world and theirs. We can make temporary portals to get in and out, but we’d like permanent ones.” The man was saying. “Our magic could benefit all of you. You could do magic.”

I strained to see through the small opening, pressing my eye against the hole more firmly. It was then that I noticed two persons, a man and a woman with blond hair, sitting at the table with my mother.

“Well, I believe she’s at the Hoofer boys tonight. She told us about her New Year plans. She did tell us about her term, but we ignored her. But can we do magic, too? Really? She has always been a selfish one. I think you can understand why I had to get rid of her. I’m sorry she left before you got here,” Mom said.

“Well, it wouldn’t be immediate, but it would happen eventually. The fae and the other realms keep pushing us back. Your daughter—I mean, that child and the Hoofer boy, the seer girl and the dragon, with the right tutelage can help us. If she’s at the Hoofers, that’s perfect. They’ll all be there. We need the Hoofer boy and that child at the same time. We can’t take one without the other, or it won’t work. We also know they’ll hide the other three kids better, and we need the seer and the dragon boy, too.”

They then explained why they thought Amber and a boy named Ben were what they called natural portal openers.

We’d purposely tuned Amber out when she told us about her first term. I wished we’d paid more attention. I cast a peek at Sierra, who nodded toward the crawl space opening.

I was curious about her first term after the initial attack and why they desired the four of them. I thought I heard something about cheerleading when Sierra turned and spoke to me as we exited the crawl space.

“No follow-up questions, but go get our bags, Scruffy, and that stuffed elephant Amber gave you before you started High School. I’m going to tell Mom we’re going to Belinda’s now and will stay a few days. She’ll cover for us. Meet me in the garage,” she told me.

I wanted to ask why, but we had an unspoken agreement that if we needed something from each other urgently, we would. There were no follow-up questions allowed. It was a rule we always obeyed since we all knew how important it was.

So I agreed to my sister’s request without hesitation. It wasn’t unusual for us to spend several nights at a friend’s house, so Mom wouldn’t suspect anything out of the ordinary. I had no idea what Sierra had in mind, but I knew we needed a solid alibi.

Fortunately, Mom was absorbed in conversation and didn’t notice us as I packed our luggage and stuffed animals, including Sierra’s faithful anti-nightmare dog, Scruffy.

Amber flashed through my head as I looked down at the small stuffed grey elephant in my hands.

She gave it to me the day before the start of my ninth grade year, sensing my anxiety and delivering solace in the form of this fluffy elephant. I recalled her hugging it before presenting it to me and telling me that sleeping with it would give me confidence.

I was skeptical at first, but it worked. I’d always figured it was merely a placebo effect, but now I wondered whether Amber had unwittingly endowed it with magical power. I knew she wouldn’t have done it knowingly, given her own surprise at finding her magical skills.

I didn’t have to wait long in the garage for Sierra to arrive. She appeared five minutes later, dressed differently than she had before. She’d ditched her baggy t-shirt and pants in favour of grey leggings and a black oversized hoodie, which I believed once belonged to Clint. Her ensemble was finished by a black toque.

I, on the other hand, wore tattered light blue pants and a holey white pullover.

“What are we doing?” I asked her in a low voice.

“We have to warn them. The dark magic wielders aren’t good, Carly. I tried my best to ignore Amber the way we’d agreed we would when she talked about it, but I couldn’t. I listened because magic is cool. Did you see how she made fire with her hands? They want to enslave our worlds. I can’t believe Mom is open to sacrificing her. I know she doesn’t want her, but she was getting ready to sell her out to them, along with three other kids. We can’t let any of them be taken.”

“Okay, but how? Mom wrecked our only communication with that world,” I said.

“It might not work, but I have an idea. If not, Amber forgot her friends address in her room. She left it in the middle of her bed, and I took it before Mom found it. I thought maybe that’s where she went, but this might be faster,” Sierra said, and she took Scruffy from me. “I figured we can try this, and if it doesn’t work, we can get on a bus to the airport. I have a bunch of secret change from tips Mom never knew about. I think I have just enough for plane tickets.”

“Which friend?” I asked. “And what are we doing in here? Shouldn’t we be searching for this friend?”

“Ellen. She said they’re best friends. It was just sitting there. The thing is, the night she left, I followed her. I heard her get up, and she returned after a while, left and returned. She did it more than once, so I finally got up to see what she was doing. I followed her out here. She came over to this wall,” Sierra put her hands on it. “Her hands went through it. There is a portal here. Touch it.”

I did so, and much like with our stuffed animals and Amber’s various possessions, we could sense the enchantment. It was really strong here. But nothing occurred.

“Well, Amber went right through, and she didn’t return. I tried going through it, but I couldn’t. I considered trying with Scruffy because maybe you need magic, but when I went back inside, I could hear Mom moving around in her room, and the stairs were creaking. I figured it probably went away, so I didn’t try again. It won’t hurt to try,” she said. “If not, we will look up this address and see if we can afford to get there.”

“But where does this take us?” I asked.

“Maybe the Hoofers? I doubt it’s Dad’s, but she went to the Hoofers after our place,” she said.

Sierra rushed straight to where I’d stashed our bags and stuffed animals. She grabbed them and handed my bag and elephant to me. I had no idea what she was up to, so I followed her.

I stood there watching as she pushed Scruffy into the wall. A soft blue light radiated from him.

“Sierra?”

She continued on pushing him, and moments later, she disappeared.

“Sierra!” I cried out and then quickly copied her.

The same thing happened to me; I was suddenly standing in a large room with two beds.

At home, it was a clear night, but there was a snowstorm here. I could see enormous flakes of snow flying by the glass. We didn’t have warm coats, so if we went outside, we’d both be cold.

“It’s Foothills!” Sierra said with excitement when a light suddenly turned on. “We’re at the school! This is her dorm!”

There was magic in the air, and it was having a significant impact on me. I figured we should go out and locate someone, so I motioned for Sierra to follow me. It felt strange to be in Amber’s dorm uninvited, there had to be a teacher or student around. I was aware that some people stayed over the holidays.

“I feel weird,” Sierra said as we stepped outside. “Like dizzy and something else.”

“Me too. It could just be the magic, and we aren’t magical. See, there are some people over there,” I observed, pointing to some kids standing on a large bridge that connected the island to another section of the grounds. They appeared to be younger. Amber’s decision not to stay stunned me. I would have.

“What do we say? We can’t say we are looking for her,” Sierra said. “We’d have to explain why.”

“Mom said she’s at the Hoofers,” I said. “Maybe they know them.”

So, after packing the stuffed toys into our bags, we went over to the group of kids. They were giddy about a New Year’s Eve celebration they were going to. They appeared to be a couple of years younger.

“Do you know the Hoofers?” I asked when we reached them.

“Oh yes, we’re going there now? Did Barry invite you?” A girl with red hair responded.

“Yes, but we don’t know where their house is,” Sierra said. “We were last-minute invites.”

“I’m not surprised when it comes to Barry and Nick. They always try to get all the super pretty girls there,” the girl said, eyeing Sierra. “Brianne invited us.”

“I wonder what Hilda’s surprise is,” a boy with black hair said.

“Guess we’ll know soon enough. The bus will be here soon. We should head to the bus stop,” another boy said.

I was about to inquire about the bus when Sierra shook her head and mouthed, ‘don’t.’

They melted a path for us as we strolled through the snowy woods. We emerged into an open space a few minutes later, where a magnificent white building rose tall. This was the school. I’d only seen it in the principal’s leaflet, and it was even more amazing in person.

Excited anticipation permeated the air as the group discussed the approaching party, which they declared would be the year’s event. They were resolved to start the new millennium on a high note.

A bright blue light suddenly illuminated the area, and a yellow school bus emerged from it.

Laughter erupted as several students disembarked and ran into the woods, leaving our group to board the bus.

We appeared to be in the clear when we boarded the bus, however I was concerned that we might be discovered. But I was curious how far we could get before being caught.

“Just stick with us. We’ve gone there to see Brianne so many times. We’ve been there a lot over the last two years. It’s fun there, trust me,” one girl said.

Hopefully, they would have fun, but we weren’t going there for fun.
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As we neared the Hoofer estate, my eyes opened in amazement at its enormous grandeur. The mansion loomed large and magnificent in the soft moonlight, its countless windows glistening. The grounds were vast, and I could only imagine how many rooms there were inside.

Despite the darkness of the night, unlike at the school, the sky was clear here, and the full moon shed an eerie glow over the estate.

Outside, people were milling about, some chatting and laughing, while others had just arrived. We walked past them, looking for any sign of my sister.

The magnificence of the place took my breath away as we stepped inside. No money had been spared in its creation, as shown by the lofty ceilings and lavish ornamentation. While we continued our hunt, the younger kids scattered, eager to participate in the festivities.

I couldn’t get away from the impression that we were looking for a needle in a haystack. With so many rooms and people to sort through, finding my sister seemed impossible. But we’d gotten this far.

“Hello there, gorgeous,” a boy with long blond curtain hair and piercing blue eyes suddenly crooned to Sierra.

Sierra giggled as he locked eyes with her and wrapped his arm around her. I sighed as he diverted her attention. Sierra wasn’t easily swayed, but the boy was definitely cute.

Regrettably, this was not the time for flirting. Even so, she grinned at him and stepped in closer. But when he examined her face more attentively, his expression changed to a frown.

He raised his hand to remove some foundation from around her right eye, showing a dark bruise.

“What happened?” He asked her.

“I’m clumsy. Sometimes my powers get the best of me,” she responded. “It’s nothing. I plan to heal it later.”

“They have potions here, but you can relax your air,” he told her.

“Air?” She asked, still not dropping her gaze. “I’ll do anything for you.”

I sighed again and shook my head. What was with her?

An older boy, who must have been his brother because they resembled each other, chuckled and approached me, but mercifully didn’t flirt with me.

He was cute, but so were a lot other guys. Clint was still on my mind, despite the fact that he’d moved on and had a new girlfriend.

“You must be sisters,” he said to me. “I’m sorry about my brother. Is that what really happened to her eye, though?”

“She’s the biggest klutz. We’re actually looking for my other sister,” I said. “She’s here tonight. We need to talk to Brianne’s parents too. It’s important.”

“Who is your sister? We might know her depending on what year she’s in. I’m too old for Foothills now, but I went there,” he told me.

“Her name is Amber. She’s a JS Year One. My name is Carly,” I said.

When I said her name, his frown grew, but my attention was attracted back to Sierra and the boy she was with. They were entirely engrossed in each other, leaving me speechless.

My cautious sister kissing a random boy in public was out of character for her. I saw they weren’t the only ones making public demonstrations of devotion as I looked around.

The parents seriously let this happen? Any supervised parties I’d attended, it wasn’t allowed. I secretly hoped that this boy didn’t expect the same from me. I took a step back as he peered at me intensely, despite his stunning appearance.

“Wait, you’re Carly?” He asked.

“You know who I am?” I asked.

“Uh, Justin, you may want to stop kissing her,” he suddenly said, looking away from me to his brother.

The two broke apart, though they didn’t let the other go and looked at him.

“Yeah, what are you doing, Sierra? You never make out with random boys,” I spoke up. “You’re usually too timid.”

“I-I don’t know. It’s this strong urge in me. I just want to kiss him and f—” she stopped, her cheeks reddened.

“It’s just the full moon, baby,” Justin told her. “The full moon,” he added to his brother. “What’s your problem?”

“My problem is she’s our sister,” he said.

“What?” The three of us asked at the same time.

“It’s Sierra and Carly. Amber mentioned them,” the boy said.

“Well, she’s not my sister, but what are you two doing here?” Justin asked Sierra, not moving from her. “How did you really get your black eye?”

Sierra tried to move away from him, but he drew her in closer. She didn’t fight him, but she wouldn’t look him in the eyes.

“My name is Kellen. Your older brother,” the older boy remarked before turning to face Justin. “Bring them to Dad. I’ll track down Amber.”

“You should get Ben and Ellen and whoever the dragon boy is. I think Ellen’s the seer,” I said. “We have to talk to Dad now.”

Kellen vanished into thin air, and Justin began steering us to the left. He guided us down a less congested corridor.

“The parents are in the kitchen, but how did you two get here?” Justin asked.

He and Sierra were still wrapped in each other’s arms. Sierra described how she saw Amber pass through the portal and realized that using magic could help.

“We ended up at the school, and we found people coming here,” she finished off. “It was so cool to get on the bus. It drove through a portal, and then we drove around town until we went through another portal, and then we were dropped off close to here.”

“But what happened to bring you two here?” Justin asked. “You two are here for a reason, and it’s not good. Who hit you, Sierra?”

She shook her head, her eyes begging with me not to make a big deal. But I couldn’t keep quiet any longer.

I’d spent my entire childhood defending our mother, but this was too much. The thought of sacrificing my sister’s magic and the power of other innocent kids was repugnant. I knew we had to do something to stop her from adopting those boys, no matter how much Mom wanted them.
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For the first time in my life, New Year’s Eve was a blast. Back at home, I wouldn’t have even been allowed to watch the countdown. My sisters always took over the TV with their friends and made me go upstairs. Mom usually went out somewhere, so I’d have to sit upstairs and listen to the fun.

The neighbour’s across the street usually put on a good show at midnight, so I’d watch out the window imagining I was at their party, and having fun. As soon as the fireworks went off, I’d cry out “Happy New Year!” to no one in particular.

Being at Ben’s, which was full of so many people, was a dream come true. I’d never thought I’d be at a millennium party, at least having fun at one.

Olivia had invited both seventh grade classes on the last day of school to ensure we could RSVP months early. 

Apparently her parents were hiring a DJ, so they needed advanced notice for who would be there, and she’d given me a colourful invitation, too. She’d been nice, telling me I was truly welcome to go and it would be a blast.

Vanessa used to say it was because Olivia wanted her place to be seen as the party house since we were entering our teens, but I hadn’t cared about why. I was just relieved to be included without it being a prank, but I knew Ben’s place was even better.

What shocked me the most was that our parents didn’t care about the amount of kids making out all over the place.

Sierra had once been invited to a make-out party, and the parents came home early and lost it. Several parents were here, and came out to check on us once and a while and ignored the kissing couples around them.

“Not like they can do much but kiss if they’re underage because of the spells. They’ll get stopped before they get started,” Ben had said when Michael spoke of his astonishment about this.

Michael took advantage of that immediately, and spent most of the night in lip lock with Anne, hardly paying attention to anyone else, but the same could be said about Jared and me, who I knew I was going to have to have a talk with soon, but I wanted to enjoy New Years with him.

We were getting too close, and after seeing what it did to my families, I finally understood why people waited for their moon mates, and I didn’t want the drama that came with it for us. Chances are, Jared would meet his, and I would be left in the dust, unwanted, again.

I’d considered telling him earlier that day because we were still writing daily, sometimes late into the night, but the excitement of the night stopped me and I felt drunk off of the moon’s power. I didn’t know why people needed alcohol when the moon was enough.

It had pulled me toward Denver, but I was doing my best to ignore it, though he’d initially asked if I wanted to hang out, but I’d immediately told him I had a date.

From what I overheard, Jared had been drawn to Shelly Andrews, so the fact he only had eyes for me wasn’t lost on me, and so I focused on what would be our last date.

I just hoped it wouldn’t ruin our friendship, especially with the way we were kissing that night.

He’d purposely pulled me under some mistletoe, something that did have magical properties, to do it.

There was a commotion with Rachel trying to get people to go outside, but the two of us ignored the drama.

“Sorry to interrupt something you’re probably too young to be doing, you need to come with me now,” Kellen suddenly said, appearing by my side.

“Too young? Didn’t you say you felt up—” Jared began, but Kellen silenced him with a look before telling him he’d better not be feeling anything on his little sister.

It still shocked me how they’d all taken to me, and he was certainly acting like a big brother at the moment, but Jared wasn’t even intimidated, he just laughed at Kellen and told him as much.

Kellen’s lip twitched as if he was holding back a laugh, but then his face grew serious and he told us we needed to get to the kitchen now.

“I need to find the others,” he told me. “You two go on.”
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When I went into the kitchen, I wasn’t sure what I’d find since Kellen hadn’t elaborated, but seeing Carly and Sierra was the last thing I’d expected. Dad was hugging Sierra as she wept, and my eyes were drawn to her right eye immediately where she had a dark bruise.

Dad drew my attention away from her as he said, “I thought you said she didn’t hit you,” he was looking at me and I glanced back at Sierra.

“She doesn’t. What happened to you, Sierra? Why are you two here?” I asked.

I walked into Ben’s kitchen to go stand with Carly, looking her over for any signs of bruising or wounds, but she didn’t have any. When I reached her, the rest of my friends, new siblings, and Ben’s siblings entered the room.

“That was the first, but it’s not the worst she’s done,” Carly responded before explaining everything that had happened at home to bring them here.

Although, I shouldn’t have been surprised, it still hurt to hear that my mother had completely cleared my room out as if I’d never been there. 

While staying with my father, I had hoped to get some insights into his life with her to maybe understand why she was the way she was with me, but apart from the fact that I wasn’t a little boy named Mason, Dad didn’t understand why, unless he wasn’t truthful about it. He’d just tell me what he originally told me when I first arrived.

“Alright, I guess I’m not done righting my wrongs. You two aren’t going back there. I’m not letting her use that money either, and we need to figure out how to prevent her from adopting those boys,” Dad said. “She’s not in the position to be a mother. Right now, I need to know, are we in danger tonight?”

“We left before we could hear their plans,” Sierra said. “We weren’t sure how we’d get here or how fast. I just knew we had to warn you. I remembered Amber talking about them, but they were making it seem like they were the good guys to Mom. She was eating it up.”

“That’s what my visions were about,” Ellen spoke up.

“What visions?” Kellen asked her.

“Before we went home, I had a vision of Amber leaving my address on a piece of paper on her bed. I also saw someone watching her go into a portal, but they weren’t dangerous, but I told her to be careful anyway. I told her I felt it was important to leave the address on her bed,” Ellen responded.

Something about that bothered me because it didn’t make sense to me.

“How is it the future if you tell me to do it? I don’t understand how your visions work. The vision just knew I would do it if you told me?” I asked, deciding to voice my thoughts aloud. “Why would I do it without you telling me? I wasn’t planning to leave a note.”

“You would have done it so we’d know who to contact if we wanted to find you,” Sierra said. “No matter what, you wouldn’t leave without a note. You didn’t need Ellen to tell you to do it. You two just interpreted it that way. I’m sorry. I don’t know why we treated you the way we did.”

I supposed the former was true. I’d been angry, but chances are, as a last thought, I would have decided to leave a note after all. 

Ellen had prompted me to, but I’d been so emotional that night after my homecoming that without it, I probably would have debated it. 

Part of me hadn’t wanted to leave it out of spite just in case my family panicked about the thought I’d left, and had no way to reach me. However, I trusted Ellen too much not to listen, so I’d left it.

As for the latter, I wasn’t sure how I felt at the moment about all of it. I was feeling numb with all the information overload about what had gone on after I left, but I couldn’t help but notice Dad clutching Sierra tight without a second thought.

“Because Mom taught us to,” Carly said angrily, pulling me close and hugging me. It caught me off guard because I couldn’t remember the last time she’d embraced me. “I’m sorry, honey. We should have protected you. We never did.”

“You sometimes did,” I responded, because it was true. Sometimes they did tell Mom to back off.

“Not enough,” Carly insisted. “Dad, I understand if we can’t stay with you, but we don’t want to go back. Sierra has become the new emotional punching bag.”

“Dad, we live in a twelve-bedroom house,” Kellen said. “I can even move out if I have to.”

I agreed they should stay here, though I doubted Dad was going to fight this. 

The adoring gaze he was giving Sierra told me as much, but before I could say or think about this, I noticed something off about Carly, who was still hugging me tightly. Was that magic radiating off of her? I pulled away to check.

“I’m sorry, we can stay somewhere—” Carly began, but I cut across her.

“No, it’s not that. Shut up a moment, please.”

I held my hands out to her to get a better sense of the magic coming off her the way our teachers had taught us to do. When I’d been at home, I most certainly would have noticed if they were magical because I’d been around it long enough to detect it. At some point, Carly had become magical, and Dad was doing the same I was doing to Sierra. He’d pulled away and had his hands out, too.

“What’s going on?” Sierra asked.

“You two are magical now!” I exclaimed, taken aback.

“Indeed,” Dad said before pulling Sierra into a hug again. “I’m so used to magic I didn’t notice. How? I would have noticed when I visited with the amount of magic radiating from you two.”

“So that’s why you were pushing air at me. I was confused,” Justin said to Sierra.

“You must have dormant powers, but we all absorb magic and that helped bring it on. Mortals, especially children, absorb the most. It’s why we’re trying to open all three portals,” Brenda spoke up.

“You lived with them for nearly five years,” Mr. Hoofer told my dad before continuing. “And Amber lived with them for thirteen. Children absorb it more. They could have gone in their JS Year Ones, but they weren’t detected for some reason. I’m Richard,” he added to Sierra and Carly. “I imagine your dormant magic activated after you went through the portal to Foothills. We will need to close that portal and soon. We should have closed it already, but Ellen told us to leave it. Now I get it.”

“I thought magic activated at the beginning of the year because of the full moon,” Michael said.

“No. Any full moon can activate it once your eleven until you’re fourteen,” Richard said. “But most people get use of their powers between eleven and thirteen. Amber’s magic came in shortly after her twelfth birthday after a full moon, for example. The school is so full of magic, and it’s a full moon tonight on New Year’s Eve. We’re ringing in the new millennium, which makes it even more special. It’s at one of its strongest. Their magic was dormant until they came through because they absorbed it instead of having it naturally. "

“We did feel funny,” Sierra said. “I was dizzy.”

In our Introduction to Magic class, Mr. Yooper had taught us how to identify our moon signs in the known realms, and we’d been assigned to do someone else’s as well if we knew their birth time. I’d remembered Sierra’s written down in one of the photo albums Mom had of Sierra and Carly, so I’d decided to check hers to see what she’d have if she were magical and I’d identified two.

The fact that Justin had felt her air told me she had at least two, and I began telling her this but a loud alarm suddenly went off. It sounded like it came from the walls.

“Dark magic wielders!” Mr. Hoofer’s voice echoed throughout the home, becoming louder with each passing second as he warned everyone to go before the enemy arrived.

Without hesitating, I grabbed Carly’s hand and then reached out for Sierra and teleported them out of there. I knew the others would be able to fight, but my sisters didn’t even know how to use magic yet, and I could go back and get the others.

I took them straight to my new house in the beach room before teleporting back to Ben’s.

When I went back, I immediately went looking for Hank because I was not letting him get taken again.

Thankfully, I found him and Jared standing side by side in the kitchen. The adults were getting all the kids to stand together so everyone could help teleport them out.

The Hoofer’s and my parents were yelling out orders and getting everyone organized. I immediately went to Hank and Jared as Ben grabbed Michael and Stan.

Ellen was refusing to go, telling us she’d come in a second, but she wanted to see the vision she’d just had play out first, and Barry reassured me he’d be there in a moment with her, so keeping a tight hold of Jared and Hank, I brought them to my beach room.

Barry, Kellen, Justin, and several others who could teleport appeared with the rest of my friends and anyone who could teleport. I knew there were others still there, I’d seen Jess, Anne, Erica, and Tara panicking, so I was prepared to go back, but Carly grabbed my arm before I could leave.

“Wait, don’t go back,” she said, grabbing my arm. “They’re there for you. It’s why we went to warn you, to protect you, Ellen, Ben, and whoever the dragon boy is!”

“That’s me. My name is Michael,” Michael spoke up.

“I have to help more—” I protested.

“No, you and Ben stay here,” Barry told me sternly. Since meeting him, he’d become another person who acted like a big brother to me without question. “Listen to your sister. The dark magic wielders went there for you.”

“As your oldest brother who is in charge, I’m telling you the same,” Kellen added, glaring at me. “We have it. You stay here where it’s safe.”

I wasn’t used to having people care about me so much, but I had to admit, it was nice, especially as Carly and Sierra glared at me, and for once it was different from their usual glares of resentment.

“Where are we?” Michael asked.

“My new home, this is our indoor pool,” I explained. “We call it the beach room.”

“It’s the safest room in the house,” Hilda said before introducing herself to my sisters.

Most of the people from Ben’s party ended up arriving at my place, though others went to their homes or back to Foothills. 

I was concerned when we didn’t see Rachel anywhere among my classmates since everyone in my grade, except her, was now with us. Barry and Kellen eventually came back to let us know they were all safe, so I was assuming that she’d gotten to safety somehow.

It was hard not to think about how it was my mother who brought them to Ben’s though. What had I ever done to deserve her hatred? As much as she liked to claim that I’d been a bad kid, I had been the best behaved out of the three of us, so it didn’t make sense.

After a while, I wanted to stop thinking about it, so I decided to see what kind of magic my sisters had.

I suspected about Sierra, but I wasn’t sure of Carly. I figured it would help take their minds off the night they’d had, and both were excited to try, though I couldn’t help but get Carly back a little by soaking her with water when she wasn’t expecting it. Sierra turned out to have all four while Carly didn’t have earth.

After a while, everyone was fighting for fun with their elements, and I stood back to observe my sisters, my feelings contradicting each other, and I wondered if it made me as selfish as Mom often said I was.

“You okay?” Ben asked coming to stand by my side.

“I think I might be very selfish,” I explained, and Ben laughed.

“You’re the least selfish person I know,” he said. “Why do you think that?”

“Carly and Sierra,” I responded. “I’m glad they got out of there safely, and if Dad had rejected them, I’d have stood up for them because they can’t go back to that, but I can’t help but notice how he accepted them without question, but he didn’t with me. He was looking at both Carly and Sierra with so much love and adoration, but he didn’t with me until after Gloria and his other kids yelled at him. It’s not that I wanted him to reject them, I just think he wants them more than he wants me.”

Ben didn’t respond at first, but he stared at me for a long moment and I wondered if he was thinking that what I’d just said was the most selfish thing he’d ever heard, and he just wasn’t sure how to say it. Perhaps he’d change his mind about wanting to be my friend, because why would he want to?

“Amber, that just makes you human, and I happened to notice the same thing. My family would have offered them a home, too. They need somewhere safe to be, as you said, but your Dad should have done better,” Ben finally replied, putting an arm around me. “It annoys me a little that after everything, they’re suddenly magical and will probably get to go to Foothills, too. I think you should be careful about giving them too much credit. They apologized, but an apology shouldn’t fix all the years of torment they put you through overnight.”

I agreed with him when it came to that, and while I wouldn’t be open about it, I did still have resentment deep down for them, and it would take a while before I could fully trust them. I couldn’t forget how mean they’d been, especially when I’d gone home.

To me, it felt like they were only being nice now because Sierra had become the new punching bag instead of me. 

She didn’t deserve it, but why did it have to take Mom showing her true colours for them to realize that they were wrong to treat me the way they had?
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As I sat on the hill overlooking our frozen swimming pool, I pondered if I’d ever be able to completely relax. Every time we tried to have a nice time, something went wrong. All I ever wanted was to go to school and learn magic without having to worry about being kidnapped.

I could hear snow crunching behind me as I peered out over the cold plain. I turned to see Michael approaching, and he sat down beside me without saying anything. Despite my anxieties, I felt some comfort and warmth in his presence.

“Ready to go back tomorrow?” He asked me.

“Not really. I feel like they’ll find us no matter what,” I said.

“Your dad said he thinks they’ll lie low now because they’re investigating. They decided to get a mortal to help them. It’s serious now. They’re trying to prevent a war. They can’t defeat us right now,” he said.

“Wasn’t it serious enough the first time? Or how about when they kidnapped Hank and the other students?” I asked. “Having a mortal involved changes things, how?”

I was still stunned Amber’s mother was the one who brought them to our door.

I’d wondered whether she’d exaggerated the situation to make it appear worse than it was, but she hadn’t. Growing up with loving parents, it was hard for me to fathom that there were actually bad parents out there.

The fact that her two sisters had also sought safety with us, and that her mother had planned everything, left a bad taste in my mouth.

What kind of mother would do something like that to her own children? To other children!? She’d been prepared to betray Ellen, Michael, and even me.

I knew she had lost a child, but so did many others, including my aunt, who focused all of her love and attention on her surviving kids.

Everyone grieved differently, but that didn’t explain their mother’s behaviour. The idea of a mother abandoning her child in their hour of need was simply incomprehensible to me.

“Well, they don’t want mortals and dark magic wielders working together, Ben,” Michael said to me. “It would be worse if the shapeshifters did, but they won’t. Mortals are more gullible, especially since magic isn’t real to many of them. They do everything to ignore what’s right in front of them.”

“When did Dad tell you that?” I asked him, knowing it couldn’t have come from anyone but my father.

My parents, Amber’s true parents (I was meaning her stepmother in that), and Ellen’s parents and grandmother confronted Ms. Bregford about her involvement after her brief visit.

With their combined knowledge and power, they took custody of Carly and Sierra and barred their mother from pursuing any further adoptions, including the twin boys she desired.

We’d been talking about the dark magic wielders and the events of New Year’s Eve for days. Regardless of their efforts, they were unable to breach our powerful protection spells. Unfortunately, we learned that several of them, including Amber’s mother, had been hiding outside the safety of our spells.

“They seem like completely different people, Ben” Amber had told me, meaning her sisters. “Justin and Sierra are completely inseparable. I’ve never seen her like that with a boy. She used to avoid them because she said dates were always awkward. They seem like they’ve always been together.”

They were all getting along, however. Given how much my siblings and I fought, I wasn’t sure if it would last, but at least there was some peace.

“Amber’s dad is here with Justin and Sierra,” Michael said. “I listened to them talk until Brenda caught me and made me come out here.”

“Did Amber come, too?” I asked eagerly, hoping to see her.

“No. At least I don’t think so. Hilda did. She went upstairs to find Brianne,” Michael said.

“Why are Justin and Sierra here, then?” I asked.

“They’re not willing to keep apart, and even they have to admit it’s weird to live under the same roof as the same man they call Dad. Mr. Hudson says he doesn’t think two minors living under the same roof should date, so Sierra asked to stay here or at school,” Michael said. “So chances are she’s going to be living here, too.”

“And she’s okay with being away from her sisters and father? It’s obvious she wanted him back in her life,” I said.

It’s not that I was complaining; having one of their sponsors stay with us was common.

It was the reason Michael was currently living with us, and Amber almost did as well. But, Sierra’s willingness to do so surprised me, unless my assumptions were accurate.

“She knows she can see them all anytime, but she’s willing to live in whatever dorm she is in to be with him. They’re going to stay together no matter what anyone says. I know Amber’s father tried to stop it, but both are stubborn about staying together. I didn’t know latecomers their age could come,” he said.

“They’re not the first mortals to have magic activated. It occasionally happens on full moons,” I said. “Sometimes people bring mortals over if they’re close to them to see if their magic activates.”

“Ben, your dad thinks Sierra and Justin are moon mates,” Michael said to me. “I thought you had to be at least eighteen for that to happen.”

“It’s rare, but it can happen. I’ve been suspecting it, too. I mean, you don’t want to be around Anne a lot right now? Right?”

“Well, no, we got close because we’re dragons. I noticed her before a full moon,” he shrugged. “But I wouldn’t care if nothing came from it. There are a lot of pretty girls at school to meet. She’s fun to hang out with, but I’m not drawn to her.”

“Justin and Sierra seem to be in the honeymoon stage of moon mates. Not that most couples who aren’t moon mates don’t go through that kind of stage. I’ve seen others who aren’t, but it’s a deeper connection when you accept your moon mate. It confirms it for me if she wants to stay here or at school, if it means she can be with him.”

Michael nodded, before responding. We’d talked at length about Justin and Sierra since everything went down. I thought it was weird they were together, but it seemed to be divided amongst the group.

“Your parents and Mr. Hudson don’t think it’s fair to force them to break up, especially if they are, Ben,” Michael said to me. “It’s not their fault their circumstances turned out the way they did. Your dad said it’s probably because her powers activated during a New Year’s Eve full moon, and this one was extra special because of the millennium. I don’t get it. How can the moon be powerful on certain nights? We’re the ones who give significance to those days.”

“That’s why. The more significance we give the day, the more powerful it is. No one knows why we’re drawn to the moon, except it affects our planet, but the magic comes from us. Other planetary placements affect us, too. There are actually some that prevent you from meeting your moon mate while they’re in placement. It doesn’t matter how powerful the moon is. She could sit beside you, and depending on when you were born and the placements; you’d never know it.”

“What if someone isn’t straight?” Michael asked. “It’s something I’ve been wondering since I learned about them.”

“Moon mates depend on who you’re compatible with, so it would align with who you’re attracted to,” I answered. “It takes sexuality into account.”

Michael nodded looking thoughtful before replying. “So if the moon was full on New Year’s day, would it be stronger?”

“No, it’s strong, but since we celebrate it on New Year’s Eve, it’s stronger. We give more significance to New Year’s Eve than New Year’s day because of the parties. Halloween is the strongest. We could make up a day tomorrow and make it important. Someday the full moon would be powerful for it,” I said.

Growing up with seven older brothers and sisters, I was well-versed in the subject of moon mates.

They all talked about it, but only Sebastian had met his. He was dissatisfied and showed no interest in his mate. I had a long journey ahead of me before I found mine. I was hoping for Sheila Andrews.

Yet, if that were the case, I didn’t want to be in the same scenario as Justin and Sierra. I wished it would happen when I was in my twenties, after I’d established my career. Of course, I didn’t want to be too old, just old enough to enjoy my independence.

“That’s cool. I never imagined a world like this one. I want to make a difference for kids like Amber and me and her sisters, Ben,” he said to me.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Michael sighed and raised his eyebrows, and gave me an incredulous expression, his mouth open a little, as if my question bothered him. I’d seen him look at me this way before, so I knew it well.

“Not all of them escape, Ben,” he finally responded as if this was supposed to be obvious. “The Mortal Realm doesn’t just solve the problem in a couple of days. You can’t get full custody in days like Amber’s dad did. It is unrealistic and unheard of. Some kids never get to leave, or they end up in worse situations when they go to foster care. Or they go to foster care and get abused before eventually getting sent back to their abusive parents. I know of a kid who went through that. We need to focus on all mortal kids, not just the fae who come into our world. There are probably fae kids in this world living the same way, but at least if it’s caught, they aren’t sent to worse homes,” he said. “I’m going to make changes for them, too. How many mortals have you had come from bad homes?”

I thought about it for a second, not really remembering because I’d always been sheltered from all the bad and evil in the world.

“You and Amber are the worst we’ve had. A lot have come from good homes. We have one in Barry’s year who is extremely poor but has a great family life. Brenda’s best friend is another. I’ve only heard stories about families like yours,” I said. “But I thought they were just, you know, stories.”

It was undeniably true that many people battled with familial connections, but I’d never heard of someone being abused.

“Well, there are many out there, and they’re not all poor, either,” Michael sighed. “Abusive rich families like yours exist, too. In those cases, they use their money to cover it up. Look at Amber’s father. Even if he’s stepping up now, he’s ignored all his kids at one point. He’s not as bad as their mother, but he’s no saint. Who walks out on two families? He is the definition of selfish! Amber didn’t have to grow up the way she had if he’d taken her with him. If I had a partner who told me that they didn’t want our kid, the child would be coming with me. He had to have known a little about what he was subjecting Amber to grow up with. Everyone is commending him for stepping up, but he doesn’t deserve it.”

Even after hearing the whole scenario, I couldn’t wrap my head around Amber’s father’s behaviour. He’d left one family to join another, leaving behind three little children who begged him to return. I saw him reject his daughter.

While I was glad he was stepping up when their personal lives were revealed, I couldn’t respect what he’d done to both of his families, and I detested him.

I was relieved he’d accepted Sierra and Carly without a fight, but he should have done the same for Amber.

She was still fighting with feeling unwanted because of it. I was determined to show her that I wanted her around, and I knew the others were going to as well. I regretted being a bully to her myself. I couldn’t even relate to who I was last term, and couldn’t understand why I’d held a grudge for so long.

“If your dad officially adopted Sierra, would it change your portal opening abilities, Ben?” Michael asked me.

“No, unfortunately, we’re stuck with it for life,” I answered. “Mom and Dad could have eight more kids, and it wouldn’t matter. It formed when we were born. We have no say or way to get rid of it. It’s the same with all portal openers.”

“I thought you liked having it,” Michael asked.

“Not when it puts a target sign on me. I didn’t make the basketball team because I was so paranoid about them showing up and Hank’s appearance distracted me. All my siblings have fun stories about Foothills. I’ve wanted to go for so long, and I’m restricted and bringing danger to everyone I love,” I said.

With frustration, I glanced out at the frozen water. All we wanted was to ring in the New Year, but they showed up due of my abilities. How many times would this occur?

“I just want a normal life. Opening the portal would be awesome, but not when I feel like they could show up at any time. Amber and I are probably more common than you think, but natural portal openers don’t always find each other if they’re a pair or more. We only found out because the dark magic wielders got in. I always wonder why they came that first night at school. They must have sensed something,” I said.

Michael said nothing at first. I wasn’t sure if he was going to.

“I get what you mean now that I know I’m a target too, Ben, and I’m thinking Ellen is right about Rachel,” he finally said to me. “I think we should be on our guard around her.”

I glanced at him feeling confused.

“What do you mean? She was one of the ones kidnapped. Hank said he was locked up with her. I think she just wants friends, and she met Amber on the bus. She’s her first connection to this world.”

“I don’t think that’s what it is. Remember who kept insisting we go to the lake the first time? We only went because Brianne invited us, but remember how insistent Rachel was we be there? Who was trying to stop you and Amber? Who convinced Amber to be a cheerleader? Who knew exactly where Amber, Tara and Ellen went when Lydia wanted to spy on them? If it weren’t for Mrs. Carling, they’d have grabbed Ellen, Amber, and you. They knew you were still in the gym. Who told us to be outside at eight outside your protection spells? Hank said she wasn’t locked up as long as the others. They didn’t see her until the end. He thinks it’s because they were harder on her, but why were they harder on her?”

Recalling New Year’s Eve, none of us thought to invite Rachel. Despite this, she’d turned up out of the blue, apparently furious that Amber hadn’t mentioned it. Amber, on the other hand, said that she was dealing with family difficulties and had just forgotten.

“Besides, it’s not up to me to invite people there,” Amber had lied, even though I told her she could.

I wasn’t concerned about who my friends invited to our New Year’s Eve party. Everyone was welcome, and it was always a good time.

So I didn’t mind that she’d appeared, but Rachel insisted on our going outside to celebrate, even though no one wanted to. We were ready to give up and go out because she appeared to be in tears when Kellen interrupted us.

We wouldn’t have known about the dark magic wielders if it hadn’t been for Sierra and Carly. It was a good thing the two girls warned us because our additional protection charms were powerful enough to keep them away.

We’d also learned that their mother had agreed to work with them. She had no idea we were watching her. That element was left out because our parents wanted to see whether she would work with them again.

The fact that her three daughters had all run to their father and informed him of the problem said a lot. Sierra’s black eye was plenty to persuade them.

My father was concerned that their mother would seek retaliation against all three daughters for missing her chance to adopt the boys she desired.

She was enraged to know Sierra and Carly had told us everything. Given that she had sold out her youngest daughter and other kids. It was impossible to predict what she would do next.

“Well, maybe we can figure out if Rachel is working with the same ones who went to Amber’s,” I said.

“How though? Won’t it be obvious if she is, Ben?” Michael asked me.

“I don’t know yet, but you’re right. They came to the school for a reason in the first place. They believe it was a student who helped. Who else let them in that first night? But why Jared at the start?” I asked. “He could be a target, too.”

“Ben, you’re the one who told me some people can detect how strong we are. Her parents were near Amber and me when we boarded the bus. Rachel was insistent about me sitting with her, even though we were strangers. I was saving a seat for Jared, who stayed out longer to say goodbye to his parents. I came with him, remember? And she tried getting him to sit with her, too. We were the first on the bus. Then she made Amber sit with her. Obviously, I forgot about that after, but Ellen keeps telling Amber to stay away from her. She’s a seer. Just because she hasn’t had a vision about her means nothing,” he said. “Remember how much she dreaded Amber going home? She warned us to keep an eye out for her. We thought it was because of her home life, but it was because she sensed the dark magic wielders would go there. The vision told her Sierra would be the one to find the address and follow Amber.”

I didn’t have a response, but then a thought struck me. It could be stupid or suspicious, but it wouldn’t hurt to try. Ellen only needed to agree to it.

“I have an idea, but I’ll wait until tomorrow to tell everyone. It will be easier to tell you all that way, and we have to make sure our parents are on board, too,” I said.

I got up quickly, hoping Amber’s dad was still there. Michael got up as well and followed me.

“What exactly are you thinking, Ben?” Michael asked me.

“Just come with me. You’ll see,” I said.
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When we returned to school, we were surprised by a winter paradise. The snow had fallen heavily, reaching our waists, and people had skilfully made trails throughout the school.

Someone even cleaned the snow from our Earth dorms, allowing everyone easy access.

We gathered in Ellen and Amber’s dorms, with Ellen being the first to arrive, with plans to regroup. We spotted a couple of boxes still heaped near Amber’s bed, laden with stuff she’d brought from home, as we settled in.

Sierra joined us because she’d moved in the night before. Her family were the last to arrive, showing up several hours after the rest of us. Although there was no set deadline to return, the staff wanted advance notice if we were to go past curfew.

It was still before curfew, but Hilda and her siblings, according to Brianne, were always on time. Sierra had been assured by Justin that they would join us after lunch, and as the clock hit three o’clock in the afternoon, she became anxious, but the portal from my place was officially closed until Easter.

Furthermore, the buses to town were not scheduled to resume service until a week into the semester.

Finally, Amber sauntered in with a large sleek new baby blue case on wheels, followed shortly by Justin with another somewhat larger matching case, which he positioned opposite the one she’d brought in.

Justin was followed by Carly, Hilda, and Isabella. Sierra went over to Justin and warmly embraced him, curious as to what had caused the delay.

“It’s nothing to worry about,” Justin reassured Sierra before gently kissing her lips.

He then went to the chair she had been sitting in and drew her onto his lap. They interacted so naturally with one another. I would have believed they’d been together for years if I hadn’t known they were a new couple.

“They gave us all these rules and stuff,” Hilda said.

“I won’t be able to go to town anymore unless I’m with Isabella, Justin, Barry or Nick,” Amber said. “Or leave Water Territory after dark without one of them. I also must always have a friend with me, unless I need privacy, obviously.”

“Your dad told us, and we don’t mind,” Nick told her.

“And you know I’ll always be there,” Ellen said.

“Those rules don’t apply to me, though, right?” I asked.

“Yup, Ben, and Michael too. I guess I forgot to tell you two,” Barry said, laughing as he said it, which told me he conveniently forgot.

I let out a breath of annoyance before addressing him.

“But I’m sick of this. It’s supposed to be my first year of freedom, and I have to hold someone’s hand all the time. You lied to me about all that.”

“Well, I wasn’t planning to hold your hand,” Barry said.

“You know what I mean,” I said. “We can’t be the only portal openers around! And no one knows Michael’s gift or why they want him if he doesn’t have one.”

“You’re the youngest known, and the ones we know about haven’t opened them for long. They want you so they can raise you their way,” Isabella, Amber’s new sister, said.

“And then sacrifice our magic somehow. Ben’s right. I’m tired of this and worried I’m putting all of you in danger,” Amber said.

“We’re all in this room right now for all four of you,” Jared said. “Ben, you have a plan. We’re all here now.”

The room was filled with murmurs of agreement. They were all gathered around the room, waiting for me to speak. Our families were joined by close friends, including the Andrews sisters, Anne, Jess, and Erica.

Jared, her sisters (save Sierra), and Ellen surrounded Amber. Similarly, my family was sitting with me, as were Michael, Tasha, and Nick.

“Our parents have already taken care of their part in this, but we must also do our part. We need to befriend Rachel, at least the people in our year, and make her think we trust her-”

“I don’t trust her, Ben,” Ellen said to me.

The others joined in, recalling how she’d gotten into a heated dispute with the other JS Year Ones after we’d left, and how her displeasure had grown when no one was willing to go outside.

The arrival of the dark magic wielders only heightened her anger, and while they did not suspect her involvement, they were nevertheless irritated by her.

Hank was especially furious because he’d been a victim already. It may have happened to him again if he had listened to her.

Regardless of her tantrum, they all eventually disregarded her. Given her actions, I could see why they were hesitant to support my approach.

“Just listen. We don’t have to trust or like her. We just want to see if she is the one helping them find us. Michael had a good point yesterday that it could be her,” I quickly explained his reasoning. “We all need to keep revealing our plans to her and inviting her to hang out. Only for social events, though. She’s in Fire, and she has her own friends. I’m not saying you become best friends with her. Just get her to open up, and we will pretend to open up.”

“And how does that help us know if they’re coming, Ben?” Justin asked me.

“Well, I talked to my parents and your parents last night and Ellen’s and her grandmother. They all agree there’s a chance I’m right-” I began.

“So, that’s why my parents and grandmother all left. We were having a last dinner before I came back here, and they said they needed to go. We went home, and so I had to watch my brothers and the baby,” Ellen said. “What are you up to, Ben?”

“Well, I’m trying to explain, but I got interrupted,” I teased.

My plan could go wrong. I could be wrong, and Michael could be.

“We think your mother is likely to keep working with the dark magic wielders, and they’ll want to work with her,” I told Amber, Sierra, and Carly. “With all of you gone, she doesn’t have to explain why they’re there. She doesn’t know we know everything. She just thinks she lost custody because you all told the truth about your lives there. She doesn’t know we know she was at my place or it was her who sold us out. Our parents bugged the house with spells and hidden cameras, including in your crawl space. They’re hidden so they won’t be detected. She’s a mortal who lives alone. It’s the perfect place to plan for them and undetected.”

“What about her privacy, Ben?” Brenda asked me. “She’s horrid, but she still deserves privacy.”

“So you’re hoping they’ll reveal their next plans,” Barry stated.

“How does Rachel come into play, then? Are you hoping they’ll mention her?” Jared asked.

“Yes. I’m hoping she’ll tell them our plans, and they’ll tell her,” I said. “If they are all working together, we’ll catch them on camera. All of our parents can watch her on our computers, and we can too. They work a little on the faecomms, but the picture quality is bad, and it freezes. So they have it set up on our computers. They only activate when people show up. Our parents agree she deserves privacy, so we will be alerted. Dad has it set up, so he will get a pop-up on his computer. Besides, I think I know how we can trap them. That’s where you come in if you want,” I said to Ellen.

“Why? What do you want me to do, Ben?” She asked me eagerly.

“The next time we have a big school event, I want you to fake a vision about them coming here. Make sure Rachel is around to see you. I want you to tell her about it,” I said.

“Okay, I’m starting to really like your plan,” Ellen said with a grin. “People always take my visions seriously. It’s why we’re cheerleaders, after all. So yes, I can come up with a realistic one. What if I do have a real one?”

“Tell her anyway. Just lie about what you see,” I said. “We need to set it up so we can go somewhere we can trap them in. Amber, Michael and I will need to pretend to be helpless so they’ll go there for sure-”

“I don’t think so!” Barry exclaimed.

“I agree. I don’t like that part of the plan,” Carly added.

“There must be another way,” Michael agreed.

Others joined in the protests, voicing their reservations and concerns.

Amber, on the other hand, was an exception. She simply glanced at me and nodded in agreement. She clearly understood and was willing to stand by me no matter what.

“You all said you want to protect us. If you mean that, be there to protect us,” I replied. “We’ll start planning tonight where and how. We’ll be prepared this time. I want a normal life.”

“We’ll do this with or without you,” Amber answered, showing them that she was on board.

“Well, I’m a dragon, and they want me too, for whatever reason,” Michael responded with a shrug. “You’ll need me.”

“If we can get them in the water, we mermaids can do a lot,” Ellen said. “And I can seem helpless, too, if I have to.”

“Well, you’re not doing it without us, Amber,” Sierra spoke up. “We’ve let you down way too much. You helped us find better homes. We’d do it anyway, but we owe you.”

“And as the oldest brother here, I need to look out for you,” Justin said.

“We’re in,” Jared replied.

“Us too,” Erica said.

A chorus of voices joined in, all of which expressed the same sentiment.

Apart from the often postponed hockey tryouts, there were no noteworthy events on the horizon. Though there were other sporting events, the initial excitement had worn off.

It wasn’t the same as the enthusiasm that accompanied tryouts at the start of the year.

Even the members of the Fight Club had lost interest, and getting a time slot was no longer a difficulty.

Mr. Yooper and Mrs. Hemperson thought the cause was the division of the elements. Fight Club was apparently the most popular extracurricular activity throughout the year. This was the first year it wasn’t.

“We have our final cheerleading competition in May. The rest of it is just cheering on Foothills at games.” Ellen suggested. “I came up with a new cheer over the holidays, by the way, Hilda. We should try it at the next practice.”

“No, we want to win,” Hilda protested, who’d made Cheer Captain for the juniors. “Show us your cheer later if you want, but just because you two aren’t taking it seriously doesn’t mean we aren’t. I don’t want to sabotaged. We could just wait for the last day of school. It’s plenty of time, and we’ll keep you safe. I don’t think they’re attacking soon. All the media pieces are talking about it. People are worried. They’re going to make plans too.”

“Yeah, I know you want to rush it, Ben, but unless Ellen gets a real vision, I think we should plan carefully,” Barry told me, and I sighed because I wanted it over, now. “I’m all in, and I’ll get kidnapped for you, but I think I speak for everyone when I say I’d rather not.”

Carly nodded before putting in her input.

“Yes, let’s take our time on this. Sierra and I won’t be much help right away. I know you had to fight after your first month, but you know you were helpless. They would have taken or killed you if it weren’t for your portal powers or Ellen’s vision. You still don’t know why they came in the first place. We want to be better prepared if we’re going to fight.”

“We will be, but if Ellen has a vision next week at hockey tryouts, we might need you,” I told them, feeling they owed Amber, so they needed to be there more than anyone.

“We’ll be there,” Sierra answered.

“How does it work for you two, anyway?” Ellen asked Carly and Sierra. “Do you join our classes or your own years?”

“We’re not in magical classes this year,” Carly told her. “We’ll be learning everything we need to know for our ages privately. They have special teachers for situations like ours. It happens enough times to warrant it, apparently. We’ll take exams at the end of the year to see where we’re placed. My exams are different from Sierra’s supposedly because I should be in JS Year Four.”

“They get to decide their territories as well instead of people voting,” Amber said. “Have you two decided yet? We showed Carly the dorms around quickly. It’s another reason we were a little late.”

“Brianne showed me around, and I decided on Fire. I like how beautiful it looks in the winter, especially those lava pools. It’s near the lake, and it’s near Water, where Justin is. I was going to choose Water until I saw Fire,” Sierra spoke up. “I’m sorry,” she added to Justin. “I know you wanted me to choose Water, but I just love how Fire looks in the winter. It must be gorgeous in the spring.”

“You’re hot, so you belong in Fire. It’s alright, you’re close to me,” Justin told her, then tickled her, and she giggled.

“I like Air,” Carly said. “I came close to choosing Water, but I love how they’re tree houses. I can visit here anytime. Have you two figured out if your moon mates yet? You act like you’ve been together for months. You’ve always avoided boys, Sierra.”

“We won’t know until more full moons have gone by, but I’ve never had this happen on any other moon night. I’d say it’s real,” Justin responded. “What happened between us differs from anyone else I met. I was drawn to them, but I moved on the next day. I feel like I’ve always known her.”

“I feel the same way, and I kept boys at a distance,” Sierra said.

“Which is why this must mean something, because it’s true. She’s always avoided dates,” Carly said. “The one night I needed her to help, and she was making out with Justin.”

“Speaking of moons, if Ellen doesn’t have a vision, why not choose any full moon?” Amber said. “Then we can use the lake for the mermaids.”

“She’s right,” Michael said, quickly before turning to me. “Ben, you said yesterday we give significance to it. So let’s make a big deal out of it. Nick and Barry, you two could probably help. The older kids will listen to you.”

“Well, we could either do it for the Easter one or the last one of the year,” Nick said. “The Easter one isn’t on Easter, but it’s close to the end of term and near Easter. People celebrate it and call it the Easter Moon. It might be the most significant of the two, but it’s up to everyone else.”

“We will devise a plan before we decide on a date,” Brenda, who’d been quiet until then, spoke up. “But I think we should find out what really happened to Amber’s, Sierra’s, and Carly’s brother, too. What’s the actual story? Maybe there’s more to it and the dark magic wielders.”

Sierra glanced at her, her features etched in confusion as she spoke.

“What do you mean? He died when he drowned. Our biological dad wasn’t paying attention to him. It’s why Mom wouldn’t let him be in our lives anymore.”

Amber frowned. “Wait, what? Dad told me it was a car accident.”

“I was there. He definitely said it was a car accident,” I recalled.

My recall of that day was extremely vivid. It felt like it had happened only moments before.

I couldn’t get the image of a father telling his own daughter to go away out of my head, which had been ingrained in my mind. It was a disturbing moment for me that I would never forget. 

I’d had dreams about it a few times, though each dream was worse than the last. It was why it confused me why the others didn’t understand why Amber was different now. If it was affecting me, it was affecting her even worse.

I didn’t know it at the moment, but it was an event that would change the course of my life forever.

“We were there, too. Dad told us it was a car accident,” Isabella uttered. “Why would she lie?”

“I don’t know, but Mom and Dad visited her too, you know, because they took over guardianship of Sierra, and she told them a different story. They didn’t notice either. None of you seemed to. She told them he died because his father left him in the car on a hot day. So which is it?” Brenda asked. “Do either of you remember anything?”

“No, we were shocked to find out,” Carly chimed in. “I don’t remember my biological dad either. Gerald is the only father we’ve known, and we both have fond memories of him. He did everything with us. He’s the one who taught me to ride a bike. That’s why we will always see him that way.”

“What if there isn’t a brother, then?” Jared asked.

“No, there must be, given Mom’s obsession for another son,” Carly responded. “She’s not faking that, even if she’s lying.”

“And I’m the eighth child. They did a spell to find that out,” Amber remarked. “She’s just not being truthful for some reason.”

“Well, I just had an idea. Now that we can spy on your mom, why not send someone to try to get the truth? My Aunt Mary has wanted to talk to her since she found out. She lost her oldest too. We can send her, but we will leave out the fae part of it,” Brenda suggested. “She’ll stop by as a compassionate stranger who heard through word of mouth. She’s fantastic at getting people to talk to her.”

“I don’t think that’s a bad idea, but what will stop her from lying again?” I asked.

It was undeniable that Aunt Mary had a heart that was truly kind. We didn’t have to act otherwise.

She was an amazing mother, and despite her own tragic loss, she’d helped many other bereaved parents traverse the difficult path of loss over the years, and perhaps she could extend the same kindness to their mother and help her come to grips with her anguish.

“We will need to slip her some truth potion somehow, Ben,” Brenda stated to me. “Aunt Mary will probably have to gain her trust first, but I just think something happened that she’s hiding. She keeps lying about it, and her three remaining kids had to run away.”

“You don’t think she did something to him?” Sierra asked.

“Not intentionally, no. I think she got frustrated, and something happened. Why is your biological dad just gone? Why didn’t he come back? It could be time to find him, don’t you think?” Brenda asked.

“Honesty, I’ve been thinking the same. I want to know where my biological dad is. How do we find out, though? We know nothing about him,” Carly responded.

“We found Amber’s father with a spell,” I revealed. “Let’s do it again. Sebastian taught me how to do it. We’ll start our search for him next week when the buses are running again. We might not need Aunt Mary.”

“I say we do both,” Barry voiced. “If we can find out what happened to the boy, we might figure her out more. I don’t doubt she’ll continue to work with them. Aunt Mary is good at getting people to open up.”

I hadn’t met Amber’s mother, and to be honest, I hoped I never would. My blood started to boil just thinking about her. I’d struggle to keep my mouth shut because she had no excuse for her behaviour.

There were some people who should never have children. I didn’t want to be judgmental, but in situations like this, it was impossible not to be. It wasn’t only about the girls; she had also endangered me, my family, and our guests.

She’d been lying for a long time, and even if Amber wasn’t my friend now, I’d be investigating her actions. By going after my family, she made a major mistake.

After we took her girls away, she’d found out the hard way what we were capable of. We wouldn’t allow her to spend the money meant for the girls, and while our parents were still waging that battle, I hoped they would take it all away.
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The next day, class started, and I worried everyone else would want to talk about the event with the dark magic wielders on New Year’s Night.

To my relief, the subject was only mentioned briefly, and most talks focused on how much fun we had despite everything.

Luckily, no one had been hurt, and the dark magic wielders had not gained entry, so everyone was ready to move on.

After the events of that night, several of us wound up at Amber’s house and had a great time.

The impending hockey tryouts were the main topic of conversation, and many people were thinking about joining the team or watching.

Even with my confidence in my skating abilities, I worried I wouldn’t make the cut, similar to my previous experience with basketball tryouts.

It wasn’t that I was upset about not making the basketball team, as several appeared to believe, particularly Jared, Hank, and Stan.

Even the Andrews sisters made fun of me over it. It was hard hearing Sheila say those things when I loved her.

I didn’t make the basketball team because I was too worried about the dark magic wielders to concentrate, and that’s what bothered me about it. I’d be upset if the same happened at hockey tryouts.

Ellen and her grandma were keeping an eye out for us, but their visions didn’t give us much warning. So if I didn’t make the team, I wanted it to be because I didn’t have the necessary talent, not because I let my fear get the best of me. I wasn’t sure if I should even try out.

“Ben, I promise you, if I even get a small vision of your tryouts, I will tell you. Grandma’s visions are usually better, so she thinks someone is manipulating them,” Ellen said to me a week into term. “Maybe they’re hoping to trap me again.”

We were in Earth class, and Mr. Yooper had assigned us to care for sunflowers that we had to grow from scratch. We had to help guide their progress in each lesson while also ensuring they stayed healthy and thriving until the following class.

Failing to keep them alive would mean having to start from scratch. This assignment was worth a massive fifty percent of our total mark for the year, making it an extremely important work to accomplish properly.

Even if we aced our other projects, if our sunflowers weren’t fully bloomed by Easter, our chances of passing Earth would be jeopardized.

Fortunately, all four of us had been doing well so far. We’d picked a quiet area away from the rest of the class to tend to our plants, allowing us to concentrate and give them the attention they needed.

“People can do that?” Michael asked.

“Oh yes, the future is mostly about a person’s decision. That’s why it’s not set in stone. It’s why your idea, Ben, for me to have a fake vision is clever. I’ll probably get a vision after all,” Ellen told me. “The dark magic wielders would have come to our tryouts whether or not we’d tried out. They weren’t there because we were trying out. My vision also warned me about New Year’s, but I don’t think they decided until that night. I think it was helping me save Sierra and Carly, but also so they could warn us. I don’t think the dark magic wielders would have let the girls be. It’s why I only saw glimpses of Sierra finding the address and then following Amber to see what she was doing.”

“But you’re not getting visions about them at all, right?” I asked.

“No, and I think it’s because they’re trying to be careful about deciding when and where. It’s probably not just because of me. We are doing the same, after all. I do think they’re trying to work around them. It’s not always about decisions. I mean, no one decides to trip and fall. However, often, when it comes to things like boyfriends or something that’s about decisions, it can change,” Ellen said. “I’m still figuring them out too, but they know I’m a seer. They were looking for me on New Year’s too. There’s a reason for that.”

As she stated those words, I felt a stab of shame. Her assessment was terribly correct. Everyone’s attention had been so focused on Amber, Michael, myself, Sierra, and Carly that we had forgotten they wanted Ellen as well.

“I’m sorry, it’s ignorant for us to have forgotten—” I began.

“Oh, I don’t mind, Ben. Unlike you three, I have no restrictions. I can go to town without escorts. I can go places alone. Go on and keep forgetting,” Ellen said good-naturedly.

“Oh, I may need to let slip to Barry then,” I teased. “Then he can escort you around, too. We should all go to the coffee shop, anyway. You can get that hot chocolate with whip cream I was telling you about,” I added to Amber. “We should go next Wednesday.”

“I can’t, Ben. I’ve already signed up to go next Friday,” she said.

“Wait, why?” I asked.

“That’s during hockey tryouts,” Michael said.

“That’s why. Everyone else will be at the game. Sierra, Carly, Justin and I are going to town,” Amber responded.

Mr. Yooper came over to check on our sprouts and she stopped talking. He looked content with what he saw and continued on.

“Why?” Ellen asked her. “I thought we’d be cheering the boys on again.”

“I’m not trying out anyway—” I began.

“You are,” Amber interrupted. “You can’t miss out again, Ben.”

“What are you going to town for?” I demanded. “You can’t go without my brother.”

“Kellen is meeting us there. It’s all arranged. It just looks like siblings hanging out. Hilda and Isabella have their own hockey tryouts or they’d come too. We’re going off to find Sierra and Carly’s dad. Kellen is taking us on the mortal bus. We’ll do the spell,” she responded.

“We’re going with you—” Ellen began.

“Michael and Ben have tryouts. Too many of us can’t go. It will look suspicious,” she said.

“I should at least be there,” Ellen said.

“People will wonder why we’re both gone. Everyone who knows me knows by now about my sisters and my new family. It won’t be weird for us to be going. If all of us go, it will draw attention,” Amber said.

“But won’t people think it’s weird Isabella and Hilda aren’t with you?” Michael asked.

“Probably not,” I answered. “At least not for Hilda. People know the rule about Barry and Nick being our escorts. They’ll find that odd.”

“Not if Kellen is meeting us,” Amber pointed out.

“But you’re all going to town while your sisters are at tryouts?” Michael asked.

“Well, Justin doesn’t go to all their tryouts. He can say he wanted to be alone with Sierra. Carly can say she wanted to see the town, so I volunteered to take her when it would be less busy. Look, I’m sorry I didn’t include you or tell you until now. We only decided last night. It’s just we can’t have too many of us going to the Mortal Realm. Other students will be there. If the four of us go, it will draw attention because they want all four of us. That’s why Friday is perfect,” Amber said.

“Fine, but faecomms don’t work in the Mortal Realm, so take the letterbox I bought you for Christmas,” Ellen said. “I’ll have mine with me.”

“I never use the faecomm, anyway. It’s useless,” Amber told her.

I remained silent, knowing that if I spoke up, Amber would object to my plan.

I’d try out for the hockey team and then enlist Barry and Nick to help me sneak into town undetected.

I wouldn’t even tell Michael or Ellen. Amber had a point; we shouldn’t bring attention to ourselves. We simply needed to find a hair or something of Carly’s or Sierra’s.

“Just be careful, please,” I said. “I’ve decided I will definitely try out for the team. You’re right. I shouldn’t let them get to me. It’s probably too soon for an attack.”

I couldn’t shake the feeling of paranoia as I considered trying out for the hockey team, though. Nonetheless, I felt I had to get over it and give it a shot.

I knew Sebastian, who was a hockey master, would help Michael and me. It wasn’t just for my sake, but also for Amber’s. I needed to be self-assured enough on the rink to deflect attention away from her.

Jared joined us as our Earth class came to a finish, which surprised me because Amber had avoided him all week.

They’d spent New Year’s Eve making out, but I wasn’t sure what was going on between them. Yet, she sat next to him when we hung out.

“Jared, I think we should stop this. I’m sorry. I love being your friend, but we’ve become more than that, even if you’re in denial about what we are. It’s not a good idea to keep it going. I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” she told him, before scurrying away from him.

“Did she seriously break up with me?” Jared asked, staring after her in shock.

“I thought you weren’t together,” Michael responded in amusement.

“I don’t know what we were. We were something,” Jared responded, running a hand through his air. “And she just ended it. Why? Has she said anything?”

“Not to me. I thought you two were going strong. I saw you two on New Year’s,” Ellen said. “You two can’t just break up.”

“Oh, come on,” I spoke up, not understanding why they were confused. “It’s about her parents. She’s doing it so she doesn’t hurt you if she meets her moon mate, Jared.”

“But she’s thirteen, Ben, and I’m fourteen,” Jared said to me. “We’re not going to get married. It’s not like her dad and stepmom. We’re just having fun! Justin and Sierra are rare. Most people don’t meet them until they’re adults.”

“Talk to her,” I said. “You guys weren’t there when she met her dad—”

“Mr. Hoofer, would you kindly explain why Miss. Breg—I mean Hudson quit portal lessons?” Mr. Yooper asked from behind me, and I turned and looked at him in shock.

“What?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, she just walked up to me in the hall and told me she wasn’t doing portal lessons anymore. She teleported before I could stop her. Kindly find out, please. You two can’t quit, Ben” he said to me. “I’m going to talk to Mr. Hornora. The four of you had better get to your next class.”

I could tell the pressure of opening the portals was getting to her, but quitting wasn’t an option. I hated our situation and would have gladly handed over duty to someone else capable of handling it, but we were stuck. Yet, I was convinced that we held the key to permanently removing the dark magic wielders from our realm.

It struck me as strange. Despite the fact that there were numerous other portal openers around the world, we seemed to be the primary target. We couldn’t be certain that their purpose was just to keep us from opening the link to the Shapeshifter Realm.

Curious, I’d looked into the history of portal openers recently, only to discover that none had been subjected to the same level of attacks as we were. People were left to fend for themselves, and dark magic wielders had been infiltrating for quite some time.

It made no sense—why would they continuously target our school and us? They often wanted to operate under the surface in order to avoid any unnecessary disputes across realms.

Our realms would be evenly matched if we fought, but magical people from the Mortal Realm would join us, and I had no doubt we’d find a way to involve the Shapeshifter Realm, too. We’d obliterate the dark magic wielders, so I couldn’t understand their motive. Perhaps there was more to their first visit than we first realized.

Amber and I couldn’t simply abandon our responsibilities, no matter how much we despised them because we’d likely be needed to open the last realm. Mr. Yooper was right about that.

All that had happened during the holidays had clearly taken a greater toll on her than we had anticipated.
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Even with our best attempts, Amber remained tight-lipped and hesitant to explain why she quit.

We respected her boundaries, but Ellen made it known that they would have a much-needed discussion later. Ellen told me at lunch in the cafeteria that she was worried about Amber cutting her out.

“I doubt it, Ellen. I think you should confront her, but she talked non-stop about you while you were in California,” I told her while we ate supper. “You two are good, trust me. Dad told me she would likely need time to process everything. How would you react to all she found out? Her dad told her to go away after she told him she felt unwanted with her mother and sisters. You know what happened when she went home. They verbally abused her until she ran away. Now Carly and Sierra, two of her abusers, are here. I know they’re being nicer to her, but it’s still got to be hard seeing them.”

“I get it, Ben. It’s just she seems like a different person from the one who left before the holidays,” Ellen said. “I’ll give her space for now,” and then she whispered: “I know you’re thinking of following her next week. Be careful, please.”

“Did you have a vision?” I whispered.

“No. I promise. I just know you, Ben. I’ll keep an eye on things here, but I don’t want you to get hurt or kidnapped. Be careful and take your letterbox,” she whispered back before heading to our table.

I was glad that Ellen had backed our idea, and it made me wonder whether she had seen or knew anything but was lying. She knew how nervous I was about the tryouts. Ellen, who was not one to back down quickly.

Regardless of my remaining misgivings, I actively ignored them and concentrated on the task at hand.

Sebastian gladly offered his assistance, and they added him to the list of allowed guests, allowing him to come and go as needed. He came on a daily basis, eager to assist his youngest brother in making the team.

It was encouraging to witness his joy, especially given that he was thirteen when I was born and had first doubted that we would be able to do activities like this together.

Michael came with us to practise in the portal room that contained the ice rink. The space provided the impression of being outside, complete with snow-covered hills in the background. The sitting area was also located on some of these hills, allowing the audience to get a better perspective of our shows.

The lighting was always set to mimic the soft, dusky hues that followed a sunset, providing the perfect ambience for our training. I cherished every second I spent on the ice in there, where I could skate in the moonlight, which put a peaceful glow over everything.

I was lost in the calm of the setting as I gazed up at the stars which sprinkled the dark blue sky. It was an excellent diversion from our issues, and it frequently left me too fatigued to think about anything other than academics and practise.

As glad as I was for the respite, I felt this was how my entire year should have gone free of continual drama and upheaval.

Sebastian’s, my oldest brothers faith in our ability to make the team was contagious.

Michael was one of my best friends, but I envied him for his inherent talent. He seemed to excel at whatever sport he tried, and I was in awe of his ability.

As we were leaving practise a few days later, I couldn’t help but joke with Michael about how he would be a great cheerleader if he ever tried out.

“I sense jealousy,” Michael responded, laughing.

“I am. You’re good at everything,” I laughed.

“Not everything, and you’re good at schoolwork, Ben. We’re even,” Michael answered me. “I might not have been on teams, but I played most sports in gym class or with my friends. I used to go every Sunday morning for free skate, so I’ve always been good on the ice. Sports are different in the Mortal Realm but still have the same concept. My parents didn’t give me boundaries. My friends and I played road hockey more times than I can count. I was all over the place and playing everything. Actually, this whole boundary thing is weird to get used to.”

“You will get used to it,” I responded.

Regardless of the circumstances that led to it, I was happy Amber and Michael selected us as their safety net. It was comforting to know they were safe with us.

Michael, on the other hand, remained tight-lipped about what had occurred to him at home. All I knew was that his parents struggled with alcoholism, and Jared was the only one he felt safe discussing it with, but I wished he would open up to me about it.

“Ben, you’ve seen how Amber’s old house looked. It looks fancy compared to mine! It’s going to take some time. I might spend a lot of the summer here if they let us,” Michael said to me. “She’s having a hard time adjusting, too. When you’re used to having nothing and no boundaries, it’s a shock. Your family is the kind I’ve seen on TV! A dream family. I like it there, but I may not be there a lot.”

Because of the bugs my dad installed in her mother’s house, we could only see inside when someone was present.

The cameras were not always on to prevent invading her privacy. They were only turned on while someone was present and turned off when they left. We could even turn them off if we thought it was essential.

A friend of Ms. Bregfords, who the girls recognized, recently paid her a visit, causing us to turn off the cameras.

“My parents will probably argue with you,” I responded.

“I’m prepared, Ben,” Michael answered. “Think we’ll make it as your brother says?”

“Sebastian is an honest person. He wouldn’t lie,” I said. “He wouldn’t want us to tryout if he didn’t think we could. We have the potential, but I could be paranoid again. You’ll make it.”

“Things will be fine, Ben. The school is at its most secure. We’ll be alerted, and Ellen is watching, and so is her grandmother. They haven’t had visions about our tryouts. Ellen’s visions have been pointless ones she has sometimes, such as today when I dropped my pencil. We can’t keep living in fear.”

At some point, it seemed inevitable that our attackers would understand we were well-defended and that continuing with their attacks could have terrible effects, especially if Amber and I were actually as important as they thought we were.
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I could sense tension among my friends as the day of tryouts approached.

Instead of being encouraging and reassuring, they all appeared preoccupied and aloof, which simply added to my anxiety. What had happened to our friendship? And why was everyone suddenly so guarded?

I understood since I had secrets of my own, but everyone in our group appeared to be concealing something. We seemed to be drifting apart when we were supposed to be working together.

To make matters worse, Michael had met up with Jared, Hank, and Stan early in the morning, leaving me behind. I tried to join them, but Michael politely but firmly insisted I stay put. The implication was clear: they didn’t want me to be a part of their plans.

I pushed those nerves away, though. Instead, I messaged Sebastian on my faecomm for reassurance.

He promised he’d be there with my older sisters outside of school, which could make things difficult later. Barry, Nick and I would need to think of something.

I alerted them with a text message, and Nick soon responded, telling me that they were managing everything and that I should concentrate on my lessons.

Despite the fact that the content given in class was only a review, I had it all memorized. Notably, in comparison to my peers, my sunflower was doing extraordinarily well.

Ellen was struggling to keep hers alive, while Amber’s was growing slowly. Regrettably, Michael’s plant appeared to be on its final legs.

Michael and I stood among the JS Year One to Three boys for what seemed like a lifetime as the tryouts began.

The process was planned to begin immediately following classes, and because its duration was uncertain, it was up to the participants to ensure they were well-fed before their turn. The audience may come and go as they wanted.

The girls took the lead in the tryouts, followed by the boys. The top two senior-year students actively organized the participants into teams, but Michael and I ended up on the same team.

The junior girl’s team finished their tryouts as we waited in the hallway outside the entrance.

Sebastian came in and hugged me, and I wondered how Brianne and Hilda did at their trials. With their remarkable abilities, they had no doubt made the team. They almost always did.

“Good luck, boys,” he said. “I know you can do it, Ben. Just don’t throw a fit if you don’t, ” he added to me.

I nodded in agreement, trying to hide the worry that was building within of me.

While I trusted when he said that I had what it took, it was now my obligation to stay focused on the game and not let my mind wander to my friends or the dark magic wielders.

Thankfully, we didn’t have to wait long for our turn. We were set to play second in a tournament with ten teams. Each tryout provided a single chance, with each round lasting ten minutes. The outcome was determined after each tier, as in basketball.

“We’ll try to at least get on the reserves, Ben,” Michael told me when we noticed the other team was composed mainly of JS Year Threes.

It wasn’t good enough for me, and I told Michael so. Despite the fact that the other competitors were older and physically larger than us, their skill level remained a mystery. Some were there for amusement or to make a point, and not everyone was actually interested in joining the team. Michael and I, on the other hand, were dead focused on making the team.

My friends and family chanted my name, their joy apparent in the air. While a few boos could be heard, they were half-hearted and lacked the zeal they formerly had.

The novelty of it all had worn off by this time in the school year. Despite a few major hecklers, I ignored them and concentrated on the game.

As I approached the benches surrounding the rink to put on my gear, I felt a sense of serenity.

I skated into the rink once fully dressed and felt much more at ease. The snowfall was peaceful, and despite the fact that it rarely snowed in there, it was a welcome surprise. Skating in a permanently dark room surrounded by falling snow was enthralling.

I was completely concentrated on the task at hand as soon as the game started. I quickly took possession of the puck. But just as I was ready to make my move, the ice in front of me turned into grass, causing me to lose my equilibrium and fall to the ground.

Undaunted, I gathered my courage and shot the puck using my air through the stick, sending it toward the net.

Despite the audience’s loud groans following my fall, a resounding cheer erupted when the puck flew in the net. I was able to score the first goal for both teams.

We were ultimately playing for ourselves, yet after I scored, my teammates applauded me with high-fives. But, I quickly recognized that this achievement had made me a target, and Michael followed suit after a while.

Although we only played for ten minutes, it felt much longer, and I was relieved when the buzzer sounded, signalling the conclusion of the game.

Michael scored in the final seconds, just as the opposing team tried to trap him with vines.

Our team won by a score of three to one, but the outcome of the game was unimportant. After the matches, the coach summoned the players who made the team or were selected as reserves to sign the paper, which required us to commit to remain on the team for the remainder of the year.

I could hear my friends yelling in delight as my and Michael’s names were called out for the team.

I quickly peered across the stands to see my siblings, Brianne, Brenda, Sebastian, and my eldest sisters shouting for us beside Ellen, Hilda, Jess, Anne, and Erica.

“Ben! Ben! Ben!” I heard Brianne screaming my name.

When I realized the absence of Hank, Stan, Jared, and Amber, I was dismayed. Even though I knew where she was, it was disheartening to think she wasn’t present to witness this.

While I knew that someone would have videotaped the incident, it just wasn’t the same as being there in person.

“Listen, I’ll meet you at the bleachers. I gotta go, Ben,” Michael told me after we had our gear off, and he quickly took off without looking back.

I slipped out of the room unseen and went to the designated meeting location, where Barry and Nick were already waiting for me.

We didn’t have time to squander in case someone discovered our intention to enter the Mortal Realm. I quickly messaged Sebastian on my faecomm, pretending I’d join him in a minute, and then joined Barry and Nick. We needed to catch a bus to the Mortal Realm before time ran out.
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As soon as everyone was focused on the tryouts, my siblings and I slipped away to meet up with Kellen, who met us as soon as we got off the bus from Foothills, and we all teleported straight to the bus that would take us to the Mortal Realm. I’d planned to sit on my own to think about that night, but surprisingly, my sisters decided to sit with me.

“So what’s up, kid? We heard you broke up with your boyfriend for no reason recently,” Carly said from behind me, where she’d chosen to sit, while Sierra sat with me.

Lately, Ellen had been on my case to talk to her, and it wasn’t that I didn’t want to, I just couldn’t find the words to do it.

She came from a loving family with her biggest stresses in life were that she wasn’t allowed to date, and her brothers pranked her.

One of the first things she’d complained about when we met up was that Timmy and Jerry had become even bigger nightmares because they’d pranked her everyday, and I understood it was annoying, but I just couldn’t relate to it.

The only people I found I could talk to were my new siblings, Michael, and Ben. The latter mainly because he’d been there to get me when I’d run away from home, and then he’d been there when Dad had rejected me. He had a perfect family life, too, but he understood why I’d pulled away from everyone.

Ellen saw it as me not wanting to hang out with her, when it wasn’t that at all. I would open up to her eventually, but I needed people who could relate to me, not someone who thought not being allowed to date was the end of the world.

Since coming back, I’d had little tolerance about her complaints, but I didn’t want to be that person who snapped at her friend either, so I just didn’t talk, and tuned her out if she talked about that stuff.

“Let me guess. Ellen went to you two to talk to me tonight?” I asked.

“Ellen, Michael, Ben, and Jared,” Sierra answered. “But I’ve wondered about it since Hilda told Isabella and me. They’ve all said you’re different lately, too. I know we haven’t been close, and it’s mine and Carly’s fault, but we want to be here for you now.”

“Talk to us. You helped us. We want to help you,” Carly said. “Why did you stop hanging out with Jared?”

“I just don’t want to hurt him,” I explained. “We weren’t boyfriend and girlfriend. Jared kept insisting we weren’t. He’ll find another girl to hang out with. I’m not dating unless I meet my moon mate. My children will not grow up like we did. If I never date, then I never date.”

“You’re thirteen. You’re not going to meet your moon mate anytime soon. Mr. Hoofer said Justin and Sierra are rare,” Carly told me before looking at Sierra.

“And you and Jared probably won’t still be together by the time you’re done at school,” Carly added. “You’re just hanging out. Why stop if you like him? You say you don’t want to hurt him, but you did.”

I highly doubted I’d hurt him, however. He was more than likely relieved that he didn’t have to pretend to like me. Ellen had told me that Jared originally hung out with me to make me more comfortable around him.

I knew him well enough by this point that he was a nice guy, and he was probably too nice to turn me away, especially after I kissed him.

The stuff Lydia often said was probably true, and the moment I’d pulled the plug, he’d probably celebrated. I didn’t want to hurt him, and while I wasn’t sure of his feelings for me, I did worry about us becoming like my parents.

From what I was seeing, meeting your moon mate could ruin your life, and I’d rather go through my whole life without dating than go through all that.

“I just don’t want anyone to go through what we went through,” I explained. “Two families were hurt. Dad, Gloria and Mom all made mistakes, and I refuse to do the same. What if we find your dad, and you have more siblings? So many lives are affected by one person’s decision to go for their moon mate. Besides, he can’t have been that hurt. You didn’t hear him when he always insisted we weren’t together. He probably doesn’t care. You can tell Justin likes you, Sierra.”

“Considering we’re aware of the consequences, I doubt any of us will make that mistake,” Sierra answered. “Look, things will be different for you. You certainly have people here who care about you, and will probably help you with that. You’re pushing all of us away. You seem different even to us, and your friends saw a different side of you than we ever have. A better side. You’re much better off now. What’s the problem?”

This kind of question was why I knew they or Ellen couldn’t relate because to me, the answer should have been obvious.

“The problem is, I’m better off,” I finally responded, sighing a little. “ I feel like a character in a Disney movie. I lived in a bad home and ended up in a magical world where my rich father lives. I’m now living with his family and you two. I have best friends and whatever Jared was. It’s like a fairy tale. It’s too good to be true. I feel like it’s all going to go away. Everyone has rejected me my whole life until now.”

“I get what you mean. I never expected to be here with Dad or his kids would accept me. I keep wondering what TV sitcom I’ve stumbled into,” Carly told me, but I still didn’t think she truly could. Mom had loved her. “Like a TGIF show. Remember how we used to pretend to have a family like Full House, Sierra.”

“Those shows are a lot better than ours could ever be. They can’t be compared,” Sierra chuckled. “But I know what you mean, too. You know, I loved all those fantasy stories as a kid. I feel like I’ve fallen into one of my fantasy books, and at any moment, it will end. I met who might be my moon mate right after entering a portal into a magic world. Both of us get what you’re going through.”

I sighed softly to calm my frustrations, allowing my eyelids to drift shut for a brief moment. With a deliberate motion, I reopened my eyes, casting a purposeful gaze upon each of them in turn.

“Mom wants you. Dad didn’t tell you two to go away. You two always had each other, even if Mom was hard on you as well. You had good friends. Justin wants to be with you, Sierra, despite your unconventional relationship, and he’s not in denial like Jared was with me. Up until I met Ellen, I’ve always been alone,” I told them. “Maybe it’s better if it stays that way.”

I was the type of person who wasn’t meant to find love or friends, after all. This was likely all a dream, and I’d wake up back at home about to start the eighth grade. Likely, Sierra and Carly would start in on me as they usually did, telling me I looked trashy and everyone would still hate me that year, as they did before.

Olivia would rescind her original invitation for New Years, and everyone would make fun of me. Vanessa would still tell me that she didn’t like me, and that she was just hanging out of me because she pitied me.

“No! Stop it!” Carly exclaimed. “Dad regrets that. Believe me. I had some words with him about that, and I’m not going anywhere. I’ll spend however long I can making it up to you. Push me away all you want, but I won’t let you. We love you and I’d give anything to redo the past ten years if I could. Don’t isolate yourself from people you love and who love you because of our parents’ choices. It’s why they relented on Sierra and Justin.”

“I’m not going anywhere, and I have a feeling all the friends and family you’ve gained since coming to this world won’t either,” Sierra told me. “We’re sticking together from this moment on. That was decided the night Mom sold you out. I’m sorry we took so long, but we are here now.”

“Just like you’re here for us right now,” Carly added. “I know part of it because you want to know how our brother really died, but you’re here for us because you know how we feel. Stop pushing us away, please.”

“I just don’t want to wake up back in my bedroom to find out this was a dream,” I said. “I don’t want you two to hate me again.”

“We never hated you. We were just really ignorant to you,” Sierra said. “Without you, I’d never have met Justin or had the chance to attend a magical school. We love you.”

But it wasn’t easy for me to believe her, and I turned away to look out the window, not wanting to discuss this anymore. Maybe their lives were going to get better, but not mine. Besides, I couldn’t take their declaration of love for me seriously. How could you spend at least a decade insulting someone if you loved them? They were probably pretending because they were getting a better deal than before.
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Kellen insisted on our getting off the bus after a few stops. We weren’t going to be in town for long, and his main goal was to keep us away from the downtown area.

“My buddies and I came to the Mortal Realm at times. There are some old abandoned warehouses we can do this around,” Kellen told us as he led us up a road that wasn’t busy.

The climb up a steep hill the bus let us off near was a little arduous, and as we strolled through a residential area, we came to a cluster of old factory buildings. Many of the buildings had boarded-up windows or barred holes, and greenery sprouted from the walls.

I was lost in thought about the stuff we’d discussed on the bus until I noticed Sierra looking behind us, and the others began to look, too. I turned to see that Jared standing about ten feet away from us, wearing a look of someone who’d just been caught doing something naughty.

“Jared? Why are you here?” I asked.

“Michael wanted us to follow you,” Jared explained. “Hank and Stan are back in town waiting for us to return. Michael is waiting by the portal in the Fae Realm. We figured you’d notice the four of us, so we split up. They’re going to keep an eye on things back there.”

“Why exactly did he want you to follow us?” I demanded, stepping forward.

“Because we care about you, all of you, and you have dark magic wielders after you. The more people on the lookout, the better. None of you are even paying attention to anything,” Jared said. “You know Ben, Barry, and Nick are here too?” Abruptly, he gestured toward a dilapidated, vine-covered house, and there, crouching behind a set of weathered concrete stairs, were Ben, Barry and Nick. “You didn’t see any of us get on the bus, and they were almost late.”

As much as I wanted to be angry with them for following us, I couldn’t be. It was flattering to know that they cared enough to follow, especially Ben, who had spent months avoiding me, and Jared, who I still got butterflies in my stomach even when he smiled at me.

“You guys don’t listen, do you?” I asked, struggling not to smile, but gave up.

“Not really. Just like I’m calling off our break-up,” Jared said. “I wasn’t eavesdropping, but we sat near you to keep an eye on you, as Michael told us to do. We’re not meeting our moon mates anytime soon. We’re too young.”

“How can we break-up if I wasn’t your girlfriend?” I asked.

That had been the last thing I’d expected him to say at the moment. I figured we’d just go on pretending nothing had ever happened between us, but my sisters had said he’d talked to them, and he’d been hurt. Perhaps that was true after all, and I felt bad if it was.

“Is what you want to be called?” Jared asked me.

Was he serious?

“Well, yeah, but we aren’t-” I responded, ready to tell him we weren’t together but he interrupted before I could finish.

“Okay, deal,” Jared replied.

“But why do you want to be with me?” I asked him, truly surprised by the turn of events. He actually wanted to be with me! “There are other girls. Better looking girls who are more confident.”

“We’ll talk about everything tonight when we return, okay?” Jared said.

I nodded, not knowing what else to say because I still wasn’t sure, but I was still in shock about everything that just happened. He’d made our relationship official. Me, the girl who everyone had rejected, the one who had three boys fight over who had to go on a date with, had a boyfriend.

Jared extended his hand toward me, inviting me to take it, and I eagerly accepted, anticipating the conversation we would have later.

“You had to know we’d follow,” Ben told me as he joined us with Barry and Nick following. “The four of you are vulnerable. Sierra was loud on the bus.”

“Okay, how many more of you are coming? Dark magic wielders can find us easier in this realm. We all know they’ve been coming and going around here, so let’s activate the spell,” Kellen said.

“How do we do it?” Sierra asked.

“We just need your hair. One or the other will do, but it will be stronger if you both give us some,” Justin said.

She plucked a strand and passed it to Justin while Carly did the same. Justin gently cradled them within his palms while Kellen chanted under his breath, performing some sort of enchantment with his other hand as he poured water over the strands.

“Move closer together,” Justin warned. “Everyone wants to get splashed.”

The ground under me vanished in an instant, and I clutched Jared’s hand tightly, hoping I wasn’t hurting him, but this sensation wasn’t easy to get used. I liked teleportation better, at least I had control over it.

A trio of children—two boys and a girl—were scurrying around in close proximity, seemingly unaware of our presence although being only ten feet away. Their obliviousness caught me off surprise.

“Okay, let’s hide before the invisibility wears off,” Kellen said.

“There’s a huge snow hill right there,” Ben said, pointing to a big snow hill likely made from a plow near the driveway.

No traffic was on the snow-packed road, so those who could, teleported us over to it.

“How do we know when it wears off?” Sierra asked.

“Once you’re dry,” Ben responded.

“I don’t get it,” Carly said. “Where are we? Why did the water go on us?”

“The spell in the water brought us here. It teleported us to what should be your dad’s place,” Barry said. “I’m dry, so it should be good to approach the house.”

Could it be possible that the little kids were Carly and Sierra’s siblings? My thoughts raced at the mere concept.

Were we about to disrupt another family’s life? My new siblings had accepted me, but that didn’t mean these kids would, or their dad would. I dreaded the prospect of their father rejecting them the way mine had done to me. No matter what they’d done, I didn’t want to see them get hurt.

Seeing the large sweeping fields and well-maintained barns, I could only believe their father was doing well for himself. Despite the fact that it was winter, the property appeared gorgeous.

I could only imagine how beautiful it must have looked during the spring and summer months.

The children finally noticed our presence and ran back to the house, their voices ringing out as they yelled for Mr. Anderson.

We made our way back to the house, but at a slower pace. When we arrived at the door, a towering figure greeted us, a man with a long, greying brown frizzy beard and a blue cap.

“How can I help you?” He asked, coming out onto the steps.

Carly and Sierra exchanged a quick, profound look. Carly took a deep breath before taking a bold step forward.

“Do you happen to know Patricia Bregford?” Carly inquired, her tone firm and steady.

“I do, unfortunately,” the man responded, his expression morphing into a frown. But I didn’t think his annoyance was directed toward us.

“My name is Sierra. We’re her daughters, and we want to know how our older brother really died,” Sierra said, which I thought was bold, but it seemed to get his attention as his eyes widened and he took a step back.

For a brief minute, I thought he might go inside.

Instead of turning away, he motioned for us to follow. Carly and Sierra led the way inside, where we discovered a warm, cozy-looking living room painted in a sunny yellow.

I knew my sisters were nervous, but Justin was looking out for Sierra, so I let go of Jared’s hand in order to take Carly’s. I felt her squeeze my hand, so I squeezed back.

“How many of you are her daughters?” He asked.

“The three of us are,” Sierra said, motioning at Carly and me, “but we have reason to believe you’re mine and Carly’s father. We only know Amber’s father.”

“How old are you two?” He asked, and they told him their ages and dates of birth.

“Oh boy, that woman… look, I must get those rugrats you saw outside home. They live on the farm down the street. We watch them sometimes because their father hurt his back. I’ll get Billy, and I’ll be back. I can trust you, can’t I?” He asked.

“We can wait outside,” Kellen spoke up. “We don’t mind going back out there.”

“No, stay warm. I’ll be right back, kids, but it seems we have much catching up to do,” he said. “If you are who you say you are, and I think you must be, then you need to meet Billy.”

“Why? Who’s Billy?” Carly asked, but I was getting an inkling.

“He’s your brother, who is very much alive.”
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Who exactly was my mother? I had to admit, I didn’t know much about her, but this blew me away. So many secrets had been revealed since the Christmas holidays.

“Uh, guys,” Jared suddenly said. “There are dark magic wielders in town. Hank just wrote to me.”

On his lap, he had a dark blue letterbox open. He displayed a piece of paper. I opened my bag, which I’d placed at my feet, and took out the dark green letterbox Ellen had given me for Christmas.

She’d written to see if we were okay because she still hadn’t had a vision, and that she’d confided in her grandmother because she’d been worried about us, but her grandmother didn’t see anything, but the dark magic wielders had shown up at both the school and town.

“They’re at Foothills too, and the village, but they can’t get in. The spells are holding. Maybe we should go back and—” I began because I didn’t want Mr. Anderson or our brother to be in danger because of us.

“Right here is probably the safest for you and Ben. They’re probably there because of tryouts,” Nick interrupted me. “Something about tryouts seems to draw them.”

“I’ll let Ellen and her grandma know where we are then, so they can look out for us,” Amber said, pulling out a notebook from her bag. “Sierra, you should let Hilda know.”

I knew Sierra had been talking to Brianne and Hilda lately, though they weren’t close yet, and she had a letterbox on her. Not everyone had a letterbox, but I was sure my sister and Brianne were hanging out, and they could alert everyone else instead of all us writing back. We needed make sure we were paying attention, and Barry, Nick and Kellen were putting up basic protection spells just in case, but they’d have to maintain them if the dark magic wielders came here.

“Are they ever going to stop?” Barry asked. “I guess we were smart to sneak out. I hope the others are okay. Are Hank and Stan safe?”

It was Jared to answer as he looked over the letter Michael had sent them. He nodded before responding.

“They managed to get back through the portal to our world before it was closed off. Michael warned them, and they flew on him in his dragon form. The spells on the town and school are working, but they’re not doing anything either. They’re watching the spots where the portals just were and the school.”

“What do we do if they stop us from teleporting?” Ben asked. “Amber and I aren’t strong enough to make a portal again without us collapsing. It took too much from us the first time. Mr. Yooper is still telling us the basics. How do we get back?”

Barry put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. We have letterboxes. We can just tell someone after we leave.”

Mr. Anderson and a young man approximately Kellen’s age with shaved hair and a little dark brown goatee entered the room. Clearly, he hadn’t mentioned us to Billy, since our brother looked at us, puzzled, and asked, “Who are they?”

“Well, they were about to explain, but I figured I should bring you home first. Seems these three girls believed you’ve been dead all these years,” Mr. Anderson responded.

“Why would you think that?” He asked. “Why are there so many of you here?”

“It’s a very long and complicated story. My name is Sierra. You two may want to sit down. Most of them are our friends for support, " Sierra spoke up. “I’ll start from the beginning.”

She told them a cleaned-up version of our lives once they were seated. She had to omit the magical parts for obvious reasons.

Carly, Sierra, and I had spent hours meticulously drafting a story that would make sense to mortals and explain how we had ended up with two families.

It was a delicate balance, but for the most part, especially during our childhood after my dad departed, it was simple to explain. We took great care to ensure that our story was consistent and did not raise any suspicions.

Sierra told them that there were rumours all across town about our mother having a son as we detailed how we uncovered the truth about Billy.

We confronted her, and she hesitantly gave us the tragic story of a young boy who drowned when his father was not looking. Sierra stuck to the story our mom had given them, trying to keep our lies as close to the truth as possible.

Ben and I added details about his death that we’d learned from our parents, making our story more credible.

“I thought my mother died,” Billy said.

“It was easier to say than admit you had the most neglectful mother ever. She nearly killed you more than once. That’s why she’s told these girls those stories,” Mr. Anderson told him and then looked at us. “He did nearly drown. She was in a car accident with him, and she forgot him in the car after she went grocery shopping on a hot day. It was hard for a father to get sole custody back then. It was a fight, but I won in the end. Back then, that meant something.”

“But why couldn’t you get custody of us, too? How was Mom able to have more kids? She shouldn’t have been allowed to,” Sierra responded.

“Well, I agree with the latter. It sounds like she’s worsened, but I didn’t know about you two,” Mr. Anderson responded. “Your mother and I stayed off and on. She wasn’t always like that. She was kind when we first met, but then it was like sometimes she had a personality transplant. She’d seem completely different from one day to the next. I did fall deeply in love with her at one point. I kept the door open in case she fixed herself and decided to become a mother, but she didn’t. You know, you hear of some alcoholics or drug addicts doing that stuff, but she’s none. I’m not saying I excuse them, but people like her usually have some addiction. If she was, she hid it well. I rarely saw her drink. She doesn’t have a disease or an addiction besides cigarettes, and she was spoiled growing up.”

“Really? She was?” Carly asked. “She didn’t drink much around us, either. As far as we know, she was against other drugs, even weed. She chain smokes, but she sees cigarettes as a necessity for being a single mother.”

“Oh yes. I didn’t meet her whole family, but I met your grandparents and was in their home. She grew up like a princess. She was waited on hand and foot. I met her at the town-wide dance, and I thought luck was on my side. This beautiful girl, who I’d heard ignored most of the town’s boys, noticed me. And she was nothing like the person she later became. She was so sweet. We were off and on until probably after she got pregnant with you, Sierra. I didn’t know you were my daughter, Carly. I didn’t see her for nearly a year, and when I did, she was looking after you. She said you were your Aunt Glenda’s child-”

“We don’t have an Aunt Glenda,” I interrupted, confused.

Carly and Sierra were exchanging confused looks as well, so that told me this woman didn’t exist. Mom didn’t often share details about her family with me, so I could have seen it as an oversight if not for the fact that my sisters didn’t seem to understand either.

“Another lie, I suppose,” Mr. Anderson answered, rubbing a hand over his face. “I don’t understand that woman. She was normal at first! Look, I was probably in your life off and on for a year Carly, but she just said you were Glenda’s kid. She was neglectful with you, but I didn’t know what to do since I thought you weren’t her kid. I had no idea you were mine. The last straw for me was when she’d left a candle on a coffee table which you managed to knock off. You were a year old, maybe. It landed on the floor and burnt an enormous hole in the wall in the living room. Both you and Billy were in the room. So I grabbed Billy and left for good. I informed your grandparents, who promised to talk to her. I guess it makes sense now when they were confused about Glenda. I only went there briefly to tell them why I was leaving for good,” he responded.

“So, didn’t your grandparents ever step in, then?” Billy asked, looking from at each of us. “How couldn’t they know about all this?”

“Mom cut them out of her life for some reason; I don’t know why. We only heard from them and our uncle through letters and when they sent money or gifts,” Carly said. “We’ve never met them. Mom was our entire world for years. It’s why it was so hard for us when our dad left.”

“Sounds like your dad got custody fast. It took me a long time. I guess times are better now. I’ve never heard of it happening in a matter of days. I’m Barney Anderson. I’m not sure what you want to call me. I’m not sure about Dad only because you said you have one, and we just met, but I want all three of you to come around to visit if you want, especially if you want a relationship with Billy. I can see similarities between all of you, but you, Sierra, young one—” he said, turning to look at her, “—look like my mother. I’d ask for a paternity test, but—”

He hesitated before hurrying out of the room. He didn’t take long to return, carrying a gold-framed photograph. I couldn’t believe it when he presented it to us.

The little girl in the black-and-white photos was a carbon copy of Sierra, with only a few minor traits, mainly the hairstyle and eyes. Otherwise, they were almost identical, though the woman in the picture was prettier, but I suspected it was because she’d probably been in her twenties when the picture was taken. I imagined that’s how Sierra would look at that age.

“She looks like you,” Justin told her.

“I was curious when I saw you. Carly, you have similarities to my sister. When you mentioned your mother’s name, I wondered if you were mine, Sierra,” Mr. Anderson said.

“We wouldn’t mind visiting,” Carly said, speaking for us. “We’d like to get to know both of you, especially you, Billy. I’ve always wanted a brother.”

“Yeah, I’d like that a lot, actually,” Billy said, his eyes lighting up. “I’ve always hated being an only child.”

“Don’t forget about us. We’re your brothers, too,” Kellen said.

“I won’t. The more, the merrier—” Carly began, but the house suddenly shook.

“Dark magic wielders!” Jared shouted.

“Grab hands, everyone! Billy, Mr. Anderson, grab our hands!” Barry shouted.

Both appeared puzzled and afraid, unsure what was going on but patiently obeying our orders. We were all expecting the usual sensation of teleportation, but nothing happened.

They’d somehow stopped us from using our abilities.

My heart fell as I thought about my brother and Mr. Anderson, who were utterly unaware and in danger. I glanced at Billy, feeling horrible that we’d brought this on in his life when he’d been safer away from us after what our mother had put him through.

Sierra suddenly lit up in a golden light, and we all stared at her, and I felt frightened that they’d done something to her, but something about it felt warm. She almost looked angelic as a halo appeared over her head, and she looked even prettier than usual.

“Sierra?” Justin asked, grabbing her

We all called out to her, but she seemed to be in a daze and then her eyes opened and they seemed to be made of pure light, the brown now gone. Magic erupted from her, placing some kind of protective shield around the house and the shaking abruptly stopped.

“Stop and desist. We have been hearing stories, and we’ve had enough,” Sierra called out, but it wasn’t her voice. It sounded like more than one person speaking, and it was loud and she continued speaking, likely unaware of what was happening.

“We have finally found someone from this world with our powers as her secondary. We are reaching out from her. We are going to escape, and if you do not stop, you will regret it. You know what we can do. This is just a reminder of our powers. Leave Amber, Ben, Michael and Ellen alone. Leave their families alone. This is a warning! Now scoot!”

We watched as Sierra pushed Justin aside. She came over to me, and I felt nervous until she took my hands, meeting my gaze with a compassionate yet determined expression.

“You now have a bit of our protection and magic. You are now safe from them,” she told me, and I felt warmth explode through me, but I didn’t understand what it was or why except that some foreign magic had just activated within me, and it felt good, like stretching after not moving for a long time.

She moved onto Ben next, and I assumed she was doing the same to him. He lit up in the same glow that was around Sierra, and I wondered if the same had happened to me. The voices spoke through Sierra again after she moved away from Ben.

“The rest of you have protection, which extends to your friends and family, particularly the seer and the dragon boy. Dear young Sierra, I know you’re scared and confused. Don’t be. You have just activated a secondary power never seen in fae written history. It has happened, but most history about it was erased. I’ll leave you the memories so you can understand who we are, and your powers. You are safe. Ben and Amber, we have given you enough energy to open a temporary portal that should last an hour for us at least once. It will not be like last time. Use it when you think you’re ready, but please don’t wait too long. We cannot come through Sierra too much. This should only be used in an emergency. It’s taking a lot from her. She’ll need to sit or lie down. She’ll be okay in an hour or so. We leave now. You are protected for the time being, but put additional protection here. Sierra, you have our powers. Use them.”

The glow around Sierra faded and her eyes returned back to their normal brown.

“What was that?” Mr. Anderson asked, visibly shaken up, though Billy seemed more relaxed. His eyes were wide, but he was smiling a little as his father spoke. “Is this some kind of trick you people are pulling?”

“No, we weren’t completely honest. I’m not sure how much you’ll believe, but we’re magical, and those people who were just outside are after Amber and Ben. We’ll explain everything in a moment. Sierra, what happened?” Carly asked me.

“I don’t know,” she said, swaying slightly.

Justin arrived at her side in an instant and took to a neighbouring chair, pulling her into his lap.

“Look,” Sierra said to Justin pointing out the window.

Looking out the window, I observed a delicate golden orb that stood out against the snowy environment. It was simply breathtaking.

“What is that?” Justin asked her with awe.

“The highest protection from them. We’ll leave it here,” Sierra stated and I wondered who ‘they’ were.

“Won’t it draw attention to our home? What is that?” Mr. Anderson asked, who was peering out the window.

Everyone else, too, began taking a peek. Jared came close to my side as we gazed out, and took my hand. Whatever it was, it was beautiful.

“No other mortal will see it. You are under its protection and know the secret, so you can see it. If you see it fade, it needs to be reapplied,” Sierra told us.

“I should tell someone where we are. I’ll go to Mom’s really quick,” I said letting Jared go, who tried to grab me again, but I teleported before he could, hearing everyone yelling at me not to go, but their voices faded away as I left.

After observing all that, I felt it was time to do something I’d been planning since the holidays. The longer the powers were awakened in me, the more I understood what had happened. While I didn’t know who ‘they’ were, I knew what it meant. We’d just connected to another realm, and one that wasn’t the Shapeshiter Realm.

This was one that not many people knew about, and they were powerful, and if we could access their powers, that only meant one thing. More of us would get it and we’d get more powerful.

Our parents needed to know what had just happened, but it also made me worry more about the people with one or two elements who were getting treated worse than usual.

Things were about to get worse for them because we were going to have to tell Mr. Hornora what had just happened, and we needed to stop it right now.

We needed to be united so we could get rid of the dark magic wielders once and for all. If we could access this new realm and the shapeshifters one, they wouldn’t dare attack us anymore. It would be four realms against one.

I teleported straight to my old room, and ignored my hurt feelings seeing it stripped the way it was. My sisters hadn’t been wrong, and the old carpeting had been ripped out, and now showed old floor boards, that had tape around the edges, and half the room was now a light green colour, so Mom had been busy.

I didn’t focus on that though, I focused on calling out to whichever of our parents might be listening. I heard Mr. Hoofer’s sharp whisper come from one of the walls asking me what I was doing there.

I quickly explained everything that had happened, and the plan I’d had since arriving back at Foothills. Mr. Hoofer didn’t say anything as I spoke until I finished.

“That’s actually a really good plan. I like it. Listen, go back to the Anderson’s and then get everyone back at Foothills. Go to Hornora and get Mr. Yooper. I’ll handle things on my end and we will do it. I’ll get your parents and my wife, too. Please, go before they realize where you are and trap you.”

I nodded and teleported back to Mr. Anderson’s living room where everyone in the room was glaring at me, even Jared, who I couldn’t ever remember glaring at me since we’d gotten closer after I’d taken him out in the hallway.

“Listen, you may be used to just taking off, but that’s over. You have a real family now, and you are my little sister! Stop doing impulsive things that can endanger your life!” Kellen told me sternly.

“But I just wanted to tell our parents where we were. I went to my old room. I wasn’t caught, and she was downstairs the whole time. The dark magic wielders weren’t there, but I was given protection anyway,” I explained. “Our parents will be here soon to take us back to our realm.”

“I don’t care! It was dangerous. We have letterboxes here. I could have written to our sisters! You could have written Ellen!” Kellen said.

“I needed to talk to them privately about something,” I responded not wanting to share my plans with them yet. “Mr. Yooper and Mr. Hornora won’t like it, and maybe the other teachers will be upset. But I will only do portal opening classes under one condition.”

“But you and Ben need to open the portal. It’s your responsibility. I have been telling you—” Nick began.

“And what if we open them, and we’re divided even more, huh? I overheard the teachers talking. It sounds like they want to make our school the elite. Eventually, they want to turn away people with one or two elements,” I retorted. “The more powerful we become, the more people are pushed to the bottom, with a small chance to succeed. It’s not right. How long before Foothills only allows people with four elements in?”

“That’s how our world works, though,” Jared stated, taking my hand.

“It’s time for a change,” I insisted, tired of hearing that excuse.

“So, what are you planning, exactly?” Justin asked me.

“You’ll see. I’ll explain more when we see our parents,” I answered.

“In the meantime, can any of you tell us what’s happening?” Billy spoke up. “The truth, this time. I have a feeling you left a lot out.”

“We didn’t have a choice, but now you’ve witnessed magic, you have the right to know the whole truth,” Carly said, and once again, we told our story, our true story.
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Mr. Anderson and Billy accompanied us to the Fae Realm, showing no signs of fear. On the contrary, they were like children in a candy store, giddy with enthusiasm and thirsty for more information.

Our parents found their enthusiasm funny, so they took them on a tour of our school demonstrating our abilities.

Then, Mr. Hornora led us to his office and lectured us. Our parents were already aware of the details, even before I’d told Mr. Hoofer, because this was the only way Kellen would allow us to accompany him. Mr. Hornora, on the other hand, was irritated that no one had notified him.

“We’ll fine your families instead of punishing them then,” Mr. Hornora said. “We need to know where your children are at all times, particularly Michael, Ben, and Amber.”

I looked at Dad, hoping not to irritate him. We were causing him problems, but he seemed amused. The Hoofers seemed unconcerned as well. Perhaps they were expecting it.

“As for you, young lady, you are to start your portal lessons immediately. It is important we find out who those people were. If they are who we think they are…” Mr. Hornora trailed off. “Only our ancient texts mention them, and possible other realms from time to time, but there isn’t a lot of information on them. We’ve always believed it to be a myth! You have no choice but to help us.”

“I don’t have to open a portal if I don’t want to,” I told him defiantly.

“Then you’ll lose three hundred demerits and you’ll be grounded every weekend until the end of the year. You’ll also be banned from—”

“That’s too much. I do not agree with that punishment,” Dad said angrily. “You cannot punish her so harshly. In the end, it’s up to her. She has a proposal for you, which we happen to agree with,” he said, and then he smiled at Gloria, who nodded and voiced her thoughts.

“We’re behind her on her decision.”

“As are we,” Mr. Hoofer said. “As her sponsors this year, and for Ben, and the children in this school’s sake, we too stand by her. What do you say, son?” He added, looking at Ben.

“I stand by her. We won’t do portal lessons unless you agree,” Ben said, although he still didn’t know what I was planning, but I was glad he was on board.

I had a feeling despite the rough start to our friendship, he and I were going to extremely close. Even as close as Ellen and me.

“Agree to what, exactly? Why has this suddenly become a problem that you have to make demands?” Mr. Hornora asked in frustration. “This is important!”

“Well, I’m not sure,” Ben said and looked at me.

“What is your condition?” Mr. Hornora asked. “We can’t get you better living spots or anything. You already have one of the best dorms, anyway. We can’t give you—”

“I want classes to go back to normal with all of us learning together. You can divide our classes evenly. The people with one and two elements are behind, and it’s not right,” I said. “Justin told me many people in JS Year Four are failing their tests right now because of it.”

I heard Mr. Yooper snort, and I noticed he was trying to disguise a laugh. He began coughing and covering his face. Those around me were also smiling.

“As her portal teacher, I agree with her condition,” Mr. Yooper spoke up.

“As her tutor, so do I,” Barry said, and Nick quickly agreed as well.

“You’re putting me in a tight spot,” Mr. Hornora told me. “We’d have to shift schedules.”

“So are you. You want Ben and me to do this. Why? How does it benefit us? Besides having those people after us, and our friends and family, it puts the school in danger. It put two innocent mortals in danger today,” I said.

“You two were out-of-bounds today. That’s on you. We should be punishing you for putting them in danger. You should be banned—”

“Billy and I don’t agree with that,” Mr. Anderson remarked. “Children shouldn’t have to fear putting anyone in danger. Listen to what she has to say. She’s making a compromise with you.”

I was starting to like him a lot, and I was hoping for more chances to get to know each other.

“Fair enough. It will take a few weeks, but we’ll do it,” Mr. Hornora grumbled, his tone resigned. “But you’ll start practising now. You could connect to them right now!”

“First, we have a contract for you to sign,” Mr. Hoofer spoke up. “I drew it up before we came. As she’s a minor, we will sign on her behalf if she agrees.” He looked at me to see if I did, and I nodded. Of course I did, and it was nice to see everyone on board at last.

Mr. Hornora looked annoyed, he pursed his lips as he glared at me, but took the sheet. He read it over and smiled.

“Okay. You know what? I am perfectly fine with these terms,” he responded in a snide tone, quickly signing it.

“You realize that’s for every portal lesson. She can stop at any time if you don’t live up to your end,” Dad said.

“Oh, believe me, I understand the terms perfectly. I’m fine with it. The students aren’t fighting as much anyway. They need to mingle more. No one’s been fighting as much in Fight Club since the competitions ended. I think separating them so soon wasn’t the best idea,” Mr. Hornora said.

“Wait, you want kids to fight?” Billy asked, shocked.

“It sounds morbid to mortals, but yes, we do. It’s a way to release energy here. It strengthens us mentally and physically. It’s natural for us. It’s different in the Mortal Realm where that’s not encouraged, and shouldn’t be encouraged,” Mrs. Hoofer responded. “They use their elements, and there are lines you shouldn’t cross. There are rules. It’s the best way your sisters will grow as fae.”

“It’s true. It’s worked well on Amber,” Mr. Yooper told him before he grinned at me. “You’d never have done this months ago. I believe being a fae suits you, young lady. Only a true fae would negotiate this way.”

“Well, I knew you’d all agree, especially you, Mr. Hornora. You wouldn’t have said no to me no matter what,” I remarked.

Mr. Hornora surprised me by chuckling, and he finally gave me a genuine smile.

“Yes, I think we’re preparing you well. Now I’ve signed, could you use at least tonight to practice? We’d rather talk to them sooner rather than later,” Mr. Hornora said.

“We can, yes, if Ben agrees,” I said, and he nodded.

“In the meantime, we need to do more research on who we believe to be called light magic wielders. We thought it was a legend,” Mr. Yooper said. “Can you help, Sierra?”

“I’m still getting information, but I’ll need a day or two. I think it’s downloading into me like a computer,” she said. “The information I have is in bits and pieces.”

“Take your time, dear; don’t force it,” Gloria told her. “No matter what anyone tells you. Tell us if they do.”

I knew she was referring to our teachers, particularly Mr. Hornora. I felt admiration for her. She was behaving as if she were our mother. She had done so from the outset. Mine would not be here telling Sierra that.

I knew she’d want us to push it because she was curious. She couldn’t care less about how it affected us. Gloria, on the other hand, was the polar opposite.

“Thank you, I will,” Sierra told her.

It was tempting to call her Mom. It showed me how much of a mother mine had been.

“We want the kids to rest before they do anything. Let them have the weekend,” Dad told him, and the Hoofers agreed.

“You have at least four weeks, anyway. They might as well be strong for it,” Sierra said.

“How do you know that, Sierra?” Carly asked. “Whoever it was didn’t give a time frame.”

“I don’t know. That’s just what it is,” Sierra said.

“I’d take her word for it. They spoke through her. You have no idea how freaky it was, Sierra. You had this white gold light coming from you, and it was on all of us. It expanded outside,” Justin said. “And you looked so angelic and beautiful. I’m not exaggerating. It looked like a light was shining on you. I could easily imagine a halo over your head.”

“He’s not wrong,” Billy said. “It looked like something you’d see in a Christmas movie or something. I could feel the magic coming off you. And I had no idea how it felt before then.”

“Yes, we’ll have to figure out how to do your secondary lessons. In the meantime, you kids go on and enjoy your weekend. Sierra is right. We need you strong. I’ll talk to your parents for now. Mr. Yooper, get the other territory teachers and make the announcement. Inform the other teachers afterwards. I’ll work with the Administration to make new timetables,” Mr. Hornora said.

“The teachers get the final say on who is in their classes,” Mr. Yooper said. “If you’re doing what I think you’re trying, I won’t let you. They belong in the advanced classes. Don’t punish them because you were asked to do what is right,” and he left without another word.

After the meeting, they told us to gather in our common area for the announcement. I couldn’t wait to see everyone’s reactions, but I asked them to leave me out of it. I didn’t want more attention on me.








  
  
  Ellen

  
  




I had no idea what happened after Ben left. I was ready to follow him when Sebastian, Ben’s older brother, discovered that Barry, Nick, and Ben had not returned and that Michael had fled.

I felt forced to confess when Sebastian asked where they’d gone, possibly because he, too, was the oldest in his family.

My attempt to seek assistance from Brianne and Hilda was thwarted when we were all assigned to wait in my dorm with my grandma. It wasn’t long before we learned that dark magic wielders had appeared beyond the school’s perimeter, near the town and the portal. They sent the entire school to their dorms and postponed senior student auditions until the next day.

Without my friends, I felt lonely, and my worry grew when Amber stopped writing to me.

I understood why everyone suddenly had their own secrets, but our separation disturbed me. I had no idea of Michael’s predicament until he hurried in, followed by Hank and Stan.

Amber, Ben, and the others arrived much later, and we were all rushed to the cafeteria. They spoke quickly, but it didn’t help to clarify things. The majority of it was tough for me to comprehend.

What irritated me the most was that I had not detected any of it. I was pleased with the evening, so I urged Ben to attend the trials. As we neared our normal table, I clutched my best friend’s arm.

“After this meeting, you and I are having a long talk,” I told her.

“OK, Ellen, but Jared wanted to talk, but I can postpone it with him to tomorrow—” she began, but I stopped her.

“No,” I interjected. “We’ll talk later tonight when we go to bed. We are roommates, after all, but I’m your best friend. I’m tired of you pushing me away. You won’t talk to me about what happened over the holidays.”

“I will, I promise.” But she looked away as she said this.

I expected her reluctance to discuss it, but I wasn’t going to let her escape the subject. I knew she was distraught over what happened with her mother, but I’d been there for her since the beginning. What was she doing pushing Ben, Michael, and myself away? Particularly me?

But I assumed there had been some improvement with Jared. He seemed to have genuine affections for her, evident from his disappointment at the end of their relationship, or whatever they called it. They hadn’t shared many kisses before New Year’s Eve, but they enjoyed each other’s company and occasionally held hands.

Mr. Hornora demanded our attention after we were all seated.

“The dark magic wielders are no longer in the vicinity. No one was hurt, and they didn’t attack anyone. We believe they were just watching the portals and the school, but we don’t know the reason—”

“Weren’t Ben and Amber in town?” Someone called. “We heard they were.”

“They were not in town when it happened. They were with some mortals they know, and they were fine. Now perhaps the dark magic wielders were looking for them, but we don’t believe so. They can trace magic in the Mortal Realm just as well as we can. They wouldn’t need to wait for them. They would have found them. Strong deflection spells are being put up around the surrounding villages and the school as we speak. We’ll now sense them if they’re within a hundred kilometres of our school in any direction,” Mr. Yooper responded. “The strongest fae in Acerterra are currently working on it.”

“So, will restrictions be lifted then?” A SS Year Two boy called out.

Mr. Hornora grinned. “Yes, once we are sure the spells are strong, everything will return to normal. So you won’t have to worry about a curfew anymore.”

“Yeah, but everything else is still a pain,” the boy said.

“Don’t worry. In a few weeks or so, maybe less, everything will return to normal. I don’t want to give a specific time frame because I don’t want to disappoint you. I believe it won’t be long, but I have two more pieces of good news. One being we all talked before I came here, and we decided we’d all go to town this weekend on both days. That means everyone can go as well as long as they have permission. You don’t need to sign up,” Mr. Hornora said, and people began cheering.

It meant it would be crowded. Going without worrying about what might happen would be preferable. If the others agreed, I figured we’d wait until Sunday. On Saturday, the majority of people would be present.

“And for the last bit of news, starting in a few weeks, classes will return to as they should be,” Mr. Hornora continued. “We’ve listened to your input and decided it is in your best interests for you all to share classes again.”

The audience went hushed for a second before erupting in applause. I looked surprised at Amber. She’d claimed to be the one who persuaded (or, more properly, blackmailed) Mr. Hornora to restore the status quo. She only shrugged, and I could see she, Ben, and Sierra wanted to retain their privacy for the time being.

Even if I needed more information, I understood.

Sierra had employed ancient powers that no one knew existed, and word would ultimately spread. They planned to postpone the news until Ben and Amber opened the temporary portal.

“What about the people who are behind in classes?” Barry’s friend Tasha called out.

“We talked about that briefly, and we’ll talk more over the weekend,” Mr. Hornora said. “But since things are returning to normal, I believe we can use the next three weeks to catch you up. There will also be leniency for you since it’s not your fault. We will talk this weekend about how we can ensure everyone’s caught up by the end of the year. We may ask for student volunteers for help.”

“But why now? We’ve been complaining for months! You have no idea how hard it’s been for the JS Year Fours! Our year has suffered the most, with almost half the people with one or two elements receiving failures, and you know what we have to do this year to pass into the senior years! Is it because of the dark magic wielders?” A boy in JS Year Four called out. “It seems like too much of a coincidence it changed today.”

“We’ve been discussing it since Christmas, but today, we felt it was a wake-up call. We believe all of you should be prepared to fight; if you’re behind, you won’t be able to defend yourselves. And as you said, the JS Year Fours and even the SS Year Threes have suffered the most from it. We will allow people in your year to have makeup tests. If they don’t stop, we all know what can happen.”

“Are there talks of a war, then?” A girl called out.

“No, no, no,” Mr. Hornora said. “I just finally saw sense tonight. They wouldn’t dare let a war start now. For once, their visit brought on something good. Right now, we’re too strong for them to dare. There’s nothing to worry about. Now, you may all stay up late tonight. Have fun, and enjoy the village this weekend.”

“You guys have much more to tell us,” Michael said.

“We’ll go back to the girls’ dorms to talk. It’s a long story,” Ben answered.
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I didn’t have time to catch up with Amber until the next day. Despite my intentions to visit the village on Sunday, we went on Saturday instead.

We walked around for a while, agreeing to meet up with our friends later at a less busy coffee shop, Brewtiful Beans Café.

We expected it to be crowded, but we selected it over the rush and bustle of Foothills Coffee, a popular hangout for our school’s students.

Jared had bragged about Brewtiful’s milkshakes and had even promised Amber one when we arrived.

“So you two are good again, it seems,” I said as we walked down a road less busy than the main strip.

“He wanted to get back together,” she said. “I wasn’t so sure at first because I couldn’t figure out why he liked me, but he also kept saying we weren’t together, but then he got upset when I didn’t want to hang out as more than friends anymore. He was confusing me. I’ve thought he was cute since we met, but I didn’t expect it back. Everyone made comments about my clothes, but he looked past it. And he doesn’t care when I wear them.”

“Because you look like you take care of yourself now,” I responded. “It wasn’t the clothes. Other people could pull it off. Your sisters do. You match your outfits now, and they’re no longer wrinkled. It was how you wore them.”

“He told me you told him about my crush on him at the first moon party,” she revealed. “But don’t worry, I’m not angry, Ellen,” she hastily reassured me, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

I only told him about her crush, to keep her safe because of how arrogant he sounded, but I knew it was something friends normally kept to themselves.

I quickly clarified my intentions, and she smiled at me, linking her arm with mine.

“Without you doing that, it might not have happened. We had a fun night, and he wanted me to be comfortable around him just in case we were only ever just friends,” she told me.

“Do you think it could be a moon thing? Like with your sister?” I asked, thinking about my vision of them I’d had at the start of the year. I’d seen them as a couple, but older. “You two were drawn to each other that night.”

“No, Ellen. Ever since I found out about my family, I’ve been researching moon mates,” she answered me. “I started even more when Justin and Sierra met. They are moon mates. Sierra confirmed it this morning. It’s rare to meet your moon mate when you’re young, but usually, if you’re drawn to someone during the full moon and nothing happens after, they’re not your moon mate. You’re drawn to people you could be compatible with, even if you’re not moon mates. Jared just pursued it because I kissed him. He’d still been unsure until that moment. He has felt drawn to other girls after me. He has just stuck with me instead. I’ve been drawn to other boys too, including some boy in JS Year Three in November. I wanted Denver on New Years.”

“Why did you stop things, then?” I asked her. “It looks like you’re good again, but you stopped talking to him. I’m not sure if I buy it’s because of the moon mate part.”

“It’s a big part of it, Ellen. I know I won’t meet my moon mate soon, and neither will he. I just understand why people don’t get into relationships now. Moon mates are random. It’s very rare for it to be an established couple. You’re not supposed to see them coming. Ben said Sebastian hates his and wants nothing to do with her. With Jared, though, there are other girls he was drawn to that he could have chosen. I just wanted an explanation from him, too. Especially since he kept saying I wasn’t his girlfriend when people brought it up. No one has wanted me around until I met you, Ellen,” she said. “My parents didn’t. I still worry about Dad often.”

“Is that why you’re pushing the rest of us away? Because of your dad?” I demanded, and she nodded.

Her parents and sisters had no idea how much they’d hurt her. Despite our outpouring of love, she suffered with insecurities caused by her family’s neglect. It was no surprise she had doubts about Jared.

“Look, your dad regrets turning you away, and your mother should never have had kids,” I said. “Your sisters realized their mistakes as well. I’d say it took too long, but at least they’re realizing it. We’re not going anywhere. Considering people followed you and put themselves in danger for you, I’d say it proves something to you.”

“I just get worried it’s too good to be true, Ellen,” she said. “I don’t want to get too comfortable with all of you, and my new life if it’s all going to go away. It feels like those Princess movies we all grew up with. It’s the whole rags to riches thing, and I got my prince.”

“I feel the same way with my seer powers, and I did back when I first found this world, but it’s real, and so are we,” I told her. “Apparently, you and Jared are, too. Ben’s not going anywhere now that your friends, and neither is Michael, Stan or Hank. You just need to trust that. Now come on, let’s meet your boyfriend. That is what he is, right?”

“I think so, Ellen,” she responded to me. “I mean, he said we can be, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I don’t want to be kissing him in front of everyone the way Sierra and Justin do, and we don’t kiss the way the older kids do. He’s the same way. He doesn’t know exactly what we do, either.”

“Whatever works for you two,” I said. “You’ll figure it out. Every couple is different. You’re a lot further ahead than Stan and I. We kissed on New Year’s, and we swim together a lot, but other than that, I don’t know. We barely even hold hands.”

“He likes you, Ellen. He told Jared and me he looks forward to your swims. Just talk to him the next time you swim,” she told me. “And now you’ve stopped talking about Hank as much; he thinks there is a chance.”

I knew it was the obvious response, but I was concerned about damaging a good thing we had, but the moon mate aspect concerned me as well. I didn’t want to wind up like Amber’s family, and dating didn’t seem worth it if people may be hurt if their moon partner was chosen. Besides, I hadn’t gotten permission from my parents to date yet. At our age, our connection seemed unlikely to last.

I was happy to find the coffee shop was not as crowded as I had anticipated. Our group was divided into two booths, one for our friends and the other for Ben’s and Amber’s older siblings, as well as Nick and Tasha. As we settled into our seats between Jared and Stan, I noticed Jared had already ordered a chocolate milkshake for Amber, and Stan had ordered a banana milkshake for me.

“Thank you,” I told him the moment I sat down. “I wasn’t expecting this.”

“Well, he learned from me, Ellen,” Jared said to me.

“Shut up,” Stan said, but Jared winked at me.

As I felt Stan’s palm tighten around mine, I wondered whether he’d mentioned me to Jared. Perhaps the latter had offered him some advice. My anticipation heightened as I considered what this could mean for us.

But before anyone could say anything else, there was a sudden murmur of voices in the coffee shop, followed by a flurry of movement as everyone stood up. Stan yanked on my hand, encouraging me to stand as well. As I looked around, I noticed Amber and Michael exchange puzzled looks.

Then, as if on cue, a family of regal-looking blondes entered the establishment. The woman had long, wavy, silvery blond hair that reached her waist, and she was joined by a male who had greying blond hair.

They appeared to be in their late thirties or early forties, and were followed by three children about our age.

It was difficult not to notice the family’s remarkable appearance as they stepped in.

Two of the females had platinum blonde in curly locks cascading down their backs, while the boy, had a short heartthrob cut in the same colour.

They radiated elegance and sophistication, as if they belonged in a high-end home design magazine. One of the girls wore a white, floral band around her head, and her walk had a certain haughtiness about it that was noticeable.

“Who are-” Amber began in a whisper, but Jared shushed her.

Despite travelling between realms, I had no idea who these people were, but they were clearly significant. Did they have any connection to the dark magic wielders?

“I like this booth,” the haughty girl, who I thought had a bit of arrogance, announced, stopping by our booth. “You’re all dismissed. Choose another booth.”

Her eyes were a brilliant blue, like the shimmering waters of a swimming pool.

The colour was shared by all three children and their father. As much as I wanted to keep admiring them, I was instantly irritated, especially as Ben started to leave.

“Wait, why should we have to move? Who died and made you queen?” I demanded angrily, and all my friends, except Amber and Michael, gasped.

I felt a jolt of confusion as I looked about, attempting to figure out what was going on. Why were we there to support these strangers? Who were they in the first place? I heard additional gasps and murmurs from the crowd, and when I looked at Stan, his mouth was open in disbelief.

I knew I’d said something wrong, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. All I knew was that everyone was staring at me and then back at the family, who had to be significant people.

“She’s the future Queen of Acerterra, Ellen,” I heard Barry hiss.

“Wait, what?” I asked, and I looked at Barry and then the girl. “Are you serious? But I didn’t even know there was a king and queen here. No one told me in all the years we’ve known each other!”

I hoped it was all a big joke. After all, what good was having the gift of foresight if it didn’t warn me of situations like this?

I should have always been one step ahead, but my abilities were too unpredictable, only working when they wanted to. I couldn’t rely on them, and some kind of warning would have been good.

“What kind of education do you have at that school? Daddy, I told you it’s not a good school. She doesn’t even know who I am! Did you hear what she said to me?” The girl whined, folding her arms.

As she pouted, it was hard not to notice the similarity to the way my younger brothers would pout, despite her being at least twelve-years-old.

“Well, I’m sorry,” I responded, my guilt evaporating, “but I found you a bit rude. We were here first. I don’t mind moving if you ask, but you just dismissed us without any respect.”

Regardless of the fact that she was a princess, I refused to grovel at her feet. I would not let her talk down to me. Her mouth dropped open as I stayed firm and told her so.

“Miss. Perenge!” Mr. Yooper said, hurrying over, but the man who I could only assume was the King of Acerterra put his hand up.

“It’s alright. She has a point. We are here to see the school and the village, but I feel this is a good teaching moment for the prince and princesses. We do not demand people do things for us. Respect is earned. It does not come on command,” he said. “What is your name, young lady?”

“Ellen Perenge,” I timidly responded.

I was talking to a king!

“Well, Ellen, I thank you for telling my dear Charlene that. Respect is earned. You are right, and you’ve earned mine,” he told me, and I stared at him in shock.

“What?” Princess Charlene demanded.

I took a brief look at the siblings and noticed the prince had a smirk on his face. He winked at me when our gazes connected. The other sister also appeared to be hiding a smile. I couldn’t determine if they were close in age or if the group included twins, though if any of them were twins, they were fraternal. They all looked similar, but each had a unique look.

“I have?” I asked, looking away.

“We like when people are honest with us. It helps you and us. For those who don’t know, I am King Logan. This is my wife, Queen Beatrix. These are our triplets; Princess Charlene, Prince Samuel and Princess Delilah. They’ll be attending Foothills next year,” King Logan called out. “I welcome the new fae to our world,” and then he lowered his voice. “I’ve believed for a while Foothills is the place for them, but if all your students are as fine as young Ellen is, I know it’s the right decision,” he added to Mr. Yooper.

“Kids, why don’t you stay here while we talk to your teacher,” Queen Beatrix said.

“But Mom-” Princess Charlene began, but her mother cut her off quickly.

“You wanted this booth and they’re not going anywhere, so join them or sit somewhere else,” Queen Beatrix responded.

Everyone stood till the Royal Family took their seats. I wondered if that would be a thing next year. Would we constantly have to stand for them?

“Ha ha!” Prince Samuel said to Princess Charlene once the last person sat.

“Shut up,” she said to him. “You embarrassed me. I’m going to remember that when I am Queen, you know, Ellen,” she added to me.

“Sounds like your father doesn’t mind if we speak our minds. You’ll be eaten alive if you keep up your attitude,” Michael told her. “Believe me, I think it’s cool I’m sitting with actual royalty, but if you’re going to be rude to us or anyone, no one will be your friend.”

“The Queen doesn’t need friends. Besides, I already have all four of my elements. We are waiting a year because our thirteenth birthdays were in December. I’m probably more powerful than all of you,” Princess Charlene said.

“Oh please,” Princess Delilah responded, rolling her eyes, and Prince Samuel laughed.

“I’m a seer,” I told Princess Charlene. “Michael’s a dragon and possibly a-”

“Wait, I know where I’ve seen you two before,” Prince Samuel burst out to Amber and Ben. “You’re the portal openers!”

“You know about us?” Amber asked in shock.

“Anyone who isn’t living under a rock knows about you two. Have you heard of the News?” Princess Charlene chuckled as she spoke.

“Would you stop?” Princess Delilah’s cheeks flushed as she spoke. “We finally get the chance to be around kids our age, and you’re ruining it! It’s an honour to meet both of you. We’ve heard you’re the ones who can help us get access to the Shapeshifter Realm!”

“We know better to judge a whole family because of one person,” Jared told her. “But honestly, can’t we just get along?”

“Yes, why can’t we just get along?”

As Rachel’s voice interrupted us, my senses were on high alert. Barry seemed to be feeling the same way, and we exchanged a nod of agreement.

A vision burst into my thoughts, sending shivers down my spine. The dark magic wielders were on their way, and they were in large numbers.

My pulse beat with a sense of urgency as I saw them busting past our defences, charging toward us. I watched them kidnapping Ben, Amber, Princess Charlene and King Logan in another vision.

No way! Not on my watch! I could hear my friends calling my name, but their voices seemed distant, like if they were coming from somewhere far away.

As I came to, I jumped to my feet without hesitation.

“We have to move fast! I saw them taking Ben and Amber and King Logan and Princess Charlene!” I shouted.

Barry, Nick and Kellen rushed over to protect the young prince and princesses.

Sierra sprang up from her seat. “It’s okay. Ben! Amber! Help me! You have it in you, too. Reach for that warm light in you!”

She closed her eyes and emitted a white light that changed to gold. Ben performed the same thing a few moments later. Amber appeared to be struggling until Kellen rushed up to hug her.

“You can do it. You know you can,” he told her. “We’re here for you.”

“We are little sis!” Hilda called out to her, and I understood what they were doing.

Amber’s self-doubt was preventing her from reaching her powers. It served as a reminder to write a lengthy letter to her father, emphasizing the detrimental impact of his original rejection on her.

Sierra reached out and took her hand just as I was going to say something encouraging, and to my relief, it seemed to work.

Amber pushed Kellen away gently. Her brilliance radiated in all ways. It was so dazzling that everyone had to look aside and shield their eyes. I couldn’t tell what was going on, but I felt a sense of safety surrounding us all.

As the illumination faded, I saw the dark magic wielders coming up against a golden shield in a vision, unable to breach it despite their greatest attempts.

They soon gave up and retreated, frustrated, but I knew it wouldn’t last long. I breathed a sigh of relief as I realized we were secure for the time being.

I breathed a sigh of relief as the vision faded. “It’s working.”

Ben, Amber, and Sierra had come back to themselves as well.

“It should cover the hundred-kilometre radius you put up, but we have to open the portal fast,” Sierra announced. “They spoke to me again, but it was an echo this time.”

“I heard it too,” Ben said, glancing at Amber, who nodded.

“We’ll start trying tonight,” she continued, “but you have some explaining to do,” she suddenly added, her voice tinged with anger as she turned to Rachel.

“What do you mean?” She asked with wide eyes and what I thought was a fake voice.

“You’re the one who keeps sending them after us! Now you’re sending them after King Logan and his daughter?”

“That’s quite the accusation, Miss. Hudson,” Mr. Yooper declared. “I hope you have evidence to back up a huge claim. You’re not above suspension.”

“She is always there when they show up. Even when we went to town yesterday. I saw her following us with her friend, Lilac,” Amber responded.

“A lot of us suspect her, so you’ll have to suspend all of us,” Ben asserted. “We can give you a list if you want. I, too, find it odd Ellen saw them capturing the Princess and the King. I apologize if I’m wrong, but why do you always insist we go somewhere? Didn’t we come here because you suggested it?”

He wasn’t entirely wrong; Rachel had mentioned coming here for breakfast, but we hadn’t confirmed it with her. As Amber and I went out to chat about Jared, I’d forgotten about her. But the fact that she showed up here at all was telling.

“Was the prize Amber, Ben, Ellen, and Michael until the Royal family showed up?” Jared demanded.

“I—I, well, she was being mean to Ellen,” Rachel stuttered nervously.

“Oh yeah, that gives you the right to go after the future queen.” I replied angrily.

It was one thing for me to criticize Princess Charlene’s arrogance, but this was another. It didn’t matter who she was. I grasped the significance of the future queen and why she was a valued target for our adversaries.

She was only a kid like the rest of us. Obviously, she was spoiled and needed to be knocked down a notch or two, but that was about it. When she started at Foothills, she’d learn that in less than a year.

“Wait, was that a confession?” Princess Charlene demanded. “You sent them to capture my father and I and the portal openers?”

“No, of course not,” Rachel stammered, but she couldn’t look at us.

She’d been making blunders since the beginning. I was certain Grandma was at the Foothills Coffee Shop. She was a powerful seer, and she’d most likely seen something concerning.

“Hold on. She’s a child. She can’t be doing this of her own free will,” Queen Beatrix said. “Don’t be so harsh on her. Not yet. We’ll return to the school with her if that’s okay, and we’ll get to the bottom of it.”

Rachel’s eyes widened in terror as she stared at the Queen.

“They have our parents,” an older boy who shared the same features Rachel suddenly spoke up.

He was sitting among some SS Year Twos, but he stood up and walked over to us.

“I didn’t plan this one,” he continued, “but it is my fault. I told them I wasn’t doing it anymore after the New Year’s attack. They’ve been harder on Rachel. They’ve been threatening to hurt our friends and our parents if we don’t do as they ask. They have them trapped somewhere.”

“Nice, selling them out like that. Well, you’ll regret—” Rachel began, but she slumped to the ground, passed out.

Mr. Yooper was holding his hand out. I was guessing he used some kind of spell that made her pass out.

“I’m sorry. I’ve wanted to tell you from the start, but we were scared,” the boy said apologetically. “I understand if you want to arrest us or kick us out. We only discovered during the first attack that they weren’t our parents. I’ll take whatever punishment you feel I deserve.”

“We’ll talk about it at the school, but I don’t think expulsion is in your future. Unfortunately, I’m not sure I can say the same for Rachel,” Mr. Yooper told him. “Alright, students! Please head back for the day. You may return tomorrow, but we’ll need to close the village off for an investigation. Barry, Nick, Kellen—and I know you’re not a student, but I’d like your help teleporting the Prince, the Princesses and your siblings to Mr. Hornoras office. The rest of you can go back on the bus. You’re safe. We just want to talk to this group. Please stick together either way.”

“I can help teleport people, too,” Justin said.

Amber offered to take me, but Mr. Yooper told her to save her energy. I wondered if our parents would be called in as well.

I was overwhelmed with appreciation that we were able to keep the threat from worsening. My visions as a seer sometimes could be inconsistent, but I acted on time and gave assistance this time.

“Thank you, Ellen,” Princess Charlene said, turning to me. “I suppose since you saved my life, I won’t punish you once I’m Queen. Your powers are very useful.”

“But they don’t come when I want them to. It would have been nice to know I’d meet the future queen today, for example,” I responded. “I can’t always make them come. My powers aren’t reliable.”

“Yes, but they’re still useful. We are not kidnapped, after all,” Princess Charlene said.

“That being said, let’s get out of here,” Mr. Yooper said urgently. “I know there’s protection, but I’ve sent everyone away for a reason.”

“We’re safe,” Sierra said confidently. “But I believe it’s time to open the portal.”

“To the Shapeshifter Realm? Can we watch?” Princess Delilah asked.

“Of course, if the teachers say it’s fine, but it’s not to the Shapeshifter Realm,” Ben answered.

“Then where?” King Logan asked.

“You’ll see,” Mr. Yooper told him. “I believe we can tell the Royal Family.”

The mood was electric, and even Ben and Amber appeared eager to give it a shot. I had a feeling that tapping into their power had made them better prepared for it. The portal wouldn’t be open for long, but they were about to uncover a realm that had been sealed for thousands of years.
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When their parents entered the room to observe, I spotted Gloria hugging Amber firmly. I hoped Amber could realize that she was trying to be a mother figure for her and stop pushing people away.

The sun beach portal room was chosen because of its large size and natural light. Mr. Hornora decided it would be nicer to welcome them in here rather than through the night beach.

Everyone was advised to stand back as Ben and Amber practised opening the portal. I attempted to concentrate on seeing if I could foretell what would happen, but nothing came to mind. My annoyance mounted, and I sighed.

“You have to let them come. Frustration pushes them away, Ellen,” Grandma reminded me.

“What’s the use in them if they come moments before?” I responded. “I feel useless.”

“Well, I believe they are still doing their best to play with our powers. Either they want to trap you again or do their best to hide their plans. Something about you freaked them out. I didn’t see anything, but clearly, your powers are in good working order. You saved King Logan and Princess Charlene,” Grandma replied.

“Yeah, but being forewarned would have been nice. I can see someone fall in the water hours before Water class, but I can’t see meeting the Royal Family?” I asked. “And why didn’t you tell me about them? No one thought to tell me we have a monarch system here!”

“You’re thirteen, you can’t expect it to come right away, and if you weren’t so focused on pushing it, you’d see you’ve improved since the beginning of the year, Ellen,” Grandma responded to me. “I still struggle with mine. I think you’re used to psychics you hear about in the Mortal Realm. You believe predictions happen when you want them to. You’re going to be much more powerful than me. I can sense it. I was born with the ability, but you can be weak or powerful, just like with any power. I’m more on the weaker side. I didn’t see the way you do at your age. And I didn’t know you didn’t know about them, otherwise, I would have told you.”

“Then why am I in a class teaching me to see visions?” I asked. “If they’re only supposed to come when they want, why bother clearing my mind to see one?”

I’d been attending Mrs. Boondocks class for months and couldn’t help but feel frustrated by the close calls. In every session, she instructed me to clear my mind and open myself to visions. But what was the point if they never came when I wanted them to?

“Because, Ellen, once you get yourself to a point where you are always open to visions, they will come. As I’m sure you’ve learned in class, most people can connect to those energies, but they need tools. You’ve learned about natural psychic blocks. Right now, you are as blocked as much as the average person. No one in this school, no matter how many tarot readings they give, will ever reach your potential. Only you can. You just need to push those blocks. Once you do, the visions will come when you need them to.”

“But you basically just said they can’t come when I want them to,” I responded.

“When you’re always open to receiving them, they’ll come. They won’t come because you want them to. They will come because you need them to. There’s a difference between you relaxing and opening yourself to them and you trying to force them as you are now,” Grandma explained. “If you don’t understand now, someday you will.”

“So basically, I’m supposed just to relax and open myself but not expect a prediction?” I asked.

“Yes, Ellen. They may or may not come, but the more you get stressed and see it as a failure, the more you will block yourself. If they don’t come, just stay relaxed. It’s why people don’t like telling seers before they figure it out themselves. I haven’t had a vision, but my gut is telling me by the time you graduate, you’ll be where you want to be,” she said.

My gaze turned to Ben and Amber, who were still working tirelessly to open a portal. Despite their previous accomplishment, they appeared unusually energetic. Sierra was said to have nearly fainted after defending the Anderson farm.

She was now with them, coaxing and directing them calmly. Her intuition was turning out to be her best teacher. I stepped away from Grandma and sat by myself, feeling restless. The others continued to observe Amber and Ben’s attempts, which appeared to be a little difficult.

I took a seat in a grassy area away from the others to observe Amber and Ben struggle to open the portal. While I sat there, attempting to heed Grandma’s instructions, I reflected on my displeasure with Ben, Hank, and Stan.

Despite having discussed the British Royal Family, of which Canada was a part of through the Commonwealth, my friends in Acerterra never mentioned their own royal family.

As a mirror country to Canada, Acerterra had a monarchy that differed from Canada’s government structure.

The fact that my closest friends who I had known since I was six, kept this information from me, bothered me. I knew I’d have to confront them about their secrecy later.

As Prince Samuel approached and sat alongside me, I looked up in surprise. He drew his knees up to his chest and fixed his attention on me, strands of blond hair falling into his eyes.

“Ellen, you’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet,” he told me. “Do you have part goddess genes?”

“Is that a pickup line?” I stifled a giggle.

Though I was flattered by the Prince’s attention; the comment was a tad cheesy.

“Maybe,” he responded. “It’s the truth, Ellen. You’re gorgeous. We don’t get to socialize with people our age much, but I’ve met a lot of girls all over the country, well, other countries too, if I have to be honest, and you’re one of the prettiest.”

“Well, thanks,” I said, feeling my face warm up.

I was struggling to think of something to say. It was a rare moment for me because I usually had no trouble chatting to boys, but suddenly I understood how someone like Amber felt.

“Are goddesses real in this realm?” I pondered, the question sprouting from my curiosity.

While their existence would not surprise me, our curriculum had yet to cover such a subject.

Our studies focused on our secondary powers and a brief history of the fae, with no reference of old mythology. It seemed unlikely that such an important piece of history could be overlooked, but perhaps the topic had not yet come up.

Even with celebrating certain holidays from my own realm, the fae dismissed the idea of a single mortal god.

Rather, they adopted customs to console us mortals. I had no reservations about the practise, though, because the religious meaning of Christmas had never been a part of my families personal celebrations.

Apart from their devotion for the moon, the fae possessed a particular sense of spirituality that eluded me.

While I knew their ideas were related to some pagan activities, I lacked specific information on the subject. It was probable that their Christmas celebration was connected to such beliefs. I hadn’t had a chance to ask them about it yet.

“No one knows for sure, Ellen, but there are theories suggesting anyone magical is descended from some god or goddess, but there isn’t enough research on that yet. Most of it sounds like myths or fairy tales. I highly doubt it’s true, if I have to be honest with you. People often think we got the idea of gods and goddesses from the mortals. They’re the only realm who focuses on that. Dad said we didn’t hear of the concept of a god until mortals arrived,” he responded. “Maybe we could hang out more and find out. We have thousands of history books at the Palace. Unless that’s a boring idea for a date,” he added the last bit nervously.

The fact that he was just as nervous as I was brought some solace, and I felt a little more at ease.

“I’m not allowed to have a boyfriend yet,” I answered. “My parents aren’t comfortable having me away from school and dating.”

He looked disappointed, but then smiled at me.

“So you can’t even go on dates? What if they’re chaperoned? I’m not allowed to go on dates without chaperones until I’m at least sixteen, Ellen.”

“I’m allowed to go on dates as long as nothing comes from them. Foothills hasn’t had dances yet this year because of the dark magic wielders, but my parents know there will be times when I might want a date to one or to go to town. As long as nothing comes from it, they don’t care. I was on one with Stan today.” I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye.

I felt the weight of Stan’s jealous glare, and a wave of shame swept over me. Was it appropriate to accept a date with Prince Samuel after having been out with Stan?

I sighed, torn, before telling him about my predicament. I didn’t want to hurt Stan, especially because I’d been working hard to move on from Hank at Jared’s suggestion, and it was getting easier with time.

Yet, I couldn’t deny my attraction to Prince Samuel, and his interest in me just fuelled my sentiments. Despite my crush on Stan, I was aware that my actions could hurt him, and I struggled with what was the appropriate thing to do.

“But if you’re not allowed to have a boyfriend, what would be wrong with going on a date with me? I’m not asking for tonight, since I already have plans. I just mean that I would be honoured to take you out someday, and I’m more than happy to have my parents speak to yours as well,” he responded after I mentioned that I’d gone out with Stan earlier in the day.

My parents were unlikely to turn down a potential date with a royal. I could almost see my mother relaxing her rigorous “no boyfriend” policy merely because of his royal position.

As I pondered this, I noticed the princesses conversing and sending curious glances our way.

“I admit, I’m a bit surprised that you’re interested in going on a date with me, especially after I insulted your sister,” I remarked, glancing over at Princess Charlene, who was now smirking at her brother.

He shrugged.

“Ellen, she’s had it coming for years. It’s as Delilah always says; she’s become such a diva since she learned she’ll be the future queen. Don’t worry about it. She embarrassed us today. My parents have never asked people to leave for us. She was out of line.”

“What do you mean when she found out she’d be queen? Isn’t that something you’ve always known?” I asked, and he shook his head.

“My parents sheltered my sisters and me until we turned eight-years-old. They placed a strong emphasis on the importance of family, but they kept us away from the public eye, until then. They allowed us to believe that kings and queens were characters from fairy tales or a thing of the past. We watched television shows with mortal characters, and they didn’t interfere and let us enjoy them. It was important to them we had a somewhat normal childhood before we learned about our royal duties. They eventually revealed the truth to us a month after our eighth birthday.”

“Then why aren’t you and Princess Delilah going to rule as well?” I asked.

They were triplets, so shouldn’t they all have the right to the throne?

“The succession order is determined by birth order, Ellen, even with twins or triplets. Charlene was born first, I’m the second-born, and Delilah is the youngest. Although, if you ask me, I believe Delilah would make an excellent successor. By the way, you don’t have to address her as ‘Princess Delilah.’ As for me, I prefer to be called Sam, without the title. The three of us don’t want to use our royal titles unless it’s absolutely necessary. When we come to school next year, we don’t want people to stand for us or address us formally. We just want to be treated like normal students.”

I snorted. “Good luck with that. You’ll never have a normal childhood. I can kind of relate, even if I’m not as important, so I don’t envy you. It sucks.”

“All the more reason to go on a date with me, Ellen. We both need protection, so we will be chaperoned, and your parents don’t have to worry.”

“I’ll talk to my—” but I didn’t finish what I was about to say.

Amber and Ben had been working on the portal for some time when a bright glow along the water’s edge appeared. The brightness flared into dazzling golden swirls in the air as we stood there in awe.

Then everything vanished in a blaze of bright blue light, leaving us stunned. We couldn’t tell for sure if they had succeeded in opening the portal, so we remained mute, transfixed by the spectacle.

A woman with long, delicious curls of auburn hair emerged from the portal after a few moments, followed by a small group of people. As they looked around at us, their faces lit up with big grins.

“Are you them?” Despite his question’s abruptness, I could see Mr. Hornoras query was out of nerves.

I rose to my feet, just as there was a flash of bright light and joined Sam, who had already stood. I felt a little disorientated until my attention was drawn to the newcomers.

“We are,” the woman with auburn hair responded, smiling at him. “We don’t have much time before it closes again, and we don’t want to put too much strain on the kids. So we’ll try to hold off on introductions for the time being. We’ve heard some things that make us unhappy, but unfortunately, we don’t know much.”

Mr. Hornora described everything, even details from the past that I was unaware of. There was a lot I didn’t know because the Hoofers had always kept quiet about the dark magic wielders around us.

Mr. Hoofer helped fill in every aspect of what had happened to us as he got to recent events.

When they were finished, the woman with auburn hair nodded and breathed through her nose.

“I don’t know what they’re up to, but we must stop them,” she said “My name is Audrey. I don’t want these two to open any more significant portals until they’re at least sixteen or seventeen. And most certainly not like the one they made to suck them through. If things get bad too fast, we will have them try when they’re sixteen. Now that a portal has been opened, we can, fortunately, help from our end through Sierra and anyone else with light magic. Now her powers are activated, more will be. It will take years before it activates in others. You probably won’t have new light magic wielders here for at least five or six years, but expect new students to trickle in with light magic as what you call their secondary power. For now, I’d like to see a picture or video of Sierra’s, Amber’s and Carly’s mother. Can anyone provide one?”

“I have a recent video of her visiting with a friend of hers on my faecomm. It’s short, we only see her greeting a female friend, and it shuts off. We bugged her place in case the dark magic wielders show up, but we don’t want to invade her privacy too much. So we see little unless it’s them, but they haven’t returned there,” Mr. Yooper said.

“It will be enough,” the woman responded. “I have my suspicions about something, but I need to see for myself.”

“These can be a little slow,” Mr. Yooper warned her. “They’re prototypes, but all schools have been given them to try out. A newer version will be out in a year or so, so it may take a few moments.”

“It’s okay, we have at least a half hour,” she told him, but loading this time didn’t take long. He showed her the screen, and the others who arrived moved closer to watch.

It was silent for a moment before she let out a sigh.

“Just as we worried. That’s not who you think it is,” she said.

“What do you mean?” Sierra asked.

Audrey fell silent for a moment, deep in thought, and then spoke.

“Ever since you activated your powers, I’ve been able to sense a deeper connection with you. I’m not sure why yet, but as you know, we’ve been able to communicate with each other to some extent. Your powers have always been present, even if dormant, and they have picked up on some of her energy. But that woman is not your mother. She’s a dark magic wielder disguised as her. She has your mother’s memories and believes that you’re her children, but you’re not. From what we’ve gathered, they were switching the mothers back and forth between realms since shortly before they got pregnant with their firstborns until they had their last children. Once Amber was born, they made the switch permanently. They’ve done it to many families in both realms worldwide, and likely in the shapeshifter portal. We will need to make sure they never access our realm.”

“So that’s why she is the way she is?” Mr. Hudson asked. “Why she’s so horrible? Because she is a dark magic welder? So she’s evil then.”

“We don’t know, but I think she’s innocent. The dark magic wielders have various people, from good to evil, just like all realms do. I think she was tricked, or maybe they didn’t give her a choice. I might be wrong, but the longer I’m around Sierra and Amber in person, the more I’m in tune with their light magic and what it picked up. I don’t think I am. She has four sons, and Amber and her youngest son were born around the same time. As soon as they were born, the two women were switched permanently. Their memories were erased, and they were given each other’s memories, but also false ones. But I think she senses something is off, and it’s why she wants a boy so much. Somewhere inside of her knows she is missing her boys, and I think the spells on her heighten it. It’s why she’s gotten worse over the years.”

“Wait, so where is our mom?” Carly demanded.

“I’m guessing in their world playing mother to your imposter mother’s sons. I imagine she feels the loss as well,” Audrey responded.

Mr. Hudson’s face twisted in horror as he spoke, “So you’re telling me I left my girls alone with a dark magic wielder all these years?”

Despite his obvious distress, I couldn’t help but harbour a grudge against him.

It was great that he was stepping up now, but he was a jerk for abandoning them in the first place, and then rejecting Amber, regardless of whether the woman possessed dark magic. Ben had told Michael and me how Amber’s face fell the moment he rejected her.

“What do they want? Why would they do this?” Amber’s dad questioned, his voice concerned.

“That’s what we need to find out. We’ll need to figure out a way to communicate with each other until these two can open a portal for longer and more frequently. I have no idea why they’re switching parents, but it makes me think they were planning to switch the kids they took from here, too,” she said.

“This is the real Hank, isn’t it?” Stan asked nervously from Hank’s side.

“Of course, it’s me,” Hank responded.

“The fake you would say that, though,” Stan retorted.

“Yes, it’s him,” Audrey said. “The children are all themselves, but I think if Ellen hadn’t had the vision, it wouldn’t be. They must think she saw something she shouldn’t have. It’s the only reason they would return them.”

“Halloween!” I exclaimed, thinking back to my vision. “They were going to switch them on Halloween! That’s why they brought them back so fast. They thought I heard about the switch!”

“How can you sense all that?” Mr. Hoofer asked.

“Dark magic is the opposite of light, and some of us can sense that. It’s our secondary power, as you call it. It’s why I came today, and I believe it’s how Sierra and I can connect. She has it too, but it’s not strong for her yet. It won’t be until she’s an adult. Amber and Ben don’t have it, but I think I can connect to them through Sierra. I know I did earlier today. Some of the dark magic wielders have it and will get the same information about us and them, so we must do this as discreetly as possible. They now know we are around, which means they may try to get into our realm now, too,” she responded.

“So what do we do?” Mr. Hoofer asked.

“We’ll offer our protection on the school and for the four children and their families, as well as the Royal Family, but that’s all we can do until we can come here permanently. The rest of you need to take the steps to keep everyone protected, and Sierra can help,” she responded before looking at Sam.

She beckoned for him to come over to her.

“I believe that you, young Prince, have the potential within you, but it’s currently dormant. We can activate it for you and help you better protect your family,” the woman said with conviction.

“What about me?” Charlene protested. “I’m the future queen!”

“My ability to activate powers is limited to those who already have the power within them. Neither you nor your sister possess it. However, King Logan and some others, including young Hank, have it. We can’t give it to just anyone. But you have something powerful within you that scares them. I suggest you find out what power you’re hiding, Future Queen of Acerterra. So do you, Princess Delilah.”

“But you gave it to us,” Ben pointed out, looking at Amber, who was beside him. “And you did it remotely through Sierra.”

“No, we activated it for you. You have little of it in you, but it will help. I didn’t have time to explain then. Only Hank, Brianne, Nick, Isabella, and Kellen have it. There’s something Jared has too that scares them. Billy might have light magic, although it could be dark magic, instead, but we don’t have time to check, but we can show you how to help him, Sierra. For now, Sierra has the strongest light magic anywhere in this realm. That could change in the future, but she’s the one who will keep you all safe until Amber and Ben are stronger. As for Ellen and Michael, we will help protect your homes.”

Michael stepped forward. “Could it be possible my parents were switched too? They’re not the best parents. I don’t plan to go home unless I don’t have a choice.”

Audrey shook her head before speaking.

“No, whatever your parents have done is all on them. It may seem hard to believe, but as I said before, dark magic wielders are not all evil. Most of the people in their realm are like you. They’re just trying to live their lives. But just like all realms, even in my own, there are bad people who do evil things. At your young age, I’m not sure how aware you are of the evil in the Mortal Realm, but there is, and many of those people aren’t magical or have connections to anyone in the other realms. It’s not the magic that makes a person evil. But you, young man, have telekinesis, which hasn’t been seen in a very long time. No one else alive has that ability. If they do, it’s hidden, which makes me believe your family used to live in the Fae Realm, but they ended up in the Mortal Realm two hundred years ago, for some reason. Telekinesis is strictly a fae secondary power, which means you’re not a mortal. You’re a fae from the Mortal Realm.”

“So my parents are fae?” Michael asked with surprise, and she nodded.

“It looks like it, yes. Why they’re in the Mortal Realm or how, it’s unclear, but I think your ancestors were placed there long ago. Maybe to hinder their abilities? You’ll need to look into it because I don’t think it’s only related to the dark magic wielders. Since coming here, I think many people in all realms are covering up something huge. Something they don’t want us to find out.”

“But we discovered that he has mortal ancestry,” Mr. Hornora interjected.

“Well, I could be mistaken, but based on our findings, his ancestors with telekinesis could have been integrated into the Mortal Realm about two hundred years ago,” Mr. Hoofer added. “Although the mender mentioned that the fae genes are more dominant in him than his mortal ones, which perplexed us. It suggests that they have intermarried with fae who live in the Mortal Realm. Telekinesis used to be a common power, but it dwindled around two thousand years ago until it became rare, and eventually, it went extinct two hundred years ago, or so we believed. However, while some of our powers are effective in the Mortal Realm, telekinesis is either ineffective or only works to a limited extent. So it’s possible that many fae mortals possess this ability without realizing it.”

“But why?” Michael asked. “Was it the dark magic wielders?”

Audrey shrugged, holding her arms out before addressing him.

“I don’t know, dear. I don’t believe it’s just them doing it. You’ll all need to research why people with telekinesis died out. For now, we need to activate anyone who has light magic, and then we need to get going before the portal goes away, but if you have a means of communication between realms, we can stay in contact?”

“I have my letterbox with me,” Jared spoke up. “I can always get my parents to send me another one.”

He took out a sleek black letterbox from his bag, explained how to set it up so that letters could only be delivered to her and not to him, and then handed it to her. She took it with a strange look and handed it to one of the men who had arrived with her.

I felt a little envious of Sam and the other light magic wielders when she moved her gaze to them.

“Why don’t I have it?” Carly asked, which was a good question.

I was aware that not all family members had the same secondary abilities. Stan, for example, was the first merman in his family, whilst Isabella was the only harpy in Amber’s. Despite this understanding, I was mystified as to why Carly was the only one who lacked it.

“Magic doesn’t always work that way. Many times, it is very random, but I believe you have a secondary power that hasn’t been seen in a while as well,” Mrs. Hoofer told her. “You probably won’t know until you’ve been here for longer.”

“Yes, there is something there, and it’s strong, but I’m not sure of what,” the woman said. “But we can be in contact now.”

They left with minimal fanfare after activating the light magic powers of all people who had them. They vanished back through the portal in the blink of an eye, leaving us startled and speechless.

We stared motionless at the point where they vanished for a time before a dazzling blue light appeared, accompanied by a loud, jarring zapping sound.

“Well, I guess that is it. Your Majesties, should you be interested in enrolling your children in our institution, we would be delighted to provide you with a much more guided tour of our facilities.” Mr. Hornora turned his attention to King Logan and Queen Beatrix showing his willingness to showcase the school’s amenities.

“Oh yes, we are interested. We’ve heard it’s the best school in the country, and now there is added protection to it; we are comfortable sending them here,” Queen Beatrix responded. “It’s as safe as the palace is.”

“And the palace is safer now,” King Logan added. “Yes, we’d like to see more of the school. Children, come along, please. Goodbye, Ellen,” he added to me.

“I’ll be in touch about our date,” Sam whispered to me before departing with his parents.

Before anyone could approach me, I made a beeline toward the doors. I chose not to follow the group that had departed, instead taking the nearest exit that led to my dormitory.

Just as I was ready to walk out, I felt a presence behind me and turned to see Stan staring at me. His expression suggested that he was dissatisfied, if not enraged.

“So you accept a date with another guy, right after ours, Ellen? Why? Because he’s a prince?”

“Stan, you know I’m not allowed to have a boyfriend. I can only go on dates,” I replied, my tone apologetic.

I felt bad for hurting him, but I didn’t want to lead him on if we knew our relationship couldn’t go beyond casual dating. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us, and I reiterated this when he didn’t react.

“But we can just stay friends and go on dates together when there is an event. I heard dances are starting again, Ellen,” Stan protested. “You like me. I know you do.”

I sighed. “But you’re not the only one I’ve noticed. If I’m not allowed a boyfriend, why can’t I get to know more guys for fun? It’s just a date, and nothing can come from it. My parents made that rule so I could still go with someone for dances and stuff, but they don’t want me to be serious with someone. If I just date you, it feels like you’re my boyfriend. Maybe there is a girl for you here who can have a boyfriend!”

“But I want you!” He exclaimed.

“But we can’t be together! Besides, what if I don’t want a boyfriend unless I meet my moon mate?”

“Is that true Ellen?” He asked me, sounding hurt.

“I don’t know! I don’t know what I want! But you and I can’t be boyfriend and girlfriend until I’m at least sixteen! Do you just want to have meaningless dates until then? A lot can change between now and then. I’m not doing anything wrong by accepting a date with Sam!”

“Whatever,” he muttered. “You just want to be a slut, so fine!”

I couldn’t help but feel hurt and disappointed as he stormed away. The pejorative term he used pricked me more than I’d anticipated, and I realized for the first time how degrading it could be.

I couldn’t figure out why he was so unhappy; I’d merely agreed to go on a date with someone else. But, the notion of hurting him made me reconsider my decision.

I strolled outdoors into the lovely snowfall as tears flowed down my face. Perhaps cancelling with Sam would be best. Stan may have had a point. I didn’t want to hurt anyone, so I thought I’d write to my parents and ask for permission to date Stan for real.
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The crowd erupted as Ben neatly shot the puck into the net, securing our team’s long-awaited triumph and sparking a frenzy of joy among Foothills students.

The supporters of North Side Mountain Fae School, on the other hand, conveyed their displeasure with a chorus of boos, but our fans’ exuberant yells drowned out their displeasure.

Considering the tension of the game, our team was adamant about winning. Ben’s crucial goal in the last stages of the game left our opponents disappointed, having come so close to a hard-fought victory.

Meanwhile, on the sidelines, our junior cheerleaders performed an outstanding dance, energizing the audience with their contagious zeal. I caught sight of Ellen, perched at the top of the pyramid, shouting enthusiastically for Foothills.

Amber was nowhere to be seen, which struck me as odd given that she had just been there ten minutes ago. Hilda and Brianne attracted my attention with their smooth somersaults and ice explosions.

As the frozen crystals exploded above them, they merged into the words “Congratulations, Foothills!” and glistened in the moonlight, augmented by the duo’s own dazzling powers.

Hilda and Brianne had been impressing the audience all evening with their captivating assortment of stunts incorporating snow, water, and ice. They’d even responded against North Side’s cheerleaders, who were throwing insults at us, by dousing them with water at one point.

Although the antagonism between our two schools in the Fae Realm, fair play still ruled supreme. We exchanged high-fives and praised one other on a well-played game, which astonished me given the hostile environment.

Hank raced toward Jared, Ben, Stan and I while we were talking, fifteen minutes later, knocking Stan off his feet with an explosive blast of wind, leaving us all stunned and gaping in awe at the suddenness of the attack.

“You seriously called Ellen a slut!” Hank exclaimed.

“I regretted it almost immediately,” Stan sputtered, trying to get himself out of the powerful gust Hank was blowing at him. “I was just upset because she was planning to go on a date with that prince! She wants to date other people! I didn’t mean it.”

“But she’s not allowed a boyfriend,” Ben pointed out. “I can kind of see her point. I know you like her a lot, but what should she do if things can’t happen with you?”

“I know,” Stan answered. “The moment I walked away, I felt awful. I’ve just liked her for a long time, and it was hard seeing her moon over Hank for so long, and then when I finally get her attention, she meets a prince.”

“Dude, you’re thirteen!” Nick said, coming up to us. “You have all the time in the world. You never know what will happen. People don’t usually last long at your age anyway, it’s better for you to wait.”

“When did she tell you that, anyway?” Stan asked Hank, who stopped blowing air at him and held a hand to help him.

“She’s our friend first,” Hank said once Stan was on his feet. “But she didn’t tell me. Amber just did when she was leaving. She said she had to go do something, but she wouldn’t say what. She was acting weird, to be honest. She told me to go check on Ellen when I kept asking questions, and when I asked why, she told me.”

Ben and I exchanged puzzled glances. What on earth could Amber be up to?

Since the light magic wielders arrived, she spent countless hours in the library conducting research but refused to divulge any details to us.

Occasionally, I would accompany her to learn more about telekinesis, a skill that so far eluded me, but she remained tight-lipped.

“I’ll check this area,” I muttered to Ben, while Nick informed the rest of our group about a party at the lake to commemorate our victory.

Barry had apparently organized the festivities with some people in our year.

“You go and search her dorm. Maybe she’s gone back to the library,” I added.

Ben nodded before quickly approaching Jared and whispering something to him. In the meantime, I raced in the opposite way. Amber was trying to avoid Hank, which meant she was doing something she didn’t want us to know about.

Amber was nowhere to be found in the library, so I assumed she had returned to her dormitory after all.

Once outside, I dug out my faecomm to check for any messages from Ben, but the signal was weak, and I struggled to pick up a clear one.

The device’s quality appeared to have decreased with time, as it was more efficient at the start of the year, but now it was much slower.

I didn’t think about it for long because I noticed Amber in the distance near the portal where the buses from town came.

No vehicles were expected to arrive from town that night, and the North Side buses had already left, so it was an unusual site for her to be at.

She was still dressed in her cheer uniform, and her hands were outstretched, as if she was looking for something near the portal. The sky was just darkening, but it was still a little light out, but I couldn’t see exactly what she was doing.

“What are you doing?” I asked once I reached her, causing her to jump. “Aren’t you cold?”

“I have fire magic,” she reminded me. “ Michael, you should go to the party. It’s in your honour.”

“Not unless you come with me,” I told her. “Why are you trying to go through the portal? Don’t you need Ben, anyway?”

“Not when it’s already there. Anyone who knows how to open basic portals can open this. I only need Ben for advanced portals that normal fae struggle with, or can’t open. Getting into the Mortal Realm won’t be hard once I’m in town.”

“Why? What are you doing?”

I tried to grab her, but she pushed me away with a strong rush of air. The next thing I knew, we were involved in a ferocious war of elements.

What was going on was beyond my comprehension. Even though she had several fights in the Fight Club, I had never seen her so driven. She overwhelmed me, tying me in a tangle of ice-encased vines before returning to the portal.

A bright blue light exploded as she touched the portal, much to my amazement.

“Stop! What are you doing!?” I cried out in alarm.

She turned to face me with a sad expression on her face. “I’m saving my mom, Michael. I can’t wait three years to get her out of there, nor can I leave the woman who raised me stranded here. This whole situation is wrong, and I’m fixing it since my birth caused it.”

She vanished through the portal before I could even tell her that her birth was not to blame for the current situation.

I called out to her, my voice booming in the empty terrain, before transforming into my dragon form and soaring toward the lake, filled with dread.

I noticed my friends gathered along the lake’s edge, near Ellen’s and Amber’s dorms. Without hesitation, I fell toward the frozen lake, morphing back to myself just before touching down to avoid breaking the delicate ice.

“Where’s your brother or Amber’s siblings?” I asked the moment I reached Ben.

“In the hot water portion of the lake,” Ben pointed across the lake to where all several people were swimming in the warm waters. “Why? What’s wrong, Michael?”

I explained what happened with Amber, and the others exchanged looks.

“Let’s go,” Ellen urged.

“Shouldn’t we get Barry and her siblings?” I asked.

“Nah, she can’t have gone far, Michael ” Ben remarked to me. “We might as well let them have fun. Everything has been too serious lately. There’s a spell Sebastian taught me that’s similar to the one we found the girls’ dad with. We just need her hair or something.”

Ellen hurried back to their dorm to collect Amber’s blue hairbrush before swiftly returning. As I pondered if we should notify someone else, such as an adult, the others dismissed the idea, sure that we would find her using the magic and return her safely.

“By the time we get someone, she might have done something stupid,” Jared reasoned. “So we will just go get her and bring her back. Where do you think she might have gone?” He added to Ellen, who shook her head.

“I don’t know. She hasn’t said anything to me, and I haven’t had any visions, but maybe she’s gone to her old house.”

That was most likely it. I flew everyone to the portal, where Ben worked tirelessly to open it. We formed a line and clasped hands as we awaited Ben to lead us through the portal. It puzzled me why she chose to do it now, alone.

Thankfully, Ben opened the portal without delay and escorted us through with no problems. As we got to town, I transformed again and led the group to the portal that connected us to the Mortal Realm.

This portal was already open, allowing us to pass through with ease. Ellen took a piece of hair from Amber’s brush and gave it to Ben once we arrived in the Mortal Realm. We huddled around, waiting for him to cast the ritual that would transport us to Amber.

The magic took effect, and we found ourselves in a large field with soccer nets at both ends. Under the moonlight, the white lines delineating the field were visible, as was a massive two-story red brick building nearby.

Ellen’s gaze wandered around, taking in the surroundings.

“This is a school,” she remarked, observing the campus.

Jared instantly silenced her and pointed in the direction that piqued his interest.

We must have still been invisible because I felt some moisture on my skin, but we didn’t want to take any chances.

We dashed into the shadows to conceal ourselves. From there, we could see Amber in the distance, her imposter mother approaching her slowly.
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“Well, I got your letter. What do you want?” Her fake mother said as soon as she reached Amber. “Why did you want to meet here?”

Knowing what she was like, I was prepared to intervene and defend Amber if the woman attempted to harm her. I was well aware that she was capable of violence. Sierra had been hit previously. Furthermore, the imposter mother was vocal about her dislike for Amber.

“Micheal,” I heard Jared whisper as he pulled me back. I hadn’t realized I’d stepped forward.

“Why do you have a letterbox? I wasn’t sure if I’d reach you, but Carly and Sierra said you smashed yours,” Amber said instead of answering.

“I’m still in contact with some people. They gave me a new one,” her fake mother answered. “Now, why did you want to meet me out here? You know I want nothing to do with you. You’re with your father where you belong. It’s dangerous for you to be here! You should return to the Fae Realm before they sense you’re here.”

Amber stared at her before sighing. “Did you tell them I contacted you?”

“No. I wanted to hear what you had to say, and I knew you wouldn’t meet with me for no reason in a dark field. You said it was important, but you should know they watch the house, and they know about those spying spells your people put in my house. You’re a fool to come out here alone and unprotected, and I thought that you were smart.”

Amber nodded calmly, regardless of the fact that she was in the presence of someone who had subjected her to years of emotional torment.

I hoped this wasn’t some sort of trap. I mentally prepared myself for such a scenario. Similarly, I was convinced that the others anticipated potential risk.

“Good,” Amber responded, “because I need your help, and I can help you in return. You’re not who you think you are, and you’ve always been right when you said I wasn’t your child. You actually have four sons, including one my age. You’re from the Dark Magic Wielder Realm, and years ago, they made you switch places with my mother. They erased your memories and gave you my mother’s. They did the same to her.”

Her imposter mother initially said nothing. I cast a peek toward the others. Apprehension etched all their expressions.

“Was one of them named Mason?” She finally asked.

“I don’t know. I only know you have four sons, and they switched you with my mother,” Amber answered.

The imposter sighed heavily before asking, “How do I get memories back?”

“It’s an advanced spell I’ve been looking up. I have to be careful though because memories aren’t supposed to be messed with and I haven’t tried it yet.”

Ben abruptly stepped forward. “I can help.”

His unexpected motion caught Amber and the imposter off guard, and they both looked at him in surprise.

Amber gaped at Ben. “What are you doing here?” She asked.

Jared chimed in, calling out to Amber, “Did you really think we wouldn’t come after you?” and he, too, joined Ben’s side.

The rest of us followed suit, nervously examining the area for any dark magic wielders hiding in the shadows.

As we approached the imposter mother and Amber, I felt uneasy. Even after our presence, the fake mother’s demeanour remained neutral and unreadable.

“We need to all get out of here now!” Ellen’s tone was urgent as she spoke. “They’re coming. We probably have ten minutes at the most, and I think they sensed me there again, but I got away.”

“Did you call them?” Amber demanded, looking at the imposter, who lost her calm demeanour.

Instead her eyes were wide with fear, and she was wringing her hands together.

“No! I swear! I knew you wouldn’t write to me for no reason. If you’re honest about my boys, I will tell you where their portal is. Please help me get my memories back!” The imposter pleaded.

Ellen’s voice was resolute as she spoke, “We need to find a place where they would never think to look for us, and we have to do it quickly! Once we are safe, the two of you can focus on helping her retrieve her memories. I believe we can make it through the portal without their knowledge, but we must act fast. I just had a vision, and I saw us in their world after they arrived here. They returned to her house to wait for her. Somehow they knew she was meeting with Amber tonight, and they intend to confront her. However, we can trust her. I’ve seen it in my vision.”

“I know where we can go,” Amber said with a determined look on her face, motioning for us to join hands.

Although I was still suspicious of the fake mother’s motives, I was willing to take the chance if it meant we could cross through the portal securely.

We could drop her off and return Amber’s real mother to her proper home. After all, Ellen’s visions had yet to disappoint us, so I trusted her.

We arrived in a wooded area with a frozen creek running between two rocky outcroppings, led by Amber.

“This is the stream you made,” Ben said, glancing around. “I recognize some of it.”

She let out a nervous laugh. “Mine didn’t look nearly this good, but as you can see, I didn’t copy you. Now let’s get her memories back. You know, I really wish you guys didn’t follow me. I was trying to sneak off for a reason. I didn’t want you involved. I did my research.”

Stan turned toward Amber, a hint of curiosity in his voice. “Would you have let us go alone?”

Amber’s response was firm, “No, I wouldn’t. And I am still mad at you for what you said to Ellen.”

“Let’s just get on with this,” Ben muttered, reaching out to take the imposter’s hand. “The faster we do this and make the switch, the faster we can get back to the school where it’s safe!”

Amber stretched out and clasped the hands of both the imposter mother and Ben. I studied the fake mother intently as the two mumbled incantations at breakneck speed, a sense of uneasiness washing over me.

Her eyes rolled back into her head, revealing just the whites. Her head snapped back, and I gasped, wondering if our friends had hurt her. To my relief, they let go of her hands and took a step back, enabling her to recuperate.

While I gazed in awe, her appearance began to morph and transform. Her brown frizzy hair turned to black, lengthened, and straightened, and her facial features transformed considerably. Despite my doubts, I noticed she was extremely beautiful.

After a few moments of uncertainty, the imposter mother stood taller and more confident than before.

“How did we do that?” Amber asked. “I thought we just brought her memories back.”

“You did,” the fake mother responded, shaking her head. “The moment I remembered myself, I felt the change happen.” She looked at Amber and moved closer to embrace her. “I’m so sorry, honey,” Amber looked taken aback to be addressed that way.

“It was the spell. It’s no excuse, but I would never knowingly treat a child that way. I remember everything now. Maybe you and your friends should go back to your school where it’s safe. I can go get your mother.”

Amber shook her head and pulled away from her.

“No, I want to help get her out of there. I won’t be able to relax. You promised, and we brought your memories back. They can go back, but I’m not going back without her. And I want an explanation for how this happened, anyway.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” Ellen told her. “We’ve gotten this far, and my vision told me we’d get in.”

“They tricked me, but I’ll explain more once we get through the portal. They won’t sense us there as easily as they can here. Grab hands. I can get us there,” the imposter mother said.

“You can teleport?” Amber asked in shock.

“We all can in my realm.”

She took our hands and teleported us inside an abandoned house. The space we were in appeared to be a run-down living room, littered with piles of dirt and discarded junk. I couldn’t be certain, but I had a feeling this place had been abandoned for a long time.

While we took in our surroundings, I heard a tiny squeaking sound coming from behind us.

“Ugh, where is the portal?” Ellen asked.

“The portal is between these bookcases,” the woman said, pointing to two tall bookcases with an enormous gap in between them.

“You know, people like exploring old abandoned houses. What if someone finds this?” I asked her.

“They’ve probably got spells to keep mortals out,” she said. “That being said, we should go now if they have alert spells here. I’m unsure if they do since people come in and out so much here, but we also don’t want to be caught here in case someone comes through. Let’s go now, and I’ll explain everything once we’re in there.”

I followed the others through after the imposter mother with bated breath. My mind raced with fear, wondering whether this was all a trick. Part me felt like I should shift into my dragon form, just in case.

Yet as we emerged on the other side, my anxieties were allayed. Instead of a dark and dangerous domain, we found ourselves in a bright and sunny green landscape. While I could still feel the presence of magic, it didn’t seem frightening or sinister. It was just a different kind of magic than what I was used to.

The fake mother transferred us once more, this time inside a barn, standing atop a bed of hay. We could see horse stalls and other farm equipment nearby.

“Where are we?” Hank inquired, his eyes darting around at the darkening sky.

We must have been in a completely different timezone from where we’d arrived, but a similar one to Foothills.

“My house,” the mother answered. “We will go inside once I explain. We’ll likely startle them, so we must do this carefully. Ever since those people came into my life, I’ve had a nagging suspicion something was off, but I didn’t know what. But even before their first visit, I kept remembering a baby boy important to me named Mason. I always liked that name, but I didn’t know why until now. I gave birth to him, and he was significant to me, but I couldn’t figure out why or who the other boys in my memory were. My real name is Bernice Campbell, and we own a hotel that’s down the street from here, but we nearly lost it. We were struggling with money, and I saw this ad in the newspaper about earning over a thousand a week to work between realms, so I signed up. When we all arrived for training, they cast a spell on us that made us obey them. Then they began our training, which meant we were sent back and forth between realms to get to know our new families. They did the same to your real mother, though she didn’t sign up for it. They chose her for some reason, just like the others from the Mortal Realm. I was pregnant with Mason when your mother was pregnant with you, so the disguising spell worked on both of us. Mason was born a week before you were. The last thing I remembered about him was putting him in his crib, and then I woke up in the hospital with you beside my bed. The doctors told me I’d had a daughter, but I knew I’d had a boy. I didn’t know how I knew or why, but I ached to hold him in my arms. Whenever I held you, I didn’t feel like you belonged to me and that I should be holding my boy instead, and it’s been there since. And I’m sorry, honey. I’m so sorry for hurting Sierra, too. The spells they had on me heightened my bitterness, especially when your father left me to raise you. I’m not someone who abuses children, and yet I am.”

Amber put a hand on her arm. “It’s fine—”

“No, it’s not, but now that I know the truth; I can report it. No one in our realm knows what’s happening, but they will,” Bernice said with determination.

“But how can’t they know?” Stan asked. “You just said you signed up to work between realms!”

Bernice nodded. “Your world has the same thing with relations between the fae and mortals. We have access to all the realms, or so we thought. Supposedly, there’s another now called the light magic wielders. I’ll tell you more about that later. For now, some of you could ask for Mason. I can’t go to the door looking like this, and I don’t know the spell to make myself look like Patricia again. It will cause too much confusion if I knock on the door.”

“It’s got to be Amber, Stan, and Michael,” Ellen spoke up. “I don’t see much, but I know the three of them get inside, and then the rest of us do. I think it works because I see Amber and Ben opening a portal back to the Fae Realm in the house for us. We were in the kitchen when they were opening the portal. I think it must be safe. We will give you ten minutes before we knock. But I see it working out, so I think we can all relax.”

She was probably as tense as I was. Who knew if we could believe the fake mother? If I’d been in Amber’s shoes and gone to see my own parents, I wouldn’t have trusted a stranger like her so easily.

So here we were, enabling a mother who verbally assaulted her own daughter (or whom she mistook for her daughter), to guide us into new territory. It seemed possible that this was all a set-up, and we were walking right into it.

“Let’s go then. The faster we can get her out of here, the better,” Amber said.

I wondered if the people here were kind as she strode out of the barn without saying anything. The property was modest, with only two small barns, and I could only see a few animals—cows, horses, and there were probably hens someplace out of sight as I noticed a hen house.

They didn’t have many acres here. I hoped we wouldn’t be labelled as trespassers because we had already stepped outside of our comfort zone by believing the imposter mother.

“Michael, you might want to lose the coat,” Stan hissed at me. “Wherever we are, it’s hot.”

He was right, and to avoid drawing even more attention to ourselves, I left it near the barn’s double doors, which were wide open.
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I took in the charming modest two-story yellow house with yellow panelling as we neared it. The gardens around the house were so well-kept and ornate they made it stand out even more.

Despite some evident indications of wear and tear, such as the crumbling stone front stairs overtaken with weeds, the house still had some charm.

An upbeat tune I’d never heard before wafted out of the house, coupled with a lovely sweet smell.

“You know I’m mad at you for this, right?” I asked Amber.

“Yeah, I can’t believe you were going to sneak into this realm where you’re wanted alone with that woman! This could be a trap!” Stan hissed at her.

Amber shrugged. “Well, I’m mad at both of you, so it’s fine. I did my research on this realm. We don’t have much information on it, but the younger a person is, the harder it is to detect them if they’re alone. No one would have detected me alone, and I didn’t want any of you to get caught or hurt, but now with all of you here, they might detect us easier. We’ll be like a beacon now if they’re looking for us because there are no fae in this world, and if there are, there’s not enough to drown out all the magic coming off us. If they notice she’s back and she detects fae magic, they’ll figure it out, which will also endanger these people! The longer we’re here, the more in danger we all are! And you have two strikes against you for what you called Ellen,” she added to Stan.

Amber firmly banged on the spotless white door upon our arrival. Within seconds, a towering teen around sixteen with black hair in a bowl cut and deep brown eyes welcomed us with an intense stare, his gaze swiftly drawn to Amber.

“Hey, Mason! I think that cheerleader you were talking about is here!” He called out before he looked at her again. “But you don’t go to his school, do you? I don’t recognize the uniform.”

“We’re from a different school,” she answered as a boy our age descended the steps across from us. He looked excited until his eyes fell on us.

“She’s not the one,” Mason replied, disappointed and confused.

He resembled his older brother and mother, albeit his hair was styled in a short heartthrob manner.

“Who are you?” He asked us.

“My name is Amber. This is Stan and Michael. I need to talk to your mother if she’s home,” Amber said, and I wondered what we would do if she weren’t.

“Amber?” the older boy asked, almost with recognition, and she nodded.

“Wait, do you know me?” She asked, clearly noticing this too.

“No, but she’s always talked non-stop about a baby named Amber she claims she had instead of Mason. She’s become such a—well, such a—”

“Bitch?” Mason supplied.

“Don’t talk about our mother like that! She’s just—”

“I don’t care what excuses she has. She’s always hated me for not being a little girl! She’s done the same to you, Brody and Mack! What do you want?” Mason demanded, looking at Amber.

Even with his aggressive tone, she didn’t seem to be bothered by it, likely understanding where he was coming from.

“I’ll explain, but I need to talk to her. She’s not who you think she is,” Amber told him. “Please, it’s important, and the longer we stand out here… can I just talk to her?”

The boys seemed unsure at first, exchanging sidelong glances before finally relenting and motioning for us to enter.

Mason took over, shouting out for their mother, or at least the woman they thought was their mother, as he led us into a charmingly cozy kitchen with cheery yellow walls. Its retro ambience, replete with an aged refrigerator, recalled thoughts of kitchens from the seventies.

“Haven’t I told you not to talk to me unless I talk to you?” A woman who looked just like the mother we’d left in the barn asked, glaring before noticing us, and her features changed into a fake smile. “You didn’t tell me you were inviting friends over, but then again, you always do what you want, don’t you? You never do as you’re told because you’re a spoiled brat.”

Amber’s tone turned indignant as she spoke, “Don’t talk to him like that!”

My gaze was drawn to the portly, balding man at the table, his nose buried in an evening edition of the Orange Falls Times. How could he ignore the way his wife was berating Mason? Did he not give a damn?

Growing up, I’d become accustomed to my parents’ turbulent behaviour, but seeing it happen to other children struck a deep chord within me. How many other kids were suffering as a result of broken families?

I’d pledged to aid people like Amber, Mason, and myself in the future for a while, but at that moment, my commitment was greater than ever.

No child should be subjected to such abuse, and I was prepared to bet that no one had ever stood up for Mason or the others. My suspicion was verified by the father’s impassiveness.

The faux Bernice shot Amber a fierce glare, her eyes ablaze with indignation as she retorted,  “I’m sorry, but who the hell do you think you are coming into my house and speaking to me in such a tone?”

“I’m your daughter!” Amber exclaimed, her voice full of frustration.

Surprisingly, I lifted my brows, caught off guard by Amber’s abrupt outburst. Her declaration stunned the others into silence.

“What?” they all asked in unison, their expressions ranging from confusion to disbelief.

Amber certainly wasn’t beating around the bush, but she continued on before they could say anything else.

“And I never had anyone stand up for me, and something tells me it’s the same with Mason. I’m half-mortal and half-fae, and you’re not Bernice Campbell. You’re a mortal named Patricia, with three daughters and a son. I’m your youngest daughter. My name is Amber. I’m here to take you home. Please, just sit down, and I’ll explain everything.”

With trepidation, I stole a glance toward the barn, wondering if it was time to bring the others in. Anxious Amber’s mother might reject our request, I was pleasantly surprised to see her simply sit and nod in agreement.

“Go on then,” she said.

Amber provided a succinct yet thorough explanation. When she finished, there was a deafening quiet in the room.

“I told her not to sign up for that shit,” Mr. Campbell finally muttered.

“So where the hell is our mother, then?” The older boy asked before yelling out to Brody, who I assumed was in the house somewhere.

“In one of the barns with our friends. We didn’t want to show up at the door with her because she looks like your mother again, and we didn’t want to shock you more than we have now,” I explained.

“Wait, where are your parents?” Mr. Campbell asked just as a boy about eighteen or nineteen entered the room. He looked similar to the boys in the kitchen, so I assumed this was Brody.

Amber sighed before speaking. “They don’t know we are here. I snuck out of the school campus to get your wife so we can bring my mom home, and they followed me here.”

Mr. Campbell’s exhalation was heavy with a mixture of frustration and concern as his gaze swept over each of us in turn.

“You’re little fools!” he hissed, the words laced with urgency and barely contained anger. “They’ll detect you because there are too many of you here! Ernie, go get them. We’ve got to put protection up on the house until we can get them all home! They have detector spells in case anyone sneaks in from other realms! You might be safe because you’re kids, but damn it, none of you know how much danger you’re in!”

Ernie hastened out of the room, leaving us confused.

Brody looked around the room. “What’s going on?”

Amber’s mother sat in silence, lost in thought.

I wondered what was going through her head. Did she have any regrets about how she’d treated her sons over the years? Why should innocent children endure the consequences of others’ actions?

Ernie emerged with our friends and the actual Bernice, generating a commotion among us all. Everyone’s features were furrowed with shock as they stared in bewilderment.

“Bernice?” Mr. Campbell asked, and she nodded. “What did you get us into? You’ve been in the Mortal Realm this whole time?”

“I did it to help our family. I thought I’d just be working in Realm Relations. That’s what they called it back then, and all I thought I was doing was meeting people from other realms! I didn’t know they’d erase my memories and give me someone else’s memories. I certainly didn’t expect to raise someone else’s kids! We were about to lose the hotel!”

“We lost the hotel!” Mr. Campbell furiously retorted. “About two weeks after Mason was born, they seized it from us! It was all for nothing!”

The real Bernice slumped into one of the seats, looking defeated. She cast a mournful gaze across the kitchen before focusing on Amber’s mother, who was staring at her with wide eyes.

“I can’t believe you did this!” Mr. Campbell shook his head.

“We should bring her memories back,” Ben said to Amber, who nodded and walked over to her real mother.

They took Amber’s mother’s and each other’s hands in the same way they had before. She reacted identically to Bernice, even reverting to her true self.

“Holy shit!” Brody exclaimed. “Can someone please explain what is going on?”

“Brody?” Bernice asked. “My boys are here but so grown up! Where’s Mack?”

“He’s twenty-one. He has his own place now,” Mr. Campbell responded coldly. “I can’t believe you went behind my back and did it anyway! I told you nothing good could come from it! I’ve had to deal with a wife who lost her temper over every small thing all these years! I knew you’d changed, but it was so extreme, and she nearly accidentally killed Mason more than once!”

“And you never did anything about it,” Brody retorted. “You stood back and let her talk to us like that because it was easier than arguing with her!”

Amber and her mother exchanged glances across the table. Amber appeared disturbed, and I was afraid this woman would reject her as well. After all, Amber had previously been rejected by Bernice and her father.

“You’re truly her?” Amber’s mother asked her, and Amber nodded. “You’re my baby daughter? But you’re so grown up. I barely got to hold you, and then these people came into the room and took you from me. The next thing I knew, I was here, but it felt wrong…” and her eyes fell on the boys she’d been raising for over thirteen years. “And I was so mean to them! Why was I so mean to them? I don’t understand. I missed my daughters and my son, but it’s no excuse. Why did they do this to me?”

“It was from whatever spells they put on us,” Bernice said. “I was the same way with your kids, and I’m so sorry for raising them like that. I keep thinking about it, and I hit Sierra for no reason! I neglected those kids the entire time I took care of them. I was mean to your children for no reason. And all that money I took; I was sub-consciously putting it away to save the hotel and the farm.”

This messed up situation was evident in the expressions of anxiety on both women’s faces. Amber’s mother, overcome with emotion, burst into tears as Amber embraced her.

“My baby girl! I can’t believe you’re here! You’re so grown up now. What about my other babies?”

“They’re okay,” Amber told her.

“Mason, go call Mack. He should be here too,” Ernie said, and Mason nodded.

Rushing toward the wall, he hastened to a dingy, mustard-yellow rotary phone and deftly lifted the receiver, his finger dialing with urgency.

“Okay, we need to get these kids home, and now. None of you are safe here,” Mr. Campbell said. “But you and I aren’t done talking about this!” He added angrily to his wife. “You know all our governments are corrupt, and we’ve all heard rumours for decades that they were trying to attack the other realms. It never seemed suspicious to you at all when a good-paying job called Realms Relations turned up!? The other realms don’t want to work with us, and you know it.”

“Mack has to work an extra shift at Bucks, but he said he’d be here later,” Mason said, hanging up the phone.

He switched his attention to Ellen, who appeared to be in a trance, suggesting that she was probably having one of her visions. My discomfort, which had been building since we arrived, was heightened by the sight.

“Wow, you’re the hottest girl I’ve ever seen! Please be single,” he pleaded when her eyes met his.

“Never mind that,” she said. “They know we are here! Someone sensed Michael’s powers and put two and two together. Telekinetics are strong here, I guess, and he’s like a lighthouse light to them! They blocked up the portal we came through! Ben, Amber, you have to get a portal open! They’re coming!”

“How long do we have?” Hank asked her.

“I don’t know. Not long, maybe three minutes? They almost noticed me again. You guys, come on! Get a portal open!”

“Wait, they’ll be in danger too,” Amber voiced her concern, glancing toward the dark magic wielder family. “You need to come with us. We’ll keep you safe. There are safe places you can stay, including the school! Where’s Bucks? We need to get Mack—”

The entire house trembled, eliciting panicked gasps from everyone in the room. Amber and Ben exchanged determined looks before beginning work on opening a portal. A loud explosion rocked the house, causing it to shake even more fiercely.

“Come on, baby girl, you can do it,” Amber’s mother said, and I saw Amber’s shoulders lift confidently.

“We’ll hold things for as long as possible,” Bernice added. “You kids go through first, and we will all come after you!”

The three grownups exchanged a determined glance and stretched their hands, muttering incantations together. I could feel strong magic coming from their forms.

“Where is Bucks?” Jared asked Mason. “Maybe we can sneak off quickly and get your brother. We have to warn him.”

“We will take care of him,” Mr. Campbell said. “The moment the portal is open, I’ll go. It’s a coffee shop around the corner. Getting the ten of you out is more important!”

Mason sprinted back to the phone, desperate to alert his brother of the impending peril. A man with a wicked grin appeared outside the window, and I instinctively moved a nearby shelf to hide his view.

My telekinetic abilities activated with ease, much to my surprise. I’d been working with Ben’s father to master them.

I had never successfully manipulated an object with my mind until that moment. I moved the shelf with ease, feeling a rush of adrenaline as I pushed myself even more.

I focused on other objects in the room and moved them as well. Stan, Jared, and Hank collaborated, using their elemental skills to enhance the barriers while the house trembled ominously.

Then, there was a thunderous crash, and we were all thrown to the ground, except for Amber and Ben. We swiftly got back to our feet, not letting that dissuade us.

A blue light illuminated the wall they were focusing on, and for a brief moment, I felt relieved when Ben said that we had at least three minutes to get through.

My elation was short-lived, however, as the shelf I’d shifted flew forward, knocking Mr. Campbell to the ground, and he didn’t get back up. Shards of glass flew indoors, generating mayhem and uncertainty, and we all had to duck.

Amber’s mother and Bernice exchanged glances in the midst of the turmoil, and the latter murmured something to her. They both nodded before holding one other’s hands and turning to face us.

As they made fists with their free hands, chanting something, I felt a huge force hit me, causing me to fly backwards toward the portal wall. I braced myself for the collision, which didn’t happen right away.

Finally, with a loud thud, I tumbled to the ground, landing awkwardly on my arm and cried out in pain.

As I opened my eyes, I felt lost and confused until I realized I was no longer in the kitchen. Instead, I was back at Foothills; we’d all arrived safely.
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I cushioned my fall and avoided hitting the ground too hard by using air. Unfortunately, not everyone was as fortunate. Michael and Stan appeared to have taken a bad tumble, while the others were moaning in pain.

“Where’s Amber?” Jared demanded, looking around.

“Mason isn’t here either,” Brody responded, jumping to his feet. “She teleported away before she was pushed through the portal, and Mason followed. What the hell is she doing?”

“Saving your brother,” Jared responded, his face growing red but I shared his sentiment.

What was she thinking? It was bad enough she’d gone on her own in the first place, but now when people had done everything to keep us safe, she didn’t care. She was willing to risk her life for a complete stranger.

“We need to go back and get her,” Ellen said, jumping to her feet.

“Benny! You’re okay!” Someone shouted, startling me enough I jumped.

Melanie sprinted towards me, her arms outstretched as she threw herself into a tight embrace. The overpowering scent of floral perfume filled my nostrils, making me wrinkle my nose in discomfort. I struggled to break free from her grasp. But Melanie held on tightly, her hug almost suffocating.

“Oh, Benny, we’ve all been so worried about you! The whole school has been panicking!” She cried out, hugging me even tighter.

“Wait, how does the whole school know?” Michael asked her.

“Melanie?” Ernie asked in shock. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Ernest? Brody?” She asked, still clutching me.

For some reason, I couldn’t get out of her grip this time. Each time I resisted, the tighter her hold on me felt, and I couldn’t teleport, but she barely paid attention to me as she focused on the Campbells and asked, “What are you two doing here?”

“You know each other?” Jared asked while the boys eyed Melanie with dislike, who equally glared at them.

“She’s from our realm. Her family is the type of people who gives us all a terrible reputation in all the other realms! How are you going to a school in the Fae Realm, Melanie? Get away from him!” Brody snarled.

Despite my struggles, Melanie’s grip on me only tightened.

Rachel suddenly appeared, who, the Royal Family had convinced us to give a second chance because adults had been coercing her.

Suddenly, a group of larger boys emerged from the shadows, ready to fight. As chaos erupted around us, the Campbell brothers—Hank, Stan, and Jared—were knocked down by the newcomers.

Rachel grabbed Ellen while one of the older boys held onto Michael, who tried to break free. Melanie used my powers to force open a portal behind us, and we were all thrust back through it against our will. But as soon as we passed through the portal, our powers were restored and we fought back against them with all of our elemental strength.

Amidst the chaos, Bernice and Patricia, who were still there and fighting, joined in to help us with their own spells. They cast the same kind of spell that had been used on us earlier against Melanie, Rachel, and their allies, causing them all to fall to the ground.

Just as things seemed to be turning in our favour, I attempted to teleport us away but was unable to do so. The house we were in began to crumble around us.

With a mighty roar, Michael’s body began to twist and stretch, growing larger and larger until he stood before us in his massive green dragon form.

The once sturdy kitchen wall now lay in ruins behind him as he beckoned for us to climb onto his back for safety. Ellen and I scrambled to his side. His scales glimmered in the moonlight, each one reflecting a different shade of green.

But before we could reach him, we were confronted by more dark magic wielders. With quick reflexes, Mr. Campbell, awake now, seemed to possess water magic—sprayed a powerful jet of water from his hands at our enemies, giving us enough time to reach Michael’s back.

As we climbed on board, three dark magic wielders stood shoulder to shoulder and unleashed another spell towards us in unison.

The powerful magic was about to hit us, its heat radiating towards us like a blazing inferno. But just as it reached us, Mr. Campbell leapt forward with incredible speed, taking the full brunt of the spell.

In an instant, his body exploded into a million pieces and Ellen let out a horrified cry. I quickly pushed her onto Michael’s back and scrambled on behind her. Once we were securely perched on his back, he bolted into flight with tremendous force.

Looking down at Bernice and Patricia, I wondered if we should wait for them. And for a moment, even Michael hesitated, but their urgent cries for us to go urged him on.

They wove a hazy shield of protection around themselves as they chanted and gathered the blood of Mr. Campbell into bowls with their magic.

“Go! Find Mason, Amber, and Mack!” Bernice’s voice echoed through the chaos as we soared about ten feet above.

But my morbid curiosity got the best of me and I couldn’t help but watch Bernice and Patricia. With wild, fervent cries, they began smearing the thick, crimson blood onto their skin.

It dripped and pooled onto the ground as they covered themselves from head to toe, creating a macabre scene. They chanted with fervour, their voices seemed to merge with the beating of drums that came from no where, creating a primal, almost hypnotic rhythm. The scent of iron filled the air as the blood mingled with sweat and dirt.

The air crackled with spells being hurled at them as the enemy desperately tried to break down the shield surrounding them.

One particularly powerful spell narrowly missed Michael, causing him to dart out of its way before flying towards the rising moon. Glancing back once more, I saw Bernice and Patricia disappear in a blinding burst of light seconds later.

There was another explosion, destroying the rest of the house, leaving only our enemies behind who had to duck for cover. Some still tried to shoot spells in our direction, but Michael was too swift for them and soon enough, they were nothing more than tiny specks behind us as we left the farm far below us in our wake.

“What do we do now?” I asked. “How do we find them?”

“I still have Amber’s brush,” Ellen said. “We just need to get a good distance away to do the spell, and then we can find them. Mason followed her, so hopefully they are together, and they’ve found Mack. We can’t waste time here. I had a small vision of them finding the three of us, so we need to hurry.”

How had winning a hockey game for our school turned into this? Not only were we in danger, but we’d just lost people their home, and a man was a dead because of us.

I hoped Mr. Hornora would be nice to the Campbell boys. It was obvious they were innocent, and I’d fight for them if I had to. I was just glad two of them were at least safe.
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I sprinted as fast as my legs could carry me towards the coffee shop with bright, flashing blue letters spelling out ‘Bucks’ on the front illuminated the darkening sky, and a sense of relief washed over me.

I’d find Mack soon, and we’d make our way back to the house. If my calculations were correct, I’d be able to get us through for at least forty-eight hours before it disappeared completely.

I was hoping that by tricking the enemies into thinking we had all left through the portal, they would stop monitoring the house by tomorrow.

A voice called my name suddenly, stopping my thoughts. I swung around in confusion to see Mason jogging toward me.

“What are you still doing here?” I demanded the moment he reached me.

“I could ask you the same thing! I saw you teleport!”

My mother also noticed me and had called out to me. I felt bad, but they couldn’t help Mack. The shelf knocked Mason’s father out, and the dark magic wielders had gotten in at that point.

Our mothers were aware that we were in grave danger and made the difficult decision to send us through the portal, but their hesitancy cost them dearly. As I left, I saw the dark magic wielders grabbing our mothers, but thankfully, none of the enemies saw me teleport.

“Your dad got knocked out. I can still access and open the portal for at least thirty seconds for about two days, so if your brother and I waited a day, I could get us through,” I explained. “You shouldn’t be here. Why did you follow me?”

“Because you left! Someone had to get you, and none of your friends could, and our mothers couldn’t! Mack is safer here than you are!”

I didn’t answer; I just continued walking to the coffee shop.

“Stop!” Mason cried out, grabbing my arm. “I think they saw me teleport! We have to go hide!”

A young man in his early twenties that resembled Mason, but had longer hair appeared out of nowhere in front of us. He grabbed our arms and transferred us to a remote area in the woods without saying anything.

He went into a lecture as we fumbled to regain our bearings, motioning for us to follow him deeper into the dark woods.

“What the hell were you two thinking? What are you still doing here? I saw you teleport. Why did you stay when you could have been safe in the other realm? The other kids went through!”

“How did you know?” Mason asked.

“The moment you called again to warn me, I teleported there to see if I could help. I saw the end of it. They were blasting the kitchen apart when I got there, and I saw them send you guys through the portal, but then you two teleported!”

“She was trying to rescue you,” Mason said, looking at me.

“I still don’t get why you came after me. I didn’t want that. It would have been easier if I went alone, just like earlier. I’m half-mortal. It will be harder to detect me, and I can get him through the portal. My friends shouldn’t have been here, but they followed me! I don’t want anyone in danger because of me anymore,” I responded.

I couldn’t really blame them for following me, even though their presence had unintentionally led to our current situation. I would have done the same thing if the roles had been reversed.

Yet, if they hadn’t joined me, I could have travelled undiscovered for days, and my mother and I could have gone in and out with ease.

But now, as a result of our ill-fated endeavour, this family was in jeopardy, and my mother was far worse off. The idea that, despite her love and protection, I had put her in danger weighed heavily on me.

“Because you’re the first person in years to defend me against my mother,” he responded. “Or your mother, I guess. I mean, don’t get me wrong, these guys tried, and Mack does it more now he’s out of the house, but you marched in and told her off. It was refreshing. Besides, I kind of feel like you’re my sister, so I want to protect you. I know that sounds weird, but our situation is so messed up.”

“Why would they make them hate us?” I asked. “What are they getting out of that?”

Mack led us to a dilapidated wooden cabin that seemed to have languished in neglect for quite some time. As the surroundings dimmed more, the cabin took on an even more ominous and intimidating aura, casting shadows that heightened the eerie atmosphere.

He looked back at me, and slowed down a little to walk at our pace.

“It’s probably an experimental spell,” he explained. “Our magic isn’t evil like many realms think, but it can be harsh and volatile, and we are often aggressive because of it. In the wrong hands, it can backfire. We don’t have magic that can change people’s appearance into someone else, and erasing someone’s memories with our magic should only be done as a last resort. It does damage, and I think they combined spells into one. Whatever they put on our mothers messed with their heads, and I remember one of my friends telling me his mother had something called postpartum depression after having a baby, and they made our mothers switch right after they had you two. They probably had that too. It’s not their fault. It’s the people who put the spell on them who are at fault.”

Normally, I held people accountable for their own actions, but in this case, I’d seen genuine guilt in both of their eyes.

They regretted raising us in the way they had, and while it would take me some time to come to terms with the horrible experiences Mason’s mother had inflicted on me, I could forgive her. My rage has turned to those responsible for the switch.

“What is this place? You think we will be safe here?” Mason asked Mack.

“It’s where I go to do my research. It looks a lot nicer on the inside. It has deterrents on it in case people stumble on it, and you might want to hold your breath because it smells bad on the outside closer to it. I had to do everything I could to keep people from wanting to explore. There are spells on it to keep it undetected. We will lay low here until the coast is clear around the house.”

As we reached the building, my nose was assaulted by a revolting stench. The smell was similar to manure, but stronger. We followed him up a weedy path until we came to an old wooden door that was rickety and barely hanging on its hinges. As soon as Mack touched it, the door morphed into a sleek grey metal one that groaned as it opened slowly.

Upon inside, I observed the sharp contrast to the outside. The room was furnished with brand-new furnishings, and a cartoon I didn’t recognize was playing on the TV, which appeared to be a little out of date.

Perhaps this realm was technologically behind, as everything appeared to be from the late eighties or early nineties. Or maybe they just didn’t bother updating their belongings on a regular basis.

“Why would you live in your apartment when you can live here?” Mason asked as he took in our surroundings. “You could fix this place up and stay here!”

“I do live here. The apartment is just a prop to keep suspicion off me. Mason, I’ve suspected something was off about Mom for years. I was eight when you were born, and I also remember seeing her meet with people and her and Dad arguing about her taking a job in Realms Relations. However, the switch was the last thing I’d guessed. I just thought they were doing something to control her or to push her away,” and he looked at me. “What do you know about the realms?”

I shrugged before responding.

“Just that there are five. We thought there were just four, but we found out recently there was another. We want all our realms connected because it will make us more powerful. It’s why Foothills and other schools accept mortals into the Fae Realm. Ever since mortals came, people have had more than one or two elements. Having four used to be rare, but now it’s common. If we open the Shapeshifter Realm, we will have more people with secondary powers.”

“Well, they’re kind of right. Sit down, you two. I’ll show you what I’ve been finding out since I started looking into all this. But you’re wrong when you say there are five realms. First, I want to know everything that has happened to you. How you knew our mom was an imposter and everything else.”

He excused himself to fetch his notes, he motioned for us to seat on a nice green couch. He quickly returned with a large black binder bulging with papers and light yellow notepad paper protruding from its sides.

“Wow, what is all that?” Mason asked, impressed.

“Information about all eight realms and their plans, or what I suspect their plans are. What brought you here? I know, obviously, it was to get your mom home, but what else? Mason said you’re a natural portal opener, but you and your friend aren’t the first portal openers, and you’re kids. Why would they want you so bad? I might have a theory, and I’ve heard things about you two through the grapevine, but I need you to confirm it.”

“Eight realms?” I asked, and he nodded.

“I just found out about the light magic wielders a year ago. The others are common knowledge here, but no one else knows about the light magic wielders. It’s been their best kept secret for thousands of years. You have some in you; I can sense it.”

I nodded, then sighed and repeated everything I’d already told the rest of his family.

As I was speaking, an old episode of The Simpsons came on, which caught me off guard.

Although we received mortal shows in the Fae Realm, I hadn’t anticipated to find them here as well. It was reassuring to have something as familiar as The Simpsons playing in the background, especially given the unexpected and unpleasant events that had brought us here.

When I finished, he shook his head, his eyes wide. “Holy crap, I think I’m right. You and Ben have all eight—” he began, but paused when we heard a crackling sound. “How did they find us so fast?”

“They’re here?” Mason asked, fearfully.

“Wait.” I turned to look out the window as I heard my name.

Ben, Ellen, and Michael were staggering around in the dark woods, appearing dishevelled and desperate, which surprised me. Had they followed us again? I felt a mixture of rage and concern growing in my chest.

“It’s my friends! Ben, Michael, and Ellen!”

“Is that the telekinetic boy? Dammit! They’ll be on us because of him. Mason, go get them! Amber, you have light magic, and I’ve suspected for about a year I do too. With yours and Ben’s help, I hope we can put something around here. They’ll be here within an hour, otherwise.”

I nodded and grasped the hand he extended to me, and I felt it the moment he did. I wasn’t sure why or how, but it seemed to be beckoning to me.

“Why are you three here?” I demanded when Mason came in with the three of them. “You should be in the Fae Realm where it’s safe!”

Mack glared at me, speaking through gritted teeth. “So should you! And they can explain later. Your telekinetic friend is a liability right now, and they’re probably still watching our farm. I need you and Ben to help me protect this place before Michael is tracked here!”

Ben gave me a quizzical look, but complied with Mack’s request and took his other hand. As we channelled our power, a dazzling, radiant light exploded from the three of us, surrounding the entire home in a shimmering, golden shield that only we could see.

It felt like our abilities were operating in perfect sync, producing a protective bubble that would keep us secure from whatever danger lied beyond its limits.

“We didn’t have a choice. Melanie and Rachel were there to ambush us with some people, and Melanie used me to get back here. We had to be fast because they were still there with your mothers, but the two of them managed to save us again, and Michael turned into a dragon and took us a good distance away from the farm,” Ben explained once we were done putting up the protection spells.

“I still have your hairbrush, and we knew you were still here, so we did the spell to find you. Why did you stay?” Ellen demanded, looking at me with fury in her eyes.

“To help Mack. Their dad got knocked out by that shelf. Ben’s proof I can get through the portal again even if it’s closed for them because we already opened it. It should last a couple of days, and they’ll leave the house soon enough,” I said.

“If they don’t, we might have to see if we can open another one here. It seems like it’s getting easier each time,” Ben said. “We might need to wait at least a day before trying again, but they might expect us to return. We might have to do it, again, instead.”

“What is this place?” Ellen asked, looking around the room.

Mack stepped forward to explain.

“My hideout. I was about to explain why before you all turned up. It’s not just our realm that is trying to take over everything. There are groups in all eight who want to keep all our realms isolated so they can take over and be in charge. Many people in the mortal and fae worlds are involved, too. They blame us because we have an evil reputation. Meanwhile, your own people are helping to let them in. It’s a long story, so I’ll try to explain everything.”
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Mack explained how a diverse collection of people from all eight realms had worked together with the same purpose of closing the majority of portals in each realm except those under their control.

Their grandiose objective was to change every governing institution within their reach and establish a new order that mirrored their common vision for better worlds.

According to Mack, this alliance consisted of thousands of people from each dimension, all working together to achieve this enormous goal.

“But why? What do they get out of it?” Ben asked.

“To live by their own rules. There used to be a time when it was all one realm. It started with the elements, but as the population grew, and we discovered and tapped into more magic, the more unnatural everything felt—or so they say, and that’s where the names for the light and dark magic wielders came from. Back then, they saw it as good and evil magic, and people were superstitious about it. It split into eight different types of magic eventually, with light magic seen on one side and dark magic on the other. There was a fight between several magical folks, and so in the end, a group from each type performed an ancient spell that has long been lost, and it split everything into eight realms, dividing what you call the Mortal Realms into two realms. They closed the portals permanently, but people have been trying to get them all open again ever since. Your teachers aren’t wrong when they say a balance is good. If all eight worlds are connected, the magic will flow through all of them, and we’ll work better together than we did when it was one realm, because each of our realms contains those powers. But if these people have it their own way and close each portal, our magic could backfire on us because it will be too much for each realm to contain, and every realm, including the light magic one, will become what you think we are. Evil.”

“Really? Why?” Mason inquired, genuine surprise evident in his voice.

“Because while our magic isn’t evil, it is more aggressive than the light magic, and you can probably sense that with the protection spell. Without the light magic, we’d be ten times worse, but without our magic to balance their magic, they’ll go full circle and become that way too, except ten times worse, and it will leak into all realms. You know, kind of like oil or something. Eventually, we’d all be corrupt, even the neutral realms. Or what they call the Mortal Realms.”

“Wait, so there are two Mortal Realms?” Michael inquired, his voice tinged with surprise.

“It just means they have magical and non-magical people, but they are opposite sides of each other. The one you know has witchcraft, while the other one has sigil and rune magic,” Mack explained.

“People know about sigils and runes in our realm,” I pointed out. “Some of our fictional stories have them, and some people see them as evil or black magic.”

“Magic leaks into all realms,” he reminded me. “It’s in your world, but in their world it’s prominent to the point they call them the Sigil and Runes realm. I just called it the Mortal Realm because it’s easier for you to understand, since they’re as magical as yours. Mortal Realm isn’t accurate because it implies we don’t die, but we all have about the same lifespans, except for those who have immortal powers, but they’re rare. Basically, you’re both neutral realms if you want to think about it that way. They’re the only two realms with both magical and non-magical people. In every other realm, people are magical. I think there are cases of some non-magical people, but they’re very rare and no one talks about them, and I think sometimes they get sent to the Mortal Realms. There are cases of non-magical people from the Mortal Realms discovering their powers once they’re in our realms, but it depends on the magic they have dormant in them. It’s why Patricia could do our magic. She had dormant dark magic in her, and perhaps that’s why she was chosen. Once they brought her over, it activated at some point.”

With a confident gesture, he opened the binder to a page, exposing a skilfully drawn diagram consisting of eight circles artfully grouped in a bigger circle.

Interestingly, he labelled each circle with a distinct magical category, with “Light” at the top, followed by “Shapeshifter,” “Mortal,” “Fae,” and “Dark” in the lower areas of the page. A circle on the left was labelled “Sorcerers,” and the centre circle was labelled “Sigil,” which connected to the “Light” circle via the final circle labelled “Wand Wielders.”

“All this magic seems like it can be connected. Like sorcerers and wand wielders. I’ve heard of it all in the Mortal Realm,” Ellen said as she gazed at it.

“Of course you have,” Mack responded, “and it is all connected somehow, and that’s why I think the story they told us about it all being one realm is false, or we worked well together, and they did back then what they’re doing now. They split us into separate realms so they could have control over each, but it hasn’t worked out well because people know about the other realms and keep opening portals into them. The light magic wielder realm has been concealed except for one portal, but it wasn’t us who did it. It was them. The light magic wielders. They’re the ones who concealed the portals and erased their history from other realms. People in their world have kept them isolated, and it’s the same with the other realms, but the fae and sorcerers are strong and keep opening the portals, but so have others. The Sigil and Runes Realm just got a small one open to the shapeshifter one. Most people are in the dark about all this. It’s just easier for them to put the blame on us because of what we are called, but thousands, maybe even millions by this point, from all eight realms are in on it! It’s all been concealed from the general public’s eye the same way magical people in the neutral realms hide themselves from non-magical people.”

“But how did you find out then?” Ben asked him.

“They took my mom. I didn’t know back then that’s what they did, but I knew it was some people from the government involved. Her personality changed overnight, and I went from her Bambino to a burden. As soon as I was old enough, I started investigating everything we knew about realms, and then I worked my way into their group undercover. I’m basically one of the bottom feeders, but I don’t care. It’s the only way I’ve been getting information and gaining their trust. Although you guys kind of came here a bit prematurely, but it’s fine. I think I have the gist of their plans.”

“And that is to take over each realm? But why? Is it just fae taking over the fae, and mortals taking over theirs and so on, or is it a mix of people?” Ellen asked.

“That, I don’t know. I think it’s a mix, given they are switching people in other realms,” Mack answered.

“Your people are right. They’re planning a war,” Mason, who was flipping through the pages in the binder, suddenly spoke up.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean, they’re planning a war between all eight realms, and they’re hoping to reduce the populations so they can take over and run them independently.” he looked down at a page of bullet points about the realms. “We just learned about the War of Eighteen Twenty-Five last month! There were groups who wanted to take over all the states, and so they made the people hate each other in each state, and a war broke out!”

“The War of Eighteen Twenty-Five?” Michael asked, confused.

“We’re the mirror country of what I think you call the USA? We have states, too, though we have fewer states. Our state is the mirror to California. The War of Eighteen Twenty-Five was a civil war that lasted almost six years,” Mason answered. “There was a disgruntled group that hated how we ran the country, so they got together and had each state hate each other for a different reason, which eventually broke into a war, but it backfired on them. It took five years, but eventually, people figured it out, and all the states ganged up on them and fought them as one for nearly a year before the other side gave up.”

“But how do you conclude that they are doing the same now?” Mack asked him.

Mason glanced at the binder and then at his brother before responding.

“Because they’re making everyone hate us! They’re starting the war between the fae and us, I think, and then they’ll move on to the other realms. They’re kidnapping children and parents and switching them? It’s all realms involved, right? So why are we the only ones getting the blame for it? Do you realize the damage we’d do to each other’s realms? Especially the neutral realms? Something big is happening. No one wants a war between realms, but someone sure as hell is trying to piss off the fae one right now! They want them to get fed up and attack us.”

Beside me, Ellen suddenly went into a daze, and Michael jumped to his feet.

“Is she having another vision?” Mason asked.

“Yes, just leave her. We might have to go back to the house, put the protective spell up, and get through the portal,” Ben said. “We won’t have much time if they’ve found us.”

“But I don’t understand how! They shouldn’t be able to detect his powers anymore!” Mack said with alarm. “I’ll have to grab my other notes—”

“He’s right,” Ellen said, snapping out of it.

“Did they find us?” I asked her, and she shook her head.

“No. This was a vision in the far future. We were adults, and it was carnage, and they had you and Ben attached to some… machine. They were using your magic to control the portals in all eight worlds. But all eight managed to get into each other’s and we were all fighting. Then the vision changed to the blond couple as King and Queen ruling over the entire Dark Magic Realm. There were other rulers in the seven others, but I didn’t get to see much except the man with red hair in the Light Magic Realm with some woman ruling by his side, but my vision wouldn’t let me get a good look at her. She looked familiar though. There was a lot I think my visions couldn’t let me know, but I got the gist of it. They… almost trapped me again, but I was pushed out as soon as the blond man tried. I would have seen more if it weren’t for that.”

“So they want each realm to have a monarchy?” Mack asked her. “What the hell for? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I don’t have a problem with the monarch system, but only one for each realm? Don’t they realize how much work that would be? That’s a lot of people to be in charge of, and more people who will want them dead. Monarchs often have bloody pasts with people killing those in rule so they can rule instead.”

Ellen nodded, her face pale. She let out a sigh before responding.

“A lot of people died in each realm, though. I didn’t get a number, but it sounded like billions of people died. When I had a vision of the couple with the man with red hair, they said it was time to close each realm permanently the way they should be, and it would be a severe punishment for anyone who opens one again. They were getting ready to sacrifice Ben’s and Amber’s, mine and Michael’s and several others magic to do it. But that’s when the blond man realized I was there, but I was out of there before he could even move.”

“Can we stop it?” Mason asked, his voice shaking.

“My visions have changed with only a ten-minute warning. When we were at your house, I saw them taking Michael away, but that changed, and that was a two-minute warning. This new one must have been at least ten years into the future.”

“How do we stop it?” Michael asked.

“You four are the keys to stopping it, which is why we have to get you home where you’re safe,” Mack said. “I’ve been following the news about the young portal openers from the Fae Realm but I wasn’t given much information until I met you. You two have the power to open permanent portals in all eight realms, and we can get help from the other realms.”

“But why us? There are other natural portal openers! My dad is good at opening them. He opens ones to the Mortal Realm all the time. Why are we the keys?” Ben asked.

“Because you have magic from all eight realms. Other portal openers, don’t. Your dad for example, Ben, probably only has the power to open a portal to witchcraft one. Most of your magic comes from the Fae Realm and the Witchcraft Realm, but you have a small bit from the other six. Plus all the other stuff lines up for you, including your birth order. You also come from families who made their money off portal opening, are you not? It’s in your blood, even individually, but together? You’re powerful enough to open them and keep them that way forever. You two will be the ones who connect the realms for good. Your teacher was wrong when he said eight isn’t a magical number. It is for you two!”

“And we can make safe portals too,” Ben added.

“How do you know we have it from all eight?” I asked. “Does that mean we can turn into animals? I’ve always wanted to be a unicorn.”

It was Mason to answer. “No. Shifting takes a lot of magic, and you don’t have enough. It just means you can perform their spells. You can cast spells from all eight realms. I can do elemental magic too, but I’m not fae. My whole family can. I’ll show you later.”

“Which is why we need to get all four of you home. We don’t need Ellen’s vision to come true. You don’t have any way to contact home?” Mack asked.

I shook my head. No one had a letterbox on them, which was the only way to communicate between realms. Our faecomms wouldn’t work here.

“We need a letterbox,” I explained.

Mack stared at me for a moment.

“I have one! I have allies in the Wand Welder Realm helping me determine their plans.”

He quickly left the room with an air of haste, only to return a few moments later with a sleek, dark blue one that he handed me.

As the one who brought us here, it seemed only natural that I should write the crucial letter. Meanwhile, the others huddled close, conversing in hushed tones and planning our next steps.

I shared their apprehension about returning to the farmhouse, and I felt bad that Ben and I had not taken precautions to secure the farmhouse when Ellen initially informed us about her vision. Perhaps none of this would have happened if we’d acted sooner.

I focused on the task at hand, swiftly composing the letter and sending it to Barry. Additionally, I sent a separate one to Ellen’s grandmother as per her request. Despite being aware that my impulsive actions were likely to anger everyone, especially Carly and Sierra, I proceeded. I realized I had worsened the situation for our mother.

“You okay?” Ben asked, coming to sit beside me.

“I caused all this. They lost their home because of me. They can’t stay in this realm now. Our moms are probably prisoners, or worse,” I said. “I just thought I’d go undetected because of my mortal blood.”

“To be fair, you probably would have. It’s not just your fault. We are all responsible. I should have told Barry or someone. We all screwed up today,” Ben responded. “Besides, I didn’t want to drop the news on the Campbells, and I know I need to, but I saw their dad sacrifice himself so we could escape. He was awake when we returned, and they sent something at Ellen and I when we were trying to get on Michael’s back when he was in his dragon form. The spells hit Mr. Campbell so hard… well, it was just obvious he was dead, and your mothers did blood magic with his blood, and there was a burst of light. Michael obviously didn’t stick around, but it looked like they’d gone. I think they used blood magic to escape.”

“What’s blood magic?” I asked with disgust.

“Dark magic. Fae practised it in ancient times, but it was banned. I’m starting to think our magic is watered-down dark magic,” Ben said.

“You’re not wrong,” Mack said. “You said you have a Fight Club to let out your aggression. So do we, and so do the sorcerers.”

“The wand wielders have duelling, though, and they’re closer to light magic,” Mason said.

“Yeah, but it’s not the same way we have it. The mortals have a sport where people punch each other in a square ring,” Mack said.

“Wait, there is no boxing here? What about the Fae Realm?” Michael asked.

“Not really. We have the magic to fight each other. Why would we punch each other when we can use spells? The Sigil Realm has it, but the others don’t,” Mason said.

“Dude, that sucks. Can’t you see the wasted potential?” Michael asked. “We should have it the Fae Realm.”

“Why? I can use my elements against people.” Ben said.

The letterbox shook slightly, indicating that there was a response. I quickly opened it and pulled out a folded piece of paper. I was expecting a lecture, but Barry only informed me that everyone was pleased we were okay, and that they’d all talked and decided we should stay until Ben and I could create another portal.




We worry it’s a trap and want you all here and safe. Sierra said the magic you have up should last, but to make sure you maintain it. None of us are upset with any of you, by the way. All your sisters and Justin were making plans with us to save your mom. You just beat us to it.

Our parents might be angry, but now that we know their plans, they’ve all calmed down, even the teachers. Brody and Ernie filled us in on the other realms, and Dad thinks they want a mix of all eight realms in each realm for them to rule over in their own way. They think they just want it to be eight different kingdoms, ruling over all magic. But that’s going to backfire on them. Anyway, keep us updated, and we will do the same. Please don’t go back to their house. You never know what is waiting for you there.




I read it aloud to the others after doing a quick skim through it.

“He’s probably right,” Mack said. “I think that makes the most sense.”

“I’m glad they’re planning to spread the word that we’re not all bad,” Mason remarked.

“We learned a theory about the spell to separate realms somewhat in school, too. Can’t they just do another spell and run things their own way, then?” Michael asked.

“No, the spell they used was meant to separate the magic,” Ben responded. “It’s not the same as portal rooms, for example. Creating new realms for each must have been hard as it is, but to do it just because? Sebastian has always believed some kind of sacrifice had to be made to do it if it’s true, and it would have taken a lot of power. They likely used blood magic and sacrificed magic to do it.”

“There’s a story in our realm of the one hundred thousand who made it possible, but that’s all we know,” Mack said. “The details were destroyed, and history was rewritten, plus its ancient text in another lang—”

“She’s having another vision,” Mason said, alarmed, looking at Ellen who went rigid as soon as Mack mentioned the one hundred thousand. “Are they coming?”

My heart skipped a beat as Ellen’s head jerked back, and I automatically reached out to grab her hand in mine, fearful she’d get stuck again.

Yet, unlike her usual glazed face, this time her body shook with frightening intensity, sending chills down my spine. Ben was by her side in an instant, offering encouragement while Michael deftly scrawled something onto a scrap of paper before hastily pushing it through the letterbox.

“What do we do?” Mason asked, panicked, and a loud crackling sound echoed around us.

“Fuck! They’re here!” Mack shouted.

“Ben, Amber, I know it’s a lot to ask, but you two need to create a portal to get us out of here, now!” Michael said, closing the letterbox. “Only her grandmother and the seer teacher can help her.”

Mason’s voice trembled with fear as he spoke. “There are hundreds of people out there,” he said, gazing anxiously out the window.

Ben and I jumped to our feet without hesitation, determined to open a portal to the Fae Realm despite our past attempts leaving us depleted and fatigued. But this time, we weren’t going to back down.

We tightened our grip on each other’s hands and focused our efforts, pouring every ounce of our power into the task at hand.

Meanwhile, Mack and Mason dashed around the cabin, quickly grabbing Mack’s work and stowing it in bags as if racing against the clock.

Michael stood firm throughout, offering comfort and support as Ellen’s trembling persisted. The cabin walls shook furiously, and I could feel our defensive magic under attack.

Despite our best attempts, I felt an unseen fissure emerged in our protective dome, leaving us vulnerable to the malignant powers that attempted to pull us apart.

“No one sacrifices themselves,” I said, watching Mack hand Mason two bulging bags they’d filled with as much stuff as possible.

“I’ll do what I have to get the five of you out of here,” Mack said. “Just look after Mason for me.”

But I was not going anywhere without him. After everything we’d been through, I couldn’t leave him to his fate.

He could protest all he wanted, but I was determined to drag him along with us, even if it required using force. After all, I hadn’t risked everything to save him only to see him sacrifice himself.

“Mack Campbell! We know you are in there, and we know you’ve been trying to take us down from the inside! We’ve tracked your movements for over three years and have reason to believe you have the seer and the boy who can do telekinesis in there! The portal boy likely isn’t far off. Hand the three of them over, and we will go easy on you.”

“Fuck you,” Mack muttered under his breath.

Ellen came back to herself, looking around wide-eyed at each of us.

“Did they trap you?” Michael asked, but she shook her head mutely.

“No, I saw… it’s hard to explain. I didn’t see them coming here,” she added, looking toward the window closest to her, which was shaking. “I’d rather just tell everyone at the same time. I never knew such a thing was possible—” she let out a shriek as the house shook even harder.

Ben and I pushed every fibre of our being into opening the portal, straining against the invisible obstacles that threatened to keep us prisoner.

The portal opened before us in a flash of glittering blue light, calling us to freedom. We probably only had two minutes.

Despite our exhausted bodies, we sprang into action with fiery determination. I quickly took advantage of the opportunity to shoot a vine at Mack, hoping to pull him along with us as we made our escape.

Michael rushed to assist, his movements swift and precise. Meanwhile, Ben had taken on the task of safely guiding Ellen through the portal, his gaze steady and unwavering even in the chaos.

“What are you doing?”

Mack’s panic-filled cry echoed in my ears as I turned to face him, adrenaline coursing through my veins.

My eyes blazed with fury as I confronted him.

“You were willing to sacrifice yourself for us!” I spat out in disbelief, unable to comprehend his audacity and selflessness.

Frantically, I called out to Mason for help. “We need to get him through the portal!” I pleaded, my desperation creeping into my voice.

With a sharp nod from Mason, he used a forceful gust of air to propel his brother towards the portal. We ran together as a united front, our bodies moving in sync as we charged towards the glowing portal amidst the crashing debris of the house.

With Michael’s strong hand gripping mine tightly, and Mason by our side, we crossed over into the safety of the other side. We collapsed onto the ground outside of the school, gasping for breath.

To my surprise, we were met by the concerned faces of the Fire and Math teachers who had been carefully watching over us. A sense of relief washed over me as I allowed myself to relax, knowing that we had made it out alive. The sound of zapping behind us signalled that the portal had closed shut.

“Come on, let’s get you all inside. You have a lot of explaining to do,” Mr. Johnston, the Math teacher, told us. “Philip, if you could alert the others? I’ll take them to Mr. Hornoras office.”
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The prospect of getting expelled from school weighed heavily on my mind as I waited in the office with the others, anticipating Mr. Hornoras arrival.

Only hours before, I’d been relishing in the pleasure of our hockey team’s hard-fought triumph, but now the fear of punishment hovered over me like a dark cloud.

As we waited for the headmaster, there was silence in the air. His fury was evident when he finally stormed into the room, and his eyes appeared to pierce into us with unrelenting intensity.

“The four of you are not above the rules!” He exclaimed. “The staff, all your parents, and even the other two Campbell boys have pleaded with me not to expel you, so I won’t. Not yet, but if any of you pull anything like this again, even if it’s only one of you, you’re all out of here! For now, you’re banned from all teams for the rest of the year and suspended for the next two weeks, but it won’t be a vacation. Your parents have assured me you’ll be working hard. You each lose two hundred demerit points, which means until you earn them back, you’re confined to your dorms except for classes and meals. You’re also all on academic probation until the end of your JS Year Three. If you don’t keep your grades up, you’re out of here!”

“That seems harsh,” Mack protested. “It’s not like they were doing it on a whim or to rebel. They wanted to save Amber’s mother. I’d have done the same thing!”

“Same here!” Mason exclaimed. “If I knew my mother was here, I’d have come too!”

“I don’t care!” Mr. Hornora shouted. “If I have to be honest, I probably would have too as a kid, which is why they aren’t getting expelled. But I’d be punished too, just as you two would, or anyone else. The fact is, they’re vulnerable kids who took matters into their own hands. They put themselves and your family in danger after leaving school property without permission,” and he looked at each of us now. “The four of you may have strong powers, but that does not mean you can do whatever you want. I’m serious. If even one of you does something like this ever again, I will expel all seven of you who were involved with this!”

“But they only followed me!” Amber protested. “It’s my fault. I just thought because I’m half mortal, I could slip in and out. I did my research, and a mortal my age wouldn’t be detected, even with my fae powers. I thought I could rescue my mother and return their mother. Michael tried to stop me. The blame should all be on me.”

“Nope. All seven of you are getting punished because you all made a choice tonight,” Mr. Hornora told her, and then he sighed. “But as angry as I am, I have to admit you’re right. You would have gone undetected, but dear, you realize you would have been punished even if you hadn’t put others in danger? Even if you’d turned up with her with nothing untoward happening, we would have been angry.”

“I was willing to risk expulsion for her. I just wanted to save my mom, and I didn’t care if I had to die to do it and I accept my punishment. I don’t care if the punishment lasts until I graduate. There is much more happening out there that’s worse than expulsion.”

Mr. Hornoras shoulders relaxed as he gazed at her. “I know. I get it, but Miss. Hudson, you could have talked to us about your plan. We would have helped if you were that determined, because you’re not wrong. You could have gone in undetected. That being said, you all uncovered valuable information. Checks are being made to see if there are more imposters here as we speak, and we learned we’ve been prejudiced against their realm,” he added, nodding at Mack and Mason. “Mack, if you could help us with as much information as possible, I’d be grateful.”

“As long as you make sure my brothers have a safe place to stay, I’ll tell you everything you need to know,” Mack told him.

Mr. Hornora nodded. “The Hoofers and the Hudsons have volunteered. Now, can you all tell me what happened?”

“Wait, Ellen had a vision,” Michael said, looking at Ellen, who was still pale.

She’d remained quiet since arriving. She was sitting with her head resting on Amber’s shoulder, still visibly shaken up.

“I’d rather explain what it was when everyone is here. Then I don’t have to keep repeating it,” she responded.

Mr. Hornora sighed. “We will have a meeting in the morning. Your families are all here, asleep. Why don’t you all go to bed, and we will meet up again after you’ve rested? Sierra has put even more protection up, so you should be safe. We have a room where your brothers are staying for now,” Mr. Hornora added to Mason and Mack. “We will take the rest of you to your dorms.”

I didn’t realize how tired I was until that moment. All I wanted to do was lay down in my comfortable bed and sleep for days.
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The fact that I wasn’t in my usual dorm room surprised me when I gradually returned to awareness the next morning. Instead, I was in my childhood bed at home. My mind raced with bewilderment until I observed my father seated near my bed in a grey armchair, looking to be in a daze.

The unexpectedness of my settings and my father’s brooding presence created a weird atmosphere. I was baffled as to how I’d landed myself back in my bed at home.

Despite the initial shock, knowing my father was there with me brought me solace. I was intrigued, wondering what had compelled him to sit at my bedside in this manner.

“How did I end up here?” I asked, looking around the room, feeling groggy.

“We brought you home this morning, Ben,” Dad answered me. “Your suspension starts today, and we preferred having you and Michael here. Your friends are all home, too.”

“I take it I’m grounded for the rest of my life?” I responded, sitting up, figuring that was why he was beside my bed.

Expecting the inevitable consequences, I readied myself for the backlash and made the conscious decision not to resist. My heart was heavy with remorse. Innocent people had been displaced from their home and banned from their own realm as a result of my actions. All I felt was regret and remorse.

The punishment meted out by the headmaster sounded fair, and I had no desire to challenge it. It bothered me to think that my actions had caused the Campbells inconvenience and distress. I understood Mr. Hornoras point of view and had no intention of complaining or avoiding responsibilities.

“No, Ben,” Dad answered me. “Maybe we should, but we agree with the punishment the school has given you. It’s very harsh, so I don’t think we need to add to it. But Ben, what were you thinking? The moment you realized your friend left, you should have told someone instead of following her blindly.”

“We weren’t thinking. We panicked and followed her through,” I said.

“Understandable, but still no excuse. We aren’t going to talk Mr. Hornora into changing his mind. You could have died or been kidnapped, and you could have had the others killed, including an innocent family. We can’t take that lightly, so you’ll do everything Mr. Hornora wants you to do when you return to school. He says he’ll add more punishments if he sees fit, and we won’t fight him on that.”

“I know,” I said, not arguing because I knew we deserved it all. We deserved expulsion, if I had to be honest.

“Good. The others will be here later so we can have a meeting, and you can tell us what happened, but after that, you can’t see or contact your friends until you return to school. You’re grounded to your room for the next two weeks except for meals. Michael has the same punishment, and you won’t be allowed to talk to him except at meals. Your teachers sent home all your schoolwork, and you’ll dedicate the next two weeks to it. I’ll be checking it myself. This won’t be an easy two weeks for you.”

I nodded, not caring about that.

“Does the whole school know? Melanie said they were all worried.”

Dad shook his head before responding.

“None of the student body knows except your siblings and Amber’s siblings… and Nick and Tasha. The teachers felt it wasn’t a good idea to tell them. I’m sure they will devise a reason to tell your classmates why you’re suspended. The Campbell boys can use the elements, so the staff will just enrol them as mortals who found their magic the same way Sierra and Carly did. We talked to the Hudsons, and we decided we’d all be their sponsors. It’s the least we can do, considering they lost their home. And maybe I’ll lose father of the year for saying this, but I am proud of you kids. That doesn’t mean I’ll be lenient on you, but you uncovered secrets none of us suspected with your little stunt. I’m in a conundrum because I want to punish you, but I’m also proud.”

“Dad, it might seem hard to believe, but I agree with our punishment. The only thing I don’t like about it is if I do something, the others will be punished.”

“But it gives all seven of you more accountability, Ben. You seem to care more about the others than you do about yourselves, so behave if you don’t want them punished further. Anyway, get up and get dressed. It’s nearly noon, and the others will be here around one. Your mother and I will have lunch ready for you and Michael.”

I nodded silently. My father left the room, and I carefully swung my legs out of bed. Although it was true that the possibility of spending the next two weeks in here was intimidating, I couldn’t help but feel relieved after the events of the previous twenty-four hours.

It was a pleasant relief to be surrounded by the comforting familiarity of my parents and my childhood home.
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The living room was abuzz as my brothers, Amber’s relatives, and even Ellen’s little brother, Timmy, were all present.

Alongside them, Ellen’s parents and grandmother had also honoured us with their presence, and the four Campbell brothers completed the gathering. Mr. Hornora and Mr. Yooper, who Ellen’s grandmother accompanied, were the only staff members present.

Although I’d seen the house crowded with people before, this gathering had a difference to it. The sensation of being the centre of attention was overpowering. Despite the group’s warmth and togetherness, I felt self-conscious because all eyes seemed to be concentrated on us.

“Why is Timmy here?” I asked Ellen as the four of us sat on the couch together.

“My parents decided he was old enough to hear, Ben. He just turned eleven and will be going to Foothills in two years. He might as well be informed. My other brothers and Sally are with one of my uncles. I don’t mind, to be honest. Remember how much we were trying to get information at his age? He might as well know the truth. My parents told him he can come as long as he doesn’t tell Jerry anything.”

Once everyone was seated, all eyes were on us, and we all told our stories, sometimes talking over each other as we told them about the previous nights events.

“What was your vision about, Ellen?” Timmy asked once we were done.

Ellen took a deep breath before locking eyes with each of us in turn. “I saw something that defies explanation. It wasn’t a glimpse into the future, but a vision from ten thousand years ago.”

Her words hung heavy in the air, and I could sense the curiosity and apprehension bubbling up within the group.

“You saw the past? You can do that? Cool!” Timmy exclaimed.

Although I was aware of the existence of seers, I always believed their abilities were limited to predicting future events.

Therefore, Ellen’s revelation that she had seen a vision from the past was an unexpected surprise. I turned to look at Ellen’s grandmother, my expression betraying my surprise and intrigue.

“We’ve… suspected,” she intoned. “But we weren’t sure. No seer has been given that gift in a very long time.”

“Why are all these strong powers suddenly coming through?” Mr. Hudson asked with astonishment. “My daughter and Ben can open all portals and they have powers from all eight realms. Michael has telekinesis… something we all thought died out, and now Ellen can see the past and probably the present. That hasn’t happened for at least… a thousand years. What’s happening?”

“I suspect these powers are coming out because the war between realms may be sooner and worse than we expect,” Dad said. “They are likely not the only ones, but they’re the only well-known ones. Perhaps more kids with powerful abilities will arrive. Sierra’s powers came out after she came here. I’d say we can expect more extinct powers to come out. Look at all the phoenixes, another power we’d thought gone until the seventies.”

“My visions came out better in their realm,” Ellen said. “Why is that? I could see more clearly, and they came when we discussed certain subjects.”

“Telekinetic’s and seers are considered dark magic,” Mrs. Hudson answered.

It was surprising to hear that as I thought seers came from the mortal realm.

“But we aren’t evil!” Michael exclaimed.

“Now you know how we feel,” Brody said. “We aren’t evil either. I was in line to get a football scholarship to Orange Falls University! Scouts from other Universities were going to watch me next fall for my senior year, so I probably would have had more! Yesterday, my biggest stress was whether I passed my math test and if my girlfriend was mad at me, and now I’m wanted in my realm, and I can’t go home. We are teenagers, like you, we just have different magic, and unfortunately, our mother signed us up for this, even if it wasn’t her intention. We don’t blame any of you because you did what all four of us would have done if we’d known the truth, but I can’t deny I’m furious with my mother. Because of her decision, two families were affected!”

“And we can admit our history about you has been wrong, and we apologize. We will do whatever we can to protect all four of you,” Mr. Hornora responded. “As we said earlier, the three of you have a place at Foothills since you can all control the elements. We will help you out too, Mack, with whatever you need. Brody, we can even grant you a scholarship for football to a school of your choice. Our school systems are a little different from yours, but we do have colleges.”

“What did you see, Ellen?” Timmy asked. “What vision from the past?”

“We were talking about how they performed a spell to divide the magic into eight realms and how it must have been a powerful sacrifice, and they were right,” Ellen answered. “I saw this huge field near some mountains where a hundred thousand people were called to meet up from the eight types of magic. I couldn’t understand exactly what they were saying since it was a lost ancient language they all communicated in, but the gist of it was all one hundred thousand people chosen were some of the most powerful people in magical history, and now, the ancestors of the people who are trying to start the war now—which I’m still trying to work out how it’s still the same families since they should have millions of descendants by now—sacrificed them. They needed the blood of a hundred thousand people to do the spell and their magic to do it. They killed them all, took their magic and used it on the blood they collected so they could create more realms. They did a chant. I couldn’t understand any of it, and everything exploded, and I left the vision.”

“Wait, so have they been trying to cause a war between realms since then?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Ben,” Ellen answered me. “I’d say no. I think they wanted eight realms so each could control their own types separately, but it didn’t work out that way. Now, these new people are trying to start a war and rule over all magic instead of just one type of magic,” Ellen said. “They want eight different kingdoms they can each control in their own way that isn’t connected to each other. We all know our magic all works better when there is balance.”

“But that won’t work,” Dad stated. “That’s going to backfire worse on them and anyone still alive. We need them connected for it all to flow properly, or it will backfire on us and kill all of us eventually because it will be more harsh and volatile than dark magic is right now. Our ancestors learned that a long time ago.”

“Sounds like they don’t care. I think they’re thirsty for power,” Sebastian said, my oldest brother said. “They already went after the royal family, remember? This is about control and power, and they probably want to attack every country with a monarch, not just ours.”

“More than likely all government systems,” Mack said. “I was trying to infiltrate their system from the bottom up, so why wouldn’t they? I’d check all government systems, and all schools as discreetly as possible. The Royal Family should check their people too.”

“But don’t fire them,” Dad added, and I looked at him with surprise.

“If I find out any of our staff members are involved, they’re gone,” Mr. Hornora said. “My duty is to protect the students of my school. Which by the way, I’ve failed horribly at.”

“You didn’t seem to care about that when you separated the elements,” Mr. Yooper said. “The people with one and two elements were failing because you put them all in basic skills classes! Those classes are only meant for people who struggle to control their elements!”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know about any of this! I was doing as the school board advised, and Foothills isn’t the first to run that way. Many schools all over the country and other countries are doing the same!”

“And that doesn’t seem suspicious to you?” Dad asked him.

“Well, now it does. But that’s the way our world works. People with one or two elements are seen as bottom feeders, so I didn’t find it odd at first,” Mr. Hornora responded defensively. “Which is why I don’t want anyone on the teaching staff who could be a danger to the kids. Look, my job is already on the line. I was told this morning before I came here that there will be an inquiry because my students have put themselves and two families in danger now! I might not even be the headmaster next year. It’s out of my hands, but the least I can do is ensure everyone else is safe.”

“And I agree Foothills should, and it’s not just because I’m biased because my kids go there. No one else knows what we know, and if we go around firing people, it could alert them and bring the war on prematurely. But obviously, all the teachers know we suspect something, given what happened last night. They won’t think it’s odd you fired people who could be dangerous to the four of them,” Dad pointed at us. “And that’s the story you’ll give out. Does the board know the truth about the Campbell kids?”

Mr. Hornora shook his head. “No, only trusted select members of the staff know. Everyone else thinks the kids were in the Mortal Realm again, and that’s the story we are putting out. Anyone who knows has been sworn to secrecy. You and I both know while we trust the four boys, others will be prejudiced. And if I get fired, I’m counting on you, Dale,” he added, looking at Mr. Yooper, “to do everything to protect Brody, Ernie, and Mason and to have an escape portal for them or any of these kids and anyone else who they might be after.”

“But there are people who know the truth outside of us,” Mom said.

“Which is why we have to be as discreet as possible,” Dad said. “As I said, they’ll expect us to check all teachers and students at Foothills, but they will not blab outside their circles. We have to do as Mack said, and infiltrate their group without them realizing it. So for now, everything has to run normally. That means nothing about the eight realms leaves this room. We need them to think we still think there are only five. Timmy, can you keep this secret? I know it’s a lot of information, but no one can know.”

“I know,” he answered. “I won’t tell anyone, I swear. I know how important all of this is.”

“I think you may have sigil and rune magic in you,” Mack told Timmy. “If you learn to harness it, you can be powerful.”

“What does that mean?” Timmy asked.

“You can do spells with runes and sigils,” Mack answered. “And you have a lot of their magic in you. I can sense it coming off you, so it must have just activated. You can perform powerful spells with it.”

“Cool!” Timmy responded. “When can I start?”

“With your parent’s permission, I can teach you the basics,” Mack told him. “Most of the texts about it are in my realm, so if you want to learn more, we will need to get them from there or find a way into their realm.”

“I vote for that if you do it,” Dad said. “I think everyone should stay out of the Dark Magic Wielder Realm unless we have no choice. Amber and Ben will be ready to open more portals when they’re older. That’s when we can warn them and get recruits. For now, I want everyone to behave as normally as possible. Do nothing to draw attention to ourselves.”

“It’s up to you, Ben,” Amber said, looking at me. “And obviously, you two,” she added, looking at my parents. “But I was talking to my parents this morning, and I think we should try again when we are sixteen. That’s just a little over two years away. We said we’d discuss it when we get here. Timmy starts school then anyway, so we can get the portal open to that realm first.”

“I’m fine with that,” I answered, and Mom and Dad glanced at each other and nodded.

“We are fine with it, but you two—or all of you, because we know now you older ones were going to try to save Patricia too, need to be honest with us. No more sneaking off. We are all in this together, and we want to work with you,” Mrs. Hudson said. “If you worry we will disapprove, tell us, and we will try to be open-minded. We would have helped you if you were that determined to save Patricia. So from now on, talk to us. We’d rather help you than have you sneak off and get stuck in another realm again. Okay?”

There was a murmur of agreement around the room.

“But you have to be honest with us, too,” Carly said. “Adults always keep secrets. We want to know everything you know from now on.”

“We have no more secrets from you, but I agree,” Dad said. “All of us in the room must be honest with each other from now on. No more secrets, and no more sneaking off by yourselves.”

“What about our moms and their dad?” Carly asked. “Shouldn’t we try to help them? They’re probably prisoners now.”

My thoughts returned to the awful events of the previous day as I let out a big sigh. The sight of Mr. Campbell taking on all the dark spells launched at him flashed before my eyes, followed by the horrific memory of his body physically bursting.

I cringed at the thought of the two ladies who had then carried out a terrible ceremony, allowing his blood to flow and generating yet another destructive explosion that rocked the entire home.

“What spells do you have that make people explode?” Carly asked the Campbell boys in shock and disgust after I explained this.

“None, but they can backfire. Dad probably did something to make it happen. In the wrong hands, our spells can do awful things, and if he sacrificed himself, he put some spell on himself to make it happen.”

“I’m sorry we made you lose your dad, too,” Amber said, and I felt the same way.

These boys lost everything because of us.

“It’s alright,” Mack said. “Dad was already sick, anyway. He would have done it either way, but he’s been suffering for the past four years. It sucks, but it put an end to his suffering and they got away. I think it’s one of the reasons he stopped defending us. He didn’t have the energy to keep fighting Mom all the time. It’s not any of you I’m upset with. I wouldn’t be even if he were healthy. I’m not even mad at our real mom. And if you hadn’t shown up, they might have caught me because they knew I was a spy, and targeted the family. We were already on their list, and you probably saved us.”

“Still, they shouldn’t have been there,” Mr. Hornora said. “Let’s not condone their actions. All of this could have been avoided if they would have talked to us.”

“And we promise we will from now on,” Michael said. “But where do you think they are now? If Patricia and Bernice escaped, where did they go? Are they still there? Shouldn’t we help them?”

“We can’t just go running into their realm again,” Sierra said. “If they escaped, they’re probably hiding somewhere. Maybe they’ll contact us. As much as it pains me to say, we have to do as Mr. Hoofer said and leave it alone.”

“Exactly. Kids, it’s going to be hard, but we have to do everything we can to make things seem as if they are still normal. The Campbell boys have already said they can pretend to be the step-siblings of Sierra, Carly, and Amber, which helps explain why they were visiting them. And we can say Melanie, Rachel, and the other expelled students were helping the dark magic wielders who attacked us,” Mr. Yooper said. “When do you have to go in?” He added to Mr. Hornora.

“Monday morning,” he responded.

“We will see what we can do to help you, then. Kids, why don’t you hang out while you still can? You have an hour, and then your punishment will start,” Dad told us. “We’re going to see what we can do to save his job.”
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Although Barry and the other older kids stayed downstairs, I wanted to spend some time with my friends before they banned us from speaking to each other for the next two weeks.

Mason followed behind, but I figured he wanted to be around kids his age. Timmy soon joined us, although Ellen seemed at ease with his presence this time.

We sat in my sitting area together as Ellen, Michael, and I told the group more about what had happened after Melanie, Rachel, and their accomplices had grabbed us and carried us through the portal.

“Half the kitchen was gone, and they were fighting still, so I turned into a dragon as soon as we got there and wrecked the house even more, unfortunately, but it scared them enough to run, and then well, you know the rest,” Michael said.

“I’m sorry I got you all kicked off your teams; I mean, you guys just won your hockey game,” Amber said.

Jared, who was sitting next to her with his arm around her, kissed her cheek before responding, “We followed you. And we have six years left. We’re not banned next year. And demerit points will be easy to earn back if we are confined to our dorms, and we have to get good marks. Let’s just stop the blame game. I’m sure we’ve all had enough lectures.”

“That’s for sure,” Ellen groaned. “And I’m sure they’ll have more later. Let’s just promise to talk to each other, like we did downstairs, but with each other too. No one needs to sneak off on their own. But the same could have happened even if we’d told the adults. I really hope Mr. Hornora doesn’t lose his job because of us.”

“I wouldn’t tell them that, and they don’t think he will,” Sierra said as she entered the room with Amber’s other siblings. “It’s time to go, but before we go, Mom wrote to us. Both of them did. They wrote to all three of us, but we know our parents took your letterbox away.”

“When?” Amber asked.

“Just now,” Carly said. “They sent four letters to each of us. Two are for the Campbell boys and two are for us,” and she handed Mason two letters before reading the two other letters she had aloud.

Bernice apologized to the girls, acknowledging she had failed to adequately care for them. To make peace, she vowed to return all of the money she had taken from them via some allies they had met. Bernice also requested that the girls, if possible, share some of the money with Billy and his father.

Patricia’s message was passionate and affectionate, expressing her love and longing for all four of her children. Despite her desire to be a part of their lives, she couldn’t risk putting them in additional danger right now.

She and Bernice intended to remain hidden in the Dark Magic Wielder Realm, gathering information and alerting us when necessary. Both mothers expressed deep guilt for mistreating the kids in their care.

Mason’s letter was full of apologies to the boys, but Patricia dedicated the majority of her message to him.

“It makes me feel better knowing it was a spell. She was so horrible, but she didn’t mean it. I think she loved us too, even if we weren’t her kids,” Sierra said.

“Anyway, we were sent up here to bring you all downstairs, except Ben and Michael. Michael is to go to his room, and the rest of us are to leave Ben in peace. We’re all going home or back to school,” Carly added.

As I saw my friends leave, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of melancholy sweep over me. Even though it would only be two weeks, it seemed like a lifetime. Perhaps it was due to everything we’d gone through together, or perhaps it was simply difficult to say goodbye after such an intense experience.

I couldn’t deny that year had changed, and I felt closer to Ellen, Michael, and Amber than to Hank and Stan.

I was still connected to them, but our relationships had shifted in ways I couldn’t articulate.

As they left, I sank into one of my room’s chairs and attempted to make sense of it all. I used to be concerned about becoming as powerful as my siblings, but it was time to leave that childish thinking behind.

It almost cost me my friendship with Amber, who I couldn’t picture my life without, now. Someone I couldn’t even remember why I was so angry with.

I was overwhelmed by the weight of responsibility, but I knew I had to rise to the occasion. Ellen’s vision had shown us the danger we were in, and I refused to allow us become pawns in the hands of our enemies.

I was resolved to push myself even harder over the next two weeks to prepare for what was approaching.

I intended to absorb as much knowledge and training as possible using the materials available in our home library. I had a clear vision of what we needed to do to get ready for the portals to open in two years, and I was going to make sure we were prepared for everything.

My parents had taken away my faecomm and letterbox, but I didn’t let that stop me. I knew what we needed to do to prevent a war from starting, and I was willing to do whatever it took to achieve that goal. Those who intended to hurt us would not get away with it.
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A man with gorgeous wavy red curls falling over his ears stood entranced in front of the window, gazing out at the enchanting vineyard. The strong sun’s beams flooded the room, coming in through the many windows and illuminating every nook and cranny. Beautifully distributed throughout the area were comfortable light yellow armchairs and couches, offering adequate seating for a big gathering.

A faint sound of footsteps abruptly jarred him out of his thoughts, leading him to pivot away from the beautiful surroundings to greet a blonde couple approaching him.

“So?” He focused his attention on the towering blond man, who stood six feet tall and dwarfed his wife by half a foot.

The crestfallen expression engraved on his face revealed their plans had gone astray.

“The kids must have figured out Patricia wasn’t herself, which means the seer knew we were going to switch the children we kidnapped,” the blond man answered with a sigh. “They slipped into our world to visit the Campbell family. They went undetected at first until some people sensed the telekinetic boy, but they all got away. Including the Campbell boys.”

The man with red hair sighed loudly and pushed a hand through his hair. “How did they escape? Haven’t you made sure the little seer can’t see you yet? I thought you said it was taken care of?”

The woman moved closer to her husband nervously. “Sorry, sir, but the spell doesn’t activate right away. It should be working now, however. If any seers are watching us, they shouldn’t see anything anymore. We closed all known loopholes after they escaped.”

“The Campbells helped them,” the blond man added. “Doug Campbell sacrificed himself so the kids could escape, and Bernice and Patricia used blood magic to get away. The eldest Campbell boy helped hide the portal boy, the seer girl, and the telekinetic boy in a cabin in the woods.”

“Did you at least find anything useful in their homes?”

The blond couple exchanged looks and then shook their heads.

“We accidentally destroyed the farmhouse… I blame Rachel. She was always useless. But the Campbell boy must have had self-destruction spells in case he was caught. The remains of the cabin exploded while we were searching for information… unfortunately, more lives from our side were lost.”

The man with red hair snorted. “Sure, blame the child for your shortcomings. Bring Rachel to me. I’ll find something else for her to do, and I’ll get her away from you. You may want to consider why you’re so harsh on a kid, though. She’s innocent. You’ve already threatened to harm her parents. Don’t you think that’s enough incentive? You were told to take care of her and her brother, not abuse them. You ever stop to think that’s why the Campbells turned on you as well?”

“So you want to kidnap these kids to steal and sacrifice their magic, but you’re looking down on us for being… a bit harsh? Besides, it’s not our fault Patricia and Bernice hated the children. You’re the one who insisted we switch them permanently after they had their babies. The spells backfired because of that,” the blond woman said with annoyance. “We should have waited at least two years.”

“So fix the damn spell!”

“Our magic doesn’t work like that. Besides, you’re holding out on us or your moon mate is,” the man with blond hair said. “We know your little sister and several people from this realm contacted the Fae Realm. The middle Bregford sister has your powers now! When were you going to tell us? If it weren’t for her, we would have had the young queen! We think she has ancient magic that hasn’t been seen since the one hundred thousand! We aren’t sure what, but our plans will be ruined if she ever comes into power. We need her along with the four children, and we sense many more kids coming with ancient powers from all over. Look at all the phoenixes who have turned up in recent years. The portal girl’s boyfriend has something too. We sensed that about him before he got on the bus to school.”

“Why are all these kids suddenly receiving ancient powers?” The man with red hair asked with frustration. “Have you figured that out yet? The more powerful the realms become, the harder it will be for us. As for my sister, she doesn’t trust anyone, least of all me. We will have to take care of her soon because she’s in contact with the girl. I think her name is Sierra. My moon mate mentioned it, but she has to be discreet to fool them, as you know. She can’t provide me much information without giving herself away. I planned to tell everyone at the next meeting, but I was hoping you’d get the kids. The younger they are, the easier it will be to control them.”

The blond couple said nothing at first, and then the woman let out a small breath of air through her nose. 

“We think they are all descendants of the one hundred thousand we sacrificed ten thousand years ago. We didn’t tell you, but they all got out of the portal we trapped their descendants in about two hundred years ago when it failed. Your sister was guarding it, though she didn’t know why, so I wouldn’t say anything to her about it. We couldn’t get another one made, and we couldn’t leave them in that field. We erased their memories of their old world and sent most back to their own realms, but we put those who we thought could be powerful in the Mortal Realms to make sure their powers stayed dormant. We didn’t see the need to tell you unless something happened because you were focused on getting rid of the telekinetics and telepathics, but it worked initially. So we kept it to ourselves. We thought their powers would stay dormant. But now the powers we forced to be dormant are coming out. They have the potential to be more powerful than the original one hundred thousand. There could be thousands—maybe millions—including the Campbell boys who have powers they don’t know about. We never did a check on their numbers before the portal failed, but we don’t think it surpassed a million because they were flourishing in the portal with a small city of their own, and we never had to enlarge it. There was still plenty of room to spare, and before it failed, they thought it was it was their whole world. The problem is, Foothills have tightened security, and they found almost everyone we planted there. We have no one on the inside anymore because Mara has to lie low now. She can’t reveal her position yet.”

“You two should have told me the moment the portal failed,” the man with red hair said furiously. “You’ll pay for keeping that from me, and so will Mara. I should have been informed the moment the portal failed! They should never have been allowed back out with the general population! That’s why the powers are popping up again! The telekinetic boy is the result of that!”

The blond man was silent, but then he chuckled. “Hornora is on probation now. We could always get him fired. He’s letting the three younger Campbell boys go there because they can control the elements. If we spread the word he is letting dark magic wielders go there, there will be an uproar. We’ve done a good job of getting people to fear our realm and our people. No one would ever guess your people are helping lead this. The parents will want him gone. It will be easy to snatch the three boys because they’ll be wanted by the fae, since our people are hated in their realm. We can probably get the other kids, too.”

The red-haired man was quiet for a moment, as if considering this. He looked lost in thought before shaking his head.

“They’ll be watching for that. If we get him fired now, or have people go after the Campbell boys, they’ll know something is up and they’ll hide all the kids. No, we need someone in the most inconspicuous class there. One of the non-magical classes would work the best. The French teacher will be retiring soon enough. But not yet. They’ll be screening every new staff member hired now. I wouldn’t be surprised if they screen the students now too. No one suspected Melanie was from your world, but they will be suspicious of every student now.”

No one said anything at first, all three lost in their own thoughts. The blond man folded his arms, looking grim.

“I hate to say it, but we may have to lie low for now, at least at Foothills and when it comes to the Royal Family. But there are other schools, other families, and other realms. For now, let the residents of Acerterra be and focus on the country south of them. What’s it called? USA?”

“That’s the name of the country in the Mortal Realm. Their’s is United Elementerra, and they do have the best school in-”

“Stop!” the woman suddenly said with alarm. “I think the little seer girl is listening in again.”

The blond man glanced at her in alarm. “But that’s not possible! We did the spell, and we tested Mara to see if she can watch us. She can’t, but she gets visions of Bernice and Patricia now. She’s the one who alerted us of Mack Campbell’s undercover work, and she told us the portal opener girl would contact Bernice, and she just found out the next Perenge boy will learn how to cast sigil and rune magic, and he’s already powerful. So our spell does work because we’ve been watching Bernice and—”

The man with red hair, hushed him.“Shut up in case she is listening! Clearly, it’s not good enough! Cast it again, but double the power this time. We will meet again first to discuss this, but let’s find out if she is here—”




I pulled out of the vision quickly. Timmy was staring at me with worry as he gently patted my face.

“Ellen, what did you see? You were mumbling. Were you trapped again?” He asked as I sat up, and I shook my head.

“I think I was watching the present, but I won’t say anymore right now. They have a seer, too, so we need to do whatever spell they have done in case more are watching us. It’s how they knew Amber met up with her mother—or fake mother.”

Timmy’s eyes widened. “Oh, shit.”

“Don’t say that word,” I scolded.

“You say it all the time,” he retorted.

“But I’m more grown up than you! I’m going to be fourteen this year!”

“Not until November! Besides, Mom and Dad always say you’re immature for your age!”

“So?” I asked not believing him. I was the most mature out of all of my friends. “That’s not the point! Look, we need to warn Mom and Dad and everyone else, but we need to get them to do the spell. I’m still not allowed to contact my friends until I go to school tomorrow, so we need to find them fast.”

Timmy nodded in agreement, and I swiftly rose to my feet. Were my parents within earshot? If they were, I might have needed to chance a more extended punishment by slipping through the portal to Ben’s house. I didn’t have my letterbox, and the faecomm was rendered useless here.

“When you say you saw the present, you mean the conversation is happening right now?” Timmy asked, and I nodded.

“I was listening while it happened,” I answered, leaving the room with him following close behind. “I think it’s why their spell didn’t work on me. It must only work when people from the past listen in, but I can still see their past and present. They said they think we are the descendants of the one hundred thousand they sacrificed. They had their kids and their descendants locked up in a huge portal for ten thousand years, but then they got out when the portal failed.”

Timmy said nothing until we reached the bottom of the stairs.

“But what does that mean? Shouldn’t we have always been powerful, then?” He asked. “Why are the powers just coming in now?”

“I don’t know. I think he said they were dormant. I’ll have to see if I can get more past visions, but I think they did something to—”

Just as I was about to complete my sentence, my surroundings shifted abruptly.

Instead of standing in the hallway with my brother, I found myself transported back to the vast field, which was now littered with corpses. Even the once-thriving trees (though they’d been covered in snow before) had withered away, succumbing to the destruction that had ravaged the landscape.

The aftermath of an enormous explosion lay before me. The rocky terrain bordered the nearby mountains, reduced to rubble. In the distance, a mountain peak had been partially obliterated, and a murky cloud of smoke billowed into the sky, hinting at the magnitude of the devastation.

Could it be a volcano had erupted?

I diverted my gaze from the gruesome image of the lifeless bodies, sickened by the enormity of the devastation in front of me.

My mind was racing, wanting to get rid of this horrifying vision from my memory. Maybe there was a mind-bleach spell I could use to cleanse my memory of this ghastly picture.

One disadvantage of being a seer was that I was constantly subjected to such gruesome sights. My grandma explained that it was an occupational hazard, but I couldn’t understand why fate couldn’t have spared me from such terrible ordeal until I was older.

I was drawn to a group of folks speaking close by the sound of their voices. Surprisingly, despite their usage of an archaic language that had long ago been lost, I was able to understand their conversation this time.

As I listened closely, it became clear that they were debating what to do with the children of those who had recently been sacrificed. The one hundred thousand were all young, in their prime, with many having young families.

Despite their horrific crime, it appeared they had no intention of harming the innocent children. Rather, they were thinking about how to get rid of the elderly members of the family.

I tried to overhear their talk. When they detailed their ideas, my interest was peaked.

They eventually came to a decision: anyone seventeen and under would be spared, a spell would be cast using a sacrifice from the elderly members of their families to render most of the children’s powers dormant, and they’d be able to perform watered-down magic from their respective realms, but that was it. They’d place them in a gigantic portal they’d been building for just this moment.

The portal was built to keep them imprisoned for thousands of years. The plan was foolproof. They would never regain their strong powers as long as the spell operated as intended.

Even if they did, it would take thousands of years for their descendants to inherit them. In any case, it was unimportant because they would be locked up and forgotten. My surroundings abruptly changed, and I was relieved to return to the present.

While I was in the vision, Ben’s parents, my parents, and my grandmother had joined us.

“You okay, honey?” Mom asked, pulling me up from the floor where I must have fallen.

“I don’t know if I should say in case they’re listening,” I said.

“Your grandmother and I cast the spell. No one can watch if they’re trying to see the future,” Mr. Hoofer told me. “You were out for a while, so we performed it. What did you see?”

“We’re all the descendants of the one hundred thousand they sacrificed to open the realms, even the Campbell boys. They trapped their children in a large portal and left them there, but all our ancestors eventually got out about two hundred years ago because the portal failed. So they sent us all to our respective realms. It’s just coming out in us now for some reason,” and I explained everything I’d seen in both visions.

“What does that mean?” Dad asked when I finished.

“It means Ellen isn’t just the most powerful seer in a thousand years, but at least ten thousand. The sacrificed one hundred thousand has always been seen as a theory because all ancient texts were lost and history was completely rewritten,” Mr. Hoofer said. “Ben and Amber aren’t just portal openers, but they’ll be the most powerful ones, especially together, and Michael is going to be powerful. And you can expect it from Timmy and whatever powers Jerry is hiding. Your other children are too young, but for some reason, the powers of the descendants of the one hundred thousand are coming out now after being dormant for so long.”

“I could be wrong, but I think the new millennium has something to do with it,” I said. “Ben once told Michael certain days are more powerful because we give significance to them. We’ve been counting down to it for years and giving it such huge significance in all realms, even if it was for different reasons.”

Mr. Hoofer gasped. “She’s right. Not all realms celebrate the same holidays, but from what we’ve learned from Mack, New Year’s Eve is celebrated in all eight realms. It’s the one and only day we all see the significance in, and we were all excited about the millennium for different reasons.”

“Our realm didn’t have a full moon that night, though,” Mom said.

Mrs. Hoofer shook her head. “That doesn’t matter. It doesn’t have to be a full moon in every realm. Not all are drawn to it. The fact we all give so much significance to New Year’s is major. Christmas for the fae is magical now, and it’s not always a full moon. The moon, for us specifically, makes it more powerful.”

“Magic makes it more significant,” Mr. Hoofer added.

“That, and I think it was New Year’s Eve for them,” I said. “I feel it in my bones. I know they didn’t celebrate it then. What I mean is, if they followed the same calendar and clock as we do now, back then, it would have happened at midnight, on New Year’s Eve, wherever they were. They did it exactly ten thousand years ago on the night of the new millennium. Somewhere near a volcano. I think it’s a combination of the two, and I know we were excited about it for years. I remember in grade five; they made us make a list of goals we wanted to accomplish by the year two thousand.”

Silence hung in the air, and I pondered its significance. The looming conflict had been lurking over us for quite some time, and I wondered if the unexpected development of our powers had anything to do with it.

Were we supposed to use our powers to finally put an end to the oncoming threat? Was it finally time to avenge our ancestors and put an end to these criminals? I was fascinated by their ability to keep their progeny following the same pattern for so long. The number of descendants from the other side must have multiplied by millions over time. Did they, too, seek refuge in portals like the ones they built for our ancestors? My mind was racing with questions.

“Well, once Amber and Ben are old enough, we’ll get them to open more permanent portals, and we will let the other realms know,” Mr. Hoofer finally said. “There will be descendants from the one hundred thousand in all eight realms, and their powers will have awakened too. We need to go underground to find them all, and then we can stop these people for good. Our ancestors won’t have been sacrificed in vain.”

We needed to act quickly because I’d seen they intended to scan all realms for persons with remarkable ability. Though it seemed ridiculous, I couldn’t shake the sensation that the blonde couple and many others who had earlier attacked us were among their ranks, camouflaged in different garb.

It was a baffling mystery: were they the same people? I probed my memory for any hints from my initial vision, but details were eluding me. For some reason, I was forgetting a lot of what I’d just seen, including the people involved.

Despite my reservations, I considered disclosing my suspicions, but opted against it for the time being. Instead, I asked for an early end to our grounding because there was important information my friends needed to know in preparation for what was to come.








  
  
  Blurb for book two

  
  




Three years have passed, and Amber, Ben, Ellen, and Michael, now sixteen, stand on the precipice of very important exams. Life has settled into a peaceful routine until one afternoon changes everything. Their long-lost enemies resurface, and the answers they’ve sought for years finally emerge. But in a shocking twist, they discover a trusted ally has been betraying them from the start. Their world is upended.




With resilience and their unbreakable bond, they set out to reclaim their shattered trust and confront the challenges that lie ahead. Suspense, intrigue, and unwavering determination weave together as Amber, Ben, Ellen, and Michael navigate the aftermath of shattered illusions. Can their friendship withstand the trials they face? Will they rebuild their lives stronger than before?




This gripping tale promises an emotional roller coaster, leaving readers yearning for more as they turn each page. Join these four friends on their extraordinary journey, as they defy adversity and seek redemption.








  
  
  Character Index

  
  




Core characters in this book: Ben Hoofer, Ellen Perenge, Amber Hudson, and Michael Henson.







Hoofer family ages in this book:


	Ben: 13 - JS Year One

	Brianne: 15 - JS Year Three

	Barry: 19 - SS Year Two

	Brenda: 20 - SS Year Three

	Deanna: 21 - Likely will never make an appearance in the books, just mentioned by name.

	Scott: 22

	Heather: 25 - Likely will never make an appearance in the books, just mentioned by name

	Sebastian: 26




Perenge family:


	Ellen: 13 - JS Year One

	Timmy: 10

	Jerry: 8

	Anthony: 5

	Damien: 2

	Sally: born in August 1999




Amber’s family, including her mother’s and father’s kids:


	Kellen: 21 - Amber’s father’s son

	Billy: 21 - Amber’s mother’s son, whom she meets with Carly and Sierra when they meet Carly’s and Sierra’s dad.

	Isabella: 18 - Amber’s father’s daughter

	Justin: 16 - Amber’s father’s son

	Carly: 16 - Amber’s mother’s daughter

	Hilda: 15 - Amber’s father’s daughter

	Sierra: 15 - Amber’s mother’s daughter

	Amber: 13 - JS Year One




Michael is an only child.

The Campbells, who eventually see Amber and her siblings as their own siblings:


	Mack: 21

	Brody: 18

	Ernie: 16

	Mason: 13




Bernice is the woman who raised Amber, and Patricia raised the Campbell boys.




Gloria and Gerald: Amber’s stepmother, and Gerald is her father. Amber eventually sees Gloria as her mother, too.




Tara, Lydia, and Natalie bully Amber and the other characters, but eventually, they become frenemies. They are 13.




Jess, Anne, and Erica are girls they are friendly with. They are 13. Michael dates Anne sometimes. Hank briefly dated Erica, but she left him for another boy in their grade, Denver.




Denver makes more of an appearance in the next book.




Rachel and Melanie are antagonists and who are coerced to join the other side. They are 13.




Students start at Foothills at 13.




The school years are known as Junior Scholars and Senior Scholars. The juniors have four years, while the seniors have three. For short, they are called:


	JS Year One: 13

	JS Year Two: 14

	JS Year Three: 15

	JS Year Four: 16

	SS Year One: 17

	SS Year Two: 18

	SS Year Three: 19




Parents are allowed to wait a year to send their kids if they are born after November, but it’s their choice. Jared, for example, is 14 and is a year older than the others. Ellen was born in November but is 13. Jared’s mother waited a year, while Ellen’s mother didn’t. That option is only for kids born after November 1st. Anyone else born before then must go with their age group.




The school system in my book is based on my own experience attending school. While I’m aware that in some countries, anyone born after September first is typically considered the oldest in their class, the school I attended had a different approach. In our system, children start Junior Kindergarten at the age of four, regardless of whether they celebrate their fourth birthday in August or December. However, because some parents aren’t comfortable sending three-year-olds to school at such a young age, they implemented the November first option to address this concern.




Two characters whom the group is friendly with are sisters who are both in JS Year One, but Sheila is 14 while Shelly is 13. The sisters are close, so their parents sent them to school together.




Barry, Ben’s brother, also waited a year. Brenda failed her SS Year Three, so she had to go again, but she originally went with her age group. Barry and Brenda have never gotten along, so their parents thought it was best to have a couple of years separating them.




In the beginning, Amber was meant to be the main character, and it was only supposed to be her point of view, and originally most chapters were hers with just Ellen’s, Michael’s, and Ellen’s only popping up once and a while. The emotional abuse and bullying she is subjected to happened to me. I worried after a while about writing a character based on myself and my childhood as the main character, so I added different perspectives after I finished the first draft.




However, many people felt offended by the bullying and emotional abuse, and many messaged me about it. Many believed I condoned bullying because most of the characters are bullies, and the fae realm condones it. Michael and Amber are the only two who don’t, so people made assumptions about me.




So I decided to reveal the truth about Amber and her relationship with me. The added perspectives were added to hide that fact, but at times I regret that and think I should have kept it in hers.




Books one and two were written back to back, but in books three and four, the POVs will be reduced to mainly Amber’s and Michael’s with just Ben and Ellen once in a while. Now that people know the truth, I am going to do it that way, but I’m also doing it because a lot of people hated all the perspectives. It’s explained more in the note about bullying. I just added this part in Oct 2023.




The eight realms:


	Fae

	Mortal/witchcraft - neutral realm of magical and non-magical. The non-magical dominate this realm.

	Mortal/Sigils and runes - neutral realm of magical and non-magical. The non-magical dominate this realm.

	Shapeshifters

	Sorcerers

	Wand

	Dark magic

	Light magic




Only the neutral realms have non-magical people. If the others do, it’s rare. The realms are full of magic and can awaken the powers of mortals with dormant powers. That’s how Sierra and Carly became magical. They had dormant magical powers that needed to be awakened. Amber didn’t need it because her father is a fae.




Teaching staff mentioned in this book at Foothills:


	Mrs. Boondock/Mrs. Carling (Ellen’s grandmother): Seer teacher’s

	Mrs. Hemperson: Water teacher

	Mrs. Collins: Air Teacher

	Linda Dunlop: Portal teacher

	Mrs. Fungar: Witch and Warlock teacher

	Mr. Carter: Fire Teacher

	Mr. Yooper: Earth and Fae spells teacher

	Mr. Hornora: Headmaster

	Ms. Davis: English teacher

	Mr. Johnston: Math teacher




There are many more staff members and classes not mentioned yet, or may never be mentioned. Foothills has a lot of classes, both magical and non-magical. Most non-magical besides core classes such as Math, French, English, Geography, and History are optional for students.







  Thanks for reading!



I hope you enjoyed. If this book resonated with you, I would greatly appreciate it if you could spare a few moments to share your thoughts in a review. Your feedback not only helps me improve, but it also helps other readers make informed decisions about whether this book is right for them. Thank you for your time and support!




If you choose to review this book on Goodreads, please consider reviewing it in the bundle edition. I have provided a link on the next page in the About the Author section under everything written. It’s the third link.







  

  
    About the Author
  


  
    Callie Woodridge is a Canadian author, who loves writing fantasy tales and frequently loses herself in their worlds. Outside of writing, she finds solace in traversing hiking trails and cherishing moments with her two feline companions and family.

The Zartoto series, which was started shortly before the pandemic and was completed during subsequent lockdowns, showcases Callie’s storytelling prowess. An interesting facet of her life is her love for reading and indulging in Netflix binges when she’s not penning down her own narratives.

The realization of becoming a published author fulfilled a lifelong dream for Callie. Notably, she draws from personal experiences to craft character backgrounds, subtly weaving in her own past. The characters Amber and Tiffany, for instance, carry echoes of her own childhood, with Amber’s journey in particular closely mirroring Callie’s own struggles.

Amber’s encounters with bullying deeply resonate with Callie’s own experiences of feeling socially out of sync. This feeling often stemmed from her choice of clothing, which leaned towards the masculine side - a seemingly innocent preference that somehow managed to irk people to the point of subjecting her to bullying. Additionally, her ongoing battle with her unruly, easily tangled hair contributed to these moments of unease. Despite the relentless struggle, she stood firm against the temptation of pulling her hair up - a choice that had unfortunately turned her into a target for bullying due to her appearance.

Opting to keep her hair down, messy tangles and all, provided her with a sort of shield, a veil behind which she could discreetly conceal her face because people called her ugly. She felt it provided her with a protection from bullies, though it brought it on more instead.

Growing up, Callie learned the hard way that people thought bullying was some sort of character-building exercise. She’d hear all these clichés like “Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me” whenever someone tried to mock her. It wasn’t just strangers either – people even blamed her for being bullied because of her hair. It’s like they didn’t get how messed up that was. Even her own family joined the victim-blaming parade, suggesting that if she didn’t want to be picked on, she should just put her hair up and change her clothes. They took it a step further at one point, swapping out her comfy baggy clothes for more “feminine” ones.

Though not central to her narrative, it’s worth noting that Callie’s own experiences as someone who is autistic added an additional layer to her journey. Her resilience and creative expression through storytelling have enabled her to try to shine a light on real societal issues that resonated with her, including those she faced due to her individuality and looks.

Callie Woodridge’s journey as a storyteller shows how literature can seriously change the game. She weaves bits of her own life into her characters’ stories, all while shining a light on important real-world issues.

The Fae Realm isn’t all rainbows and butterflies – it’s intentionally flawed. Callie’s got firsthand knowledge of how messed up that mindset can be, thanks to growing up with it. She took that experience and channelled it into creating the Fae Realm, making it a showcase of just how wrong and damaging that kind of thinking can be. It’s like her way of throwing a spotlight on the issues that affected her and showing the world what needs fixing.
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