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  I would like to dedicate this book to my two beautiful feline companions and to all my readers. May this book inspire you to pursue your passions and chase your dreams with unwavering determination. Remember that every obstacle you face is an opportunity for growth and that your strength and resilience will guide you towards success. Never give up on yourself and always believe in your abilities. Keep striving towards greatness and you will achieve the impossible.
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Part One







  
  
  Content warning

  
  




This book contains scenes of violence, including characters being stabbed or beaten. The depictions of violence may be graphic and bloody, which may be distressing for some readers. Reader discretion is advised. This book features multiple POVs, offering diverse perspectives throughout the narrative.




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.




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 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. This book aims to show how hurtful and powerful it can be when someone calls you “ugly” repeatedly or makes fun of your outfits. It can have a long lasting impact, well into adulthood. I have severe social anxiety from it.




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.








  
  
  Summary of Book One

  
  




You do not need to read this if you remember the events from Book One. This is for those readers who either need to catch up, or haven’t read Book One. If you have read Book One and remember everything, you can skip to chapter one. 




In Book One, the four main characters are Ben, Amber, Ellen, and Michael. They are good friends with three boys: Stan, Hank, and Jared. They are all thirteen. Jared later becomes Amber’s boyfriend.




Amber grew up with an emotionally abusive mother, and her sisters, Sierra and Carly, are mean to her non-stop to keep the emotional abuse off them.




Ben is a typical spoiled rich kid, growing up privileged, and Ellen, while not as rich as Ben’s family, doesn’t suffer financially. She is the oldest of six kids. She has four brothers: Timmy, Jerry, Anthony, and Damien. Her baby sister, Sally, is born before she starts at Foothills. Ellen is from the mortal realm, though she later learns her grandparents are magical, but her mother isn’t, and neither is her father.




Ben is the youngest of eight kids: Sebastian, Deanna, Heather, Scott, Brenda, Barry, and Brianne. Deanna and Heather don’t really feature much in these books; they are mainly named by the characters. Fae usually have big families, which is why there are eight, and Ben having eight siblings is a plot point in the first book because of his connection with Amber—There is a character index after this chapter with every character and their families for readers to check out at anytime.




Michael comes from the Mortal Realm and is an only child. He comes from an abusive home. He moves in with Ben’s family permanently in this book. Jared is his first friend. He meets him at a camp for both mortal and fae kids.




The camp was built specifically for fae and mortal kids to interact, just in case some mortals are magical. The boys have been going since they were little. The Hoofers sponsor poor kids to go to Foothills, and they go to the camp to meet Michael. They introduce both Michael and Jared to Ben since they’ll be in the same grade.




Ben grew up with Hank and Stan in the Fae Realm. Ellen happened to stumble on a portal in the Mortal Realm when she was six (they later learn it’s because she’s a seer) that led into Ben’s yard, and she became close to Ben’s family and the three boys. She eventually becomes friends with Michael and Jared, too.




The principal, Mr. Hornora, invites Amber to Foothills himself when he meets her family. The Hoofers are also her sponsors.




She becomes friends with Ellen as soon as she arrives at Foothills, and soon the boys as well, except Ben.




Ben is a petty and competitive person. He gets upset when Amber not only does better than him during their Power Display, but she accidentally sprays him in the face with her water element. He’s not a nice guy for most of Book One. He is written mean intentionally to show how awful the fae mindset is.




Many characters are written as unlikable intentionally to show this. The fae believe that bullying toughens people up, so many people are written unlikable to show how toxic this mindset is. These books are meant to show their growth from unlikable people to learning and growing.




Power Display is a performance all new students must perform on their first night in front of the school to show off their elements. They find out how many elements they have. Some don’t know until that night, while others do.




Children typically get their elements between the ages of eleven to fourteen and start at Foothills at age thirteen, but can still develop other elements while at school. They usually come in during a full moon. Elements are believed to come in because of ones moon signs, but some people question this once it’s revealed there are eight realms rather than four.




Amber’s elements came in after a cruel joke when she was twelve, but she didn’t realize it at the time. She knew she flooded the bathroom but didn’t know why.




The Fae Realm in the beginning is harsh and condones bullying, as stated earlier, though in later books, the characters, especially Amber and Michael, help to change things. It eventually changes, and the people of the realm are ashamed of that thought process, but in the beginning, the kids, especially Amber, go through a rough time.




Fae are also prejudiced against anyone with one or two elements. At one time, they only had one element, and two were celebrated. However, after getting a portal open to the mortal realm, more elements appeared, and mortals were celebrated. There is no prejudice against people from the mortal realm. People in the fae realm see them as the best thing to happen because they got more powers when the portal was open. So no one is ever bullied for being mortal. 




There are eight realms altogether: Fae, mortal/witchcraft (more of a neutral realm where there are more non-magical people than magical, and magical people just call them mortals), another neutral realm with non-magical people as the dominant population where magical people can perform magic with sigils or runes (they don’t find out about this realm until the end of the book), shapeshifters, sorcerers, wand, dark magic, and light magic.




Fae can have secondary powers from the other realms, so there are animal shifters such as dragons, phoenixes, unicorns, and more. These aren’t as common because the portal to the shapeshifter realm is closed, but the fae want to open it to get more shifter secondary powers.




The mortal/witchcraft realm allows fae to have secondary powers such as vampirism, mermaids, witches and warlocks, and seers.




Ellen is a seer and mermaid (seers usually have more than one secondary power), Ben is a warlock, Amber is a witch, Michael is a dragon, Jared’s secondary powers haven’t come in yet, Hank is a vampire, and Stan is a mermaid too.




Though dark magic wielders aren’t evil, they can just use magic seen as dark magic. For most of Book One, people think they are evil and are the enemies. But many fae actually have dark magic as their secondary powers; they just don’t know it until Book Two and onward.




After Christmas, they find out there are light magic wielders too, but they are also closed off from the fae realm like the shapeshifters.




At the end of the Book One, they also learn of wand wielders and sorcerers.




Fae are drawn to the moon and have moon parties. They also have something called moon mates, which means the moon draws them to what people would be considered soul mates/fated mates. Homosexuality isn’t looked down on in the fae realm. No one cares or judges, and if people are gay, then they’ll be drawn to the right person for them. The moon always takes sexuality into account. 




While some people may act out of spite, threesomes and polygamous relationships are normal within the fae community. The fae’s openness to exploring relationships extends to embracing orgies during full moons, alongside the acceptance of throuples as a norm. Although the exploration of throuples is not extensively covered in the first two books because they are children, I do plan to delve into this aspect further in potential spin-offs. The characters transition into adulthood in the last two books, so there is talk of it and potential for it to happen.




During full moons, people are naturally drawn to those they are attracted to, leading to various connections and encounters. While some may find their moon mates during these encounters, it is more common for people, particularly teens, to explore multiple relationships before meeting their moon mate. This usually happens in their twenties and older.




Despite the concept of moon mates, people are not obligated to be with them. Many choose not to pursue their moon mates if they’ve met someone they’re in love with already.




Amber is the result of that. Her father was with a woman named Gloria, who met her moon mate. She left him for her moon mate, and Amber’s father met her mother. After a few years, Gloria wanted Amber’s father back, and so he left Amber’s mother for Gloria, abandoning Amber when she was three. Sierra and Carly, Amber’s older sisters, have a different father they never met until Book One.




At the beginning of Book One, during a full moon party, Amber and Jared are drawn to each other but are not moon mates, but they still like each other anyway and eventually date officially after Christmas.




During the moon party, they are attacked by people who they all assume are dark magic wielders. Amber and Ben find out they’re portal openers because of adrenaline and send them away.




While many portal openers exist, Ben and Amber are the best and work best together. They later find out it’s because they have powers from each realm, but only a little bit. For example, while they have shifter magic, they can never turn into an animal. They can just perform spells from those realms. At the beginning of Book One, they think they just have dark magic, shifter, fae, and witchcraft magic, but later find out they have the other four, too. This is the key to opening portals into the other realms.




Other things line up for them as well, such as being the youngest of eight. Amber is shocked because she didn’t know her father was still alive. She just thought she had Carly and Sierra as her sisters. She wonders where her father is and if he has kids.




While people can open portals, Ben and Amber can open all portals naturally, while others have to learn how to, and they can never open all. Ben’s father can open portals, for example, but only into the fae and mortal realms, and it can take days or weeks for him. Ben and Amber can do it in a matter of seconds.




Because of this power, they are now wanted by their enemies, who keep trying to kidnap them after the moon party.




Ellen’s grandmother, who is also a seer, joins the school staff after that night to help out, especially with Ellen. The school is attacked many times after this, especially once their enemies learn that other kids are very powerful too.




They kidnap some kids around Halloween to switch them with kids in other realms, but Ellen has a vision and ruins their plans, so they return the kids. Hank was one of the kids kidnapped.




During the Christmas Break, they all go home, but Amber doesn’t stay home for long. Her mother and sisters are horrible to her, and she flees back to school after the first day, but Ben, who is friends with her by that point, lets her stay with him because Ellen is on vacation and Michael is staying with him too.




Ben hates Amber until shortly before Christmas when she beats him in Fight Club. This is a club where students are allowed to fight with their elements. They have competitions, and Ben eventually realizes he is being petty when they fight one day, and they become friends.




Their enemies go to Amber’s house looking for her, and her mother sells her out, but her sisters, who feel bad for driving her out, figure out how to get into the fae realm and go to the Hoofers to warn them. Once there, they find out they have dormant powers too and join the fae Realm, not wanting to go back home to their emotionally abusive mother, who turns on them after Amber leaves.




Before all this, Amber, who knew nothing about her father, finds out he is a fae and, with Ben’s help, seeks him out. She finds out she has siblings, Hilda, Justin, Isabella, and Kellen. At first, her father rejects her and tells her to go away, but his kids and wife yell at him for it, and he realizes he is being an asshole and lets her stay; though Amber is affected by it for a long time, especially after seeing him let Sierra and Carly stay once they seek them out.




Sierra and Justin, though too young, find out they are moon mates. Most people are in their 20s when they meet theirs, but Sierra is fifteen, and Justin sixteen. They end up together.




At New Year’s, when Carly and Sierra go to warn them, they are all attacked again and find out Amber’s, Sierra’s and Carly’s mother betrayed them, too, because she’s part of the group. They decide to keep an eye on her to see if she meets up with their enemies again later.




After the holidays, they all return to Foothills, Sierra and Carly included, who go into their own special classes to help them catch up to their peers.




Amber, who is hurt by her father’s rejection, tells Jared, who isn’t officially her boyfriend yet, but they go on dates that she doesn’t want to date him anymore and pushes everyone, including her sisters, who want to make things up with her, away. After so much rejection, and the fact her mother sold her out, she struggles with the idea that anyone can love her.




However, the others won’t let her push them away, and while going out to find Sierra’s and Carly’s real father, they talk to her, and Amber and Jared officially get together after he convinces her that he wants to be with her.




While at Sierra’s and Carly’s father’s house, they find out they have an older brother Billy. They are attacked by their enemies again, and this is when Sierra finds out she has light magic and makes a connection to the Light Magic Realm. After this, the fae are excited to learn of a new realm and open a temporary portal into that realm. Some of the residents from that realm come to the fae realm to meet them and explain that not all dark magic wielders are bad and that it can’t just be them doing this.




They also find out that Amber and her sister’s mother isn’t their mother. She was switched with someone else, and their memories were erased. Their real mother, as it turns out, is in the dark magic wielder realm raising someone else’s kids.




It’s this revelation that gets Amber to find her real mother, and shortly after this, she goes to the dark magic wielder realm to get her mother, but first, she meets with her imposter mother in the mortal realm. Her friends all find out and follow her. They meet up with Amber’s fake mother, whose real name is Bernice. She agrees to help them because deep down she has always thought she had boys instead of daughters.




Ellen has a vision of their enemies finding them in the Mortal Realm, but Bernice knows where a portal is to the dark magic realm, so she takes them there rather than Ben and Amber opening one. They make it through with no problem and go to Bernice’s home in her realm.




There, they find out their real mother has been the mother to four boys: Mason, Ernie, Brody, and Mack. Amber and Ben are able to restore the mothers’ memories. Both women are horrified by the way they treated the kids. Amber’s real mother, Patricia, was also emotionally abusive to the boys. They find out it was because of the spell that was put on them. It made them act like that.




They find out that 10000 years ago, there was a sacrifice of one hundred thousand people to separate the magic into eight realms rather than one.




Their enemies find out that the kids are all there, and attack them. Amber and Ben manage to get a portal open and save both Mason and Mack and take them along with them back to the fae realm.




The teachers are waiting for them, and Amber, Ellen, Ben, Michael, Hank, Stan, and Jared are all punished for what they did and are suspended from school.




Ellen has another vision of the actual sacrifice during their suspension. She finds out that they are the descendants of the one hundred thousand, and it happened exactly 10000 years ago on the night they rang in the year 2000. She also has a vision of the enemies during their meeting who decide they need to lay low before attacking them again. The book ends after this.








  
  
  Character Index

  
  




Core characters in this book: Ben Hoofer, Ellen Perenge, Amber Hudson, Michael Henson.




Hoofer siblings ages in this book:


	Ben: 16 - JS Year Four

	Brianne: 18 - SS Year Two

	Barry: 22

	Brenda: 23

	Deanna: 24 - Likely will never make an appearance in the books, just mentioned by name.

	Scott: 25

	Heather: 28 - Likely will never make an appearance in the books, just mentioned by name

	Sebastian: 29




Perenge siblings:


	Ellen: 16 - JS Year Four

	Timmy: 13 - JS Year One

	Jerry: 11

	Anthony: 8

	Damien: 5

	Sally: 3




Amber’s siblings, including her mother’s and father’s kids:


	Kellen: 24 - Amber’s father’s son

	Billy: 24 - Amber’s mother’s son, whom Amber meets with Carly and Sierra when they meet Carly’s and Sierra’s dad. He does not make much of an appearance in this book. He is just mentioned.

	Isabella: 21 - Amber’s father’s daughter. She does not appear in this book. The characters just mention her.

	Justin: 19 - Amber’s father’s son. He’s in SS Year Three in this book.

	Carly: 19 - Amber’s mother’s daughter. She’s in SS Year Three in this book.

	Hilda: 18 - Amber’s father’s daughter. She’s in SS Year Two in this book.

	Sierra: 18 - Amber’s mother’s daughter. She’s in SS Year Two in this book.

	Amber: 16




Michael is an only child. He is 16.




The Campbells, who see Amber and her siblings as their own siblings:


	Mack: 24

	Brody: 21

	Ernie: 19 - SS Year Three.

	Mason: 16 - JS Year Four.







Jared, Amber’s boyfriend and a friend of the group. He is 17.


Hank, who is a friend of the group. He is 16.




Stan, who is a friend of the group. He is 16.




Bernice is the woman who raised Amber, and Patricia raised the Campbell boys.




Gloria and Gerald: Gloria is 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 in the first book, but eventually, they become frenemies. They are 16 and in JS Year Four in this book.




Jess, Anne, and Erica are girls they are friendly with. They are 16 and in JS Year Four in this book. 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 this book. He is in JS Year Four.




Rachel and Melanie are antagonists who are coerced to join the other side. They are 16 and should be in JS Year Four, but aren’t. They don’t make much of an appearance in this book.




The royal triplets: Charlene-future queen, Sam- a prince, Delilah- a princess.




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 1st, but it’s always their choice. Jared, for example, is 14 in the last book and is a year older than the others. Ellen was born in November but is 13 in the last book. Jared’s parents waited a year, while Ellen’s parents 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 the group is friendly with are sisters introduced in JS Year One, but Sheila was 14 while Shelly was 13 in the first book. The sisters are close, so their parents sent them to school together. In this book, Sheila is 17, and Shelly is 16.




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.








  
  
  Narrators in this book

  
  




Amber -14 chapters.
Michael - 11 chapters.
Ben - 12 chapters.
Ellen - 14 chapters.
Sierra - 2 chapters.









  
  
  Ellen

  
  




As Mom’s voice became louder and more urgent, I sighed and reluctantly set aside my letterbox. I begrudgingly got up from my bed, where I’d been casually writing with Mason, Amber’s stepbrother. 

Despite the fact that I already knew the topic of my mother’s chat with me, it was apparent that it couldn’t wait.

The start of the new school year was only a day away, and with my sixteenth birthday looming in November, I worried they were going to extend their ‘no boyfriend’ rule. 

For the last three years, I’d been strictly forbidden from having a boyfriend, and my persistent pleas to change this had been met with stubborn resistance.

Now that I was almost sixteen, I was convinced they would extend the rule, and I was prepared to put up a fight. After all, they couldn’t go back on their word now! I marched into the kitchen, determined to argue with her.

However, as I entered the room, I was surprised to see my mother sitting at the table with Mrs. Hemperson, our Water teacher, conversing in hushed tones. My heart skipped a beat, and I froze, wondering if something had happened.

Although nothing had occurred since the events during our first year at Foothills, I worried that things could change. We’d been on high alert, anticipating an attack from our enemies, who were waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Nevertheless, we were ready for them.

“What’s going on?” I asked, looking from Mrs. Hemperson to Mom. “Did something happen?”

“No, no,” Mrs. Hemperson said, smiling. “Dorm teachers visit all their students in their territory in Junior Scholar Year Four every year in the days leading up to term. You’re in the last year of your junior years, and you have some very important examinations you must take this year. Otherwise, you’ll repeat the year. You need to prove you’re ready for the senior years.”

Arching my right eyebrow inquisitively, I sauntered over to them and nonchalantly plopped down onto a nearby chair. 

As students, we were accustomed to taking exams each year, so why should this one be any different? Surely, it couldn’t be that daunting.

“Okay, why is this different from any other year?” I asked, confused.

“The students in Senior Scholar Year Three must work together to build difficult obstacles in their elemental classes. They must be challenging for your class, and they may use any of their elements against you at any time. They also may combine elements as long as the main theme is the element they are representing. You must individually be able to get through them. One will begin a month into the school year, and the other will be close to the end of the school year. Your score will be based on how well you do in both. A low score, even in one, means you’ll have to repeat the year, but a passing score means you will move on to the senior years,” Mrs. Hemperson explained.

“That doesn’t sound too bad, but how haven’t I heard of this before?” I asked. “I’ve been going there for years now, and I know a lot of older kids. Brianne, Hilda, and the others never mentioned this,” I said, trying to think back to any time the older kids may have mentioned it.

“They’re sworn to secrecy. Students used to try to make their own obstacle courses in the summers so they’d be prepared. We want you to be unprepared to see how you fend for yourself with what you know. Dear, it may not seem like a big deal, especially to a seer like you, but your powers won’t work during it. We have spells to prevent students from using any powers but their elements. It won’t work the same way it did when you found your dorm. The seniors are graded for how difficult they make the obstacle course, and they lose marks if it’s too easy. I’ve seen some impressive obstacle courses I’ve even struggled in.”

“And what if we can’t then? We just fail even if we have good grades?” I asked.

“Your grades will help, but if you have a very low score, they won’t. If it’s a matter between a close pass and failure, they’ll help you pass. We won’t fail a student like your friend Ben because he is a top student. Each is worth fifty points. You’ll pass if you get at least a fifty.”

“So it’s scored out of one hundred?” I asked, and she nodded.

“If you score fifty in the first, you’ll pass the second, but you must try. In the past, students thought if they did well in the first, they didn’t have to put effort into the second. There’s magic to detect whether you’re giving it your all. The older students can’t give you any help either. They must make it as hard as possible, or they’ll fail. We’ve had instances of siblings helping each other. Besides, if you pass but score low, you cannot continue into the advanced classes in your senior years.”

While it would likely require a great deal of effort, the prospect of participating sounded like fun. Despite lacking my seer abilities, I had a strong feeling that I would be able to handle it with ease. Although I wasn’t a top student, I’d always done well enough.

“So that means when Timmy is my age, I get to make an obstacle course for him,” I stated, thinking of my little brother, who was starting at Foothills that year. He loved tormenting me, even now, when he was thirteen and should have been too old for that kind of thing. Payback would be a bitch in three years’ time.

“Yes, but you won’t be able to make it easy for him,” she responded.

I snorted. “Oh, trust me, I won’t be. He’s been tormenting me since he could walk.”

“You exaggerate, dear, and I hope you remember to look out for him,” Mom responded, and I rolled my eyes.

“I won’t leave the kid to the wolves but don’t count on me spending every moment with him. I’m almost sixteen, practically grown up now, and he’s still just a child. I don’t want to hang out with a little kid all year.”

After thoroughly outlining the various obstacle courses to my mother and reassuring us both that no matter how dangerous it seemed, we could never get too hurt in the obstacle courses, Mrs. Hemperson took her leave—but not before extracting a promise from me with a spell to keep the details confidential from my younger siblings, particularly Timmy.

As my mother bid Mrs. Hemperson farewell, I attempted to sneak back upstairs to continue my discussion with Mason. However, my hopes were dashed when my mother called out to me and summoned me back to the kitchen, eliciting a frustrated sigh from me.

“Look, I want to talk to you before you go to Ben’s for the night. You’re going to be sixteen in a few months, and I know your father, and I said you can have a boyfriend-”

Feeling annoyed, I cut across her angrily.

“Let me guess, you changed your mind, and now you want me to wait until I’m eighteen?”

It seemed like everyone I knew was in a relationship, and my best friend had been with her boyfriend since she was Timmy’s age. Even my baby sister had a little boyfriend, and she was three!

Meanwhile, I was only permitted to partake in supervised dates, which left a lot to be desired. 

Despite these limitations, I’d grown increasingly close to Amber’s step-brother, Mason, and my feelings for him had intensified. I liked him a lot, and the thought of having to wait even longer to be with him angered me.

“Well, if you keep giving me attitude, I will do that,” Mom responded, and I widened my eyes.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered.

“I was going to say that your father and I have decided you may have a boyfriend now, but there will be rules. You are never to be alone with him for too long, and if we find out you’ve done anything with him, and you know what I mean when I say that, you’ll have to break up with him. You must have good grades, and that includes the obstacle courses. You’ll still go on dates chaperoned, but you can double date with your friends. You don’t need your grandmother with you anymore, but you’ll always tell her when you are in town. I don’t care whose house you’re at; you’re never to be alone with him, and your friends’ parents know the rules—” and she continued, but I didn’t care.

A wave of relief washed over me as my mother finally granted me permission to have a boyfriend, and I eagerly anticipated the chance to inform Mason that we could now be together.

Despite my elation, I felt some uncertainty as I contemplated speaking up. I didn’t want to press my luck.

“Mom, I’m not going to sleep with him the moment we get together, you know. I want to be with him for a while first. I don’t know why you’re so paranoid. Amber and Jared have been together forever, and not even they’ve had sex.”

“Honey, you know I dislike it when you use that word. It’s too grown-up for you,” she objected. “And let’s not forget that girl who was in the same grade as Ben’s older brother and got pregnant while still in school,” she added.

I wasn’t entirely truthful with my mother about everything I’d done, but I saw no reason to be. She still saw me as a little girl if she thought saying the word ‘sex’ was too grown-up for me. 

I would be eighteen in two years! She had me when she was eighteen. When would my parents see that I wasn’t twelve anymore? I just gave a small shrug.

“But it didn’t happen at school. It happened at a party over the summer holidays at her parents’ house, and she was nineteen or something. She still finished her last school year, unlike you.”

Mom sighed. “That’s not the point, Ellen. I just want you to be careful. You’re a beautiful girl, and the boys will try hard to get you in their bed. I was your age once, and you’re at a boarding school. I don’t care how many spells they have on that place; the Hoofers have told me kids have found a way around them. Please promise you’ll be careful.”

“I’m not like you, Mom. I won’t get pregnant and then have a miscarriage at sixteen!” I stated, and her expression changed from a concerned one to a hurt one in seconds. I felt bad and wished I hadn’t said it. 

“First of all, that’s an awful thing to say to someone who has lost a baby, and I never want to hear you say something like that ever again to anyone. I thought I raised you better than that, but apparently not,” she responded curtly before sighing. 

“Ellen, I just don’t want you to be as naive as I was. You don’t know what some boys can be like at your age. Not all are, mind you, but I was fooled. I don’t want it happening to you, too. That’s why I’ve always been so strict with you when it comes to dating. My parents never cared or paid attention, especially your grandmother.”

I didn’t believe that for a second, though, my grandmother was a seer, like me. It was highly unlikely she didn’t pay attention because she would have seen it coming. More than likely, she didn’t believe in interfering when it came to pregnancies, was my guess. However, I’d be different if I ever had kids.

“Mom, believe me, I know what boys are like. You may want to have this talk with Timmy, though. When I picked him up from camp, he was making out with some girl.”

“Hey!” Timmy suddenly burst into the kitchen, an expression of annoyance etched on his face. He had recently hit a growth spurt, and I noticed how tall he was getting—just like me. He was already the same height as Amber, who stood at five foot five.

“You always rat me out,” I stated, standing up from the table. “Anyway, I’m heading over to Ben’s soon. I’ll say goodbye to you all later. And I hope the ‘no girlfriend’ rule applies to you too, Timmy, or else it’s not fair,” I added with a playful wink before quickly darting out of the room as my mother scolded Timmy.

Perhaps I should have felt guilty for throwing Timmy under the bus, but he had a history of ratting me out to our parents. Besides, now that he was going to Foothills too, I felt a sense of liberation—it was open season, and he was going to regret all those years he’d tormented me.
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My friends and I were buzzing with excitement over the upcoming obstacle courses despite warnings from the older kids that it wouldn’t be a walk in the park. 

Amber’s three senior siblings were determined to make it as challenging as possible and refused to divulge any details about their own experiences.

We had to be discreet when discussing it, so we eagerly waited for Power Display to begin. As we gathered away from prying ears, I marvelled at how the seniors had managed to keep it secret for so long.

Jared settled himself into a chair he’d crafted out of earth, rocks, vines, and a small bush he’d grown. We’d opted for a grassy spot rather than the bleachers, where JS Year Ones tended to use their elements against the audience.

Amber perched on his lap, and he wrapped his arms around her as he spoke, “There’s a spell at camp to keep us from blabbing to non-magical kids. And they use it here, too. Nick and Barry told us last night after you guys went to bed. I guess they told us more than once, and we forgot.”

“Well, I wondered because Barry likes teasing me with that stuff, and Brianne never mentioned it,” Ben responded. “I don’t know why it has to be top secret though, but it explains why they’ve always made me beat obstacle courses. I’ll probably get one hundred points! I’ve been doing this since the summer before I started here!”

“And if he doesn’t, he’ll pout for months,” Hank joked, and Ben told him to shut up.

“To be fair, he is a lot better,” Amber spoke up for him.

“Yeah, but he can still be petty,” Michael joked. “Should have seen him when he lost Monopoly.”

I snorted at that. The fae had their own versions of mortal board games, and in their games, the elements could randomly attack the players or their pieces in unique and unexpected ways. 

Ben pulled a card stating that he had suffered property damage from a hurricane, causing his houses and hotels to be blown away and leaving him soaked. He even got hit in the forehead by one of the flying hotels.

Every card Ben drew resulted in him being attacked in some way or losing money, and he ended up being the first to be eliminated from the game.

Their version of the Game of LIFE was entertaining as well.

“You guys are so funny,” Ben said, rolling his eyes. “Fine, let’s see who gets the highest points this year. Don’t be too upset when I beat you all.”

“Are you going to stop talking to me again like you did in Year One?” Amber teased Ben.

“Technically, I never talked to you back then to stop talking to you,” he retorted. “And no, because you’ll be the one mad at me.”

“I’m not that petty,” she responded.

I felt someone’s arms wrap around me from behind, and I turned excitedly to see that it was Mason. It was the first time I’d seen him since we’d agreed to officially get together, but I’d worried it would be awkward. 

However, as I kissed him, it felt natural, just as Amber had said it felt for her and Jared.

While my friends were thrilled for me, they were also annoying about it. They let out whistles and jeers, drawing the attention of those around us. 

Embarrassed, we quickly pulled apart, not wanting to attract any more attention.

Even though Lydia wasn’t exactly a friend, she still hung around with us due to her association with Tara and Natalie. 

She always had some rude remark to make. She was being the loudest, and I was tempted to hit her in the face with a jet of water.

Interestingly enough, every one of my friends had been in a relationship at some point, including Lydia, who annoyed everyone. 

I’d told my friends about Mason the night before, and while they weren’t surprised, it didn’t stop them from teasing me about him until Mr. Hornora called for everyone’s attention.

“So, you’re going to be a cheerleader again this year, yes?” Mason asked.

I’d been trying out for cheerleading every year since our first year at school. Initially, I wasn’t too keen on it because I felt like I fit the stereotypical cheerleader look, but once I joined the team, I realized how much fun it was and how much it improved my athleticism. 

Last year, to my surprise, they chose me for Cheer Captain, and I was hoping to hold the title again this year.

“I’ll only try out if Amber does too,” I said, knowing that she shared my love for cheerleading, even though she often doubted herself and her abilities.

“She’ll make the team, as she always does,” Jared reassured us, speaking up for Amber.

We went through the same ritual of self-doubt every year. She’d go on about how she wasn’t good enough, and we’d tell her she was wrong. 

She was my best friend, but her insecurities got on my nerves at times. She proved herself every time, so when would she gain some confidence?

The room grew silent as the first new student was called up, and we all watched as she performed with only fire as her element. As usual, she only received a small applause, like every other student with one or two elements.

After about ten students, it was Timmy’s turn. He’d told me earlier that he had a plan for the night, but he hadn’t given any specifics. It was no surprise when he performed with all four elements, showing off everything he could. But what I didn’t expect was the stunning display he put on.

Timmy combined his sigil and rune magic with the elements to create a beautiful garden that even rivalled Ben’s. 

There were explosions of coloured fire, and it looked like real animals were running around in the garden. Squirrels were dashing through the lush plant life, and birds were flying above. I was left in awe, my mouth gaping open. I’d never seen anything like it before.

“How is he doing that!?” I exclaimed.

“It’s an illusion he created with his sigil and rune magic. Notice how he’s drawing marks in the sand?” Mason explained. “A lot of it is about intent and manifestation.”

He capped off his performance by sending a breathtaking display of multi-coloured flames soaring into the sky, which erupted into a dazzling fireworks spectacle. 

My heart sank as I watched; there was no denying his immense power. While I knew that Power Display could enhance magical abilities, I couldn’t help but feel envious of his raw strength.

The audience erupted into a thunderous applause, and several people even rose to their feet to give him a standing ovation. 

When the votes were tallied, it was a deadlocked tie between all four territories—a rare outcome that left me dumbfounded.

After heated debates, the judges finally decided to place him in Fire Territory, where he was greeted with yet another rousing ovation.

“Geez, Ellen, I can hear you grinding your teeth,” Mason muttered to me, but I ignored him.

Instead of joining the Fire students, Timmy came over to us with a huge grin on his face.

“That was fun! Did you like it, Ellen? I put in that deer for you. It reminded me of the one that we saw in the sum—”

“Of course, you always have to be a show-off!” I shouted at him, and he stopped speaking abruptly, shocked

“I thought that’s what we were supposed to do!” He protested. “But I made it for you! I wanted—”

“Wanted to what? Make me look bad? I heard Mom and Dad are letting you have a girlfriend even though I had to wait until now, and now you have to show me up here? Go join the other Fire students. Just because you’re here now doesn’t mean I want to hang out with you. Get lost!”

Rather than engaging in our usual back-and-forth argument, he simply gazed at me with an expression of deep hurt etched upon his face. 

His eyes were glassy, and it seemed as though tears were threatening to spill over—an uncommon sight for him. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d seen him cry, perhaps not since four years prior.

Without a word, he turned and walked away, refusing to cast so much as a backward glance in my direction.

“Wow, that was pretty bitchy, even for you, Ellen!” Tara, who wasn’t too far from us exclaimed. “He was excited, and you just wrecked his night.”

“And you say I’m petty,” Ben said. “My siblings would never do that to me!”

The others told me off as well, and I didn’t want to hear it. Without uttering a single word, I extricated myself from Mason’s grip and strode away from the group, their hushed whispers trailing after me. Soon enough, I could hear footsteps pounding the ground in pursuit.

Before long, Amber caught up to me, matching my pace and slipping easily by my side.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said as we exited the portal room. “I know that was an overreaction, and I’ll apologize later. I found out from Grandma that Mom and Dad are going to let him have a girlfriend, just with the same rules I had. It’s such a double standard. Now he’s one of the best I’ve ever seen. He’s probably going to be more powerful than me!”

“But none of that is his fault. Yell at your parents about the girlfriend thing, not Timmy,” Amber replied. “I know he annoys you, but most of that is him just having fun. You yelled at him for no reason. Don’t be like Ben was with me.”

“I know,” I said, thinking of the way his excited face fell, and I felt instant guilt. “Forget about that, though. I’ll make it up to him tomorrow. Are you going to drag your feet about the cheerleader tryouts again this year? Last year, it took me a month to convince you to try out, and you could barely keep up with the routine because you had no practice. You were lucky to make the squad because of it. They almost didn’t let you. I worked on mixing songs together all summer, and I made the best routine. If you’re joining, we need to start practice tomorrow! We’ll be dancing to ‘Hot in Herre’ by Nelly, ‘Sk8ter Boi,’ ‘Bye Bye Bye’ by N Sync, and ‘Dirrty’ by Christina Aguilera.”

We headed to the exit that would take us to our dorms in Water territory. Outside, the breeze was nice and cool compared to the humidity I’d been dealing with at home for the past couple of weeks.

“I thought you hated Avril Lavigne,” Amber said.

“I don’t hate her; I just don’t like some of her music. But you have to admit it will be fun to dance to,” I said.

“I like her anyway,” she shrugged. “I love ‘Complicated.’ Anyway, I didn’t tell you, but I choreographed a routine over the summer with Hilda, Justin, and Sierra. Carly helped a bit, too. Sierra was in ballet and gymnastics sometimes when we had the money or when they offered free classes, so she has amazing input. She’s trying out this year too. She should have the last two years.”

“Wait, you choreographed a routine?” I asked.

Despite having fantastic ideas, she often shied away from speaking up, leaving me to do it for her, instead.

I knew that it stemmed from a lack of confidence rather than a lack of skill, but I often got tired of speaking up for her.

“I wanted to see if I could. I’ve had so many ideas over the years, and I did a lot of research on the internet about cheerleading and even rented some videos. Hilda thinks the routine I came up with will blow people away. We’ll be dancing to a remix of ‘Sandstorm’ by Darude, ‘Heaven’ by DJ Sammy, and ‘One More Time’ by Daft Punk. Hilda and Brianne think I should try out for team captain this year because they think it’s really good. I think I might.”

I felt even more irritation surge within me because of how, every year, it took a lot of coaxing to get her to even consider trying out, and even then, I had to cajole her and plead with her to participate because she would keep changing her mind. 

I wasn’t wrong when I said it took a month the year before. And now, after all of this time, she’d finally decided to try out for captain—right when I was attempting to do the same?

“Are you serious? So you just want to take another thing from me?” I demanded.

“What are you talking about? What have I ever taken from you?” She asked.

“You got to have a boyfriend for the past few years, you’re closer to Ben and the rest of the Hoofers because of your portal powers, and your parents are friends. You have magic from all eight realms, oh, and you got to have a boyfriend right away! Do you have any idea how hard it’s been for me since I met Mason? I thought I was in love with Hank for years, and then Stan, then I met Prince Samuel, but I forgot about them when I met Mason. I’ve had to wait ages! I have nothing now because of Timmy, and now you’re trying to take Cheer Captain from me! You’re stealing everything from me like you always do!”

She stared at me for a moment,  raising an eyebrow as we gazed at each other under the bright, full moonlight. 

“Ellen, you sound so childish right now. What’s with you? I’ve never seen you act like this, not even when we were in JS Year One. You’re a beautiful girl who grew up in a loving home. Your family may not be like the Hoofers or my father, but you’re well off enough that you just moved into a bigger house. You all have your own rooms, even with six kids! You’ve never wanted for anything. The only reason your parents didn’t let you have a boyfriend is because they are protective and they love you! I still have my doubts my parents love me. Now you do have a boyfriend! And you don’t even know if I will get it. People from both years in the intermediate tier will be trying out. We’re no longer in the junior tier, and these people are good! There is a good chance neither of us will get it. Also, I’ve never stolen anything from you. Your biggest stress in life has always been that your brothers prank you or that you’re not allowed a boyfriend. Come to me when you have a real problem!”

I bristled at the last part, and it took everything I had not to attack her with my elements. I was so damn tired of people dismissing my problems. Amber and Michael were both bad for it, but they weren’t the only ones. 

I had to count to ten, knowing full well I didn’t want us to have it out at that moment. When would people start to take me seriously?

“You do steal from me, though!” I said, instead thinking of all the times things had worked in her favour but not mine. “All the time! I’m the one who helped you get confidence; don’t forget that,” I responded, clenching my fists so hard I was sure there would be nail marks in my palms.

“You know what? I’m not doing this,” Amber replied. “You’re having a tantrum for no reason. This is such a dumb argument we are having because I know you don’t care if you get it or not. You also know that I’ve never taken anything you wanted. I won’t go for it if you don’t want me to, but stop taking your anger out on me. And Timmy! We’re not the ones you’re mad at.”

She turned and headed back to the school.

“You can forget about me doing your routine!” I called after her, annoyed, still doing my best not to start a battle right there.

“Then I won’t be in yours!” She called back, not looking back.

Although I knew that she spoke the truth, I always felt frustrated whenever people reduced me to nothing more than my physical appearance. She did that all the time. 

My beauty was only one aspect of who I was, and it often felt as though she believed my life to be easier than hers because of it. 

To make matters worse, my seer powers were a double-edged sword. While they were undoubtedly powerful, there were times when I wished I didn’t possess them at all.

It wasn’t as though I was afraid of losing to her or anyone else. Instead, it was more about how cheerleading represented a sense of normalcy in my otherwise tumultuous life.

As one of the people tasked with ending the war between realms, all of us had to work harder than everyone else to hone our abilities. 

However, cheerleading was the one and only activity that allowed me to feel like a typical teenager—not someone with an immense responsibility resting on her shoulders.

Becoming Cheer Captain again would bring a sense of normalcy and stability to my life, just like how I longed for the opportunity to have a boyfriend. 

When I was thirteen, I’d hoped to spend my teenage years having fun with my friends before transitioning to adulthood and shouldering serious responsibilities. Sadly, it felt as though I already missed that chance.
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As it turned out, nobody bothered to inform us just how brutal our magical classes would be this year—especially when it came to our elemental courses. 

What made matters worse was the fact that we were no longer permitted to practice our magic outside of class unless we were training for tryouts or some other extracurricular activity. If we wanted to use our magic after class hours, we were required to sign up beforehand.

The reason for this change in policy was made clear soon enough: the school didn’t want any of us attempting to practice the obstacle course outside of class hours. 

Instead, we were expected to rely solely on the magic we’d learned during our classes over the past few years. 

The courses would include a variety of challenges that would require us to use both basic and advanced magical techniques.

Now I understood why my siblings had always run me through ones they made, but I’d yet to beat them. As much as I liked to talk big around my friends, it irritated me that we had so many restrictions on our powers.

Hank tried to argue with Mr. Yooper, insisting that the new rules weren’t fair, as there could be emergency situations that required us to use our magic outside of class. 

However, it quickly became clear that the school had already covered their bases, and there was a loophole in place to address such situations—as if we should have expected anything less.

The time we spent in our magical classes was nothing short of gruelling. Our teachers were constantly throwing unexpected challenges our way, and we were expected to learn and master the most advanced magic techniques we had encountered yet—all while navigating a variety of traps and obstacles the teachers set up.

Needless to say, by the time our final class of the day had ended, I was thoroughly exhausted and dirty. 

I quickly washed up and made my way to our table, which just so happened to be the same one we’d claimed the previous year—one with a perfect view of the grounds beyond the window.

It used to be my brothers, Barry’s table, and it was a spot we’d come to love, and we were thrilled to have it all to ourselves once again.

“I can’t believe you and Ellen are fighting over being Cheer Captain,” Michael was saying to Amber as I joined them. “Didn’t you two get mad at each other three years ago when you found out you were stuck on the squad?”

Amber sighed and shrugged before responding.

“We’re not actually fighting about that. She’s mad at her parents, and she’s taking it out on me—oh, and Timmy, too. Don’t be surprised if she gets mad at you about being with Anne for so long. She did it to a few others. She’ll move past it, though; she’s just upset with her parents’ hypocrisy because Timmy already has a little girlfriend in his grade, a girl he met at camp, but you know what they were like with her. And it’s understandable she’s upset. But I’m not going to go for Cheer Captain if she wants it that bad. I care about our friendship more.”

“Okay, but if she ends a friendship over that, she doesn’t respect it,” I pointed out.

Lately, I noticed Ellen was acting strange. It wasn’t just the issue with her brother or the Cheer Captain position that she’d previously shown little interest in, even when she was one the year before. There was something else that seemed to be bothering her.

During the summer break, we’d all gone our separate ways, and Ellen had taken a vacation with her family. But upon returning, she seemed like a different person, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was. 

All I knew was she had a short temper and she often said rude things to people. She reminded me of Lydia at times.

Amber sighed. “But, Ben, you know her as well as I do,” she said to me. “She’s usually not so petty. This isn’t about the Cheer Captain thing, but I won’t anyway. I don’t want to fight with her. She’ll come around.”

“Where is she?” I scanned the room, but my search was quickly over when I noticed her sitting with Mason and his friends.

Although he occasionally joined our group, Mason had formed his own group of friends soon after enrolling at our school. Jared’s strained relationship with Denver, one of Mason’s closest buddies, meant he rarely sat with us.

“She’s that mad at you?” I asked.

“She’s mad at all of us, Ben,” Jared told me, sitting beside Amber. “Or she thinks she is. She’s upset that we all yelled at her about how she treated her brother last night.”

I empathized with Ellen’s situation, but she was going about it the wrong way. Sure, it seemed easier for her to express her frustration with us rather than confront her parents, who would likely demand she break up with Mason for giving them attitude, but it was no excuse.

My parents always had the same rule for us. As long as we were responsible with our significant others, they didn’t object. 

However, my siblings were still holding out for their moon mates (except Sebastian, who met his and didn’t like her), while only Barry and Brenda had serious relationships. Barry was with Tasha, whom he’d been dating since the end of our first year. Brenda was with Barry’s best friend, Nick.

Barry was even looking at engagement rings, so it was safe to say he was expecting to reject his moon mate if they ever crossed paths.

In an effort to shift the conversation away from Ellen because I didn’t want to talk about her behind her back, I asked the others for their thoughts on the new rules.

“I don’t know. We can still ask to use our powers with permission. How often do you use them randomly?” Stan asked with a shrug.

“I do so I can get ahead,” I responded.

“They’re teaching us advanced enough magic in class, Ben. Besides, they said we won’t have homework in those classes this year. I’m all for it,” he said to me. “Didn’t you want to take some computer programming classes this year anyway? You’ve always said you want to make our faecomms better, and now you can. It gives you more time for all the non-magical classes you want to take. Then you can have all the homework you want.”

He was right about the computer class. In my first three years at school, it was almost impossible to keep up with the homework load from our magical classes, leaving me with very little time to invest in non-magical subjects. I’d wanted to get into computer programming for years but had no time.

As long as we had a basic understanding of our non-magical classes, it didn’t seem to bother our teachers much. However, now that I was in my fourth year, I could finally take more computer classes. 

My primary goal, as Stan had said, was to learn how to fix the faecomms so that they could function faster, as they had always been incredibly sluggish.

“Here comes Yooper. Wonder what he wants,” Michael said, and I looked up to see Mr. Yooper walking straight to our table.

“Miss. Hudson and Mr. Hoofer, we will be starting up your lessons again tonight,” he said. “We are planning to open the first portal after you’re done with the first obstacle courses.”

“That soon?” I protested.

They wanted to open the Sigil and Rune Realm first, but it was proving to be more difficult than the Light Magic and the Dark Magic Realms.

We hadn’t opened any besides ones to the Mortal Realm or the Fae Realm in three years.

The teachers were hesitant to push us beyond our limits, so we were only practising on the realms that were within our abilities.

However, towards the end of the last school year, Mr. Yooper had tasked us with opening the Sigil and Rune Realm, which had proven to be a challenge. 

Despite our efforts, we’d made little progress, and the thought of opening a portal that seemed impossible after such an exhausting day left me feeling apprehensive.

“Yes, obviously, we won’t push you, but the longer we wait, the longer they have to make their plans and the more likely they’ll get one over on us. Mack believes they’ve been watching all of us lately, which means they are up to something. People were detected outside your homes just last week. Meet me in the dark beach portal in twenty minutes.”

He walked off before either of us could say anything.

“Looks like we’re opening portals tonight,” Amber let out a sigh before giving Jared a quick kiss and standing up.

I’d been looking forward to spending time with everyone that night, but it seemed like our carefree days were coming to an end early that year. As we made our way to the portal room to meet Mr. Yooper, Amber remained quiet, lost in thought.

“You okay?” I asked, and she shrugged.

“I just hate that she’s upset with me, Ben” she responded,  looking at me. “We don’t fight very much. Jared and I fight more than she and I do. If I knew how much it meant to her, I wouldn’t have even considered going for Cheer Captain. She’s always acted like it wasn’t a big deal. Last year, she acted like it was a huge chore!”

“She’ll come around. Ellen has never been able to stay upset with us. She once told Hank, Stan, and me that she’d never talk to us again when we were nine. She avoided us for almost a week, but she was back after five days, and she never mentioned it again.”

“She’s not nine anymore, though,” Amber responded.

I put a hand on her arm. “Believe me, she’s not going to stay mad forever. Something is off about her right now. She’s not like me. She doesn’t hold grudges.”

“So I can expect her to talk to me right before Christmas?” She teased.

With a chuckle, I embraced her with one arm. “Don’t fret about Ellen. Believe me, the two of you will soon be back to your usual selves.”

We arrived ten minutes ahead of Mr. Yooper, and with our magical powers intact, we playfully sparred, using our elements against one another. 

At some point, she’d learned to conjure miniature storms. I yelped in surprise as she pelted me with hailstones, but I quickly retaliated by redirecting them back at her with a gust of air.

As we both collapsed onto the ground, howling with laughter and dodging the small icy projectiles, Mr. Yooper walked in.

“Enough, please. You’ll need your strength,” he said, but not unkindly.

I looked over at him as I helped Amber up. 

“That’s why I don’t get your reasoning to time it around the obstacle courses. Can’t you give us a break first? I don’t care about practising today, but you’ll want us to have it open for at least an hour. We haven’t even opened it for a second.”

Mr. Yooper nodded and sighed. “We’ll extend it to at least a few weeks after the obstacle courses. We just want you and Amber to build up to it, Ben. You’re both getting stronger whether you realize it or not.”

That day, just like always, nothing happened. I thought I felt something that time, but it was small progress. We’d had an easier time getting into the Light Magic Wielder Realm.

“Sometimes I wonder if we need to use sigil and rune magic to get in there,” Amber said when we left an hour and a half later.

“What do you mean? You need runes and sigils, or you need to draw them,” I said.

“I know. I don’t want to suggest anything to him until we get past the obstacle courses at the end of the month, but I think we’re going to need to draw them or something. We may need to ask Timmy for help. I need to talk to him anyway. I want to see if he’ll help with the lighting and a few other displays for my routine, but with this thing with Ellen, he might not. Other than Mack, who’s busy, he’s the best one to ask advice on sigils or runes to open the portal.”

“Won’t he have to dance?” I asked. “Timmy has always hated dancing. Even when he was a toddler, he’d refuse.”

I thought back to the times when he’d have complete meltdowns when we’d try to get him to dance. He’d been suspended from school when he was around seven for hitting a teacher who forced him to join dance class. I’d never met a kid so stubborn when it came to that. I couldn’t see Timmy helping Amber unless it was out of spite because of Ellen.

“Yes, I’ll give him a small part. I’ll make sure I give him something in return if he agrees,” she responded. 

“I overheard his little girlfriend, June, saying she wants to try out, but she’s not sure how. I know the perfect routine for her tryouts. Ellen and I came up with a simple one after our first year that we never tried, and she’ll be fine in mine because she’s a gymnast. She’ll know how to do it, and I can take her under my wing the way your sister and Hilda did for me. Anyway, Timmy might know something that can help us. I felt something that time.”

I nodded, thinking again about how I’d felt maybe a small spark of something too.

“That’s a good sign if we both felt something,” she said. “Next time, maybe we will have more progress. I’m hoping to get it open for at least a minute.”

“Then let’s study runes and sigils in our free time. We have less homework this year,” I said. “Maybe you’re right. We had to use light and dark magic to get into the other two portals and our witchcraft powers for the mortal world.”

I had a feeling she was onto something important. Our key to unlocking all realms lay in mastering the art of magic in each of them. 

It was probably the reason why so many had difficulty accessing the shapeshifter realm. Most people only used the magic available in their specific forms without diving deeper into the universal spells. 

Thankfully, Mack had taught us that even in human form, shapeshifters had their own unique set of spells at their disposal.

“So after we learn more about sigil and rune magic, we’ll have to learn how to cast spells from all realms. I hope we won’t need wands to get into the Wand Wielder Realm,” I said.

“I’ll write to Mack later,” she told me. “He’ll know what to do. I often wonder if I should ask Mom—my biological mom if—”

“You know you can’t. You all agreed to write only in an emergency, and you can’t tell them anything we know,” I said.

Her birth mother, Patricia, and Bernice, the woman who had raised her, were still risking everything to gather information for us. Concealed in the Dark Magic Wielder Realm, they had to remain constantly vigilant, unable to communicate freely for fear of being caught. 

However, despite the obstacles, they managed to provide us with updates, assuring us of their safety and hinting at the possibility of uncovering crucial intel about those part of the opposing group.

“I know, Ben, but it just gets frustrating sometimes. I wish I could have her in my life full-time,” Amber responded. “I just wish Sierra, Carly, and I could get the real her. We got cheated out of knowing our real mom. Billy didn’t get to grow up with a mom.”

“Which is why we have to do this. So all our lives can get back to normal,” I responded. “Then we can be normal teenagers again.”

However, deep down, I knew that things were never that simple. Despite our hopes, Ellen had foreseen us as adults in one of her visions, which meant we weren’t ending this anytime soon.

Determined to take our minds off our worries, we headed outside to the Fire Territory to meet our friends. 

As we approached, I noticed Denver Halfern cozying up to Sheila Andrews, and my heart sank with a twinge of pain, although I tried my best to ignore it.

I vividly recalled how I’d mustered the courage to ask her out the previous year, only to be met with rejection, with her claiming that she was waiting for her moon mate. 

A week later, I saw her hand in hand with Denver, who had a notorious reputation for cheating on his previous girlfriends. It wasn’t just the rejection that hurt, but the fact that she had chosen someone like Denver over me.

“You okay, Ben?” Amber asked me. “They’re not serious, you know. She goes on dates with a lot of guys, and she’d never date him seriously. She wants her moon mate, and she knows she can’t hurt Denver. She told us she didn’t want to hurt you more than she did because she knows how much you like her. That’s the only reason she rejected you. She thinks you’re very handsome.”

I shrugged before responding. 

“It doesn’t matter. I think I should date for fun until I meet my moon mate. If I fall in love along the way, then so be it. Not everyone can be like you and Jared.”

Barry was of the belief that while Amber and Jared may have been high school sweethearts, they likely wouldn’t be together as adults. However, I held a different opinion. Their love for each other seemed intense and unwavering, and they never even glanced at anyone else, even during the full moons.

Michael, on the other hand, had been in a relationship with Anne for almost as long. However, their relationship had been turbulent, with several breakups and makeups over the years. I knew for a fact that Michael had even slept with another girl during the summer at camp when he and Anne were on a break.

Comparing Amber and Jared to Sierra and Justin, who were moon mates, I believed their love for each other seemed just as powerful and unbreakable.

“If we last into adulthood, I hope I never meet mine,” she said. “I can’t imagine being with anyone but Jared. I never thought we’d last this long, but I keep thinking since we have, we probably will make it long into adulthood.”

“Just ignore it if you meet yours. Tasha and Barry are the same way. Barry’s already got an engagement ring picked out. He asked me and Nick for help over the summer with it. No one has to be with their moon mate,” I answered, though she already knew about Barry. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to remind her again.

She laughed. “But we don’t have to worry about that for a while anyway. Hopefully, it happens for me when we’re all old, and I’ve been with Jared for sixty years.”

In my opinion, it would be far better to go through life without finding a moon mate than to discover one in your twilight years.

As I gave Sheila and Denver one last glance, I turned to Amber and issued a playful challenge, daring her to race me. We were forbidden from using magic for the day, which meant that she would have to rely on her physical strength alone to keep up with me. 

However, with my longer legs and superior strength, it didn’t take long for me to leave her behind in the dust, although I could hear her panting and trying to keep pace.

That moment marked the beginning of the end of my infatuation with Sheila Andrews. From that day on, I resolved never to fall for another girl unless she was my moon mate.
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The first few weeks of the year flew by in the blink of an eye, and before I knew it, only a week remained before we were to take on the obstacle courses. My older siblings appeared quite pleased with themselves about the challenging courses they were constructing in SS Year Three. 

They warned me to be well-prepared and didn’t reveal much more about it.

As I juggled the stress of the upcoming obstacle courses, maintaining my cheerleading routine, and coping with the sudden increase in the complexity of classes, I was pleasantly surprised when my friends informed me about the first moon party of the year.

Since we had entered JS Year Four, we were granted more independence and freedom. In the preceding years, the older students always kept an eye on us, but they’d promised to leave us alone that year and let us make our choices and have fun at parties.

Ellen wasn’t speaking to me or the others, which was upsetting since I knew that I’d done nothing wrong. I’d decided against applying for Cheer Captain, even though Ellen had an excellent chance of securing it. 

I couldn’t resist peeking at her routine, which she kept on her bedside table, and it looked fun, so I practised it with my siblings, too, in case we made up. She’d added some cool cheers to hers while I had none. I was hoping we could patch things up before the tryouts.

I was at a loss without Ellen, and I longed for us to find our way back to each other. I barely spent any time in our dorm room except for sleeping, preferring to be with Jared and the rest of my friends. 

On a few occasions, I’d even slept in his bed, but nothing had happened between us. Nothing could, even if we wanted to. There were too many spells put up to prevent us.

I knew he wanted to have sex someday, but I was still anxious about it, and I hoped he’d never lose patience and break up with me. Denver cheated and dumped Lydia over it.

So far, our relationship had been going smoothly, and he’d never pressured me. We came close to taking things further at a party at Ben’s the previous summer, but our paranoia got the best of us because our parents were there, and they had spells on his house, too, so we didn’t go through with it.

On the day of the full moon, I had plans to meet up with him after classes so that we could have some alone time before meeting up with the rest of our friends at the lake. 

However, before that, I needed to find Justin, who I was hoping would agree to fill in Ellen’s spot in my routine. Although I’d been holding out hope that she would come around, with tryouts just a few days away, I needed to find someone else.

Knowing that Justin and Sierra would be in Sierra’s dorm, I headed there first, planning to ask Jared to join me afterwards. As I approached, I saw all of my siblings and Brianne hanging out outside her dorm, laughing and chatting.

“I need a favour,” I said the moment I reached Justin.

He nodded before I could even ask. “I figured you’d ask, Amber. It’s why I’ve been at your practices, but you have to do something for me.”

I shook my head, knowing his condition because he’d been insisting on me trying out for captain for weeks.

“No, I can’t do that to Ellen. I’ll just see if Delilah or even Charlene want to try instead. Charlene told us last year she might try out.”

Justin scoffed and rolled his eyes as soon as I mentioned Charlene. We weren’t exactly friends, but I often had to work at trying to keep peace between Ellen and Charlene. Both girls had been having a feud since they met, and it got worse when Charlene began here. 

Despite being in different years and territories, the two always managed to get in huge fights twice a week.

Justin placed a hand on my right shoulder and gazed at me.

“No one can do it as well as me,” he said. “Besides, Amber, I don’t think you should have the future queen do it with hardly any practice. It’s a complicated routine. The team we have is perfect for it, but I think we all came up with an amazing routine for you this summer, and it would be a waste if you don’t try. You spent hours watching those videos. I want to see how long I can keep myself up in the air, and I want to beat my record. I’ve got some more moves I made while keeping myself in the air. I think my part will help you win, and Timmy’s definitely will. If Ellen wants to win it, it should be fair and square, right?”

I let out an exasperated sigh but reluctantly agreed to Justin’s request. I knew deep down that my chances of getting it were slim to none. The intermediate and senior tiers were filled with students who were more advanced and skilled than me, and to top it off, Ellen had an exceptional routine. She’d been the captain of the cheerleading squad the previous year, so it was almost certain that she would get the position before me.

“But I think we should go first, then. Mine is long, so we might not be able to keep up with it later,” I said. “I don’t want to tire June out too much after she has done hers, either.”

I’d remixed Get Ready, Sandstorm, Heaven, and One More Time into my routine, including most of the good parts in the last three songs. My team didn’t have any complaints about it, not even June or Timmy. There was no time limit for how long a routine should be, as long as it was reasonable.

“I can’t believe the three of us are doing it together. If only Isabella was still here. I always wished all four of us could,” Hilda exclaimed excitedly.

“He’s joining us too for mine, Amber,” Sierra told me. “We’re doing a mix too, including The Real Slim Shady. You have to join too. I put in an easy part for you.”

There was a time when I never thought Sierra and I would end up trying out for cheerleading together. But here we were, years later, doing just that. Sierra was trying out for the senior squad while I was aiming for the intermediate one.

As I made my way to Jared’s after, I spotted Ben in the distance and quickly rushed over to him. He turned around when he heard me approaching, a smile spreading across his face. But as we locked eyes, something shifted between us, and I could see the surprise in his expression.

In all my years at Foothills, I’d been drawn to more than one guy during the full moon, but I always ignored those feelings, and Jared and I never discussed it. Neither Ellen nor I had ever been drawn to the same person, and the same was true for Ben and Jared.

Last term, I’d even felt a pull towards Mason, which felt uncomfortable. But as I stared into Ben’s eyes, I realized that it was stronger than anything I had ever felt before. 

Fantasies of going off alone with Ben instead of Jared filled my mind. My breath quickened at the thought of his lips against mine.

“I have to go,” I said, snapping out of it. “We should avoid each other tonight!”

I turned and bolted away from Ben without saying another word. He understood the situation, so I didn’t need to explain. I’d been hoping that the moon wouldn’t push me toward one of my friends, but thankfully, the effects would wear off the next day.

When I reached the open door of Jared’s, Stan’s, and Hank’s room, I breathed a sigh of relief and ran inside. There, I saw Jared and immediately felt at ease.

“You okay, Amber?” He asked the moment his eyes fell on me.

“The moon loves playing tricks on me,” I responded, going over to hug him. “It’s drawn Ben and me to each other,” I explained, feeling guilty.

“Well, it was bound to happen with one of the others at some point,” Jared said. 

He kissed me and hugged me tightly. 

“It’s okay, Amber. You and I will hang out alone tonight. We’ll avoid the others.”

“Could you guys keep Ben busy tonight?” I asked Hank and Stan, who both shrugged.

“Sure. We were going to hang out anyway. We’ll help him find a cute girl to hang out with, and maybe he will get over Sheila Andrews once and for all.”

Jared snorted. “Dude, I doubt it. He’s been in love with her since our Power Display. Buddie’s not going to get over it until he meets his moon mate,” and then he looked at me. “We’ll go back to your dorm, Amber. I overheard Mason saying that he and Ellen were sneaking off to town. I know Ben and the others want to hang out in the hot tub portion of the waters,” and he pulled away before holding a hand out to me.

We bid Stan and Hank goodbye and left the dorm hand in hand.

“Why are they sneaking off to town?” I asked.

“I think they want to fuck,” Jared answered.

“But they only just got together, and that’s the main reason that Ellen’s parents did not want her to have a boyfriend,” I protested. “She’s breaking her promise, and if they find out, it’s over between them. Mason will be upset because he’s in love with her, and she’ll complain non-stop again about how she can’t date when the rest of us can. It got annoying to hear about it after our first year, but it never stopped until recently. I hope he’s not pressuring her.”

Jared laughed and grinned widely at me.

“Apparently, it was her idea. Don’t worry about them. They’re both smart and if it’s what they want to do, they’ll do it anyway. We’re not sneaking there to stop them, Amber.”

“How’d you know I was thinking that?”

Jared snickered. “Past experience. We’ve been together for three years. You don’t think I haven’t learned a thing or two about you?”

I smiled at Jared. But then I couldn’t help but voice my concern.

“You’re not upset that we haven’t had sex?” I asked, my voice low.

Jared stopped in his tracks and gently tilted my chin up to look at him. His dark eyes searched mine before he leaned down and pressed his lips to mine in a soft, reassuring kiss.

“We’ve talked about this. I love you. I’ll never pressure you. I’m not like Denver or some of the other idiots who go here. We’ll talk when we’re both ready. You never have to worry about that from me.”

I nodded and took his hand again, my mind on Ellen. She and I needed to talk. She needed to be careful.
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Jared and I had a peaceful night alone without any interruptions. Despite my efforts to focus on Jared, thoughts of Ben lingered in my mind while we made out, and I felt guilty about it. Ben and I had never seen each other in that way before, and I feared that it could change our relationship. 

However, my past experience with Mason reassured me that things might not change.

Jared remained by my side throughout most of the night, only stepping out briefly for curfew check. 

Ellen didn’t return, so I covered for her by making up a story about her swimming in the lake in her mermaid form and losing track of time. Thankfully, no one asked any follow-up questions. Jared returned about ten minutes later, and we spent the night together.

Ellen was nowhere to be found when we woke up the next day, but I’d anticipated her absence. Later in the cafeteria, we found out that she stayed with Mason after their trip to town, which didn’t come as a surprise to me.

What caught me off guard was the fact that I still felt an intense attraction towards Ben. He must have sensed it too because he abruptly got up and walked away without saying a word, leaving me in a state of panic. 

Usually, the pull of the moon would fade by the next day, but this time it lingered and then it persisted for days.

Feeling desperate for a solution, I decided to confront Mr. Yooper after a particularly gruelling Earth class a few days later. With the obstacle courses just days away, I knew I had to do something to get rid of this distraction.

“Can you take me home please? I need to talk to my parents,” I asked him, not beating around the bush.

“Why? They can always come here, Amber,” he responded, raising his eyebrows as he gazed at me.

“I know, but I need to be in the comfort of my own home for this,” I answered, and his expression changed to concern.

“What’s happened? Is it your biological mom?”

I shook my head. “No. I think Ben is my moon mate.”

His eyes widened. “Oh fuck.”

Mr. Yooper rarely swore around us, so I knew he understood.

He stared at me for a moment and then nodded. “Okay, come on, Amber. I’ll send a quick message to Mr. Hornora.”

I let out a sigh of relief. My parents would know what to do.

“It’s okay, you know. I’ve been through it myself. My moon mate and I are married to different people. It’s not the end of the world. I know it seems like it, but it’s not.”

As we left the school, he opened up about his personal life and shared how difficult it had been to stay committed to his wife but that he never regretted his decision. I was surprised to learn he was married and had kids, as I’d never known any personal details about my teachers before.

“But I thought cases like Justin’s and Sierra’s are rare,” I said. “So why is this happening to Ben and me now?”

Mr. Yooper didn’t answer at first. For a few moments, we walked in silence before he looked at me.

“There’s been an influx of people your age and even younger meeting their moon mates,” he responded. “It’s been happening at other schools, and we expect it to happen more here. We think this war the others are planning is bringing it out. Usually, it doesn’t happen until adulthood, but at Sandy Fae Academy, several thirteen-year-olds met theirs. Something is happening to make all these powerful powers come out. It’s been happening more in the mortal realm, too, and we think it’s doing the same with moon mates.”

Wouldn’t it have made sense for them to tell people? Usually, people were at least over twenty before they met theirs. A good amount of time, people were in their late twenties or early thirties when it happened.

“Shouldn’t you warn the rest of the school about this, then?” I asked.

I was shocked that it happened as young as thirteen. When Jared and I first got together, we’d barely kissed because dating at that age felt awkward. How were kids supposed to deal with meeting their moon mates so young?

“We’re going to have to, yes. I’ll talk to Mr. Hornora when we get back, Amber,” Mr. Yooper nodded, agreeing. “For now, we’ll take care of this, but you’re all still so young. You never know what the future will bring.”

I knew what he meant by that, but Jared was the only one I wanted in my future. I didn’t want anyone else but him. Why couldn’t he have been my moon mate? Why couldn’t things be that simple?








  
  
  Amber

  
  




As I entered the kitchen, my heart sank at the sight of the Hoofers. They were the last people I wanted to see, but they’d become regular visitors to our house over the past few years because of their friendship with my parents and the fact that Hilda and I were friends with Brianne and Ben. Dad’s alarmed question snapped me out of my thoughts. 

“What’s happened?”

With a heavy heart, I turned to my step-mom, Gloria, whom I’d grown close to over the past few years and who I saw as a maternal figure.

“Mom, how do you stay with Dad, knowing your moon mate is out there?” I asked, looking into her eyes for guidance. 

She pulled me close and held me tightly, her arms wrapped around me in a comforting embrace. 

“Did you meet yours, Amber?” she asked gently, sensing the turmoil within me.

I felt a pang of guilt as I glanced at the Hoofers. 

“It’s Ben,” I responded, my voice barely above a whisper.

The atmosphere in the room shifted, and everyone’s expressions grew heavy with understanding.

Mrs. Hoofer was quick to interject, “But maybe you’re not. It can take a few full moons to be sure.”

I shook my head, my heart heavy with the realization. Deep down, I knew it was him. Even now, standing in my parents’ kitchen, I longed to be with him. How could I ignore these feelings? 

Ben was one of my closest friends, and I couldn’t bear the thought of losing him. But I couldn’t betray Jared, the one I truly loved and wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

“It’s him. It’s so strong between us. He’s been avoiding us lately. How do we get past this? We’re best friends, and I can’t lose his friendship, and I would never hurt Jared. It’s Jared I want, not Ben,” and I apologized to his parents, feeling intense guilt.

“Oh, Amber, honey, no, don’t apologize,” Mrs. Hoofer said immediately and came over to hug me. “It’s a tough situation to be in. It’s okay. We’ll figure it all out, okay? No one has to get hurt,” then she glanced at her husband. 

“We should get Barry and Sebastian, then we should go to the school. Ben will be struggling with this, too.”

Mr. Hoofer nodded, and after reassuring me that it was okay, they both left to talk to Ben.

“Why has this happened a second time?” Dad demanded, looking at Mr. Yooper. “First Sierra and Justin, and now Amber and Ben? It shouldn’t happen this young. Usually, people are at least in their twenties when they meet them.”

Mr. Yooper hesitated, then sighed. “They’re not the second. Teens all over the country have been meeting theirs. Likely in other countries and realms, too. Last year, some thirteen-year-olds met theirs.”

“And you didn’t think to tell us, or any other parent?” Gloria exclaimed. “Our kids go there! If this is happening, we have the right to know so we can prepare them! After Sierra and Justin, it should have been common sense to warn parents when it happened again!”

Mr. Yooper nodded, not contesting the point. Instead, he wore an air of defeat, leaving me to ponder if there were additional details he was keeping from us.

“I’ll talk to Mr. Hornora when we leave here. You’re right. We should have said something when this all first started. I think they are progressing on the other side, but Hornora is in denial. He thinks everything is fine because nothing has happened in almost three years, but with these kids getting extra powers not seen in ten thousand years and now they’re meeting their moon mates too early, something has shifted. Which is why we need you and Ben to get the portals open,” Mr. Yooper added to me. “You can’t let this affect anything. It will get easier anyway. You’ll always feel that pull, but it gets easier. I swear.”

And Gloria nodded in agreement, hugging me again. 

“It does. I promise it will get better soon, and you’re so young anyway, Amber. Anything can happen.”

“But has it happened with your best friends?” I asked, and neither responded right away.

“Listen, you’re strong, and so is Ben. We’ve also seen you and Jared together. You can all get past this, you just have to talk to each other,” Dad answered. “It doesn’t have to change either of your relationships. When you go back to school, the three of you should sit down and talk. Honesty and talking is the only way you can do it.”

His words struck me deeply, and I knew he was right. I couldn’t keep this from Jared any longer, and if we were going to keep our group together, we needed to have an honest conversation. The thought of losing anyone else, especially after the way Ellen was being, filled me with dread.
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“Hey, Ben, are you coming, or are you going to stay here feeling sorry for yourself? Let’s get going!” I said, hoping to get him out of bed.

Ben responded with a shrug, getting up from his bed with a blank expression. Ever since discovering that Amber was his moon mate, he’d become withdrawn and less talkative.

I knew his parents had visited him the previous night, and he had also confided in Jared and Amber, but he still refused to open up to anyone else. 

We’d all attended a school assembly where Mr. Hornora warned us about the possibility of meeting our moon mates earlier than expected, and it had already happened to some students at Foothills. Although they were researching a spell to prevent it from happening more, Ben was taking it pretty hard.

“Are you going to be okay, bud?” I asked him. “If it’s going to be hard to watch their tryouts, we don’t have to go.”

“We can’t avoid each other forever, Michael, and I don’t want to lose her friendship or Jared’s,” he answered me.

I led the way out of the dorm. “You guys are sixteen. They’re a good couple now, but it doesn’t mean they’ll be together forever. A lot of people don’t stay with the people they dated in high school,” I told him.

Ben sighed and looked at me. 

“But I don’t want to wish for them to break up, Michael. I want her to be happy, and Jared’s my buddy. It just drives me nuts because I never looked at her like that before. I notice she’s cute in her uniform, but that’s it. Sheila Andrews has been the only person on my mind all these years, and then overnight that changes. At least I got over her faster than I thought I would.”

I chose not to mention the fact that he hadn’t really moved on fast. Despite Sheila’s lack of interest, he had spent years pining after her, and it had taken him several months to finally accept her rejection.

“So you’re finally over her?” I asked.

Ben nodded. “My moon mate is the only one on my mind. And it sucks. I figured I’d date casually until I met mine, which I didn’t think would happen until at least my twenties. Now I’ve met her, and we can’t be together. I can’t blame her for choosing Jared, the person she’s loved for the past three years. She doesn’t want to make the same mistake her parents did either. I just have to get over it and live with it, though it’s going to be one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. I’d rather open the portals. Or do the obstacle courses blindfolded. Hell, I’d go back to being in love with Sheila. That was nothing compared to seeing my moon mate with someone else.”

“Is it really that intense?”

He simply nodded in response.

As he confirmed my suspicions, a wave of apprehension washed over me. While I enjoyed my time with Anne, I knew I would choose my moon mate.

I hoped that it wouldn’t happen anytime soon because I didn’t want to hurt Anne. Despite my attraction to her, I couldn’t ignore the fact that our bond paled in comparison to the strength of Amber and Jared’s relationship.

“But I’m determined to push through it. They’re my friends first,” Ben said. “So let’s hurry, Michael, before we miss tryouts.”

We arrived late, but fortunately, it was only the junior girls’ turn to perform, and the intermediate tier would follow.

Initially, I doubted whether Ben would be interested in watching Brianne’s, Ellen’s, and Amber’s tryouts, but now he seemed to be striding faster with a determined expression.

While the juniors’ routines were fun to watch, I couldn’t wait to see the more advanced performances by the older students. 

The break between the junior and intermediate segments started shortly after we arrived. Our friends had saved seats near the front, leaving two vacant chairs for us. Jared gestured for Ben to join him, but as there was a free seat beside Anne, I walked over to accompany her.

“Hey,” I greeted her, leaning in for a kiss, but she averted her face before I could reach her.

“We need to talk, Michael,” she murmured, and I rolled my eyes, knowing all too well what that meant.

“I don’t think we need to,” I answered. “I already know what that means. Whatever. This is the last time. I’m tired of being so on and off.”

“Don’t you see how it’s destroying them?” she hissed at me. And I knew who she meant, and I knew she had a point.

“Then why don’t we just agree that if we meet our moon mates, we won’t hold each other back?” I answered.

“Because I don’t want to go through that. We’ve broken up six times—well, seven times now, Michael. It’s for the best. I don’t want to hurt you if I meet someone, and I don’t want to hurt them. It would be a struggle for us. It would be hard to make that choice.”

I shrugged, knowing my choice. 

“Not really. I’d choose my moon mate. We’re not that serious anyway, so I don’t see why we can’t stay together until it happens.”

She emitted a sound of disgust, rose to her feet, and with a flick of her wrist, drenched my face with a burst of ice cold water from her palm.

“Jerk!” She spat, walking off.

“What?” I asked, watching her walk off. “I said what you did.”

“Smooth, Michael,” Mason laughed at me, from my other side.

“Shut up,” I muttered.

What did I say to deserve that? She’d basically said the same thing, and I’d made it clear from the outset that I would choose my moon mate. The truth was, she didn’t love me, and I didn’t have any feelings beyond attraction for her either.

“I don’t blame her, and I hope Ellen and I never meet ours,” Mason said.

“Oh yeah, and what does she have to say about that?” I asked, considering she hadn’t talked to us since Power Display.

“No one has told her. They asked us to keep it to ourselves, and I think it’s up to them to tell her. Don’t worry, she misses all of you, Michael. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re all talking soon. She’s just stubborn because she’s upset with her parents, but she can’t get mad at them, so she’s taking it out on you guys. I’ve never known her to be so snappish, so I think something more is going on. She yells at me all the time and for no reason. I hate to say it, given how long I have liked her, but our relationship has been disappointing so far.”

That wasn’t the right way to handle things, but I didn’t want to confront her about it. I couldn’t understand how some people used their problems as an excuse to lash out at others.

Despite growing up with physically abusive alcoholic parents, I never resorted to such behaviour, even as a young child. Ellen’s upbringing was privileged, and it reflected in her actions. 

She was too spoiled and didn’t understand real stress like Mason, Amber, or I did. For years, her biggest stress was because her parents wouldn’t let her date, and it took all I could not to snap at her. At least she had parents who cared enough about that.

“Whatever, I don’t care anymore,” I replied curtly.

Ellen’s team was the first to take the stage, comprised of JS Year Ones. The crowd erupted in boos as they dashed out, and “Hot in Herre” blared through the speakers.

At first, their performance was impressive, with some cool cheers about Foothills being number one, but some of the maneuvers Ellen incorporated were too complicated for the younger girls, and they stumbled.

One girl struggled to maintain Ellen in a pyramid formation and nearly dropped her, but Ellen managed to regain her footing. However, things went downhill from there. During a complex aerial twist utilizing air magic to propel herself, one girl failed to land and fell to the ground.

The fallen girl appeared incapable of standing up, and soon after, a teacher rushed over to assist her.

Out of nowhere, Amber materialized, and took the injured girl’s place, seamlessly jumping into the routine as if she had been there the entire time. 

Then, when more junior students struggled as the chorus from “Sk8ter Boi” played, Brianne, Hilda, Justin, and Sierra all rushed in to join the performance, executing each move flawlessly. It was clear that they’d spent time memorizing Ellen’s routine.

With all of them performing together, the routine became more robust, and the audience responded with thunderous applause instead of boos. 

They danced at a faster pace, incorporating their elements to add more flair to the routine. Ellen included several jumps that propelled them into the air with an explosion of leaves from various trees and water splashing out into the audience.

As the performance drew to a close with “Bye, Bye, Bye,” a flurry of ice pellets rained down on the stage, followed by a cascade of vibrant water showering over the audience. The dancers dropped to their knees, their exhausted but triumphant expressions evident to all.

Some people in the audience booed, but most were cheering. Lydia was the only one around us who indulged in such behaviour, but that was par for the course.

After a few groups went up after, it was finally Amber’s turn to perform, and I wondered how she would do, considering this was her first time choreographing a routine. I had my doubts that it would be as impressive as Ellen’s, but I decided to keep an open mind.

As the music started playing, Amber and her team lined up, facing the audience with their backs facing each other. 

Timmy stood off to the side, helping out with the routine. It was surprising to see him participating in a cheerleading routine since he’d always said he’d rather die than be a cheerleader. He hated dancing, as far as I knew.

I wondered if it was his way of getting back at Ellen for the way she had treated him.

The upbeat “Get Ready!” by 2 Unlimited began to play, and the team started dancing in perfect sync. Some of them were even flying up into the air using their air magic, tossing fireballs as they spun around.

Meanwhile, Timmy was skipping around, tracing intricate shapes in the sand, and the coloured flames burst up, flashing to the beat of the music. The coloured lights above them added to the spectacle, changing colour in perfect harmony with the music.

The music gradually faded, and one by one, the group descended gracefully to the ground, crouching down and holding onto their knees. All except for Timmy, who continued to skip around.

Suddenly, the electrifying beat of Darude’s “Sandstorm” filled the air. The group sprang to their feet and began moving to the rhythm. Each lost in their own ecstatic dance.

My eyes widened as I watched Justin, who moved with the agility and grace of a trained athlete, executing intricate flips and spins as the music picked up speed. Despite his protests over the years that he wasn’t a cheerleader, his movements were nothing short of stunning.

Others in the group soared through the air, flipping and spinning with effortless grace, propelled by their own control  of air. 

On the ground, the rest of the group threw each other up into the air and executed their own impressive acrobatics, their bodies moving in perfect harmony with the pulsating beat of the music.

Ellen sprinted out to catch a glimpse of the dance routine as the music slowed down to a stop. 

Despite the lack of music, the group continued to move with fluidity and grace, their bodies still swaying. 

Suddenly, a new track began to play – DJ Sammy’s “Heaven” – and the group sprang into action once again, this time with renewed energy and enthusiasm.

Sierra, with her impressive cartwheeling skills, whirled around the dancers while Justin remained in the air, spinning and flipping in a breathtaking display of aerial acrobatics, his body propelled by his mastery of the element of air.

As Amber was tossed up into the air by a few girls and caught herself with her own control of her air, she spotted Ellen watching and beckoned her over. 

Ellen beamed and dashed over, arriving just in time for the chorus of the song to kick in.

The two girls clasped hands and soared up into the air with their own using wind, joining Justin in a stunning display of synchronized movement.

Our group erupted into cheers and applause, relieved that Ellen and Amber seemed to have made up. It meant she would talk to us again, too. Even Ben, who had previously been aloof and uninterested, joined in on the enthusiasm once he saw Ellen was friends with us again.

High above, they’d conjured clouds with such skill and precision that they appeared to be dancing effortlessly on solid ground. More people from below flew up to join them. 

They moved with practised ease, executing complex routines as Sandstorm’s infectious beat filled the air once again. Timmy was the only member of the group who had yet to take to the air. He continued skipping around, drawing symbols in the dirt.

As the other members of the group danced high above, Timmy’s feet pounded against the ground, sending plumes of dust and sand swirling around him.

As I watched Justin dance high above the whole time, his body weaving and twisting through the air with the grace of seasoned acrobats, I couldn’t help but be mesmerized. But it was Timmy’s control of sigil and rune magic that truly left me in awe.

He conjured intricate patterns in the dirt, each one pulsing with a vibrant energy that seemed to match the beat of the song. 

Glitter exploded around us; I wondered if it was his magic that was responsible for the sparkling mist that coated us all.

Then, with a sudden crash, the group descended back to the ground, their impact sending waves of water splashing in every direction. 

In the chaos that followed, more glitter rained down, transforming the scene into a shimmering wonderland of light and colour. And as I looked around, drenched and sparkling from head to toe, I knew I had just witnessed something truly magical.

As the pulsing beat of ‘One More Time’ by Daft Punk filled the air, the group began to move in perfect synchrony. Each dancer lost in the music as they spun, twirled, and leaped through the air. 

Timmy, in his element, conjured vibrant jets of fire that danced and flickered around them, illuminating the fake night sky with a kaleidoscope of colours.

I was still in awe of the way Justin moved - he was a blur of motion, executing back handsprings above with effortless grace while Sierra, Hilda, and Brianne matched him step for step. 

It was clear that they had spent hours rehearsing this routine over the holidays, and the newcomers that Amber had recruited were keeping up with ease.

Even June had found her footing, forming a human pyramid with Ellen and Amber at the top. As the mini-storm of air and water magic raged around them, I felt myself rooting for Amber to be Cheer Captain in my head.

The audience erupted into cheers and applause. Even those who had been skeptical before were now clapping and singing along to “One More Time.” 

Even Lydia had stopped being obnoxious. It was rare for her to cheer anyone on, especially Ellen or Amber, but she was cheering with the rest of us. It was clear that the group had won them over with their incredible performance.

As I watched, I wondered what kind of cheers Amber had in store for future performances. In competitions, cheers were just as important as the routines themselves, but they didn’t always add cheers in these performances. Amber hadn’t.

I remembered a group of guys from the previous year who had done cheers to “We Like to Party” by the Venga Boys and how they wowed the crowd with their energy and enthusiasm. This was better.

As the final portion of “Sandstorm” began to play, the group soared into the air, each of them performing their own unique moves and tricks. 

The energy in the air was electric, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe and wonder as I watched them move with such grace and precision.

Finally, as the song came to an end, there was a blinding flash of white light, and the group landed gracefully on the ground. The crowd erupted into a final round of applause. Though I had seen some truly awe-inspiring performances in the past, this one was undeniably impressive. 

As the music faded, I noticed Ellen and Amber embracing, their faces beaming with pride and joy. Meanwhile, the other team members made their way off the dirt stage, leaving the two to bask in the adulation of the crowd.

“I was not expecting that,” I said. “At least Ellen’s going to talk to us now.”

Then, thinking of Anne, I figured I should go find her. I wondered what I had done to upset her. Anyone else I cared to watch was in the senior tier, so I figured I had plenty of time to find her.

So, getting up, I excused myself and left, hoping no one would follow. I headed outside and into the dark woods to look for her. Soon enough, I heard her giggling and chatting with someone. 

Curiosity getting the better of me, I used my air magic to float above them and land gently in a nearby tree onto a sturdy branch. I was sure I’d heard her say my name, and I wanted to hear what I’d done to offend her.

“-no I just ended it with him,” she was saying to Denver, who grinned at her under the moonlight.

“Did you tell Michael about us?” He asked, and she shook her head.

“No, it would destroy him. I told him it was the moon mate thing instead. He doesn’t need to know we’ve been having- well, he doesn’t need to know. I feel bad as it is.”

“You haven’t done anything wrong. You two broke up so much anyway. It doesn’t count as cheating-”

My heart sank as I realized that Anne had been cheating on me. I couldn’t believe it. The anger inside me bubbled up, and I couldn’t control myself. I landed beside them, causing them to jump in shock.

“You were cheating? You’ve been fucking him, haven’t you?” I demanded, my voice trembling with emotion.

“Dude, Michael, relax-” Denver began, but I didn’t let him finish. 

I knocked him over with air, fuelled by my rage.

“That’s not fair. I don’t have use of my magic!” he protested, struggling to get free.

“Good,” I spat, using my power to push him further into the ground. I manipulated the earth so he was buried and covered him in vines, tying his wrists and ankles tightly. It wasn’t enough, but it was all I could do at the moment to keep from completely losing control.

“Come on,” he protested, struggling to break free from my grasp.

Though unsure of how long I had been granted permission to use my magic, I seized the opportunity and ensured that he remained immobilized before turning to Anne, still pushing strong air down on him until I finished talking to her.

“What the hell?” I asked Anne, ignoring Denver’s cries.

“It just happened sometime last term, Michael, and then we broke up. I hung out with him all summer. I didn’t expect we’d get back together,” she said.

“You came to me,” I retorted. “Was it just the one time, or did you keep it up when we got back together?” I demanded.

She bit her lip and looked down at the ground. “I’m sorry,” she murmured.

“Fuck you,” I snapped and stopped my air against Denver.

Propelling myself upward using a burst of wind, I shifted into my dragon form and flew back to the school, seething with anger. 

That was the moment I made a decision—I would wait for my moon mate and keep all other girls at a distance, except for Amber and Ellen. 

Once I reached a sufficient altitude, I roared in frustration and vented my anger through a torrent of flames that illuminated the darkness above.

Below me, I could see Jared and Ben trying to get my attention, so I flew back down.

“What happened, Michael?” Ben asked me when I was back to myself.

“Turns out Denver didn’t only go for your girl. He went for mine, too,” I said, glaring back into the woods. “Anne’s been cheating on me since last term with him. She’s been fucking him!”

“Holy fuck, dude, I’m sorry,” Jared said.

“I’d say yours is worse. Sheila was never my girl. I’m sorry, Michael,” Ben said, and he put an arm around me. “Brianne’s, Sierra’s, Justin’s, and Hilda’s routines aren’t for a while. The intermediate-tier tryouts were still going on when we left. We can walk a bit before we go in. Or you don’t have to go. Whatever you want.”

“We will go back. I heard Justin made a cool routine for his turn, and he’s playing “You Get What You Give” by the New Radicals. I like that song,” I said. “But let’s walk around first so I can clear my head. I know I wasn’t in love with her, but we had something, and she’s the last person who would normally cheat!”

“What is it about that guy? Why do the girls keep going for him?” Jared asked. “He’s an asshole, and in my opinion, he’s just your average-looking guy. Not even Sam gets that many girls, and he’s a prince!”

“But he only has eyes for Ellen,” Ben reminded him. “He ignores them. He told me unless he meets his moon mate, Ellen is the only girl he has eyes for, so,” he shrugged.

“Speaking of moon mates, are you two good?” I asked, and they glanced at each other.

“We’re friends first,” Ben said. “And it wasn’t so bad sitting there. I reckon it will get easier. Now that Ellen will talk to us again, I don’t want any of us to avoid each other. And Amber and I need to get the portals open.”

He avoided eye contact, but I sensed that he would try to move past it or conceal his emotions. I resolved to make it clear to him that I was available to talk whenever he needed me.

“Come on, let’s just walk around until it’s time for the seniors. We should have at least an hour,” I said.
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After the tryouts, I made my way back to the dormitory ahead of the others, feeling a tinge of disappointment. Despite delivering an exceptional performance that was well-received by both the judges and the audience, I was not selected to be the Cheer Captain. 

The reason for my exclusion was not due to the quality of my routine but rather my decision to include junior girls who had already exerted themselves during their own performances.

“Honestly, Ellen, you would have been our first choice. You incorporated fun cheers in it; the routine should have been flawless, but you had junior girls from Year One and Year Two perform complicated moves in a long routine, and three of them got hurt. We are going to go in a different direction this time.”

A different direction being my best friend, but I couldn’t fault her for it. In truth, I had never harboured any resentment towards her. 

Rather, I had kept my distance from the group due to my own embarrassment over my previous outbursts. I didn’t know why I felt so angry lately, but my temper was short these days.

I didn’t want to face any potential lectures or admit my wrongdoing, so I had chosen to ignore them altogether, much to my own cowardice. 

Thankfully, Amber and the others came to my rescue, allowing me to still make the squad.

To my surprise, they had even taken the initiative to learn my routine, including Justin, Amber’s brother.

After returning to our dormitory and indulging in a long, refreshing shower, I lay down in my bed, reflecting on how things could have been different if I hadn’t caused unnecessary drama with my friends. If I had only remained on good terms with them from the beginning, perhaps I would have been appointed as the Cheer Captain.

After about ten minutes, Amber arrived and proceeded to take a shower. When she emerged, adorned in a flowing, light pink silk nightgown that cascaded down to her feet, she approached my bed and settled in beside me. We lay on our sides, facing each other, enveloped in a serene atmosphere.

“Ellen, Hilda and Brianne were Cheer Captains together last year, you know,” she said to me. “I want you to be my co-captain. I wanted to add cheers, but I couldn’t come up with good ones. They all seemed too cheesy. You’ve always been good at it, and I want to try both our routines at the competitions.”

I’d actually already thought of a few for hers and told her this. “But I wasn’t chosen.”

“I asked if you could be my co-captain because I need the help. My siblings and Brianne helped a lot, and they told me not to worry about cheers and just show what else I can do. With you, we can make killer routines together.”

I laughed. “Who would have thought three years ago, when we thought my vision meant we had to join, that we’d be Cheer Captains three years later.”

Although she returned the smile, I sensed that something was amiss.

“Everything okay? You and Jared okay?” I asked.

“I guess you haven’t heard.”

In a state of alarm, I blurted out, “You guys didn’t break up?” I was aware that he had spent the night the previous night.

“No,” she responded, “Ben and I are moon mates.”

I gazed at her, appalled at the revelation. “Are you sure?” I inquired, hastily sitting up. She mirrored my movements and nodded in affirmation.

“We both know we are moon mates, Ellen,” she told me. “We’ve been strongly drawn to each other since the full moon. That’s why they had that announcement. I asked Mr. Yooper to take me home so I could talk to my parents.”

“What about Jared?” I asked.

“I will never break up with Jared for Ben or anyone,” she answered. “I don’t care how hard it will be. I will never hurt Jared. Ben’s more than understanding. All three of us have been talking, and the more we’ve hung out, the less awkward it is. It just sucks for Ben because he’s been holding out hope to meet his, and it’s me. He’s been rejected twice now.”

“Technically, you haven’t rejected him, though,” I said. “You and Jared are probably in it for the long run, but just say you did break up. Would you reject Ben if he came to you?”

“No. He’s my moon mate,” she said without hesitation. “But it feels wrong to talk about it because of Jared, so I try not to think about that. Unless we stop getting along, we’re staying together, and we both plan to make it work no matter what.”

“How bad is it?” I asked her. “Everyone says the pull of a moon mate is strong.”

“Let’s just say I’d rather be in bed with Ben than you, Ellen,” she responded and winked at me.

“Good thing I don’t have a crush on you. You’d break my heart,” I said, and she giggled.

“You know I love you, Ellen,” she murmured. “Speaking of which, can I sleep here with you, or are you expecting Mason? I’ve missed you and this whole thing with Ben and Jared-”

“You know you don’t have to ask,” I said, thinking of all the times we’d crawled into bed together for comfort. We’d stopped asking permission years ago. 

“And I’m sorry for ignoring all of you. It’s not you or the others I’m mad at,” I added.

“The only person you need to apologize to is Timmy. Ellen, he planned that whole display for you. You hurt him. He’s still upset.”

I nodded, knowing I had to talk to him soon. We’d avoided each other, which was easy to do since he was in a different territory and a different grade.

“What’s going on? You’re not yourself lately. You’re yelling at everyone all the time, even Mason. This isn’t just about the no-boyfriend rule, is it?” She asked, and I sighed and shook my head.

“That does make me mad that Timmy is allowed a girlfriend, but it’s not that, and it’s not only my parents I’m upset with. Let’s just say Mom had a reason to worry about me having sex,” I said, and she stared at me with wide eyes.

She frowned as she spoke, “What do you mean, Ellen? I know you and Mason snuck off to town. I covered for you and said you lost track of time in the water.”

“I know,” I responded quickly. “I thank you for that. They didn’t even take any demerits away. They just told me to remember to be back by curfew. No, it was when my family went to California at the start of the summer. I went to a party with some friends from there, and my parents gave me permission to stay overnight because they thought my parents were there. I met this guy, Ethan. We spent an entire day together on the beach and decided to meet up at the party. It was a full moon, and even there, some people are drawn to each other, it’s just not as strong. Likely, he has some fae or shifter magic and doesn’t realize it. Anyway, we were drawn to each other, and I couldn’t stop thinking about Mason who’d I’d seen kiss someone on our last day of school, and it happened. The next day, he was gone. He avoided me like the plague and refused to ever talk to me again. We were safe. I made sure of that, but I don’t know what happened. I mean, it was a stupid thing to do, and I’ve just felt all summer that maybe if I had a boyfriend, it wouldn’t have happened like that.”

Throughout the summer, I desperately attempted to ignore the painful reality of my situation. I had given my virginity away to a stranger merely because the force of the moon compelled me to do so. 

Yet, after the fact, he treated me callously, showing contempt and disdain towards me, as if I was repulsive or had committed a grievous sin. I was utterly perplexed by his behaviour; we had spent most of the previous day together, only for him to abandon me shortly after getting what he wanted.

“Is that why you and Mason-” Amber began, but I spoke before she could finish.

“We didn’t have sex. He wanted to know why I was suddenly so interested when I’ve always said I’d have to be with someone for at least six months before I could consider it, and I explained. I just wanted to feel better about it, but he insisted our first time not be like that, so we hung out in town instead. It was a really good night. I must look older than almost sixteen because they didn’t even ID us; we drank, and he was a perfect gentleman all night.”

“That guy was a jerk. I’m so sorry, Ellen,” she said, and she hugged me tightly. “You’re worth ten times more than that, and next time, it will be better, and Mason will never leave you. Just make sure you know you’re ready next time. Don’t do it on a whim.”

Returning her embrace with equal force, I came to the sudden realization of just how much I had craved the comfort and support of my closest friend.

It was then that I comprehended her need for me as well. I couldn’t imagine being in her situation. 

The notion of abandoning Mason for a moon mate was inconceivable to me. I had waited far too long to be with him, and my love for him ran too deep to contemplate such a decision.
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The first challenge that lay ahead of us was the Water obstacle course. It was my dominant element, so I felt confident in my abilities to overcome it with ease. Moreover, with my friends back by my side, I felt a renewed sense of courage and determination. 

As we enjoyed breakfast together, we spoke in hushed tones about what we could expect from the course. 

Justin, Carly, and Ernie, Amber’s siblings, all seemed to be keeping secrets, but they couldn’t hide their excitement as they exchanged knowing smirks with one another.

Apparently, the SS Year Three students were permitted to observe from the sidelines and unleash their water magic upon us. It was all part of the challenge, and we were eager to see what awaited us.

The morning notes had instructed us to rendezvous with the senior students in a specially designated portal room located in the forest. We savoured our breakfast and lingered until the other students had dispersed before finally making our way. 

Nervously whispering among ourselves, we tried to block out the taunts and jeers of the senior students that we passed along the way.

Upon entering the room, we found ourselves in a beach-themed environment that was less opulent than the other beach rooms. The majority of the space was filled with water, and I could see various tall structures and floating wooden pallets scattered throughout the water.

“Why wouldn’t they have us do this in the lake?” Lydia asked from somewhere within the group of JS Year Fours.

“In case any younger students are wandering about,” Mrs. Hemperson said. “The instructions are simple. You’ll start with a treasure hunt, and by now, you should know how to breathe and see underwater, so I don’t want to hear complaints. Once you’ve achieved the last treasure, it will instruct you to the next step. You’ll be looking for piles of golden coins—which aren’t real. The senior students made them. You are to find ten piles, and there are enough for all of you, so no need to fight. Once you get the tenth pile, you’ll know what to do next,” she said and then blew a whistle.

Knowing it was a water obstacle course, Amber and I had the forethought to wear bikinis underneath our clothes. However, Lydia and Erica were regretting not bringing their swimsuits, voicing their complaints.

“Just wear your underwear. It’s the same thing,” Hank snorted.

“No, it’s not!” Lydia shrieked.

“That’s your problem,” Mrs. Hemperson told her and then blew her whistle again, signalling us to go.

As I quickly shed my blue sundress, my dark yellow bikini was revealed underneath. I was eager to jump into the water and transform into my mermaid form, but to my dismay, I found I couldn’t. 

Mrs. Hemperson’s warning from earlier in the term suddenly came to mind. Our secondary powers had been restricted. With a heavy sigh, I cast the spell that would allow me to breathe underwater and plunged deeper into the depths of the water.

As I dove towards a glittering pile of gold, my feet were ensnared by the twisting vines. 

Frustration crept up as I felt myself being pulled back, my mouth forming a large bubble of protest. Suddenly, I realized that Ernie had captured me, but I couldn’t help but wonder—weren’t they only allowed to use their water?

Without wasting another second, I sliced through the entangling vines with a swift and precise spell, determined to reach the coveted pile of gold. But just as my fingers grazed the gleaming coins, they vanished before my eyes. 

Annoyance flashed through me until I caught sight of a vibrant neon green light—the number one—that blazed in front of my eyes.

As I looked around for Ernie, my eyes darting frantically, he was nowhere to be seen. Shrugging off the momentary distraction, I refocused my attention and continued my hunt for the next pile of treasure.

As I scoured the area for piles of gold, my efforts were continually thwarted by older students who seemed to take great pleasure in attacking me. Carly, in particular, was ruthless—she sent a forceful jet of water hurtling towards me as I reached for my tenth pile, sending me backwards. The jet was so strong it hurt.

Despite the relentless onslaught, I refused to back down. Summoning all my strength, I fought against the powerful jet, determined to claim what was rightfully mine. My hand missed the pile several times, but I persevered, refusing to give up.

Finally, my right hand connected with the pile, and a triumphant yell escaped my lips. Despite Carly’s attempts to stop me, I emerged victorious.

With Carly vanishing as quickly as she had appeared, my relief was palpable. As I looked down at the pile of gold in my hand, I felt a surge of satisfaction wash over me when I saw the bright green light morph into the number ten.

The coins disappeared, and suddenly, I was hurtling through the water at an incredible speed—far faster than I could have ever achieved on my own without my mermaid form.

With a sudden burst of speed, I soared through the air, rising above the water for a brief moment before landing gracefully on a floating pallet. 

Ahead of me, Jared was attempting to make his way across the perilously spaced out pallets, with a group of older students above pelting him with a barrage of water, snowballs, and even ice.

Despite the daunting challenge, Jared appeared unfazed. With a wave of his hand, he conjured a sturdy sheet of ice, deflecting every attack with ease.

On a nearby set of platforms, Amber was engaged in her own battle, surrounded by a group of students led by Justin. They were launching a relentless barrage of attacks at her, but Amber refused to back down.

With remarkable agility and skill, she utilized a powerful sheet of water to deflect their attacks, deftly jumping from one pallet to another.

As I hesitated for just a moment, my momentary lapse in focus proved costly. A boy I didn’t recognize sent a powerful jet of water hurtling toward me, sending me tumbling back into the water. 

Shaking it off with a laugh, I quickly resurfaced and summoned my trusty companion - a water dolphin I had animated the year before.

Despite my initial trepidation, my dolphin proved to be a formidable ally, deflecting the incoming attacks with ease. But as the barrage of water continued, he began to show signs of wear and tear, his form pummelled by a barrage of different water elements.

Hopping from one pallet to another, I finally made it to the last one in the line I was following. Above me, a bright green light blinked, signalling the approach of the next challenge. And to my surprise, a towering rocky waterfall suddenly appeared, looming ominously above me.

“Climb to the top of the waterfall. If you fall, you’ll have to start over, Ellen,” a voice echoed around me.

Oddly enough, I didn’t think my peers saw or heard this. I didn’t know how they didn’t, but I believed we each had our own, or maybe we had to take turns. 

I could see Ben standing on a pallet at the end of his line, looking around, frowning, while a green light blinked over his head, telling him he’d made it.

I made my way up the slippery rocks, transforming my hands with my water powers so they could grip the slippery rocks better. All water elementals could change their hands enough to make them grab slippery surfaces better.

But the slippery rocks were the least of the problems, so was the water cascading on me hard. Many senior students were waiting for me, hurling different forms of water attacks against me again. 

I cried out as my grip loosened when a large snowball hit me in the face, and I fell to the bottom again, but I forced myself up, preparing myself to attack them.

They were persistent, not easing up on their attacks, and I slipped many times, but I didn’t let it deter me. Finally, I reached the top of the waterfall, my body aching and my skin stinging from scratches, but I’d made it.

Hoping this was the end, I let out a moan of annoyance when another echoing voice announced the tidal wave challenge, and I was propelled to the end of the room, where a tidal wave formed.

“Ride the tidal wave, Ellen. Don’t fall off, and don’t let yourself fall off the edge of the waterfall,” the voice called out.

I could see my classmates again, noting that Jared, Amber, and Michael had made it up there, along with many others. I gazed around for Mason, spotting Hank in the distance, flying in the air toward us.

The waves were tumultuous, throwing me to and fro, but I held on, not letting myself fall off. No matter how much it threatened to wash over me, I kept myself up as if I were riding an invisible surfboard.

As it got closer to the edge, I fought to keep it back from the waterfall, seeing Denver go over with a cry. I had no idea what that meant, but I wasn’t letting it happen to me.

This time, none of the older students were around, so I didn’t have to worry about them. Just as I was about to go over, I used my water magic to turn it to ice, freezing the tall water waves in front of me and stopping myself just in time.

Once again, a green light flashed above my head, and I flew forward again, only this time flying toward one of the tall structures below, where I landed on a wooden platform with hardly any room to move around.

Nothing happened at first, and I hoped this was the end, but suddenly, I was surrounded by a group of seniors.

The echoing voice spoke again. “Don’t fall off, Ellen, or you’ll have to start the whole thing over. You must stay on for fifteen minutes.”

“Seriously?” I cried out, knowing exactly what was about to happen.

I didn’t want to do the whole thing twice, so I quickly made my dolphin friend again, letting him take the brunt of their attacks while trying to fight back. This wasn’t fair, and yet I couldn’t wait to do the same thing to Timmy when it was his turn.

They were all relentless, throwing advanced water magic at me, and I shrieked as I nearly toppled off, but my dolphin caught me in time.

I had many near misses, shouting out as the older kids didn’t back down, all seeming determined to knock me off, but I fought, not wanting to start over. Finally, there was a ding above me, and a green light went over my head again.

The older students all applauded me before disappearing into thin air, but I didn’t think they’d teleported.

Once again, I was launched into the air, but this time I flew to the beach, where I softly landed, joining several others, including Jared and Amber, who were hugging, and Ben, Michael, and Stan.

“How’d you do?” I asked, mainly focusing on Ben.

“They’ll let us know when everyone is back, Ellen,” he answered me.

Nodding, I beckoned for him to follow me, wanting to know how he felt. I’d yet to talk to him, and while Amber had replaced him as my closest friend, he was still close to me, and I knew he was hurting.

I waited until we were out of earshot before asking, “How are you? You can be honest with me.”

He shrugged. “It sucks, but I’ll get past it. She was the last one I expected it to be, but at the same time, I’m not surprised. The fact we work better together as portal openers should have been my first clue.”

“Are you disappointed it’s her? And I don’t mean just because of Jared. I just know you hoped it would be Sheila.”

I didn’t dare share these thoughts with Amber, nor would I with Ben yet, but while Amber and Jared loved each other now, I didn’t think it would last. But I knew none of them wanted to hear that, so I would always keep it to myself. Perhaps I was wrong anyway.

“No,” he said without hesitation. “I want Amber. But I’m not going to sit back and wish for them to break up, either. They’re both my best friends, and I want her to be happy. Seriously, the idea of her being in pain over breaking up with Jared distresses me. Like it’s my own heartbreak. Moon mate connections are intense like that. If I meet someone naturally, I will date, but for now, I won’t worry about it.”

“Subconsciously, you want them to break up,” I said before I could stop myself.

“Ellen, I don’t want to wish that on them, and I don’t want to get my hopes up—I feel like such an ass. I don’t want to feel like this.”

“She’s your moon mate, Ben. It’s not like you are pining after Sheila while she’s with Stan or something. No one can fault you, and Amber said it’s intense. This is different than if you were wishing to be with a friend’s girlfriend.”

Ben nodded. “I know, but still. It does get easier the more I hang out with them, but this is ten times worse than a crush. I can’t even begin to describe it. With Sheila, I wished to be with her, but with Amber, it feels like I need to be with her, and I long for her. Even in my dreams, but as hard as it is for me, I feel for her. She loves Jared but feels the need to be with me.”

“Have you two talked?”

“Not alone.”

“You should-” a whistle blared, interrupting our conversation.

The two of us headed back to the rest of the students, spotting our friends. Mrs. Hemperson and a group of older students were moving around the crowd, handing out sheets of paper.

As I joined them, Carly handed me a folded piece of yellow paper and grinned at me. I opened it up to see that forty was written on it. I sighed with relief when I saw it. That meant I’d have the second portion in the bag.

“This is outrageous!” I heard Tara cry out, and I turned to see what the commotion was. “I demand you check this score again!”

“The scores are final, but you still have the last obstacle course,” Mrs. Hemperson said, continuing to hand out the pieces of paper.

“How’d you do?” I asked Amber as she opened hers, which Justin handed to her.

“Better than I thought. I got forty-two.”

Most of my friends scored in their forties, Ben getting a forty-five. Jared remained tight-lipped at first about his, and I wondered if he’d failed until Mrs. Hemperson spoke.

“Only one person scored a perfect score today. Congratulations Jared Munce! You’ve passed already. But we expect you to do just as well in the last one.”

Many people were glaring at him, particularly Tara, who I walked over to see in spite of myself. She couldn’t have done that bad.

While it was difficult, it wasn’t that hard. She must have gotten a forty-nine and expected to get a fifty. She was a high achiever, but I gasped as I saw the number she tried to cover up.

“A twenty? But Tara, how?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I kept falling down the damn waterfall, and I couldn’t stay on the pallets. The people attacking me were brutal, and I nearly broke my arm.”

Lydia laughed with glee. “Wow, you’re going to have to ace the last-”

“I know,” Tara cut across her. “How’d you do anyway? You only just discovered your water element two years ago. Go on, show us.”

“Thirty-five,” she stated, showing her piece of paper. “I did better than you.”

Tara let off a noise of impatience before stalking off as we were dismissed.

“How’d she do, Ellen?” Mason asked, pulling me close when I joined my friends.

“Twenty,” I responded, and everyone looked comically shocked. “What about you?”

“Forty-one,” he answered.

“Just one better than me,” I said.

Michael had achieved a forty-four, Stan a forty-seven, and Hank got a thirty-eight, so we’d all done well enough. We’d have to fail spectacularly in the last obstacle, and I let out a sigh of relief at this. Likely, we’d all get around the same in the rest. I doubted we’d have to stress as much now.
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Despite my best efforts, I found myself struggling to ignore the way Jared and Amber made me feel. 

Every time I caught a glimpse of the moon, I cursed under my breath and felt the urge to scream at it. Why did it have to bring us together now, during one of the most crucial academic years of our lives? 

Although I managed to perform decently in Water, I couldn’t help but wonder if my longing for someone I couldn’t have had an impact on my performance.

In the past, I’d always dismissed the idea of a moon mate as an exaggeration. But now, I understood how bad it could be. I didn’t need any more signs to confirm what I already knew deep in my heart—Amber was my moon mate. 

It pained me to see her with Jared, who tried his best to restrain himself around her, even though I had explicitly told him not to hold back. I didn’t want to create any conflict and put a strain on their otherwise stable relationship.

As I prepared for the Fire obstacle—my primary element—I made a conscious effort to push my distracting thoughts aside. 

My goal was to score a perfect fifty that day, so I took my time getting ready and made sure to avoid any sight of Jared or Amber, even keeping to myself on the way to the portal containing the obstacle. 

As we waited for it to start, I positioned myself at the back of the crowd in the dark room and concentrated solely on the task ahead, determined to give it my all.

On this day, we were instructed to enter a fiery maze with tall walls, one at a time. I was the third person called to go through, so I hurried head-on in, determined for a perfect score.

Inside the hot maze, I encountered a lava obstacle right away, but knowing the spell to shield my feet, I hurried over it, undeterred. 

I hurried on, shouting out as hot coals fell around me, so shielding myself and ducking down, I herded forward, continuing to hit obstacles, including a fiery tornado which was a challenge to intercept. 

Finally, I dodged past it and continued on, fighting different effects, including a huge wall of fire at the end, which nearly singed me when it sprung up as I tried to run out the opening which had been there moments before.

Using magic on the wall so it wouldn’t burn me, I stepped through it and hurried onto the next challenge, unsure of how well I did.

“Welcome to Fireball Dodge, Ben!” A loud voice echoed, and for a moment, I wondered what that meant until great flaming balls of fire hurled at me from all directions.

I cried out and did my best to dodge and shield myself, shouting out again, when I did get hit, but thankfully, I’d shielded myself before the first impact, so it barely stung, but they still hit hard, as if our sports balls were hitting me.

I had to jump a few times over barriers of fire as I ran, but the end was in sight. A huge flaming ball of fire flew toward my head, and I ducked. 

I knew they’d never let us get really hurt in these; this was to show what we could do, but I wondered about people who could barely shield themselves.

I sighed with relief when I jumped over the last barrier, and the fireballs stopped flying at me.

The ground rumbled beneath me, and moments later, a volcano, which was spewing dark smoke, rose, stopping about fifteen feet above me.

“Welcome to Volcano Climb, Ben!”

“Really?” I asked, looking up at the daunting task ahead of me.

It was already spewing lava and still shaking. Who was morbid enough to think of this? 

Strengthening my fire-shielding spells on myself, I ascended the rocky, shaking volcano, cursing at the older students for this.

I shouted out as a flaming rock flew past me but continued on, gripping tightly as the sides shook even harder, and a stream of lava flowed just inches from me. 

I yelped and moved out of the way. Thanks to my spells, I barely felt the heat, but the idea of what it could do to my flesh was still nerve-wracking.

Stan struggled with using protective fire magic, often getting burnt by fire other than his own, and I worried about his success in this.

Many times I nearly fell as the volcano shook, but thankfully, I reached the top, which, oddly enough, was flat. Where had the lava gone? The air around me was now clear, the sulphur smell not as strong up here.

Across from me was a long rickety bridge that led to another mountain structure, suspended over a pool of lava and flames. 

The scene in front of me put me in mind of a mortal movie we’d watched with Ellen’s siblings last year, called ‘Shrek,’ and my mind went to Donkey and how I laughed then. Now I could relate.

I didn’t need the echoing voice to tell me this was called ‘Fiery Bridge’.

Hesitating for only a moment, I made my way to the bridge. A slab of wood immediately snapped under my foot and fell into the lava pool below. But I continued on, not looking down, hoping no one would attack me. 

So far, I hadn’t had any run-ins with any older students, but maybe they knew it was best not to attack the way they had with the water.

The bridge wasn’t so bad, but I had to be careful because it swung, and I didn’t think it was my doing, but I edged closer to the end, preparing to use my air if I had to. 

There was no rule we couldn’t; we just had to use our fire the most. I let out a breath the moment I stepped out on the other side. I’d made it.

My relief only lasted a second when Justin suddenly appeared and attacked me with his fire magic.

“Welcome to Flame Battle, Ben! Beat your opponent only using your fire. Don’t fall off the ledge or start the whole thing again!”

But I wasn’t worried, and I almost found this whole thing laughable. Fire had been a lot easier than the Water obstacle, in my opinion. And I’d always come out on top when my friends and I fought with our flames against one another.

Justin was good, but I was better, and I proved that when I had him down only after a few moments. He tried to get out of the fiery cage I trapped him in, but it was a challenge, and he called out his defeat.

I extinguished the flames, and he took the hand I offered before bowing to me.

“How are you feeling, by the way, Ben?” He asked as he led me down a flight of steps.

“I’m alright,” I responded, wishing everyone would stop asking.

“I get it,” he began.

“Do you?” I retorted, trying to keep my temper in check.

He had his moon mate. He’d been with Sierra since the day they met.

“Dad tried to forbid us. He was unsuccessful, but he wanted me to see her as a sister. He said if he hadn’t made the choice he made, we’d have been raised as brother and sister, and at first, he wouldn’t back down. Kellen had to tell him off to get him to finally listen. No, I didn’t have to see her with someone, but I was going to be forced to see her as my sister. We were both going to move to the school if we had to.”

I nodded, understanding a little, but he still ended up with her. Unless I wanted my friend to get hurt, I couldn’t be with mine, and I knew Jared loved her. There was no way I’d interfere with that.

“Ben, they’re a high school couple, you know—” Justin began, but I cut across from him.

“But I don’t want to wish that on them.”

“I know, Ben. All I’m saying is that a lot can change between now and when you’re adults. I’m not wishing it on them either because I think he’s good for her, although you would be, too. I’m just realistic. A lot of people don’t stay with their high school sweethearts if they’re not moon mates. All I’m saying is, don’t give up hope because you don’t know what the future holds. She’s already told me she’d never reject you if things went that way. I doubt you would either.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s why I’m not going to date seriously until I’m an adult. My parents have always said it’s best to wait until then because adult relationships are always more serious than teen ones. I hate it because I know deep down I want it to happen. I can’t imagine turning her down for any reason, so I don’t want to find someone, but I’m not going to spend the rest of my life single, either. Now I understand how your mom felt.”

I still wouldn’t leave my wife or children, but I understood better how she’d made her decision and her fight now to remain with Gerald.

“Me too. I’m still furious with them sometimes, but ever since Sierra came into my life, I understand more, too. Ben, I feel awful saying it since she’s my sister, and I know she loves him. Jared has been perfect for her, but I am rooting for you. I know the intensity of it, and I know what it’s like for it to feel forbidden.”

We reached the bottom, and he directed me to a path that led me back to where I’d originally been. Most people were inside the obstacle by that point, so I sat down alone, lost in my thoughts.

It felt evil to wish for them to break up, and I felt worse when Jared came over to join me to make small talk. I liked him. He was a good guy, and he’d boosted her confidence. Justin wasn’t wrong when he said Jared was good for Amber.

“You all right, Ben?” Jared asked me, perhaps noticing something was off.

“I feel evil because I want your girlfriend. You’re one of my best friends,” I said. “I’m not going to be the one who puts a wedge in your relationship!”

Jared smiled and patted me on the back. “Ben, I hold no resentment for you. If it was anyone else, it would bother me, but I know enough about moon mates. It’s such a complicated situation. I hate the moon for it, not you.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I responded, glaring up at the fake moon in the sky.

“If we get to be too much, we can—”

“Don’t change for me. That will make it worse,” I said, something I’d told him before.

He nodded. “But still. Don’t hide it from me, okay? You’re the only person I wouldn’t hate for it.”

“But there isn’t anyone else who wants her, is there?” I asked.

Other guys didn’t talk about the girls around us anymore. I used to know who wanted Amber and Ellen, but we were now left out of the loop as if they thought they shouldn’t talk about it around us.

“There’s a reason I hate Denver so much. It’s not only because he’s scum. He wants her, and he’s always hitting on her or staring at her. He does it to her more than he does, Ellen,” Jared said. “I know he mainly does it to get under my skin, but I hate it. I’ve heard some of the gross comments he’s made about her.”

“He does that to every girl, though,” I said. “I heard he nearly failed the Water obstacle. Mason was saying it didn’t go well.”

“I think he did worse than Tara,” Jared chuckled. “I think it was seventeen.”

I snorted. “Good.”

The two of us fell into easy conversation, the way we always could. I figured this was a good test of a friendship. Neither of us showed any malice toward the other. Even when she came over and greeted him, I ignored the pang of hurt, pushing it away and greeting her enthusiastically.

“I think I failed,” she said.

“You said that about the Water one, and you were fine,” I teased, trying hard to keep things light.

“I know, but I fell off the volcano. I worried the most about Fire, so I’m glad we are done with it now.”

It took a little over an hour before everyone returned, some covered in burns. Denver’s right cheek had a huge red blister on it.

Stan had done better than I expected, though his eyebrows were singed. Ellen came out with black streaks across her cheeks, fatigued. Mason was one of the last out, but he sounded enthusiastic about how it went.

It was another fifteen minutes before we received our scores, and my mouth dropped open when I saw it. 

A perfect score. I wasn’t sure how I’d achieved it, but I’d expected to be docked a few points from getting hit by the flaming doorway.

My friends all scored between forty and forty-eight, Ellen pulling in another forty while Amber stared, surprised at the forty-eight she’d been given.

“But I fell off the volcano!” She exclaimed.

“You got back up in record time,” Justin said, joining us. “It would have been five points deducted, but the second time, you climbed faster than anyone, and you made it across the bridge fast. Faster than Ben. You’d have made fifty if you hadn’t fallen.”

“Oh, but I failed,” Jared said in a high-pitched voice, mocking her.

“You’re just jealous because I got six more than you!” She responded, laughing.

He laughed, too. “I’ll beat you in Earth tomorrow!”

“Did you guys like the bridge?” Carly asked, joining us.

“Was that you?” Amber demanded.

“Well, several of us voted it in. I don’t know. Some people watched Shrek and thought it would be funny.”

“That damn bridge was my downfall. When it started to sway, I thought I was done for,” Ellen said. “Some of that stuff is too scary. What if we fell into the lava under the bridge? Or if we got hit by that huge fireball that flew at my head?”

“No one would get hurt by it,” Justin responded, patting her shoulder as he laughed. “There’s protection spells; you just have to know how to use them, too. Singed eyebrows and maybe small burns are probably the worst you can get.”

“I thought this one was easier compared to Water,” I said.

“Says the one who got the perfect score, Ben,” Amber responded to me, laughing. “But tomorrow is my dominant element, so we’ll see.”

“You’ll get twenty like Tara did,” I teased.

“I’ve heard sometimes people do so well, they give an extra point. It’s rare, but it happens. That will be me,” she said.

Most of us snorted with laughter when she said that. Sebastian mentioned it to me after I found out, and he’d said it hadn’t happened for a long time, not even in his time. She was good, but not that good.

“Well, cheerleading is off the table, so if you can, what do you bet?” I asked her. “Because I plan to get fifty. You’ll need to get fifty-one.”

“We open the portal. Timmy thinks he found the spells to do it, and he will help. If I win tomorrow, we go through the portal,” she answered.

“Wait, why so soon?” I asked her.

“I don’t know. I just feel like it should be opened tomorrow afternoon to the point it’s incessant. Don’t you feel that way?”

But I shook my head. I tried not to think about it. There was enough on my mind without adding that burden so soon.

“Fine, if I win, you have to convince Yooper to give us another week off,” I said. “I’m not ready to open the portal. But you know we shouldn’t without him, right? I don’t feel like losing two hundred demerits again.”

“Mr. Yooper said he’s ready when we are,” she said. “But deal. If I get fifty-one points tomorrow, we open the portal, and if you win, we wait. But you have to get fifty points. If neither of us gets our points, we go back to the original plan.”

We shook on it; I sucked in a deep breath as our hands touched, missing the days when this didn’t happen.

I ignored it but excused myself shortly after for the bathroom. Instead, I hurried back to my dorm, wanting to be alone. We didn’t have classes for the rest of the day, and I figured I could relax and prepare myself for the next day.

As I got closer to my dorm, I felt a sudden urge to open the portal to the Sigils and Runes Realm the next day after the obstacle course, and I paused to ponder this. As Amber said, it was strong and incessant.

What did it mean?
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Earth was the hardest one yet. It started off in a cave, where I had to climb over rocks and various other obstacles and manipulate the earth with my magic to get through it.

Multiple times I was nearly taken out by huge rolling boulders, but I shouldered through, coming to a wall with rocks jutting out of it to climb. 

There were no harnesses, so I had to make my own with my vines, and from there, the Earth students, including my brothers, proceeded to attack me with every earth element they could think of, but I didn’t let any of it deter me. I threw myself into the challenge, fighting them back whenever I could.

When I reached the top, I came upon a sign that read, “Earthquake Simulation,” and I stood in horror as the ground below me shook hard, nearly throwing me off balance.

There were rock structures all around me which shook and then crashed down, causing me to throw protective magic around me before running. Somewhere, the older students were hidden, though they seemed unaffected.

Their laughter surrounded me as they tried catching me with vines, tripping me up with roots, rolling rocks in front of me, trying to manipulate the earth so it worked like quicksand, and forcing the structures to fall faster, but using some of the skills I’d learned in cheerleading, I leapt out of the way, doing a flip in the air to avoid one particular rock.

Just as I reached the end of it, reaching a path that went downward, I felt trembling again and cried out when I saw a huge boulder hurtling my way. 

The name of this one was called: ‘Boulder Run,’ aptly named, I supposed. Using my air, I propelled myself up a little and then leapt on the boulder.

My plan was to knock it down the hill, but instead, I found myself stuck on it, having to run on it to keep myself from falling. 

Someone had done something to force me to stay on it unless I fell, and I looked to the left to see both Ernie and Justin laughing, slapping each other a high five as they watched me struggle.

Though Ernie considered himself as my step-brother because his mother raised me, at some point over the years, the two of them had grown close enough to call each other brothers, too. All of my siblings saw the Campbell boys as their siblings.

Sometimes, it was still overwhelming for me. I’d gone from having a family who didn’t want me to a huge family who all seemed to care for me deeply.

At times, I still struggled after spending thirteen years feeling unloved, but it got easier as time passed.

Looking at them smirking at me now, I knew this was brotherly love as they winked at me, which meant they couldn’t be too angry with me later when I got them back for this, and everything else they’d put me through.

The teachers had warned Carly, Justin, and Ernie not to go easy on me, and they’d taken that to heart. All three didn’t hold back, and all three didn’t mind showing how fun they were having.

Somehow, the boulder sped up, so I had to move faster to keep up. At the bottom of the path, it stopped abruptly, and I had to use my air to stop myself from flying too far off. I did a flip in the air just to annoy my brothers before landing softly at the mouth of a cave.

This one was called Cave Exploration. I wondered if it was like the treasure hunt from the first obstacle.

It was pitch black, and everywhere I turned, I met a wall. It took a few seconds for me to realize I needed to make my own paths, and they weren’t making it easy.

Any wall I managed to get through had something behind it, including a wall of small rocks that fell over, nearly burying me. Or the huge catapult that threw an enormous boulder at my head.

I knew we couldn’t get hurt in here, but some of the obstacles still scared me. The Fire one had been scary enough, but some of the projectiles they’d set up in here made me nervous.

At one point, I was faced with a huge gorge which I could try using my air, but I knew they wanted me to utilize my earth element, so I made a bridge out of vines and strengthened them before hurrying over it.

Some students must have been below as they hurtled mud balls up at me, some containing rocks, but I sent them back down with my air, and hurried across and reached the landing, ducking as a basketball-sized rock was flung over the ledge and hurrying down the stone steps.

The last two obstacles had a huge fight at the end, but as I reached the bottom of the stairs, I noticed I was back at the start, where a line-up of students were still waiting to go in the cave.

I headed over to an area where no one else stood and flung myself to the ground. Feeling thirsty, I used my water to hydrate myself before sitting back with my eyes closed.

My muscles protested with a dull, persistent ache.
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Though I didn’t get a fifty-one, my efforts resulted in a perfect score. Others marvelled at my ability to stay on the boulder, unanimously agreeing that I had navigated the challenge with remarkable ease. Both Ben and Jared also achieved top marks.

“We should consider discussing the portal with Yooper, anyway, Amber” Ben suggested, causing me to look at him in surprise.

“Why?” I inquired.

Ben had shown reluctance in opening the portal, especially since we discovered our status as moon mates.

“Well, I’ve been feeling that strong urge to reach there this afternoon as well,” he responded. “If we both sense it, it must mean something.”

It was why we later stood in the sunlit beach room, accompanied by Timmy and Mr. Yooper, making another attempt.

Guided by Timmy, we used sigils and runes to create a portal. As he sketched symbols in the sand, we endeavoured to replicate them while utilizing our magic to trigger the portal.

“I think I’m feeling—” Ben began excitedly, only for a sudden zapping sound to interrupt and a blue light to envelop the three of us.

Mr. Yooper called for us to stop, yet before he could complete his warning, I found myself being pulled into the portal.

For an instant, it felt like I was spinning, a sensation foreign to my portal experiences. In the next moment, I landed with discomfort, sensing humid weather. I despised humidity not only for its effect on my hair but also for the discomfort it caused.

Gasping, I surveyed my surroundings. We appeared to be deep within a forest during the middle of the day. Helping Timmy to his feet—though he was almost taller than me—I held him protectively close. 

I was prepared to safeguard him if any threat arose. Despite his considerable power, he still had much to learn.

“Where are we?” Ben inquired.

“I think we’re in their realm,” Timmy responded.

“Was it supposed to pull us in that way? We should try to return,” I suggested, reaching out to grasp Ben’s hand, intending to reopen the portal.

“You won’t be able to,” a voice interjected from behind us, startling us.

Reacting swiftly, I shielded Timmy and shifted to face the newcomer—a young woman who appeared to be around nineteen. 

Her auburn hair cascaded down her shoulders, complementing her piercing grey eyes. Despite her friendly smile, I couldn’t help but feel cautious and wary.

“It’s all right,” she assured, raising her hands in a gesture of peace. “My name is Madeline. I’m a descendant of the one hundred thousand. It’s best if you don’t reopen the portal. They might sense your presence. We need to get you to safety.”

“And why should we trust you?” Ben demanded, positioning himself in front of Timmy and me.

“If you wish to avoid detection here, you will,” she responded.

“Did you pull us through?” I asked.

With a sigh, she approached. I readied my fire magic, but before I could act, she clasped both mine and Ben’s hands.

I gasped as an image flooded my mind—an individual walking through these woods, pausing as a grey, swirling mass materialized, ejecting three people in a flash of blue light. The person hid behind a tree, observing the three of us appearing dazed and perplexed.

My vision cleared as she released us.

“I’ve felt the need to be here around this time all day, but I didn’t anticipate the three of you appearing,” she explained. “Now, let’s go. Few here are aware, and they’ll be alerted to the portal’s usage. I’m not your enemy, but they will be arriving soon.”

Before anyone could respond, she quickly traced a series of symbols in the ground, her hand clenched in a manner that suggested she was using an invisible instrument. I suddenly felt my feet leave the ground.

In moments, we found ourselves within a spacious tree house.

“We should be safe here,” she assured.

“Would you care to provide an explanation that makes sense?” Ben asked, the frustration evident in his voice. “You can’t expect us to trust you without disclosing anything. We have enemies pursuing us! How did you just happen to be there?”

She shrugged and sighed as she looked at each of us in turn.

“You’re in my realm. We call it the Sigils and Runes Realm, though others refer to it as the Mortal Realm due to the majority of its population lacking magical abilities. I don’t know how you arrived, I just know you did,” she answered. “I’ve been strongly drawn to that trail all day. I had no idea why until the three of you materialized.”

“Are you a seer? My sister has that ability,” Timmy added.

“No, I wish I had that kind of power. I’m telepathic. I can delve into people’s thoughts and implant thoughts. I’m still at a basic level, needing physical contact, but one day, I’ll be able to do it even from a distance. Supposedly, I’ll become one of the most potent telepathics, which makes it frustrating that I can only do this through touch,” she explained. “There are lesser telepathics in the magical realms who can do it merely by being near the person.”

“Because you’re attempting to force it. I felt you intruding into my mind,” Ben informed her. “You have to do it naturally. But I’m confused—how do you recognize us as descendants? And more importantly, how do we return home?”

“You’ll need to wait; otherwise, they’ll detect you. If you act immediately, they’ll come. For now, you have to hope they perceive it as a random occurrence. I’ve managed to remain inconspicuous until now,” she replied.

I shot her a sharp look. “But how did you know that we are descendants?” I pondered whether this might be a trap, her way of detaining us for them.

“We recognize one another. Can’t you sense it?” she asked.

Frowning, I realized she was correct. I felt a connection with her that mirrored the one I shared with Ben (albeit on a different frequency from our moon mate link) and Timmy. I hadn’t noticed it before, but her words made me acutely aware of it.

“But I’ve been feeling for days that I should open the portal,” I stated. “And it pulled us in.” 

“I can’t explain that. All I know is that I believe we were meant to meet. Whenever I come across one of you, it feels like destiny. It’s been this way since the new millennium.” 

Still unsure about placing our trust in her, I sifted through my thoughts, searching for more questions to ask.

“But how did you learn about the descendants in the first place?” Timmy questioned. “We only found out because Ellen had a vision.” 

“My supposed parents aren’t truly mine. They’re posing as my parents, but my actual parents are in the Shapeshifter Realm,” she revealed. “I overheard them talking with a blonde couple one night when I was sneaking back in. I had been out with a friend, unbeknownst to them. Luckily, they didn’t notice, but I’ve been trying to decipher their intentions ever since.” 

I glanced at Ben, silently asking if I should reveal the truth. He nodded—it was three against one. While I harboured reservations about her, providing her with some information might elicit valuable insights in return.

So, I delved into my narrative, omitting certain personal details while recounting the majority. She remained silent, listening attentively and appearing contemplative.

“Why didn’t your fake mother know, yet my parents did?” she inquired. 

“Rachel’s parents forced her to spy on us,” I recalled, reminiscing about the day I met Rachel on the bus. 

She had been coerced into aiding our enemies.

Since that night in the Dark Magic Realm, we hadn’t heard from her, and I often wondered about her well-being. It was evident that she was acting against her will, and despite the frustration of her inadvertently leading our enemies to us, I couldn’t hold it against her. 

She had acted to protect her best friend, Lilac, and her parents. Her departure had left a significant impact on Lilac, causing her to grow increasingly withdrawn.

“Which is why we’re concerned you might be suspicious as well,” Timmy directed at Madeline. 

“I wouldn’t harm a fellow descendant,” she insisted. “I’m just in as much danger as you are, and I lack anyone they could use as leverage. Perhaps my parents, but if they’re switching people as you suggest, they wouldn’t want their cover blown.”

“But how do we know you’re not reaching out telepathically?” Timmy pressed. 

“I can’t do that without physical contact. How much do you all know about the one hundred thousand?” she inquired. 

“Only that they were sacrificed to create the realms, and their offspring were cast into a portal that eventually collapsed,” Timmy replied, and she nodded. 

“I have memories from that night. I can show you,” she offered. 

Her statement puzzled me.

“What do you mean? You can’t be older than nineteen,” I asked, wondering if this was a sign it was a trap.

“I’m not the sole telepathic in my family,  Amber,” she said. “When the portal collapsed, they wiped everyone’s memories, but telepathics’ memories aren’t easily erased. We eventually regain them, or the process fails. After discovering that my alleged parents weren’t truly mine, I confided in my grandfather. His branch of the family retained their memories and has passed them down for two centuries. Unfortunately, only the two of us remain in our family with those powers. We used to be more numerous, but many died, or their powers became dormant due to this realm’s insufficient magical energy. The majority of telepathics reside in the magical realms, where they don’t need physical contact like I do. My grandfather established this hideout for me, a sanctuary when I need to escape. He doesn’t want my parents to question why I moved out, so I remain with them. Plus, we require a spy. Anyway, let’s all join hands.”

I hesitated, grappling with our level of trust, but the longer I spent with her, the more my skepticism faded. Something within me assured me of her safety and commitment to protect us.

We formed a circle, the four of us holding hands. A vision flooded my consciousness—what appeared to be a city of tree houses connected by log bridges. The sun shone brightly on a warm day, and people conversed in a language I didn’t understand. 

As I absorbed the scene, I sensed that we were in a portal room, unbeknownst to the inhabitants. They strolled around contentedly, engaged in conversation without a care in the world. The air carried the fragrance of early spring with blossoming flowers.

Several children darted around, gathering dandelions and sharing laughter. It was as though I was viewing the scene through the eyes of a young child. 

They rushed to join the other kids, their laughter mingling with the others, and they stood at the same height as their companions. 

Approaching a woman with blonde curls after a while, the child handed her a bouquet of dandelions, their excitement audible in joyful squeals. 

Abruptly, a sharp crack resonated, followed by a zapping sound, and the scene dissolved. 

We found ourselves in a darkened, frozen field—everything felt unfamiliar as if we had been transported to another realm. 

From nearby, panicked shouts reached my ears, carrying the message that the portal had failed. I could sense the child’s fear whose memories I was experiencing—clinging to their mother in a frenzy, dandelions dropping to the icy ground. 

The place they had been transported to was frigid, and an intuition told me that these people were unaccustomed to such cold weather. 

My breath caught when the couple came into view. It was the blonde couple who had posed as Rachel’s parents, conversing in frantic tones about their next steps. Their attempts to reopen the portal room had been futile; the portal had vanished entirely. 

After some heated arguments, they decided to send everyone to their respective realms. With a population likely exceeding a million, they endured days in the chilly field. 

The blond couple, accompanied by a large group that I was certain I had seen before—particularly one woman who struck a familiar chord—worked diligently to guide them to the appropriate realms. 

When they reached us, the child was cold and hungry. The adults having managed to procure food from earth elementals while huddling around a fire fuelled by symbols, striving to stave off the cold. 

We were deposited outside a small city, feeling somewhat disoriented after the attempt to erase the child and her family’s memories—an endeavour that proved fruitless for telepathics. 

Even if it had succeeded, their memories would eventually return. All I comprehended was that they aimed to make them forget a significant event, but I felt the child’s determination not to allow that, even if their abilities waned in the future—something that was likely, according to her Papa. 

They had lost their home, a place the child never wanted to fade from memory, for this vast and intimidating world. 

Already, I could discern its distinctiveness, and for the remainder of the child’s life, this night would remain unforgettable. The scene transitioned back to the interior of the tree house. 

We stared at Madeline in shock, grappling with the weight of what we had just witnessed. Overwhelming sadness enveloped me for my ancestors. They had been ensnared within the confines of a portal, yet they had managed to thrive and create something beautiful within it.

Sadly, they were oblivious to their plight being taken away until that night. 

“I think I’d prefer living in the tree house city,” Timmy sighed, expressing his sentiments. 

“I know the feeling,” Madeline concurred. “But did you notice the night they were cast out?” 

Ben, Timmy and I exchanged confused glances. 

“The blonde couple was complaining to the woman who allowed the failure. They were missing the celebrations for the new century in the Light Magic Wielder Realm,” she revealed. “This occurred during the transition to the year eighteen hundred—two centuries before our powers began to emerge.” 

“And ten thousand years ago, on the new millennium, the sacrifice occurred,” Ben added, our eyes locking as we both likely recalled Ellen’s vision. 

“How do you know that?” Madeline inquired. 

“Ellen had a vision from that time,” Timmy explained. “She witnessed it.” 

“But seers with the ability to glimpse the past are rare… you shouldn’t broadcast it widely. She’s likely one of the first in a long while. What do you think all this signifies?” She questioned. 

“It means that it’s time to seek justice,” Timmy asserted. “For all of them—the sacrificed, the imprisoned, and the displaced. Every one of us descendants needs to do so.”

“Timmy, there are probably millions of us by now,” Ben pointed out. 

“But we can sense each other,” I said. “We’ve always planned to reach out to each other. Maybe we can do an underground movement. Mack is already part of one. He can help. We just need to get in all the realms to do it.”

Madeline’s brows furrowed as her gaze shifted into the distance. Her lips pursed, and a thoughtful expression crossed her face, suggesting that she was deep in thought.

“I can do my part here to warn people,” she told us. “I’ve already started, but I’ll see if I can accelerate the process. In the meantime, I know of an open portal to the Shapeshifter Realm. It’s not widely known, but I overheard discussions in meetings mentioning it. You guys can probably return home from there. However, I’d like assistance in return. I want your help to rescue my parents.”

“Madeline, did you hear the part where we caused the Campbells to lose their home?” I inquired. “They’re wanted in their realm because of us. It’s not that I’m unwilling to help, but I’m worried about putting anyone else in danger ever again. I think we should first figure out how to reach our own home. After the warnings we received last time, I think we should double-check with Mr. Hornora.”

I had learned the hard way what could unfold when acting hastily without considering the consequences. 

We had promised honesty to our parents and teachers, and I didn’t want to breach that trust now. The weight of guilt lingered whenever I reflected on what the Campbells had suffered due to our actions.

“Well, I have my letterbox,” Timmy interjected, retrieving a dark yellow one from his bag. I shot him an annoyed look.

“Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” Ben asked, somewhat exasperated.

“I wanted to hear her out,” Timmy replied with a nonchalant shrug.

Ben rolled his eyes before accepting the letterbox from him.

“I’ll write to Michael,” he said. “He’ll have his with him. He’s been corresponding frequently with Barry and Sebastian about basketball tryouts.”

“I’m not suggesting we barge in like you did. I’ve been planning this for years. Once I reach my parents, you three should make your way through the portal immediately. It should be simpler for you to do so there, and they won’t be able to trace you,” Madeline explained. “Speaking of which, we should probably leave soon. We likely have less than four hours before we’re in danger, as they’ll detect all three of you—even with my protective spells. We have to keep moving every few hours. Your magic is potent, likely even stronger than three years ago during your close calls.”

“Why do people withhold crucial information?” Ben muttered as he jotted down notes on a paper she had handed him.

Madeline shrugged. “I wanted you to listen to me first. I was concerned you might not be willing. Plus, given what you’ve been through, you should understand that magical people are more noticeable in neutral realms. I’m still puzzled about how you got pulled in here. Typically, it doesn’t function that way, at least from my understanding.”

“That’s what’s suspicious,” I stated. “And we still don’t entirely trust you. I find it peculiar how you conveniently happened to be there.”

“As long as you help me in reuniting with my parents, Amber,” she said to me, “I’ll stand by your side indefinitely. I would never harm a fellow descendant. You witnessed the memory and the agony that little girl experienced. I’m not asking you to trust me outright, but please consider giving me the benefit of the doubt. The protection I’ve established is currently keeping you safe. However, had you remained outside, they would have located you eventually due to your fae nature. I’m taking a substantial risk by helping you! I don’t take that lightly.”

Ben finished writing the letter and placed it in the box.

“Now, we wait,” he declared.








  
  
  Michael

  
  




Lounging in my dorm room with my friends, I allowed the silence to linger. My body seemed to protest every movement, a constant reminder of the physical strain from the obstacle course. 

All I craved was to sink into my bed; the warmth of a soothing bath for my my tired muscles was on my mind. On the bright side, only one more obstacle course loomed before us, a reprieve until later in the year. 

My performance across the other courses had been impressive, granting me a sense of assurance that the upcoming Air course, my dominant element, would be conquered with ease. 

Seemingly, the pattern also held true for others; each had excelled with their dominant elements in the previous challenges.

Beside me, the dark green letterbox jolted, catching my attention with a start. Barry’s swift response surprised me as I retrieved the note, penned in Ben’s recognizable handwriting. I wondered whether their portal lesson had concluded already.

“Oh, not again,” I muttered, exasperation rising within me as I read it.

“What’s happening, Michael?” Ellen asked me, pausing her absorption in math homework.

“Ben, Amber, and Timmy managed to open a portal, but they were sucked into it, landing them in the Sigils and Runes Realm. Some girl wants their aid to enter the Shifter Realm, but they’re unsure of her intentions. They’re asking us to consult the teachers,” I explained, passing the letter to Mason, who hurried over to read it.

Jared sprang up. “Let’s get Mr. Hornora.”

Stan’s chuckles rippled. “I can just imagine Yooper freaking out. We should put him out of his misery. They’ll be fine. This isn’t like last time; they’re better trained. Amber won Fight Club last year and Ben the year before. They can handle that girl if need be.”

“I’ll try to see if I can glimpse anything,” Ellen added.

Mixed emotions swirled within me—amusement at the thought of Mr. Yoopers unease but also guilt for finding humour in such a dire situation. 

Despite our efforts, the restriction on our magic dictated our pace, and we eventually reached Mr. Hornora’s office. There, a frenzied Mr. Yooper paced with anxiety.

“Thank goodness. We need your help,” Mr. Hornora greeted us upon spotting us.

“They contacted us,” Mason informed, holding up the letter. “Timmy’s using a letterbox.”

Mr. Yooper swiftly retrieved it, scanning its contents with a sigh of relief.

“At least they’re asking for permission this time,” he commented.

“Why? What’s the situation?” Mr. Hornora inquired, taking the letter from his grasp and studying it.

Upon finishing, he beamed with excitement. 

“Very well, respond and tell them to assist her but to remain in communication with us. Keep an eye on her. I believe she’s likely trustworthy, but one can never be too cautious. If they can access the Shapeshifter Realm and initiate the portal from there, we’ll finally have a way in! You realize how long we’ve been waiting for this, don’t you? We’re on the brink of history!”

“Is that all you care about?” Mason snapped. “My sister is trapped!”

“And my brother!” Ellen chimed in.

Jared nodded fervently. “Yeah, my girlfriend is stuck with her moon—”

“Of course, we care,” Mr. Hornora interjected. “I just believe they’re not facing imminent danger this time. I want to meet this Madeline and bring her family here. They’ll be endangered, and it’s the most effective method to gauge her credibility. If they manage to activate the portal before locating her parents, we’ll follow suit and assist her. The kids can return while we lend our support. Assuming she agrees, we can place our trust in her.”

“We also need to figure out why they were pulled in,” Mr. Yooper added. “That’s a significant concern of mine.”

As he spoke, he composed the letter addressing the issue at hand.

“Maybe they knew we were planning to try that realm next,” Ellen suggested.

“Are you receiving any visions, dear?” Mr. Hornora inquired.

“It’s a bit diluted,” she replied, shaking her head. “My magic needs to return for me to have full visions. But I’m not getting a bad feeling. Then again, I didn’t in Mason’s realm.”

“We will give you access to your powers but limit their use to this situation. We’ll keep your air abilities dormant,” Mr. Hornora instructed.

“What if they can’t return by tomorrow?” Hank voiced his concern. “It’s not fair for them to fail. It’s not their fault this time.”

“We’ll keep the Air portal room open long enough for them to return,” Mr. Yooper assured. “They’ll still be able to complete it. We can’t hold this against them, and they’ve followed the right procedure this time. You should contact their parents now,” he directed his gaze to Mr. Hornora.

“I’ve been dreading that since you informed me of their situation,” Mr. Hornora mumbled. “They’re already upset with me because of the moon mate matter.”

Mr. Yooper shrugged. “It’s necessary, but no one can be blamed for this.”

With the letter completed, he promptly deposited it within the white letterbox resting on Mr. Hornoras desk.

“I advised them to accompany her but ensure they activate the portal first so they can return home. We’ll follow through if she agrees. If not, we’ll have to find an alternative. She’s truthful about their detection risk there; it mirrors the Mortal Realm,” Mr. Yooper stated.

Our wait didn’t stretch long. Moments after placing the letter within the white box, it vibrated, signalling a response. Mr. Yooper swiftly retrieved the paper concealed within the box.

“Well, she consented. She’ll guide them, and they’ll update us upon their arrival. She mentioned that maintaining secrecy will require a couple of days. However, they’ve committed to keeping us informed,” he shared.

“And we’re just going to trust them with some random girl from another realm? How did she conveniently happen to be there?” Mason questioned.

“We’re left with little choice. Although we can’t reach them, all three are cautious by nature. Your sister can handle herself; she won Fight Club last year. Ben claimed victory the year before, and Timmy wields considerable power, especially with his sigil and rune magic. Our concern will arise if communication falters. They’ve promised updates every eight hours unless they’re sleeping, and they’ll inform us before resting,” Mr. Yooper reassured. 

“If ten hours pass without word, then we’ll be concerned. For now, rest up. Don’t let this impede your performance tomorrow. They’d be disappointed if your worry led to failure.”

We were supposed to still participate? Couldn’t they let us all wait until our friends returned?

“How can I concentrate on an obstacle course when my brother is trapped in an unreachable realm?” Ellen voiced her frustration.

“Fae stand strong under pressure. Now you grasp our feelings when you ventured into the Dark Magic Wielder Realm,” Mr. Hornora commented.

Ellen exhaled an exasperated sigh before abruptly storming out of the office, anger evident. Mason swiftly followed her.

“If the rest of you could do us a favour and inform their siblings, we’d appreciate it,” Mr. Hornora requested. “We’ll inform their parents.”

Despite the challenging circumstances, I refrained from comment, simply nodding before promptly collecting the letters from the desk. 

Our responsibilities already overwhelmed us; revealing this news to their families only compounded the stress. Nevertheless, I pondered if we were better suited to convey the information.

I often envied the bond shared among the Campbells and Amber’s siblings. Despite having met only three years ago and lacking a blood relation, they genuinely loved one another, akin to true family. 

Their sibling-like bickering reinforced the authenticity of their relationship. I wished for a similar connection with Ben’s family, especially since they were adopting me, yet it eluded me with everyone.

Their family dynamics might appear confusing from an outsider’s perspective, but they functioned harmoniously. 

Most were close-knit, even celebrating Christmases together at Amber’s parents’ home, followed by Sierra and Carly’s biological father’s place the next day.

The Campbell brothers held a particular fondness for Amber. Despite her presence leading to turmoil in their realm, they held no grudges, caring for her deeply due to her selfless aid. Sacrificing her safety to ensure Mack’s well-being solidified their bond.

Even my presence, though indirectly, led to attacks on their home. If we hadn’t trailed Amber, their safety wouldn’t have been jeopardized. 

Despite these trials, they harboured no resentment toward me. Their friendship eased my concerns about relaying the news, although I anticipated their reaction to be difficult.

I found solace that Ben’s only remaining sibling here was Brianne; Mr. Hornora would be tasked with managing his parents and his other siblings’ reactions, providing a measure of relief. 

His older brothers could be intimidating, and no one wished to witness Brenda’s wrath.

We located them in Sierra’s dorm, their favoured gathering spot, due to its generous space. As we entered, Sierra, Brianne, and Hilda, all in SS Year Two, greeted us with jests, ignorant of the impending news. I regretted the need to dampen their spirits.

“We… we don’t have the best news,” Hank began, and their attention shifted to us, sensing the gravity of the situation.

“What’s happened?” Carly inquired. “Did Ellen have a vision? Where is she?”

Jared responded, “Ben and Amber were trying to open a portal to the Sigil and Rune Realm. They got pulled in along with Timmy, who was helping them. All three are trapped there, unable to escape without alerting anyone. They’re attempting to reach the Shapeshifter Realm, where they can avoid detection long enough to make a portal back.”

As anticipated, panic ensued, voices overlapping as they tried to devise a plan.

“Mr. Hornora gave them permission. They met some girl who claims to want to help, though I’m still skeptical of her coincidental appearance,” Hank explained.

We handed them the letters we received from Ben. Silence enveloped them as they huddled together, absorbing the information.

“It seems we’re left with no options,” Carly concluded. “But how were they pulled through? Other portals require stepping through. The only instance of someone getting sucked through was when they created the first portal, right? The one that sent your attackers away initially when you were first attacked three years ago. Ben and Amber aren’t sure how they accomplished it, but other portals you need to step through.”

“Do you think someone is doing the same from back then?” Ernie inquired, and Carly nodded.

“Perhaps someone predicted they would try, and manipulated circumstances to pull them in,” she suggested.

“Sigils and runes can backfire, though,” Justin chimed in. “Mack’s been teaching me spells for all realms lately because I plan to join him with your mothers in the Dark Magic Realm after I graduate. I won’t be able to use them, but he thinks it’s a good idea for anyone joining them to learn them, just in case they’re used against us. He mentioned that if drawn incorrectly, they could have the opposite effect, especially if your focus isn’t sharp.”

Carly sighed. “I understand. He’s shared a lot with me, too. I’m still debating whether I’ll also go underground, but we’re talking about Timmy here. I know he’s only thirteen, but he wouldn’t make such a mistake. He’s meticulous. While everyone can make mistakes, this doesn’t seem like one he’d make. He takes this stuff seriously, and he would’ve made sure they were safe.”

Ernie nodded before responding. 

“You do make a good point. I’ve never encountered anyone as skilled as Timmy. He’s a prodigy, having even invented some sigils already. But that girl claims knowledge of spells in her letter. Perhaps she did something to draw them in. Why was she there?”

Sierra straightened, taking a deep breath. 

“But what if she’s innocent? You guys were. The letter says that Ben and Amber felt compelled to create a portal immediately, and she felt she had to be there. She’s a descendant, too. What if this is an elaborate trap, even targeting Michael and Ellen? She’s telepathic, a rarity in the Fae Realm, and she can use her magic there. It’s as potent as the Mortal Realm.”

I thought over her words. Despite the logic that telekinetic powers shouldn’t function in the Mortal Realm, mine somehow did, albeit to a limited extent. I could only manipulate small objects while there. 

I was reputedly among the most potent telekinetic in magical realms, and she held comparable strength, according to the letter.

“I’d feel better hearing from them,” Hilda voiced her sentiment.

“I agree, that seems the best idea,” Brianne added. “Let’s write to them. I can barely create a portal room in portal classes; entering there seems impossible.”

“I can open a portal to the mortal realm if one exists,” Justin offered. “But if they’re deliberately pulling people through, it might be risky. I doubt Amber would naively trust someone. I believe all three will exercise caution. Moreover, I agree with Sierra. This girl might genuinely intend to help. She was probably set up too if her parents were switched.”

“What about the obstacle course? They won’t let them fail, right?” Brianne asked.

“Mr. Yooper said they’ll keep the portal open,” Hank answered. “Mr. Hornora seems more excited about accessing the portal from the Shapeshifter Realm than anything else. He’s not concerned. While Mr. Yooper has reservations, Hornora doesn’t.”

“He seemed concerned at first, but his focus shifted toward the portal. He knows they’ll be fine,” Jared elaborated. “He doesn’t think they’re not in immediate danger. Amber and Ben wouldn’t work with her without careful consideration. They’ll be careful. I’m in agreement with Sierra; this girl could indeed be genuine.”

“Her parents were switched involuntarily,” Ernie added. “Unlike our mothers, they’re acting of their own accord. She might be like us; the four of us would’ve done whatever necessary to protect you kids. Mack ensured your safety.”

“So, are we meant to do everything normally until they come back?” Hilda questioned.

“We must complete the obstacle course tomorrow,” I interjected.

“How can I focus on a stupid obstacle course when my little sister and Timmy are trapped in another realm?” Ernie exclaimed. “This moon mate situation will be making it worse for Ben. If they’re in danger together, it’ll only make him feel it more.”

“Why?” I queried.

“Moon mates share an intense connection,” Sierra explained. “While I don’t always feel what Justin does, I sense his emotions if they are strong. For instance, I feel his fear for them, and he likely feels mine.” 

Justin nodded in agreement as Sierra continued. 

“If they’re in actual danger, it will heighten the connection’s intensity. Ben’s moon mate rejection might aggravate him more.”

“But she didn’t reject him. She loves Jared, and she won’t end a three-year relationship for Ben,” I pointed out. “Ben is aware of that.”

“But the moon mate connection doesn’t know that,” Jared responded. “That’s why we check on him, and I limit displays of affection when he’s around. A moon mate’s rejection is deeply hurtful. Although he hides it well, it’s affecting him. Now, they’re stuck in some realm? Their situation will only worsen. Trapped together and potentially in danger.”

“What about Amber?” Carly questioned him. “You trust her, don’t you?”

Jared nodded. “I trust her unconditionally. I know she’d never leave me or betray me. However, she will handle this despite her distress. She’s not grappling with a moon mate’s rejection. Though it will be challenging for her, it’s an entirely different level of distress for Ben. I can’t fully explain it since I haven’t met my moon mate, but someone who has faced a moon mate rejection could provide better insight. Ask Sebastian, who mated with his enemy. He experienced the rejection, not the other way around.”

“Wait, what?” Brianne asked. “He’s never mentioned that.”

“He shared it with me after the news about Ben and Amber emerged. I believe your family was concerned I might think they were angry. They reassured me they weren’t upset. Anyway, he revealed that they discussed it because they despised each other. He was open to the possibility of growing fond of each other naturally, but she declined. His struggle surpasses Ben’s.”

A shiver raced down my spine, hoping my future moon mate would be unattached and that we’d forge a robust bond. 

Regardless of who they were, even someone like Lydia, I was committed to trying. The prospect of being rejected once more, reminiscent of my parents’ actions and then Anne’s betrayal, was too overwhelming.

“You all should rest,” Justin suggested, running a hand through his blond hair. “We’ll use this as motivation for tomorrow. It’s the final one; afterwards, we can come up with a backup plan in case we’re left with no option but to try. Ideally, that will be a last resort, and they’ll exit the realm soon. We can’t relax until they’re out.”

Brianne concurred with a nod. “Ben and Amber have become good at creating portals back to our realm. Transitioning from the Shapeshifter Realm shouldn’t pose a challenge. Once they’re there, we can ease our concerns.”

The situation was arduous, and I preferred not to be alone, leading me to share a room with Stan, Hank, and Jared for the night. However, Jared ended up in Amber and Ellen’s room, desiring proximity to Amber. So I took his bed.

As thoughts of Ben occupied my mind, my concern escalated. He was like a brother to me, and I couldn’t fathom the turmoil he experienced, trapped in a foreign realm with a moon mate who had rejected him. 

I yearned to be a pillar of support for him and vowed to make him aware that he could confide in me.
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Despite my anxieties, I found myself falling into a deep sleep and woke up feeling well-rested and energized for the final obstacle course. Perhaps the exhaustion of the past three days had finally caught up to me, allowing me to sleep soundly. 

The others seemed to be in a similar state, except for Mason. I couldn’t help but wonder if he and Ellen had a disagreement the previous night, as she was conspicuously absent. Or perhaps both of them had a rough night.

Before we entered the portal for the Air obstacle course, I took Mason aside. “Did you and Ellen have a fight? You don’t look well.”

Mason managed a small smile. “No, she’s with her grandmother. She stayed there last night. I kept Jared company in the girls’ dorm, though he slept just fine,” he shrugged slightly, and then continued. 

“My friends, Denver especially, don’t understand my relationship with Amber or with the others. They know the truth, but they find it strange that we consider them as our siblings. Yet, that’s how we see them. I love Amber as if we grew up together as if we’re biological siblings. Denver made a stupid comment last night, suggesting that I’m being dramatic because she’s not my real sister. It got to me. Even if I saw her as a friend, I’d be concerned, but it’s more than that. We were born just a week apart, and we shared a similar upbringing. Some sort of sibling bond formed from it. It’s hard to explain, but we are special to each other. Especially since she intended to come alone into our realm for our mother’s sake and stayed behind to protect Mack. And last night, Denver said that we lost everything because of you guys, but that’s not how the four of us see it. Mack believed danger was closing in on him, and my dad preferred the way he went over dying from his sickness. It’s one unique to our realm and is quite harsh in its final stages. Denver’s remarks just got under my skin, and I couldn’t sleep with all the nonsense he was saying about her and my family.”

Even before Denver targeted my girlfriend, I had a strong aversion to him. But listening to Mason talk only intensified my dislike for him. Who was he to question how Mason saw Amber and her siblings? 

I understood their perspective, and Denver had no place to make such comments. It made me question why girls were so attracted to him.

“He’s not always terrible, Michael,” Mason defended when I spoke up. “When he’s himself, he’s fine. But he grew up in a bad home like us. He’s a fae, and he was always told to toughen up. You and I both know how toxic that mentality is, even if the teachers disagree. I think his behaviour is his way of doing just that. His actions prove the mindset in the Fae Realm is backwards. He doesn’t talk much about his past, but ever since we met, I’ve sensed that it’s a defence mechanism.”

However, I couldn’t see it that way. There was never a time I’d lashed out despite coming from a bad home. I hated when people tried to excuse bad behaviour from a bad childhood.

“But that doesn’t justify it. Look at you and your brothers! You have to hide your true identities because people assume you’re evil. I’ve told you about my abusive parents. I’ve never once acted out, not even when I was a child. My parents practically handed over their rights to the Hoofers. They asked Mr. Hoofer last summer to adopt me, and by Christmas, it’ll be official. And Amber tried pushing us away, but she learned we wouldn’t budge. You and your brothers went out of your way to show you cared for her.”

Mason sighed before meeting my gaze. 

“Because not everyone is like us, Michael. It’s easier for Amber and me now that we know the truth about our mothers. I think you’re strong, and I respect that, but everyone’s different. Ever since I was little, my teachers told us that the world isn’t black and white and not to let anyone brand us as evil. It’s common knowledge that most realms view us that way. Since Kindergarten, we were taught that things are more nuanced. Denver may be a jerk, but I don’t believe he’s simply a horrible person either.”

And that’s what set Mason apart as a good person, and it highlighted the unjust prejudice against his people. He and his brothers always sought the good in others. All four of them were genuinely kind individuals.

“You’re a better man than I am,” I admitted.

“I don’t blame you for disliking him. I’ve always wondered why girls are drawn to him, but I think it’s because he’s a siren.”

I stared at Mason in shock. “He’s a mermaid?”

Mason nodded. 

“He keeps it hidden; he hoped to be a dragon. He found out a week before his fourteenth birthday while swimming in the warm waters. He asked us not to spread the word, so I’d appreciate it if you kept it between us. I’m only telling you to help you understand girls like Anne better. I’m not excusing his or her behaviour; I’m just offering a possible reason why he’s so popular with girls. They fall for his charm, Michael. And I don’t think he gets much attention at home.”

“But I thought the siren call was only potent during the full moon, in their mermaid forms,” I said.

“It is, but sirens are naturally charismatic, regardless of their form or the moon’s phase.”

While Mason attempted to rationalize Denver’s actions, my aversion towards him grew. I had encountered other sirens before, and none had acted as despicably. 

While sirens existed who used their enchanting voices for sinister purposes, I hadn’t come across any at Foothills who did. The more Mason tried to justify Denver, the more I found myself disliking him. I wanted to fight him in Fight Club.

“You’re patient to tolerate someone like him,” I concluded.

“I simply understand him,” Mason replied. “But I understand your resentment.”

“Just don’t let that idiot make you feel ashamed for how you feel about Amber and her siblings. Blood doesn’t define a family. If you believe she’s your sister, then she is. Ben is my brother. I don’t know if he feels the same way, I hope so since his family is adopting me, but I do about all the Hoofers, Jared, Stan, and Hank. I don’t see Amber or Ellen as sisters only because I’m attracted to them. I wish I could, especially Ellen.” I admitted the last part with guilt.

From the moment we met, I was captivated by Ellen’s beauty, and over time, my admiration had grown. Mason was fortunate because Ellen had reciprocated his feelings since they met. 

Though she had been infatuated with Hank for a while, Mason quickly became the focus, erasing Sam and Hank from her attention.

Amber, on the other hand, seemed to blossom over the summer before Year Three. So, my feelings for her weren’t as intense as they were for Ellen, who caught my eye right when I began noticing girls.

Mason chuckled. “I tried seeing her just as a friend when we first met. I don’t understand people like Hank, Jared, or Ben. They treat her like any other girl. I’m lucky she likes me back. I was concerned about Stan and Sam initially, but I had no reason to be. She never got over Stan calling her a slut, and she stopped paying attention to Sam after a while. Anyway, we should get moving, Michael. I’m not too worried; I doubt I’ll fail.”

I nodded, and we headed to the portal room, where the others were already gathered. I scanned the room, but Ellen was still missing. However, I assumed she’d join us soon. I closed my eyes, focused, and took a deep breath, preparing for the task ahead.
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The Air obstacle course resembled a maze constructed entirely from clouds, ranging from small, wispy formations to stormy billows. The sight before me appeared straight out of a cartoon, yet it was unmistakably real. 

I found that a little funny since clouds were made from water, but maybe they’d constructed clouds because they were in the sky, so perhaps they thought they represented air.

Similar to the fire obstacle, we were required to enter one by one. Fortunately, my turn arrived relatively quickly, sparing me from prolonged anticipation.

With every passing moment, my concern for Ellen intensified. As my turn approached, she was still absent. A sense of unease settled in. What if she followed in Amber’s footsteps and embarked on a rescue mission? 

How would she even locate them? And what if she placed herself in danger? I couldn’t help but wonder if her seer powers might come into play.

Within the colossal cloud maze, I promptly encountered a torrential rainstorm. While most of the maze consisted of clouds, this particular section featured a floor made of linoleum, akin to our school hallways.

Using one hand to generate a powerful gust, I directed the rain upwards. Simultaneously, my other hand produced a blast of wind against the wet floor, causing it to dry swiftly. 

Balancing these tasks while enduring the heavy downpour was a challenge, yet I eventually advanced to the corridor’s end. There, a decision awaited: left or right. Opting for the left path, I proceeded.

The ground beneath me transformed into cloud-like material. Cautiously, I placed my foot on the surface to confirm its solidity. Given the senior students’ penchant for sadistic challenges, I wouldn’t put it past them to make the floor unstable, causing me to plummet. To quell my suspicions, I employed air beneath my feet as a precaution.

In later years, we’d learn to generate air from various parts of our bodies, not just our hands. At this point, however, I could only manage a small amount by pushing air from my feet. I aimed to conserve my energy, knowing I’d require all my strength to conquer the task.

As I neared the corridor’s end, the floor abruptly gave way. Anticipating this, I employed my air to propel myself across the gap. 

Despite the various challenges in the cloud maze, it wasn’t as demanding as I had anticipated. The majority involved navigating through storms and redirecting the wind. 

Occasionally, the maze shifted, leading me back to areas I’d already traversed—a nuisance rather than a true hurdle.

After finding myself lost in the same stormy corridor multiple times, I pondered whether flying over the cloud walls could be a viable strategy. Upon encountering the same dead end for the fourth time, I propelled myself upwards, hoping it wasn’t against the rules and soared over the wall to a different section. 

Upon landing, I paused briefly, awaiting potential repercussions, only to be met by a green light—similar to the one I’d encountered in the Water obstacle course.

Gradually, I realized that I needed to collect a green light each time to progress. After acquiring the fifth one, the clouds surrounding me dissipated, revealing a platform. 

Before me stretched a long, narrow rope, tautly connecting to a distant platform on the opposite end of the room.

The next challenge appeared quite straightforward. I traversed the tightrope, using my air manipulation to maintain balance. I had never excelled with balance beams back in elementary school, yet this wasn’t overly daunting—even as older students emerged on either side, attacking me with various air-based elements.

“Don’t fall off, Michael, or you’ll restart,” a voice echoed around me.

My air control proved robust enough. While my balance wavered more than once, I managed to remain upright. Amber’s siblings were nowhere in sight; I wondered how they were faring. Regardless of their feelings, they would need to exert maximum effort.

I struggled to keep my focus away from my friends, and thankfully, the various distractions helped divert my thoughts. Approaching the platform’s end, a sudden gust of wind struck me, but I had anticipated such a challenge. Utilizing my air manipulation, I soared to the platform, landing gracefully.

Nothing occurred initially as I stood there, pondering the next step. However, an echoing voice resonated around me, calling out, 

“Sky relay race. Reach the opposite platform using your air, Michael. Evade all obstacles.”

Understanding that flying with my air manipulation was the requirement, I elevated myself and set course toward the flashing green platform that glowed distantly amidst the clouds. As I soared through the air, thunder rumbled, and lightning flashed around me.

Despite the perilous situation, I felt a sense of awe regarding my potential capabilities. The prospect of fully mastering my air abilities in just a little over three years filled me with anticipation. 

The storm, with its howling winds, showcased remarkable power. Imagining the possibility of creating such a tempest on my own exhilarated me.

Although unseen, I knew older students watched from the sidelines, evident from their laughter echoing around me. Moments later, they attempted to knock me off course despite the storm’s winds already challenging my flight.

This part posed a struggle, aiming to hit invisible targets bombarding me. I propelled myself higher, executing a twirl while conjuring strong jets of water from my right hand to strike them.

Someone shot a vine at me, but I dispelled it with my fire and propelled myself higher. Their location remained uncertain—whether they occupied platforms or not—yet their attacks seemed to miss their mark. The drawback was that the rain continued to drench me even more at this altitude.

Just as I was about to land on the platform, Justin abruptly materialized, unleashing a potent wind in my direction prompting a surprised shout. Aware that losing balance would mean restarting the entire course, I mustered determination, directing my gust back at him while propelling my body forward.

He stumbled, and my feet struck the platform with a thud. He smirked, launching a flurry of air magic, sparking an intense battle. 

Air magic was my Achilles’ heel in fights, but I was determined not to concede. Overhead, a voice warned me against falling off and having to begin anew.

“If you end the fight, Michael, you may proceed, but points will be deducted.”

Justin proved a formidable opponent. However, it wasn’t a surprise, given he was always showcasing air magic by doing aerobics all over the campus. He’d also gotten a place on the cheerleading squad. 

His dormitory, being in Water Territory, not Air, surprised me. We had sparred previously, yet his attacks bore a newfound ferocity, likely driven by concern for his sister. Intensity gleamed in his eyes, a quality I had never observed before.

Unpredictably, he knocked me down and relentlessly pushed me backward. Struggling to regain my footing, his strength overwhelmed me. Fearing a fall and the subsequent restart, I shouted, hoping he would cease.

“You win! Don’t make me do it again!”

Abruptly, he halted and extended a hand as I teetered close to the edge. Without hesitation, I grasped it, and he pulled me back onto the platform.

“No hard feelings,” he offered with a small smile after I bowed.

“There might have been if you made me do that again,” I jested. “Any news about Amber yet?”

Justin shook his head. “They sent a message saying they’re safe, but that’s all. We’ll find out when this is over. For now, I’m genuinely sorry about this, Michael.”

“Why? What do you mean?”

“Welcome to the Sky Diving Challenge!” he exclaimed.

Without warning, he forcefully pushed me off the ledge, prompting an alarmed cry. Momentarily disoriented during the descent, I remembered to use my air magic to slow my fall. 

The darkness was oppressive, obscuring my surroundings, but the sensation of attack was intense. Hail seemed to barrage me relentlessly, demanding all my strength to use wind magic to fend it off while gently descending to prevent a rough impact.

I braced myself as the hail relentlessly battered me, realizing I needed to find a balance between slowing down my descent and dodging the hailstones. 

For a brief period, I endured the hail’s assault as I plummeted swiftly. Then, I managed to strike a compromise, and gradually my surroundings lightened. 

Soon enough, I found myself back in the well-lit area in front of the cloud maze.

With relief, I spotted Jared and Hank sitting off to the side and hurried over to them. They appeared to be engaged in a quiet conversation that abruptly ceased as I approached.

“How did it go, Michael?” Hank inquired once I sat down.

“I’m not entirely sure,” I answered. “I don’t think it went too bad. Maybe around forty-three points or more. Justin had me pinned, so I had to yield. That’s at least a deduction of five points.”

“That one was a struggle for me. I got lost in the maze. Kept going in circles, couldn’t find my way out,” Jared responded.

“I got out of the maze quickly, but the tightrope was my downfall,” Hank sighed. “I doubt it was below forty.”

“By the way, Amber and Ben got back to us,” Jared mentioned.

“Why didn’t you tell me right away?” I asked.

“Thought we’d start with small talk,” Jared shrugged, exchanging a look with Hank.

I regarded him with concern. “Why? Are they alright?”

“Yeah, they’re lying low. They’re progressing slowly, and Ben thinks they’ll reach the portal by tomorrow if they take it easy. They’re not detected yet, but they’re worried they might be. So they’re moving from one hiding place to another,” Hank explained.

“I just hope we can trust her,” I remarked.

“That’s the reason I hesitated to tell you. I don’t think we should tell Ellen, though. Madeline and Timmy keep going off alone to talk, and Amber and Ben are getting worried. However, they can never locate them when they attempt to find them. They’re cautious about straying too far from their hideout,” Hank continued. “They’re concerned, but Timmy brushes off their warnings not to go. He insists they’re just talking, but Timmy might be naive and too trusting.”

“And we’re not telling Ellen why?” Stan questioned as he joined us. “I saw her just before I entered. She looks worse than Mason.”

“That’s exactly why. She’ll get more stressed,” Hank explained. “We advised Amber and Ben not to tell her but to let us know if they notice any red flags. They understand, and they’re doing their best to keep an eye on him.”

I concurred with Stan’s sentiment, and as she approached us about ten minutes later, it dawned on me that it was wise to withhold the information from her temporarily. 

Her appearance markedly altered from the previous day when she arrived—pale complexion, dark circles beneath her eyes. Mason seemed fatigued, but Ellen appeared unwell.

“Are you going to be alright?” I inquired, to which she nodded.

“I just couldn’t sleep,” she mumbled. “Timmy still thinks I’m angry at him, and I regret yelling at him for no reason the last time we spoke.”

“How did you do?” Jared asked her. 

She shook her head before bursting into tears, but she didn’t elaborate, even as Mason joined us.

The reason behind her reluctance became clear when our scores were handed out. Upon glimpsing her score, she tore it in half before rushing away, instructing us not to follow.

Mason bent to collect the pieces, checking them and letting out a small gasp. “A twelve,” he stated with wide eyes.

I was dumbfounded at his words.

“She had to start over twice,” Carly said, passing me a piece of paper. “Maybe they’ll consider letting her try again. We could discuss it with the teachers later if you want.”

We agreed it would be best to raise the issue with Mrs. Collins and Mr. Hornora later, hoping they would empathize given Ellen’s brother being trapped in another realm.

Distracted by the day’s events, I absentmindedly opened the paper to check my score. To my relief, I found a respectable forty-eight written on it.

“Higher than I expected,” I said, relieved.

“You were the fastest, Michael,” Justin chimed in, joining us. “If you had beaten me, it might have been a fifty-one.”

“You seemed like you needed a win,” I remarked. “I’ve never seen you fight like that.”

“I needed something to take my mind off things,” Justin replied. “Taking it out on you guys helped,” he added playfully. “At least you were a good sport about it.”

I shrugged. “I’ve never gotten upset over that, and now I’m pretty confident I’ll advance to the next year, so whatever.”

“The final obstacle courses of the year are the toughest. There will be more pressure on us to make your lives miserable during them,” Ernie cautioned. “Ellen’s not too happy with me, but it was necessary. I would’ve let her win if I could, but they have spells to detect that. I had to be tough on her.”

“Did you have to go up against her as well?” Mason asked, and Ernie nodded.

“But unlike you, she couldn’t save herself. She fell off, so she had to restart. She called me an asshole when she finally completed it and thanked me for letting her fail.”

“Did you beat her twice?” I queried.

“No,” Ernie responded, running a hand through his black hair. “I think Toby faced her for the last round. She got knocked off during the sky relay, and then I won. But I can’t hold back. They’re stricter with us than with you, and they’ll subtract points from the next obstacle course if they catch us helping you. It’s a loss of five points from each course for every instance. We’re supposed to demonstrate our abilities, too.”

“I’m sure she understands that,” Mason reassured, placing a hand on his brother’s arm. “Don’t worry; she’ll bounce back next time. She just won’t achieve a high score.”

A low score would result in a lower rank, likely preventing her from joining the advanced classes taught by Mrs. Collins. 

Instead, she might end up with Mr. Bentley, who didn’t teach advanced magic but focused on assisting students struggling with air manipulation.

During our first year, all students with one or two elements were grouped together in one class, barely learning anything since they were remedial classes. 

After Amber managed to persuade Mr. Hornora to change the system, we were all taught as a mixed group based on our performance. 

Although some argued it was fair to segregate students by skill level, I didn’t find it much better. To me, it still felt like division. Nevertheless, I worked diligently each year to improve.

This time, instead of advancing in rank throughout the school year, a low rank meant being stuck for all three of our senior years. Regrettably, this meant Ellen wouldn’t have the chance to be in the advanced senior Air classes unless given a second opportunity.

“Let’s head back and write to Amber, Ben, and Timmy,” Ernie suggested. “We’ll check on Ellen later.”

Whenever Ellen sought solitude, it was best to respect her wishes. Thus, it was wise to leave her be for the time being.
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Despite being trapped, I couldn’t help feeling excited about being in another realm. 

I hadn’t admitted it to my friends, but entering the Dark Magic Wielder Realm had intrigued me when we had gone. It was a realm that very few fae had ever set foot in.

Now, I found myself in another unfamiliar realm that had been previously unknown to us. It was too dangerous to attempt a portal home. 

To ensure our safety, Madeline and Timmy instructed us on how to use sigils and runes to remain hidden while we moved from one abandoned building to another. 

Every two hours, we switched locations to different towns, only stopping to sleep with one of us taking watch. Madeline made it clear that we were not allowed to use any other forms of magic besides sigil or rune magic.

Though I trusted Madeline, I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease whenever she and Timmy disappeared for private conversations. 

They claimed these conversations were about strategizing our sigil and rune use, but why couldn’t they include us? I worried there was more to it than just hiding and moving around.

Timmy woke me early in the morning, frustrating me as Madeline had left with him once again. It was the day after what should have been our final obstacle course in Air. As I stood by the window of the dilapidated, abandoned house, waiting for their return, I heard a creak behind me. 

Turning around, I saw Amber standing by a dirty, cracked mirror, trying to fix her messy hair.

“Did they leave again?” she asked, noticing me watching her.

“Timmy woke me to keep watch,” I replied, looking away.

I had hoped that being in another realm would alleviate the discomfort caused by the moon mate connection. 

To my dismay, it seemed to have exacerbated it. It wasn’t just my concern for her safety that triggered the sensation; there was more to it. I knew we needed to address the unspoken issue between us.

We had already discussed the topic with everyone else, but the two of us hadn’t talked about it with each other yet. Both of us were afraid it might be disrespectful to Jared, but I believed we should have the conversation while we were alone.

Amber fiddled with her hair in the mirror, attempting to fix it without magic. Her hair was a source of insecurity for her, having been bullied in the past because of it. 

In our first couple of years at Foothills, people had made derogatory remarks about her hair, claiming that she didn’t brush or wash it, which was far from the truth. 

In JS Year One, Tara and Natalie washed her hair, then Lydia brushed it. Of course, I’d been a brat at the time and had laughed about it. 

That was back when I’d resented her for no reason, but deep down, I’d felt bad. At the time, I wouldn’t have admitted it, but I was impressed when I heard she’d taken Jared down. It was part of the reason I’d held back on fighting her until I got good at Fight Club.

Her stress over her hair’s appearance was understandable, though none of us would care. 

“I can’t wait to be in the Shapeshifter Realm so I can use magic again,” she muttered. “It would be nice if we could find a place with running water at least. I’d settle for a stream at this point.”

“I understand how you feel. Madeline thinks we’ll get there today,” I sympathized.

Despite my hair being fine, albeit a bit greasy, I couldn’t deny that we all looked and felt dirty. We probably smelled too, though thankfully, we’d found old deodorant in one of the houses we’d stopped at. 

Timmy and Madeline had gotten clean water for us, but we only used it for drinking. None of us had showered in a couple of days, and the humid temperatures only exacerbated the situation.

“Hopefully. But I’m still worried about him being alone with her. Why do they need to go off alone? We’re responsible for him. Ellen would never forgive us if something happened to him,” Amber said, walking over to join me at the window.

“Timmy gets defensive when we try to stop him, and I’m concerned he might sneak off if we forbid it. We would,” I said.

“That’s one of my worries, too,” she replied, sighing.

My thoughts returned to our moon mate connection, and after hesitating for a moment, I looked out the window before speaking.

“Since we’re alone, does it feel more intense for you?”

I could see understanding in her eyes out of the corner of mine as she glanced at me when I brought up our moon mate connection. Despite worrying that discussing it might insult Jared, I hoped she wouldn’t evade the question.

She nodded, running a hand through her hair again. 

“I think it’s because we’re both scared, and we sense each other’s fears, but we’re also scared for each other. Sierra told me shortly after it happened between us that I would probably be able to sense you,” she looked at me for a moment and then sighed. “Ben, you know it’s not personal, right? I can’t end things with Jared unless we’re not good together. I’ve always been afraid he’d meet his moon mate first and he’d leave me. I’d feel awful about that. I don’t want to put him through that.”

“I know,” I replied. “You don’t need to explain; I understand. I wouldn’t want that either. Honestly, I never thought I’d look at you that way. I don’t even see Ellen like that, and you know how crazy the other guys are about her. Look at Sam; he refuses to date other girls unless he knows it’s just a casual thing. I was hung up on Sheila for a long time, and then suddenly, the moon decided it was time to move on.”

“Well, we all agreed with the moon on that one, Ben,” she said to me, laughing. “It just doesn’t play fair.”

I gazed at her for a moment, debating whether to ask. While I had never considered Amber romantically, I also didn’t see her as a sister, as I did with Ellen. 

Our relationship was different. She was a close friend who had almost become part of my family because our parents were close, and we were portal openers. Over time, we had grown closer than Ellen and I, and Amber had become a constant presence in my life.

“Did you ever think of me as a brother? Like you do with Mason and the others?” I inquired. “I’ve always seen Ellen as a sister, but I’ve never seen you that way.”

“No,” she responded, shaking her head. “I saw you as one of the guys, like I do with Hank and Stan. I would be open to dating any one of you if I were single. I see Michael as my brother. I think with Michael and the Campbells, it’s because we can relate due to our difficult home lives. For the Campbells, we also share a mother. I can’t explain the special relationship I have with Mason, except our births are so close together, and we were treated the same way. It’s not just a ‘brother from another mother’ type of situation; it’s more than that.”

“He told me that too,” I replied, recalling a conversation from two summers ago when he had spent the night. 

I had asked if he truly saw her as a sister or if they just said that to protect him from anyone finding out where he was from.

“Ben, I would choose you if I were single, and if in the future we both are, I’d choose you. But I believe Jared and I are in it for the long run. So please promise me you won’t wait around. You deserve love, happiness, and a family. And I know we sense certain things between each other, and we want each other to be happy.”

“I won’t. I won’t be like I was with Sheila or how Sam is with Ellen. I’ll let things happen naturally, like most people do,” I assured her. “Eventually, we’ll be out of school.”

She opened her mouth to respond, but just then, Timmy and Madeline appeared, diverting her attention.

“You two can’t keep disappearing like this!” Amber scolded them. “Whether you like it or not, we’re responsible for you, Timmy! She’s a stranger to us, even if she’s helping. If something happens to you-”

“Maybe we should just tell them,” Timmy interrupted, turning to Madeline.

“Because they’ll tell your sister and your parents, and it could ruin everything,” Madeline said.

“We haven’t told his family that you two keep disappearing!” I countered. “We’re all in this together. You’ve asked us to give you the benefit of the doubt, so return the favour. Or all three of us will go now. Amber is right; we can’t trust you alone with Timmy anymore.”

She sighed. “I’m helping to keep you safe, but fine-”

As she was about to finish her sentence, two women whom I hadn’t laid eyes on in almost three years suddenly materialized before us. 

It was Bernice Campbell and Patricia Bregford, and they stood there in front of us as if conjured by some spell. 

Amber let out a cry of excitement and ran to hug them both, and for a moment, I was taken aback. I knew Amber had forgiven Bernice for the verbal abuse she had endured at her hands, but it was still hard for me to fathom. I could hold grudges for a long time. 

The three of them embraced each other tightly before turning their attention to us.

Madeline had moved closer to Timmy as if to protect him.

“It’s okay; they’re my mothers. I told you about them,” Amber told her, and Madeline relaxed.

“But why are you two here?” I asked, directing the question at Bernice and Patricia.

“Because the four of you are in danger,” Patricia said. “We may not have someone who is as good of a seer as Ellen is, but he sees things, especially in emergencies. The moment we heard word that you three were sucked through the portal, we asked him to look out for you. Things were going smoothly for you at first, but at some point today, they’ll be here. We have no time for explanations except that the four of you were betrayed by someone you’re close to, and we need to get to the portal now!”

“What do you mean betrayed?” Amber asked.

Bernice gazed over at Timmy for a few long moments before looking back at Amber.

“We’ll explain, but someone you think who has been on your side this whole time hasn’t been,” she finally said with a sigh. “This person has betrayed you many times, including the night you came to meet me years ago. But I promise we’ll explain once we’re in the Shapeshifter Realm. Right now, they could come at any second. We don’t want a close call like last time. So let’s go, we don’t have Ellen to warn us this time,” and again, her gaze fell on Timmy again.

“You know, don’t you?” He asked, going over to join Amber and her mothers. 

“I’m sorry, honey,” Patricia said.

Curious, I walked over to join them, my concern growing. They were right. 

If we were in danger, I didn’t want us to have to fight our way out. Bernice and Patricia had sacrificed so much for us in the past, and I didn’t want to put them in danger again. 

They had managed to gain their freedom, and I didn’t want to take that away from them. I also didn’t want anyone else to be captured or hurt because of our actions. I’d never forgiven myself for what happened to Mason’s family.

As soon as we clasped hands, they whisked us away, and we materialized in what appeared to be an abandoned warehouse. The shattered windows let in a cool breeze, a welcome respite from the stifling, sticky heat we had endured before.

Mack stood by one of the windows, his tall frame silhouetted against the broken glass. 

As soon as Amber caught sight of him, she cried out in excitement and ran over to him. It had been a while since she last saw him, as he had been busy working undercover with their mothers. 

Timmy, who shared Amber’s excitement, tore after her to greet Mack as well.

“There’s no time for that kids. Let’s continue this reunion in the Shapeshifter Realm. They don’t know about this portal, and let’s not let them find out. Let’s hurry through. They won’t detect us once we’re in there! I think Timmy has figured it out, Mack,” Patricia said.

“I’m sorry, bud,” Mack said, pulling Timmy close to his side.

“Why? What—” Amber began, but Patricia cut across her.

“We’ll explain, honey, I promise. Let’s just go. The portal is beside Mack and Timmy. Let’s go. We don’t want to be caught here.”

Mack wasted no time. He took Amber’s hand and led her and Timmy to a wall, where they vanished in a blue burst of light.
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“Come on, honey,” Patricia said to me while Bernice guided Madeline toward the portal.

“Are we sure we can trust them?” Madeline asked, looking at me, her voice trembling nervously.

“They’re Amber’s and Mack’s mothers,” I assured her.

“We won’t hurt you, honey, and I think you must know the truth too. It’s why you and Timmy keep disappearing. Jared told us Amber was worried about you two going off alone,” Bernice replied. “We’ll keep you safe. You kept our daughter safe; we’ll do the same for you.”

“Well, it’s still a theory, but I figured it out from Timmy’s stories,” Madeline chimed in.

Guided by the mothers, we stepped through the portal and emerged in a small, well-kept living room. 

Unlike the abandoned warehouses or other places we’d stayed in, this place was clearly inhabited. Tidy furnishings and thoughtful touches made it feel like a real home.

“Is this your home?” I asked, glancing around.

“It belongs to an ally of mine,” Mack explained. “He may not be a natural portal opener like you two, but this is his personal portal he created to access the Sigils and Rune Realm. We would’ve come to you sooner, but the spell wasn’t functioning properly there to bring us to you. Ian told us the well-known portal is currently guarded due to suspicions about you guys. Barry managed to get the spell working for Bernice and Patricia to locate you today. He would’ve stayed, Ben, but they needed him back at Foothills to guard the school.”

I hadn’t known Barry was guarding the school. It would have been nice to know so I could see him. As we moved away from the portal, a sense of unease settled over me. We needed to ensure the portal was safe and secure from potential threats. 

Without words, I signalled for Amber to join me, and together, we cast spells around the portal’s perimeter.

Dad had taught us everything necessary to make portals secure. Working in harmony, we used our combined magic to reinforce the area, ensuring that only trusted individuals could access it. It was a small action, yet it provided a much-needed sense of security.

“Well, Ian will be pleased about that. He’s always been paranoid that someone might find it,” Mack commented, observing our efforts and already aware of our intentions.

“That should hold, but we’ll need to return occasionally to reinforce it here and on the other side, or Dad will,” I mentioned as a blue flash of light confirmed our success.

“Okay, so who betrayed us then?” Amber inquired.

“My grandmother,” Timmy revealed, his features etched with sadness.

Amber struggled to hide her shock at Timmy’s revelation, and I shared her disbelief. It was difficult to comprehend that Timmy’s grandmother would betray us. We all turned to look at the mothers, and my gaze landed on Madeline. 

Irritation simmered within me.

“You could’ve told us without going off with Timmy alone,” I reproached her, my anger apparent.

She crossed her arms, meeting my gaze squarely. “Because I wanted to be sure! Accusing her and ruining her life wouldn’t be fair if I was wrong! It was easier to talk to him privately to gather all the information I needed first. Your stories have too many red flags!”

“Like what?” Amber asked.

“The fact that Ellen keeps forgetting crucial details and the fact that they knew you were meeting with Bernice. You might be detectable in the Mortal Realm, but they found you way too quickly!”

“That was a red flag for me, too,” Bernice added. “When I received your letter, I tore it up and burned it. I didn’t inform anyone because you emphasized its importance, and I knew you wouldn’t meet me in a deserted field alone at night otherwise. Also, right after you wrote to Barry, and then to Timmy’s grandmother, while you were in Mack’s cabin, they found you fast. They shouldn’t have detected Michael so easily, even if he is easy to detect there. He was thirteen! After Ellen’s vision about the one hundred thousand, and she forgot who was there, it clicked. Someone is tampering with her visions and causing her to forget. Ellen’s progress should’ve been greater than it is. She’s supposed to be the most powerful seer in ten thousand years, yet her development has been minimal since she first experienced visions. For her age and her power, she should have experienced much more. Our seer friend, however, is not as potent as she will become, and he has seen more than she has!”

“How long have you known?” I asked, addressing Mack rather than the mother’s. 

While they often exercised caution in sharing information with us, considering the risk of letters being intercepted if someone stole our letterboxes, we had seen Mack just a few months ago. Thus, I was curious about his knowledge.

“Only this past summer when we tested Mrs. Carling. Like Madeline, we needed to be certain,” Mack replied. “I misled her, warning her that Ellen had a vision of people observing your house Ben, and Amber’s. We already had suspicions because we thought we saw them, but her reaction confirmed it. They were gone by the next day, and they haven’t returned. However, the biggest red flag was your sudden disappearance. I know Timmy wouldn’t jeopardize something this important. It’s odd that all three of you got pulled in. She knew you were planning to attempt to open portals this year, and she helped to set up a spell to pull you in. You’re fortunate to have met Madeline. If you hadn’t run into her, they would likely have located you.”

He glanced at Madeline as he spoke. 

“Thank you for keeping them safe.”

Madeline and Mack exchanged a meaningful look, momentarily lost in their own world as they gazed into the others eyes. 

Madeline’s cheeks turned a shade of pink, and she looked away, breaking the spell.

Glancing at the darkening sky outside, I suddenly realized it was the full moon here. I sighed, feeling irritated. 

The moon’s influence would affect Amber and me, too, and it hadn’t been that long since the moon had initially drawn us together. The shapeshifters were as responsive to the moon as we were.

“Now, we know Hornora wants you three back, but we’ll wait a day or two. All three of your brothers are talking to him right now, Ben,” Patricia said to me. “In the meantime, you’ll be safe to explore this realm, and we’ll give you a tour if you’re interested. This place is vastly different from what you’re accustomed to.”

“Why do we need to stay here?” Amber questioned.

“Because the three of you will deceive Timmy’s grandmother. You can be truthful with your friends, though I’d advise against telling Ellen just yet. Pushing too hard for a vision might worsen her situation. You can inform your siblings, but not your parents or teachers,” Bernice explained. “We need to be entirely certain. You’ll tell her that you’re still in the Sigils and Runes Realm and that you’re near the portal. Timmy, you’ll write to both Ellen and your grandmother. We’ll provide the details for a safe location near the known portal.”

I nodded, fully grasping their strategy. Despite the accusations, I found it difficult to believe that Mrs. Carling had betrayed us. She had been helpful since arriving at the school, saving me from capture on several occasions. 

Moreover, there were numerous opportunities for her to betray us, such as the attack during cheerleading tryouts three years ago when we were alone with her, but she didn’t.

“If it’s her, why has she been so helpful?” I asked. “She saved Amber and me three years ago! She made sure we didn’t get kidnapped with the other students!”

Mack clapped a hand on my shoulder as he spoke.

“She’s a double agent, Ben. You weren’t their target that night, even though they made it sound that way. It would have been too obvious. They deliberately chose kids who weren’t in the limelight to switch with other unsuspecting kids, just as they did with mine and Amber’s mothers. They wanted spies at Foothills, and choosing you guys would’ve ruined their plans. Jared was their real prize for some reason, though I still can’t figure out his powers. Everything they’ve done was calculated to keep Mrs. Carling out of the spotlight. They only returned the kids because they weren’t sure about Ellen’s vision or if she was hiding information. But when Ellen was trapped in that vision, she likely tampered with your memories that day. They’ve done a great job of making her appear innocent. She’s so kind; I didn’t want to believe it either.”

Timmy, who had remained quiet, stood with a sorrowful expression as Madeline moved closer to hug him. He embraced her, and despite our brief acquaintance with her, it was evident they had become close.

“But why would she do this? Shouldn’t we be cautious in case she’s watching?” he asked.

“She won’t see us in this realm,” Madeline assured us. “I think only Ellen would be able to, but even for her, it will be difficult. The Shapeshifter Realm is so infused with magic and protection that it blocks out seers.”

“Really?” Mack asked, surprised, and both Madeline and the mothers nodded.

Bernice toyed with a strand of her dark hair, twirling it around her right index finger before she spoke. 

“So far, this world is the most secure; the Sorcerers’ Realm is second, and the wand wielders’ is third. As long as you’re in these three, you’re safe. We spend most of our time hiding in these. If she’s had visions of us, they occurred in the other realms. We stayed in the Dark Magic Wielder Realm for a while, but we had to move to the Wand Wielder Realm for the past year because someone kept having visions of us. As for why? We’ve only recently uncovered the truth,” Bernice continued. “Are you kids hungry or anything? The story is a bit long, so you might as well be comfortable.”

“If you don’t mind, I wouldn’t mind taking a shower,” Amber admitted. “I feel grimy, and my hair is going to take forever to untangle. It’s a mess.”

“We also have spare clothes for all of you,” Bernice added, nodding. “Go clean up, and we’ll prepare some food. Mack, if you could inform Ian and the others that they’re safe and it’s time for plan B, that would be great. Let’s reconvene here in an hour.”

Patricia gestured for Amber to follow her while Mack directed Madeline to another place where she could clean up since she was also complaining. 

I leaned back, thinking I’d let them go first. Timmy was already writing letters to Ellen and his grandmother, but as the others left the room, he halted and looked at Bernice and me.

“Listen, I have a plan, and I don’t think you’ll like it, and I know Amber and Mack won’t either, but if it’s true that it’s Grandma, I think we have to,” Timmy said. “You two need to keep it between us until after the portal has been opened and everyone is back to safety.”

“If it involves you putting yourself in danger, I can’t agree,” Bernice responded. “I’ve made too many wrong choices and put innocent lives at risk for too many years. Amber could’ve lost her life so many times because of me. I won’t make that mistake with a child again.”

“It’s the right decision whether you like it or not,” Timmy replied. “Let’s just say you’re not the only one who’s found their moon mate, Ben,” he added, looking at me. “But I can’t handle it. It’s too big of a commitment for me to handle, and I don’t want it anymore, even if June is a wonderful girl.”

I looked at Timmy, confused. What was he trying to convey? I knew he and June were in a relationship, but I hadn’t considered the possibility that they were fated to be together.

“Wait, are you saying June is your moon mate?” I asked, and he nodded.

“It happened at camp, and you know, at first I thought it was kind of cool. She’s amazing and beautiful, and Mom and Dad approved of us being together. I liked having something at my age that Ellen couldn’t experience when she was thirteen, but then reality hit, and I can’t handle it. It’s nothing against June; it’s just… I’m not ready for it. It’s too much of a commitment, and I know she struggles with it too. I’m afraid of it, and I need a break from it. And now we’re here, where Grandma can’t detect me.”

“But honey, I can’t agree to that,” Bernice said, moving over to sit with him. “Your family wants you in school, and you need an education. You don’t know what I put Billy, Carly, Sierra, and Amber through. I’ve pledged to do everything I can since then to protect them, my boys, and any other child I encounter.”

“Let me tell you my plan first, and then you can decide,” Timmy told her. “But we need more stuff to happen, and we need her to make a mistake on her own. Ellen will never believe us, and my parents might struggle too. I’m not suggesting the whole year, just long enough to catch her red-handed.”

“I don’t know, Timmy. I don’t feel right going without you,” I replied.

“But Mack and Madeline are here, and they’ll be with me. I’m more shielded now than before, and you’re sure she can’t read me here, right?” He turned to Bernice, who shook her head. “I doubt even your sister can. I’m not saying I agree, but I’m willing to listen. What’s your plan?”

I remained skeptical. For me to agree, Timmy would need to present a solid, foolproof plan. While I understood his desire to be apart from his moon mate, we couldn’t simply leave this realm without understanding its dangers completely. 

Plus, his parents wanted him at Foothills, and I couldn’t risk Hornora’s anger.

Furthermore, even though I trusted Mack, I still felt cautious about the others. I had known Timmy since he was a toddler, and I felt a strong sense of responsibility to protect him.
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As I stepped out of the bathroom, my mother was waiting for me in the hallway. The sensation of water running down my skin had been one of the most refreshing feelings after days of trudging through the sweltering heat of the other realm. 

To my surprise, a beautiful pink summer dress hung on the door, just my size, when I stepped out of the shower. 

It felt as light as a feather, and with the temperatures slightly less warm where we were than before, it was a welcome change from the heavy jogging pants and t-shirt I had been wearing for days.

“Want to go for a walk outside?” she asked eagerly as she gazed into my eyes. 

For years, her counterpart, who’d worn her image, had verbally abused me, and it still felt strange to see that face giving me such a loving smile. But I hoped we’d be able to put all that behind us. I nodded and took the hand she held out to me.

“Mack and Madeline are getting take-out here,” she said, leading me to a door that led outside. “I think they may be moon mates. It’s stronger in this realm than in the fae one.”

“Are moon mates in all realms?” I asked as we left the house.

“Only non-magical people don’t have them,” she answered. “But it’s not always the moon for other realms. Sometimes, other things can bring people together, but it’s always about who you consider your moon mate. The sun would have brought you and Ben together in the Sorcerers’ Realm, for example, because they give the sun significance.”

“You know about Ben and me?” I hadn’t had the chance to tell Mack yet, so perhaps one of my siblings had informed her or Mack.

“I sense connections between people, and Ernie told us when he wrote to inform us that you were trapped,” she answered. “He said it could be a struggle for Ben, and it would likely be affecting both of you as a whole. But you both have to forget about that and concentrate when you do get the portal open. Jared also mentioned it to Mack.”

“I feel bad like I’m rejecting Ben,” I explained, happy that I could finally have a true heart to heart with my mother. “But I can’t dump Jared. I love him. He’s been by my side since we met, and it was natural between us. He’s the one who has helped boost my self-esteem. Ellen has been a big help, too, but before Jared, boys were so mean all the time. These guys once fought over who had to be my date in seventh grade. In the end, they decided none of them had to be. Jared saw me even when people made fun of me for having messy hair and wrinkled clothes. He doesn’t even care that I still like those clothes, even though others do. Tara, Natalie, and Lydia still make rude comments. He makes me feel like he thinks I am attractive no matter what. Many times, he encourages me to wear whatever makes me comfortable. But now this whole thing with Ben happened, and my thoughts stray, and I hate it. Sometimes, I feel like I’m cheating.”

As my mom led me through the house and into the backyard, I couldn’t help but gasp at the beautiful garden surrounding us. 

The lush greenery was dotted with colourful flowers of every hue, and a small pond filled with golden fish shimmered in the light. 

We walked over to a wooden bench beside the pond, and as we sat down, I noticed small lights placed strategically around the pond, casting a soft glow over the rocks and water.

“It’s happening everywhere to teens; we need to figure out how to stop it, especially with kids Timmy’s age. Don’t feel bad. I’ve yet to meet mine, but it’s normal, and I think you’re strong enough to get past it.”

“What about Ben?” I asked.

“He might meet someone naturally. He’s only sixteen, and once he’s out of school, it will be easier for him. But I have a proposal for you, Jared, and Mason. It will make things easier for you and Ben if you’re in different realms,” Mom said.

“What proposal?” I asked.

“You train hard when you go back, and then when you graduate, join us to go underground. We’re still working on finding descendants, and it will help to have a portal opener with us. You won’t need Ben for all of them, and he can join us when we need him. Carly, Ernie, and Justin are already considering it. Sierra was too, but she was offered a job at Foothills as soon as she finishes, so she’s going to remain there. We have Nick joining us soon and Ben’s brothers Scott and Sebastian. You, Mason, and Jared will be a welcome addition, and it will make it easier for Ben.”

If I were being completely truthful, I’d been contemplating the idea of going underground to stay in the other realm ever since I’d met Mack. 

More than anything, I longed to connect with my mother, whom I never had the chance to know. 

I felt a similar desire toward Bernice despite the way she had treated me. I understood that it wasn’t her fault, and she had raised me regardless.

“I’ll talk to Jared when we go back,” I answered. “But it’s a yes from me. I want to get to know you. I wish I could have grown up with you.”

She hugged me before speaking. 

“I know. It’s why I want to keep you all here a little longer. It’s not just about seeing Mrs. Carling’s true motives. Bernice and I want to spend some time with you before we send you off. I don’t know when we can see you again. Part of it is selfish on our part, but this is the safest place for you. If it weren’t so important for you to get your education, we’d keep you here.”

She pulled away and studied me, likely searching for similarities between us. I’d done the same with my father and new siblings when I first met them a few years ago.

“You have turned into such a stunning young woman. I hate that I missed out on your growth. Your father has been sending pictures of all three of you, and one of our allies managed to clear out our old house, so I have many pictures, but it’s not the same. You’ve gotten so beautiful in just the last three years. Mothers shouldn’t say this about their daughters, but I swear you’ll be the prettiest.”

“You’re just saying that out of guilt,” I responded, my cheeks warming up, and I looked away. “I’m not even that pretty, especially compared to them or even Ellen.”

“Amber, honey, I feel guilty saying that because it feels like I’m insulting your sisters when I’m not,” she said, lifting my chin to make me look at her. “Bernice told me everything she did, and I told her everything I did. I know you were told you were ugly for thirteen years, but it’s not true.”

“I don’t think I’m ugly anymore, although I still feel insecure about myself at times. Ellen, Jared, and the others are helpful with that, and the letters from Bernice help, but it’s laughable to say I’m cuter than Sierra and Carly, especially Sierra.”

She sighed deeply and wrapped me in another tight hug. I held on to her tightly, feeling the warmth of her embrace and the love she had for me. It was a moment I had yearned for since I was a little girl, and it seemed like an impossible dream until now.

“We should go back in soon. We will explore more tomorrow, but one word of warning: many animals you see aren’t animals, even the little ones,” she told me and then pointed up.

I looked up and was greeted by the sight of several dragons soaring around in playful flights. 

I hadn’t noticed them until that moment. While I had grown accustomed to seeing them around Foothills and occasionally glimpsing them in the Fae Realm, here the sky was filled with them, and more were joining us as we watched. 

I gazed up in amazement at the array of colours and sizes, each one more magnificent than the last.

“Are we truly safe?” I asked, not taking my eyes off them.

“They won’t attack people for no reason. There are fights here, of course, and every realm has people who are seen as beneath them, but out of all eight realms, this is the most peaceful one.”

The tranquility of the scene brought Michael to my mind, and I was certain he would have enjoyed this sight. Flying with the dragons in his dragon form was something he loved, and now I could see other mythical creatures joining in on the fun - harpies, phoenixes, and many more.

“Does anyone ever… eat each other here?” I asked while watching.

“No, that’s not allowed. It used to be okay a long time ago, but it’s a punishable offence now. Many smaller creatures were going extinct, and they didn’t want that, obviously. Anyone who eats someone can be executed. They have normal food here that you’d find in the Mortal Realm,” Mom responded. “Mack and Madeline were getting pizza by the sounds of it.”

She stood up and beckoned me to follow. “I’ll show you more of this place over the next couple of days, but for now, we need to plan what to do next.”

I nodded, my mind still on Michael, wishing he was here because I knew he’d love it.

“Michael should join us too,” I said, following her. “He would love this. Isabella probably would, too.”

“She’s focusing on college by the sounds of it, but we will let Michael join, too, if he wants,” Mom said.

As we stepped inside, the inviting aroma of pizza and the sound of Mack’s voice filled the air. The growl of my stomach made me realize just how famished I was despite my lack of appetite in the humid realm we’d just left. 

The scent of pineapple wafted toward me, and my mouth watered at the thought of the sweet and tangy flavour.
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After satisfying our hunger, we gathered in the living room, eager to hear what my mothers and Mack had to tell us. 

When we had walked in earlier, we noticed Timmy, Ben, and Bernice in a huddle, their conversation ceasing abruptly upon our arrival. 

It made me wonder what they were plotting. Meanwhile, Madeline and Mack appeared completely smitten, cuddling on the couch as if they had been together as long as Jared and I had. 

I took a seat between my mothers. Despite the strong pull of the moon, I was determined to focus on our discussion and not on Ben.

“So why would my grandma join up with those people?” Timmy asked when we were all settled.

“We are still learning about it all, so we could be wrong, although based on our findings, I don’t think we are wrong. We think the blond couple and several others are immortal and the first people to ever have magic, including your grandmother,” Mack said.

“So they’re phoenixes or something?” Timmy asked.

Mack shook his head before continuing.

“No, phoenixes came later, and they’re not immortal, at least not in the sense these people are. They can be hard to kill, but they have lifespans. No. Immortals don’t change into anything unless they’re shifters, but it has nothing to do with that. They were the very first to have magic a long time ago, even long before the one hundred thousand. We don’t know their ages, but from what we are learning, they believe they should be in charge of everything. They’re the oldest magical people, and they’re nearly impossible to kill. They used to have wars with each other, and they weren’t even able to kill each other. A lot of the time, fire doesn’t even work unless it’s phoenix or dragon fire. Decapitation seems to be one way besides that. Ten thousand years ago, when they realized there were people with powers stronger than theirs, they felt threatened because while it’s hard for us to kill them, we can manage it if done right. The people Ellen has seen in her visions are the same people, including Mrs. Carling, though she looked younger back then.”

I turned my gaze toward Ben, and we exchanged a knowing look. The two of us had discussed the mysterious blonde couple before and couldn’t help but wonder how they fit into Madeline’s memories. 

At first, we had speculated that they might be phoenixes, but that theory didn’t quite add up. As Mack had said, phoenixes were hard to kill, but they only had a limited number of rebirths and eventually showed signs of aging. 

Their lifespans were longer than ours, but they didn’t live forever. However, the blonde couple looked impossibly young, and there were no records of phoenixes living for thousands of years.

“So you’re saying I’m immortal?” Timmy asked with awe.

“No, none of their kids are immortal. But I’m sure you’ve learned that sometimes mortal blood doesn’t produce magical children,” Bernice said, and Timmy nodded, and she continued. 

“Well, that’s because they have some of the immortal’s blood in them. We haven’t figured out why yet, but their children, who can have powers, are usually weaker than others, or they don’t have magic at all. Maybe your mother wasn’t magical because of that, even though your grandmother met a descendant. All your fae powers come from your grandfather’s side, not your grandmother’s. He has no idea he’s a fae. We think she made his powers dormant and erased his memories shortly after they met.”

“But why?” Ben asked. “What is she up to? And she looks like a grandmother while they look like they could be in their mid-twenties!”

Mack glanced at my mother’s and then at Timmy.

“She was the one in charge of the portal containing our ancestors when it failed,” Mack responded. “As punishment, they used some spell on her that is aging her fast. The only way to go back to herself is if she makes up for it. She has been waiting for the opportunity for a long time, and then she met Timmy’s grandfather eventually and had kids. We don’t know how or when she figured out powerful people were emerging again, or maybe she was meant to watch over the descendants, but once they realized many people have the potential to be as powerful as the one hundred thousand, they told her she’d get her old life back if she helped get rid of all of them. She still has some immortal powers; she’s hard to kill like the rest of them, for instance, but her time is almost up.”

“So she’s selling us all out so she can be fully immortal again?” Timmy asked.

“That’s what we think, yes,” Patricia answered. “And it’s why she has to lay low, and she probably has strict instructions she has to follow.”

“Why are we not warning Ellen or anyone else?” Ben demanded.

“Because we want her to give herself away,” Mack said. “We honestly think we are right, and our allies were waiting for them at that house you were staying in. They went there like we thought they would, looking for you. They disappeared before our people could capture them. But if they’d tracked you there, they would have known you’d left and gone to the portal, but they didn’t. They went there on someone’s tip. They had no idea where to go next, and they concluded you hid somewhere else there. But if we’re wrong about her? It’s as Madeline said: we don’t want to ruin her life for no reason. We need to do this carefully.”

Timmy held up two pieces of paper. “I plan to send the letters tomorrow to Ellen and Grandma, so we will see.”

“We need you two to rest,” Patricia said, turning to me before looking at Ben. “Explore and have fun. We want to get you home, but we also want you to make a portal that connects this world to the fae world permanently. You two can make safe portals, and it shouldn’t be hard to make one home. So save your strength because it will be the safest way for us to connect. You’ll also have a safe place to go if you all need to escape. There’s nowhere more secure than this realm.”

I nodded before grinning at Ben. “Well, what do you say? Are you ready to finally connect this world to the fae one permanently?”

Ben grinned as well, and I took in a deep breath, cursing at the moon as it tried to draw us together. I pushed away the explicit fantasies I was having about him outside, under the moonlight.

“You know it,” he responded, sounding awkward, before looking at Mack and my mothers. “Are there any known portals from this world to ours?”

Mack shook his head and then responded. 

“So far, from what we’ve learned, no. The only ones connected to the fae one are from my realm, the mortal one, and the light magic one, but that one is rarely used because they’re worried about drawing attention to it. Everyone is supposed to think they’ve been locked up with no access to the other realms for thousands of years. They usually just go to the Mortal Realm or my realm to access yours. You two are the ones who are meant to connect the realms for good. You’re about to make history, and I think you can do it.”

“Well, we need to keep it secret for now,” Bernice said quickly. “No one is making history yet. They don’t need to deal with that kind of fame right now. Right now we need them educated and strong, which means they need to go back to school.”

“But what about my parents?” Madeline asked. “We came here to rescue them, too.”

“Honey, I don’t think we should,” Patricia said, and Madeline shouted out in protest, but Patricia continued as if she hadn’t. 

“Look, I understand, but what if they are looking after someone’s kids? If Mrs. Carling has betrayed us, they’ll know your plans to save them. They’ll attack them, and you, and what happened to my sons will happen to those kids. We can’t keep sending everyone to Foothills like that. Do you want them all to be on the run? I promise we will help, but they are safer if we stay away. We will discreetly get them all out after we’ve planned, but for now, someone could be watching to see if you turn up. There’s no reason to put another family in danger.”

“But we have built a group of allies. We will have people watch over them until we get them out,” Bernice added. “Instead, you can join us, and we will work together to find descendants to continue building an army. We’ve been in hiding for three years, and we have many hiding places with many people who want to help. You’ll be safe with us.”

Madeline glanced at Mack, who nodded at her and kissed her. She gazed back at him before finally nodding.

“Okay, but after we get them home, what are we going to do?” She asked.

“We believe there are several descendants at the dragon school nearby. It’s why we are staying here. We’re going to investigate. It’s going to be hard and may take a few months to get in.”

“There’s a dragon school?” Timmy asked with interest.

“It’s an elite school. Most schools in this realm have several different shapeshifters going together, but some, such as the dragon one, accept only the best, and it’s hard to get in. They have to work for it to get in. They have obstacles to get through as well. There’s a werewolf school, too, to the north of us we will check out afterwards,” Mack answered. “Now, with Madeline, it will be easier to detect more of them.”

“Is there a unicorn school?” I asked, and Bernice laughed and told me no.

“I remember when you went through that unicorn phase,” she said. “It’s a shame you couldn’t be one, but neither you nor Ben have that power in you. Perhaps while you’re here, you can practice some of the spells. You don’t have to be able to turn into an animal in order to do the spells. You’ll need to save your strength, but it won’t be hard for you to try some spells.”

“Ian will be back tomorrow; he can teach you,” Mack responded. “He can turn into a giant green anaconda, which is very useful to have on our side. A lot of people can turn into snakes here, but basilisks and his type are rare. He’s twenty feet long in his snake form, but keep that quiet please. He’ll be our secret weapon someday.”

Although yesterday still felt recent to us due to the time difference, we were grateful that they had some sleeping potions to help us adjust to our new time zone.

Mack had a letterbox, so I found myself spending most of my time in the room I shared with my mothers, writing back and forth with Jared. 

It was comforting to have someone from home to talk to, and I was grateful to have permission to share everything with him and my siblings. As long as we kept it a secret from Ellen and most of the adults, they didn’t mind us communicating with our friends and family.

I imagined Ben was also writing to Barry and Brianne, and the thought made me long for their company too. 

Michael, in particular, would have loved to attend the dragon school, and I wished we could find a way to bring them all here. Perhaps if we got the portal open permanently, they could.








  
  
  Amber

  
  




Although we were having a good time in the Shifter Realm, I couldn’t shake off the feeling of paranoia. Nevertheless, we were able to venture outside and explore without any incidents.

As we explored the Shifter Realm, we noticed that while they had some roads, they weren’t as heavily trafficked as those in other realms we had visited. 

This was likely due to the fact that the majority of the population were shapeshifters who could easily travel in animal form. 

We saw many buggies being pulled by shapeshifters (who volunteered), but actual motorized cars didn’t exist in this realm. The roads themselves were mostly made of dirt or gravel, which was a stark contrast to the smooth, paved roads we were accustomed to in our own world.

Although their mode of transportation was different, I was surprised to find that they had modern technology similar to the other realms we’d visited. 

Their entertainment options varied from what we were used to, but they still had television shows and movies. I was fascinated to see that they also had cell phones that were just as advanced as the ones in the Mortal Realm.

The next afternoon, while my mothers, Mack and Madeline, were in a meeting with Ian and a few others who had just arrived, Ben, Timmy, and I were sent out to explore. 

Mack promised to explain everything to us later before kicking us out but said they needed a formal meeting that we were not yet part of.

The three of us didn’t mind; we had fun exploring the woods near Ian’s place. As we walked along a dirt road with thin tire tracks, we whispered to each other about Timmy’s grandmother. That’s when a huge black wolf suddenly stepped onto the road, growling at us menacingly.

We stood motionless, watching in awe as the wolf approached us, its teeth bared in a menacing snarl. Just as I was about to use my air to stop it, the wolf suddenly transformed into a boy around our age. 

He hurried over to me, while Ben and Timmy rushed forward, while I froze, still cautious. The boy’s bright blue eyes sparkled, meeting mine as he approached, a warm smile spreading across his face.

“You’re gorgeous. Why don’t you drop your rejected mate and come with me,” he said, reaching out to touch my face, but before I could blast him with my air, Ben had him down, attacking him with his water and air.

“Ben, stop!” I shouted as the boy shifted back into a wolf, and several more wolves in shades of brown, white, black, and grey rushed out of the woods.

Reacting quickly, I used a blast of wind to force them back, and Timmy joined in, using his sigil and rune magic to create a barrier between us and the wolves.

To our surprise, one of the wolves transformed into a beautiful girl around our age with brunette hair in a pixie cut, who held up her hands in a peaceful gesture, signalling that they meant no harm.

“Stop, you guys! I think they’re fae!”

The pack of wolves abruptly stopped and transformed back into their human forms. Ben and the wolf boy were still engaged in a heated altercation, but the girl who had spoken up quickly intervened, casting a spell that forcefully separated them.

“Stop fighting!” She exclaimed as the black wolf transformed into his human self again.

“Who are you?” Timmy asked.

“The better question is, who are you?” A tall and very cute boy with red hair about our age said, stepping forward. “Are you seriously fae?”

“We’re visiting a friend,” Ben responded with annoyance. “We’re just going for a walk.”

“Bullshit,” the boy who’d hit on me said. “Do you know how hard we’ve been trying to access your realm? No fae are here. If they are, they are hidden really well. I have a hard time believing you just strolled in here to visit a friend!”

“We can’t tell you who or why we are here, but we’re here for our protection,” Timmy spoke up, and I glared at him. He was way too trusting of strangers.

“Makes sense,” the boy who hit on me responded, looking thoughtful. “You feel powerful. All three of you do. Dark magic wielders after you? They’ve been trying to come after us for a while. We think they’re trying to kidnap kids. They’re all evil.”

“Not all dark magic wielders are evil. All the realms are involved with it, including yours,” I spoke up with indignation. 

My thoughts were on my brothers, who were dark magic wielders but not evil. Ben gave me a reassuring nudge and shook his head.

“You can relax if you’re here to stay safe. We’re not about to sell you out. You’re the first fae we’ve ever seen. In classes, we always talk about how great it would be to get a portal open to your realm, and we will get more elemental powers too. It’s rare here for people to control the elements, and most people who can, only have one. We’ve been hearing stories about you guys recently, and honestly, it makes sense if all the realms are involved,” the boy who had hit on me said. “I’m Peter.”

“Well, you’ll understand then why we’re being secretive no matter your intentions,” I told him.

“Holy shit! You two are the portal openers!” The boy with red hair suddenly exclaimed, sniffing the air.

I stared at him, shocked. They knew about us? Had they seen pictures of us? How could he know?

“What makes you say that?” Ben asked.

“I can smell magic, and it’s radiating off you. We’ve heard stories about you two! We might not be connected, but we get news.”

And to our astonishment, they all saluted us. Ben and I exchanged confused glances while Timmy burst out laughing at the unexpected gesture.

“You don’t need to—why are you doing that?” Ben asked. “Don’t do that, please. We’re not royalty.”

“I’m sorry for insulting you earlier and attacking you,” Peter said to Ben, dropping his arm to his side and nodding to the magic sniffer. “That’s Kyle. My pleasure to meet you. What can I do to make it up to you?”

“All you have to do is stop treating me like I’m royalty. It’s fine. I’m a fae. I’m used to fighting people. You don’t need to worry, just keep our secret and stop acting like we are celebrities and we are good.”

I felt the same way and wondered how the princesses and the prince dealt with it almost daily. The whole situation was embarrassing and felt nothing like the satisfaction of people bowing after a fight. Instead, it was awkward, and I couldn’t wait for it to end. Thankfully, they listened and stopped saluting us.

“My apologies. You’re legends to us,” Kyle said. “We have some elemental power here, as we said, but not a lot. We’ve always believed we’d get more with the realms connected. If word got out—” 

He paused before turning to the girl who’d told us all to stop. “Regina, we’ve got to make sure no one finds out,” she nodded before looking at us before she spoke. 

“But consider us allies if you need people on your side. If they’re after you, we’ll protect you. Can you get a portal open yet?”

We exchanged uneasy glances, unsure of how to respond. I was aware that having allies would be crucial, but I also didn’t want to reveal too much information. After all, this could all be fake, given how fast they accepted us.

“We don’t know,” Ben finally said. “We came here through another portal through another realm. We’re kind of scared to open a portal right now because we got sucked through one when we were practising getting into it. Someone intentionally sucked us through, so we’re scared to try again. We’re just lying low right now.”

“But I don’t think that’s dark wielder magic, and it’s not ours or yours,” Regina said.

“Not all dark magic wielders are evil, though,” I reminded her. “We’re close to some who would protect you in a second if they were here with us.”

“No, it’s not that. How many realms do you know about?” She asked.

“How many do you know about?” Timmy countered.

“Six,” one of the boys said automatically.

“There’s a realm called the Wand Wielders Realm, and that’s their magic,” Regina continued. “Usually, you need a wand to do their magic, but they can do certain spells without them if they have a connection with someone. Do you have wand wielders in your realm?”

“No—” I began, but Timmy spoke before I finished.

“Grandma.”

“What?” Ben and I asked, looking at him.

“Look, I wasn’t honest with you two. I haven’t trusted her in years. When Ellen had that vision in our hallway from, you know when, after you guys returned from the Dark Magic Wielder Realm, Grandma did something after your dad put a spell on her, Ben. She blinded everyone momentarily, but I was still able to see because I ducked. She cast a spell on Ellen using a wand, but I didn’t say anything because I worried no one would believe me. No one remembered getting blinded when I asked about it. Then Ellen woke up, and we were distracted by what she saw. I think Grandma cast the spell on her to make her forget, and she would have been the one to cast the spell to suck us in. She has a wand. That confirms it, doesn’t it?”

I moved closer to pull him into an embrace. The werewolf shifters stood nearby, remaining quiet but with sympathetic expressions on their faces as they watched us.

“Unfortunately, it sounds like it. Are you still going through with it?” Ben asked him, and Timmy nodded.

“I have to. It’s the best thing to do right now, to be sure.”

“What—” I began, but Peter suddenly transformed and howled.

“You guys have to get out of here,” Regina said. “There’s foreign energy around here. We’ll keep them busy out here, but get back to your friends and go home.”

The other wolves also shifted back into their wolf forms, and they, too, howled. Hoping Mack wouldn’t be angry with me, I retrieved the letterbox I had been carrying in a bag and handed it over to her.

“If you’re serious about being our allies, you can contact us through this, and we can contact you,” I told her and quickly cast spells so messages would be delivered to her instead of Mack.

She gasped. “These are rare! Are you sure?”

“They’re not rare for us. I can get you loads more if we get a portal open. But if you’re serious, count on us contacting you someday. The people after us are trying to start a war between all eight realms. I hope you’ll choose our side and not the other.”

She nodded, staring down at the red box in awe.

“You should go. They’re not close enough to sense you, but—” There was a sudden roar above, and flames appeared above the trees. “It’s not good if the dragons have noticed. They’re warning each other. Go. I’m not going to tell them who you are, but just that there are innocent people here who need our protection. Whoever it is won’t venture far if the dragons are here. It should give you time if they’re after you. We know the dragons in this area and get along with them. We go to the same school as some of them.”

The eerie howls of wolves echoed through the woods, and amidst them, I could discern the snarls of other animals, including a coyote. 

I strained to hear if they were getting closer but couldn’t sense their exact location. Ben and I grabbed Timmy and teleported back to Ian’s, our hearts racing. When we arrived, Mack was already waiting for us in the yard.

“They’re not here because of you,” he stated, leading us inside. “I doubt they know you’re here, but I think it’s time we send you through anyway. I’m not taking any chances.”

“Why are they here then?” Ben asked as we entered the house.

“One of our allies, who was guarding the woods to the south, attacked one of the immortals, who was going to try and grab an unsuspecting dragon child. They should be distracted over there for a while, but I want you three to go now, and then we are leaving, too. We don’t want them looking around. If we have to sneak you through the other portal, we will, but I’d rather you three didn’t go back into that realm.”

He hurried us into the living room, where my mothers were waiting while I told him everything.

“We met possible allies in the woods. They figured out we are the portal openers, and they were… well, excited to meet us. They were a bunch of teen wolves. I gave them your letterbox to contact us.”

“The wolf families around here are good ones and trustworthy,” Mack answered. “We’ll talk to them later tonight. Maybe some of them are descendants, too, but even if they’re not, they could be a lot of help. I’ve got more than one letterbox, so I don’t care. They’ll probably show it off, though; those are rare here.”

Mack’s friend Ian approached Ben and handed him a thick, dark blue binder.

“These are our spells. It’s my book from school; I know them all. You guys can try them out when you’re back home. You might be able to get more than one portal open. It will distract them from this one if you can. I think it will be best to open another that the public knows about on both sides. It will make it harder for them to close it because it will be guarded. Our realms need to be connected, and it will show everyone you mean business. Just don’t tell anyone outside Mr. Yooper or Hornora until it’s open.”

“And what if there is a spell to suck us in again?” I asked. “I’d rather it not happen again. It’s a wand wielder spell, which means Timmy’s grandmother put it up.”

Mack put a hand on my shoulder as I mentioned Mrs. Carling before speaking.

“You two can cast spells together without a wand because you both have wand wielder magic, and you’re moon mates. I’ll contact my friend from there and ask him—wait, so that’s how you two did it the first time! You were holding hands when you did it. You cast wand wielder magic together without realizing it. That’s why they were all sucked through that night. It’s been bothering me ever since you told me. I guess that means you sent them to that realm, and you’ve opened a portal to the Wand Wielder Realm before.”

It wasn’t something I had thought about until that moment, but he was right. I didn’t know what I was doing that night except using my magic by instinct, and the power had already been there. We’d only known we could do it because Ellen had seen us in a vision doing it. But it bothered me how connected Ben and I were. 

Not only were we portal openers together, but because we were moon mates, we could also cast wand wielder magic together.

“But we can always use wands, right?” I asked.

“Yeah, we will see if we can find some for you guys, but for now, I’ll figure out a spell you two can use together to make sure she doesn’t try to suck you through a portal again,” Mack answered. “It won’t happen through this end, but she’ll still have it up.”

“Yooper should be taking them out of the school to do it anyway. If it’s going to be a public portal, it shouldn’t be in their school anyway,” Bernice said. “It should be a good enough distraction, though, and we can move forward with our plans. For now, you three need to go home.”

Ben and I focused on opening the portal to the school, and to our surprise, it didn’t take us long. It was as easy as opening a portal to the mortal one. A blue light appeared before us after only five minutes of concentrated effort.

Despite the ease of our success, we didn’t immediately enter the portal. Instead, we spent more time strengthening it from both sides. We wanted to ensure that the safety spells were strong enough to hold the portal open and prevent any unwanted people from slipping through. 

If we were correct in our assessment, the portal would open into an older storage room under a set of basement stairs that was long abandoned and unused.

“Ready?” Ben asked after we applied the safety spell, and I nodded before looking around for Timmy.

“Wait, where is Timmy?” I asked.

“Don’t worry about that; he’ll come. Let’s just go,” Ben said and he pushed me through before I could protest. I heard Bernice calling after me that they’d look for him.

Moments later, we were in the storage closet, which was underneath a set of stairs barely used in our school because people rarely went into the basement. 

The only people who did were couples who wanted to sneak off and make out. This closet was one of many people used.

“What is he up to, Ben?” I asked, knowing something was up as we strengthened the portal on our side. “This is open permanently now. I can just get him if I have to.”

“He has a plan to trap his grandmother in a vision,” he whispered in my ear. “I’ll tell you more later.”

I nodded, not surprised he’d done this, but I knew he was in safe hands anyway. If it were just Madeline, I’d be back in the portal, but Mack was there, and they would all protect him and get him through the portal safely.

The two of us worked on strengthening the portal room and then put safety spells on it before blocking it to ensure no one but us could access it. We didn’t want an unsuspecting couple to find it, but the teachers would just have to lock the room up permanently after this.

“How long is he going to take?” I asked once we finished.

“I don’t know,” Ben said. “But we should let them know we’re back. We will tell Ellen he stayed back with Mack. It won’t hurt to tell her we bumped into him. They plan to go to the Mortal Realm for it anyway to trigger a vision for his grandmother. Just to ease Ellen’s worries, we will tell her Timmy’s with Mack in the Fae Realm, but they’re going to the mortal one soon.”

“How does he plan to trigger a vision?” I asked, and Ben shrugged.

“He wouldn’t say; he just wanted Bernice and me to help him. All I know is he learned the trapping spell with his own magic, and he’s planning to use it against her. He thinks he can use it to prove it without her realizing who is behind it,” Ben said.

I had no idea what Timmy had up his sleeve, but I hoped it was good.








  
  
  Ellen

  
  




Despite the improved speed of faecomms, the websites remained unimpressive and slow. Nonetheless, I still found pleasure in reading through some of the school gossip, although the sixteen-plus sites were a letdown. 

It was hard to comprehend the need for restrictions unless things had toned down in the past year.

There was more explicit talk about who was sleeping with whom, but I didn’t perceive anything that could have corrupted my mind before now. I’d watched movies and read books that were more graphic than the comments I came across.

Lydia was a bit of a pest, but occasionally, she had some juicy information. I was just scrolling through some gossip about Shelly Andrews and Denver, who was also dating Sheila Andrews, when Mason poked his head into my open dorm room door. The cool breeze blowing in from the lake felt nice on my skin, so I’d left it open.

“Hey—”

“Didn’t I ask you to leave me alone?” I asked him. “You don’t seem to get the hint.”

I knew I was being a bit harsh, but I just couldn’t handle him at the moment, or his brother, for that matter. 

While I understood that he saw Amber as his sister and they cared for each other deeply, he had been acting as if she was his blood relative, similar to how Timmy was to me. 

But no matter how they saw each other, they simply weren’t related by blood, and Timmy’s absence affected me ten times more than Amber’s affected him.

She was my best friend, and I loved and worried about her, but my feelings for her didn’t even come close to how I felt about Timmy. I didn’t even feel as strongly about Ben, which meant Mason couldn’t possibly relate to the depth of my emotions.

It wasn’t just Mason who was annoying me; my friends were as well. I yearned for solitude, but they refused to let me be. What made it worse was that they were all acting stressed about it, which only served to irritate me further.

“You know, I’m really getting sick of how you’re talking to me,” Mason responded, entering the room. “I get you’re stressed, but this is more than Timmy. You’ve been like this since the start of the year. I’m fed up with how rude you are being with everyone lately.”

I got out of my bed and walked over to him, glaring into his eyes. 

“Well, I’m sorry, but your stress kind of annoys me. I get you’re worried about Amber, but she’s not your real sister in the way Timmy is my brother. You wouldn’t even know each other if we hadn’t gone there to switch your mothers. All I want is to be left alone!”

Mason stared at me, his face unreadable as we gazed at each other.

“Fuck you,” he finally responded. My eyes widened in shock. Mason had never talked to me like that. 

“I only came here to tell you that Ernie said they’re back,” He added. 

As he walked out of the dorm, I stood there regretting my harsh words. I knew I had gone too far, but Mason just didn’t seem to understand my perspective. 

In frustration, I threw my faecomm aside and quickly followed him, hoping to catch up before he teleported away. But he was nowhere to be seen, and I assumed he must have already teleported. 

I wondered where they could be, so I headed towards Hornora’s office, running as fast as I could while my mind raced with thoughts of Timmy. The least Mason could have done was inform me of their whereabouts.

As I met up with Sierra and Justin, climbing up the school steps leading to the entrance, they told me everyone was gathering at the Sun Beach portal room. Even their presence was getting on my nerves, so I tuned out their chatter and followed them.

Sierra and Carly had been cruel to Amber for thirteen years, while Justin and his siblings had only known her for a few years. 

In my opinion, only the Hoofers, including myself and Brianne, should have been concerned. But I didn’t want to offend anyone else, so I kept quiet and strolled through the halls with them toward the portal room.

As I entered the room, I could see the Hoofers and the Hudsons tightly embracing Ben and Amber. 

However, my parents and Timmy were nowhere to be found. The only family member present was my grandmother, standing back, observing the reunion. Without hesitation, I made my way towards her and stood by her side.

“Where is he?” I demanded.

“Supposedly, he’s with Mack. They’re going to your parents to talk,” she responded, but she sounded as if she didn’t believe that. “Ben told us that they ran into Mack after they were trying to find a portal into the Dark Magic Wielder Realm.”

“But Timmy wrote a letter saying they were going to the Shapeshifter realm, but they were still stuck in the Sigil and Rune Realm,” I responded, confused.

Ben, who was close, extracted himself from his mother and walked over to us.

“The shapeshifter portal was blocked, so we figured we’d find another portal, but we ran into Mack, who helped us. Timmy wants more lessons because he blames himself for getting us sucked through. We have no idea how it happened, and he thinks it’s his fault. He’s trying to get permission from his parents and the teachers to have a little break from here, but he’s fine. He’s safe, and we don’t think he is to blame, but he wants to know for sure himself.”

After ten years of friendship, I knew Ben well enough to tell when he was holding something back. He avoided meeting my gaze as he spoke, confirming my suspicion that he wasn’t being completely honest with me.

“What aren’t you telling me?” I asked and glanced at my grandmother again.

Ben sighed and wiped a hand over his face, something he often did when he was nervous. 

“Remember how you were upset that Timmy is allowed a girlfriend at his age, but you weren’t allowed a boyfriend?” He asked.

I nodded tightly. How could I forget? The memory still gnawed at me, and I couldn’t help but feel a simmering anger toward my parents.

“The only reason your parents let up on the no dating rule for him is because he met his moon mate. He’s struggling with it because he wants a fun, natural relationship, not one where he knows he’s already committed to someone for life. June feels the same way.”

I stared at Ben and then glanced at Grandma, who nodded in confirmation.

“So he met his before I met mine?” I asked.

“That’s hardly the point, Ellen. He’s struggling right now, but he will be back soon,” Ben responded. “But I promise, he’s safe with Mack. For once, we weren’t in danger, which was a nice change. Timmy just wants an escape, and I don’t blame him. If I could, I’d take a break from—”

Annoyed, I interrupted.

“You’re not about to make this about you and Amber, are you? Because I don’t feel like listening to your whining about it. You just need to get over it, and meet someone else. I still haven’t had the chance to apologize to Timmy, and since you’ve all been gone, I can’t stop thinking about it. I just want to talk to him. Don’t make this about you!”

Grandma put an arm on my shoulder as she spoke. 

“I’ll reach out to your parents, sweetheart. We’ll arrange a meeting if Timmy is determined to stay away, but maybe it’s for the best. If he’s going to help them open another portal, he should learn how to do it properly so we don’t go through this again.”

I took in what she said. Though it made sense, I was still shocked that Timmy had made such a mistake in the first place. 

I knew Timmy took sigils and runes seriously, and he wouldn’t have agreed to help if he didn’t know what he was doing. He made mistakes, sure, but not like this. 

It was confusing to me because I’d seen him stay up late at the end of summer when he returned from camp, studying as many different symbols as possible. He’d even invented some, which was unheard of for someone his age.

I guessed that meeting his moon mate had likely distracted him because it was the only explanation that made sense.

As Grandma scurried away, I caught a glimpse of Ben’s frown after her before Nick, Ben’s older brothers friend, swept me up in a tight embrace. I welcomed the hug, but my curiosity about Grandma’s abrupt exit and Ben’s anger lingered in the back of my mind.

“Hey there, kiddo,” he said, grinning down at me once he set me on my feet. “I was hoping I’d see you too before I left. I wanted to say goodbye before I took off. I probably won’t see you for a long time.”

I gazed up at him in surprise. It seemed like Nick practically lived at the Hoofers these days, which was our main hangout spot during the holidays. Between dating Ben’s sister, Brenda, and spending time with Barry, he rarely left the place.

“Why? You’re all but moved in at Ben’s,” I asked, glancing at Ben, who looked just as surprised by this news.

“I’m going underground today, and I’ll need your and Amber’s help,” he added to Ben, clapping a hand on his shoulder.

“You’re going so soon? But what about Brenda? There’s no way she’ll be going already,” Ben responded.

Nick sighed. “Brenda met her moon mate and chose him.”

I was stunned by Nick’s revelation. Brenda and Nick had been inseparable since they started dating at the end of our first year, and I couldn’t imagine them being apart. It was like imagining Amber without Jared or Tasha without Barry; it just seemed impossible.

“But she was the one who fought for you,” I protested.

Initially, Barry wasn’t thrilled about Brenda and Nick’s relationship, and there were some tense moments between them. However, Brenda stood up for their relationship and made it clear that they wouldn’t end things. Brenda had even gotten jealous when she thought Nick was checking out Isabella during the summer.

Nick shrugged, not meeting my eyes. “I don’t blame her, Ellen,” he said to me. “I don’t want to get into it. She made her choice, and I respect it. Maybe we would have been good, but we’ll never know now. But she wants a career and doesn’t have time to go underground. We probably would have drifted apart anyway. I can’t resent her for choosing her moon mate, though.”

I felt sad for Nick. It was clear to anyone who saw them together that he had genuine feelings for Brenda. This made me question the worth of moon mates. Was it really worth it if it could potentially break up good relationships or cause rifts in friendships? 

While it seemed to work out for Justin and Sierra, I couldn’t help but wonder about the cases of Nick, Amber, and Jared and other couples who faced similar challenges.

“Anyway, I’ll write to you guys when I can. Once you and Amber are ready, you can help me get through a mortal portal,” Nick said, looking at Ben. “I’m just going to finish my goodbyes. I’m glad everyone is here, at least.”

Not everyone, I mused to myself as my mind drifted to Timmy. Nick wrapped Ben in a tight hug before making his way over to Jared and Amber, who were lost in each other despite the crowded room.

“They should hold back when you’re around,” I said, looking away from them.

“No, they shouldn’t,” Ben protested. “It would make me feel worse if they did. I don’t want Jared to be like Nick. You could see how much it’s hurting him, and I thought those two would be like Barry and Tasha. I guess I’m not surprised by Brenda’s decision, but I don’t want Amber to choose me unless we are both single.”

“Are you okay, though?” I asked him despite just yelling at him about it moments ago. “I’ve been reading up on moon mates lately, and I still feel like you’re keeping something from me. Amber is my best friend, but I’m always here for you.”

Ben folded his arms and gulped nervously.

“Do you trust me?” He asked me, and I nodded.

“Of course. We’ve been friends for ten years!”

Ben reached out to take hold of my hand. 

“Nothing bad happened while we were out there, but I’m keeping something from you so you don’t stress yourself out with your visions. We want to be sure first before we tell you. If you trust me, you’ll take my word that we will all tell you everything as soon as we know. But you can’t say a word to your grandma. We don’t want her to stress herself out either.”

“What about Mrs. Boondock?” I asked, accepting this.

His unwavering gaze assured me of his honesty. At this point, I had learned that visions couldn’t be coerced, so I had to trust him. Whatever happened must have been significant since they wouldn’t have kept it from me otherwise.

“Not her yet either, but we will. We just don’t want anything to jeopardize anything because we found out a lot. There’s more I can tell you besides that, though. Later, we will all hang out, and I will tell you everything else, I promise.”

He released my hand and made his way to join the group where Nick had already reached, but I wasn’t in the mood for more socializing. I left the portal room, thinking we could catch up later when everyone was more settled, but for now, I preferred to retreat to my dorm room and enjoy some peace and quiet.
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They only left me alone for an hour when Amber strolled into the room, accompanied by her siblings, our friends, and Brianne. I felt a little annoyed as I had hoped they would want the family reunion to last longer. It seemed that their parents and their non-school-aged siblings must not have needed an extended visit.

Excitement filled the air as they all chattered on, but I was taken aback when Mason refused to acknowledge me. I sat up to make room for him, hoping he would sit with me, but he went to sit with Michael and Ben instead, ignoring my presence altogether.

After everyone settled down, Ben and Amber recounted their adventure, but it was clear they were withholding some details, likely to spare me unnecessary stress. 

Despite this, they appeared to have enjoyed themselves, which was a relief. However, I couldn’t shake off the feeling of unease about the high number of wolves and dragons they encountered in the Sigil and Runes Realm. 

While having more allies was a good thing, it didn’t sit quite right with me because it was considered another Mortal Realm and left me feeling somewhat annoyed.

An inkling inside me hinted that they had been to the Shifter Realm, but they were hiding it from me to prevent causing me any distress. The way the others effortlessly accepted their story suggested they were in on the secret. That meant Ben and Amber had already shared the complete version with the rest of the group and were now simplifying it for my sake.

I understood they had my best interests at heart, but it still left me unsettled. I decided to stay silent, not wanting to start an argument, and soon enough, everyone started chatting away about their own affairs. 

The room could have been vacant, and it would have made no difference. I felt excluded, and it irked me.

Amber’s voice reached my ears as she shared stories with Sierra and Carly about their mom, her tone wistful as she expressed her desire for them to have known the woman beyond what they’d grown up with.

“I think she has guilt from the stuff Bernice said to me, though. She was telling me I’m the prettiest out of the three of us, and I told her that was laughable, but she knows Bernice called me ugly, and so did others,” Amber told them.

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at Amber’s words. Her constant insecurities were tiring to listen to. It was obvious to anyone who looked at her that she was attractive, and she had a loving boyfriend who always complimented her. She’d met her moon mate as well.

Yet, she still acted as if it was strange for people to care for and love her, even after all these years. It was time for her to get over all that.

“Um, have you looked in the mirror lately?” Sierra asked her. “She’s not wrong.”

“You’re just saying that out of guilt, too. I know it’s not a competition, and she just said what she did out of guilt, but we all know you are the prettiest. You always have been.”

“Are you ever going to get over your insecurities?” I asked before I could stop myself.

“Well, I’m better than I used to be. I don’t think I’m ugly because no one tells me I am anymore, but I’m just saying Sierra is the prettiest,” Amber protested defensively as she gazed at me. “Ellen, you know that people always acted like I was disgusting and unattractive, especially during our first two years here. When you’re repeatedly told you are ugly, you believe it, especially when your own mother does it. The guys used to ask Jared why he was with someone like me when he could do better.”

“And now everyone says the opposite,” I responded, annoyed. “Have you heard some of the gross comments the boys have made about you lately? They’re jealous of him now.”

“Ellen, you grew up with your mother calling you beautiful every day,” Ben said, and I shrugged.

“So?” I asked.

“So Amber was told multiple times a day that she was ugly by our mother, by us, and the kids at school,” Carly said.

“Yeah, and it made sense three years ago for you to be insecure, Amber, but it’s been three years. Bernice has apologized more than once, and everyone tells you you’re pretty. Some wolf boy hit on you in the woods, and Denver wants you. He’s a flirt, but he’s very picky. I’m just saying move on from all that; I love you, but it gets tiring reassuring you all the time.”

“I’m not fighting with you again, Ellen,” Amber responded. “So we’re just ending this conversation now. We will talk later, okay? Let’s go for a walk,” she added to Sierra and Carly, who promptly got up with Brianne and Hilda hurrying after them.

“Okay, but you actually are getting prettier than me,” Sierra said, ignoring me as they walked past. “I’m seriously not just saying that. You’ve never been ugly, but damn, have you ever blossomed this past year.”

Everyone else followed suit, but Mason lingered behind with a scowl etched on his face. His intense glare towards me made me feel uneasy, and I prayed he wasn’t going to end things between us.

“Ellen, you know you’re beautiful because you’ve always been told that. Your parents tell you every day you’re beautiful. For Amber and me, we’re still getting over our insecurities from being told we were ugly daily and that no one would love us! I have my doubts at times, too,” he told me coldly.

“Well, you got me, so of course you’re handsome,” I told him. “It’s been three years now! You have a whole new family who has proven they love you. I get tired of you acting like that, too, to be honest. You were doing it yesterday, which is why I left you in the library. Get over it now. Carly calls you her baby brother. Clearly, she loves you!”

Mason shook his head, continuing to glare at me. 

“Ellen, that stuff has a lifetime impact on people. Mack is still insecure about himself. People don’t just get over it! Look, I don’t know if I can do this anymore. You’ve been snappish with me and everyone for weeks. I haven’t been anything but nice to you!”

As soon as I saw the determined expression on his face, I felt a surge of panic. But I took a deep breath and walked over to him, lacing my fingers through his. He held on tight, and I felt relieved when he didn’t pull away.

“I’m sorry. Please don’t do this. I’m not as secure as you think. Amber has Jared, who sticks with her no matter what, and he gets sick of reassuring her all the time that he loves her. Even now, after she’s met her moon mate, he still loves her. I don’t care what he says. I know he wants to sleep with her, but he wouldn’t drop her the moment they have sex!”

“Neither would I!” Mason exclaimed, and his features relaxed as his eyes searched my face. “Is that why you’re being the way you are? I’m not going anywhere if you’ll drop the attitude. You’re so full of rage with everyone, and you keep taking it out on me! Even when you weren’t speaking to your friends, you attacked me. You know how I feel about bullying and emotional abuse, but yet you keep doing it to me. The Fae Realm is backward, and sometimes I think it has had a bad influence on you, just as your parents often say it does. Saying that stuff to people does not toughen them up.”

I moved forward to wrap my arms around him and was relieved when he hugged me tightly.

“I’m sorry,” I said, resting my head on his shoulder. “It’s not just him. Everyone is keeping something from me, and I can’t stand it. I feel so alone, and Timmy and I technically aren’t speaking, and I feel like Ben and Amber are even closer now. I’m so frustrated with you and everyone. I hate being left out.”

Mason didn’t respond at first but then pulled away and held out a hand for me to take. He pulled me to a light blue armchair we had in our dorm and pulled me into his lap. 

“Ellen, if you care about me and trust me, you will not tell anyone what I’m about to tell you, but you cannot freak out or do anything rash. Ernie told me everything Mack told him, and we’re all scared you’re not going to react well. Despite your attitude toward me since we got together, I’ve been in love with you for a long time, and I don’t feel right keeping it from you. I’m serious, Ellen. If you interfere with this information, you could ruin everything.”

I peered at Mason, my heart racing with a mix of fear and anticipation. The thought of not knowing what was going on was almost as terrifying as finding out the truth. I tried to push away the urge to force visions. I had to know.

As if he understood my dilemma, Mason nodded without me having to say anything. Without a word, he directed his gaze towards the open dorm door and, with a flick of his wrist, shut and locked it using his magic—which he must have still been allowed to use. I’d been granted permission that morning, though I didn’t need to use mine.

“It’s not only about that. Ellen, honey, we think your grandmother is working against you—”

“But—” Mason’s finger silenced me as he pressed it against my mouth, and he proceeded to reveal the true story of what happened while they were trapped in the other realm. My heart sank as he explained Timmy’s plan to deceive and trap Grandma in a false vision.

They were even planning to test her loyalty by seeing if she would attend a meeting with the blonde couple with a seer they knew. It was hard to accept, but some of the details fit with my recent struggles to recall information from my visions involving them. 

I found myself forgetting crucial details, including the identities of those involved, and it never happened with any other vision I received. 

“It can’t be true,” I protested. “I’ve become so close to her ever since she started here. She saved us from getting kidnapped.”

“Because she has to seem trustworthy. Look, that’s why we didn’t want to tell you, especially if you try to stop her or she finds out. We want to see how—”

My body tensed up as the sound of a knock echoed through the room, and Grandma’s head popped in through the door. My mind went blank, unsure of what to do or say, and I silently cursed Mason for telling me the truth.

“Hello dear, care to take a walk with me?” she asked.

“Um, can I meet you? Mason and I are fighting,” I said anxiously, hoping she didn’t hear the tremor in my voice.

“Doesn’t look like it to me. I hope you remember your parents’ rules, and this door shouldn’t be shut. The two of you can meet me once you’re ready. I’ll be waiting at the school, but if I catch you two alone again with the door shut and locked, I’ll tell your parents.”

Even though she appeared unchanged, anxiety still consumed me at the thought of facing her. What if I ended up causing more harm than good?

“What do I do?” I asked Mason nervously once she was gone.

Mason kissed me. “I’ll remain here. I need to talk to Amber, but just talk to her and see if you can get her to reveal anything. I’ve always thought you two have a good relationship. She seems closer to you than your mother. Maybe if she is doing it, it’s against her will. You’re good at getting people to talk; just use your charm and keep the attitude out of it.”

“But we’re good?” I asked him.

He nodded and kissed me again. “I’ll prove it to you later, but drop the attitude you’ve been pulling lately, and not even my moon mate, if I ever meet her, can take me away from you. I want the old Ellen back, not the one pushing everyone away.”

I felt a pang of guilt as his words sank in, and I nodded slowly before kissing him back. He was right, of course, but no matter how much I tried to shake it off, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ethan. Every morning, I woke up with a sense of worthlessness, feeling like he had used me and thrown me away like trash. It didn’t matter how much my friends or Mason tried to convince me otherwise. The feelings remained.

“Meet me back in my dorm later. I can convince Denver to let us have alone time,” Mason called after me as I left my dorm.

I realized I needed to talk to Amber later. I felt bad for lashing out at her earlier, and I knew I had been unfair. I wasn’t sure why I was losing my temper so much. 

Sometimes, I couldn’t help feeling jealous of how close she was to Jared and her newfound siblings, who seemed to have chosen her. Even Ben, who once ignored her, had grown fond of her, and that was before the moon mate situation.

But with my brothers, I couldn’t relate to them, and my little sister was too young. She barely knew me because I was always away at Foothills.

I had my circle of friends, but things had been uncomfortable with Stan ever since he’d called me a slut, and my relationship with Hank felt strained. 

Out of everyone, I only had Michael and Amber as close friends. Although I didn’t know if I was in love with Mason yet, I didn’t want to become too reliant on him in case we weren’t moon mates. I wanted to choose him, but I also saw how much it hurt Ben. I didn’t want anyone we cared about to go through what Ben was going through.

I ambled towards the school with a glimmer of hope to spot Amber and her sisters, but I also felt a sense of dread as I anticipated meeting my grandmother. What would I say or do? 

Paranoia clouded my thoughts as I longed to use my powers to keep an eye on her, but I knew that was not what they wanted. 

Eventually, I arrived at the school steps and found my grandmother waiting for me.

“We just need to grab something from inside. I think you, of all people, will appreciate this. Where’s Mason? I thought he’d get a kick out of it too.”

“I think he wants a reunion with Amber alone. Those two are really close, and he’s been going nuts without her. I’m glad she’s back and safe, but I’m also glad I don’t have to listen to him talk about it non-stop. You’ve seen how those two act like they can’t be without each other sometimes,” I responded with a shrug. 

I wasn’t going to contradict him again, but I didn’t understand the connection they had with each other. They couldn’t stand to be apart from each other for long. 

“But what do you want to show me?”

“You’ll see,” she said. “But are you okay, Ellen, honey? I know you wanted to see Timmy, and I know you’re disappointed he’s met his moon mate already, but both he and June are struggling, so it’s probably for the best for them.”

“I don’t want anyone but Mason,” I said. “Is Grandpa yours? I hope I don’t meet mine. To be honest, I was shocked earlier, but thinking of Amber and Ben and Nick it puts me off from the idea.”

“I haven’t met mine, and by this point, I hope I don’t,” she answered.

As we ascended the stairs, I wondered where she was leading me. I had a feeling we were heading to the Divination classroom, but I didn’t know why. Maybe she wanted to show me her latest tarot card deck, which she always seemed to find or make herself. Her decks were always so beautifully designed and intriguing.

Mason wasn’t a seer, but he was always willing to accompany me to Divination classes, fascinated by my grandmother’s unique tarot card decks. 

Once, she had even created a private deck representing all eight realms. 

While she led me to the classroom, I thought she seemed to be acting odd; she was glancing around a lot as if worried we were being watched. 

She even stopped for a moment to gaze into the classroom beside hers and Mrs. Boondocks before we entered the Divination classroom.

As we approached my usual desk, my attention was suddenly drawn to Charlene and Sam, both immobilized by thick vines, frozen in place across the room. The thickest vines covered their mouths, so they couldn’t speak.

I stopped in my tracks, bewildered by the sight, as my grandmother abruptly shut the door behind us.

“What the—”

A sharp object prodded my temple, and I turned to face my grandmother with confusion. She was glaring at me, pressing what appeared to be a wooden wand into my skin.

“Join them now,” she commanded, pointing the wand at them. “I know you’re allowed to use your powers, and if you try anything, I’ll kill them,” she threatened, her eyes flashing with malice as she kept the wand trained on the helpless prince and princess.

“What are you doing?” I demanded.

“Well, if my cover is blown, I’m going to take some of you with me,” she said. “And you and the young queen are highly sought after. Now if I can get the other princess, it will be a bonus.”

“No, take me instead, please,” I said, pulling away from her and hitting my desk a little. “Leave them here. Delilah is a sweet girl, but these two are innocent and important and don’t deserve this. I’ll do what you want if you only take me and no one else.”

As she strode forward to Sam and Charlene, I took a few quick steps over to Mason’s desk. We had Divination together in the second period the next day, but I was sure someone would also notice during their first class. 

With shaking hands, I opened the desk, removed the bracelet he had given me the previous summer and placed it inside the desk, hastily scrawling ‘help’ with some vines.

I shut the lid on the desk and leaned against it just as she reached Charlene, grabbing her and thrusting the wand into her temple. As she turned to face me, I felt a shiver of fear run through me.

“Ellen, if you want me to protect her and leave the other princess, get over here. Otherwise, I’ll get our visitors to get Mason and Michael. One of them is on their trail,” and she held up a black letterbox. “I’ll tell him to leave them if you get over here now.”

My hands shook as I backed away from the desk, unsure what to do next. I never expected my own grandmother to be capable of such cruelty, but there she was, showing her true colours. 

As I tried to steady my breathing, she quickly scribbled a message on a piece of lined paper and held it up for me to read.

She’s willing to cooperate, leave the boys for now. Tell Draven to leave the other princess.

“Once you’re trapped in the vines, I’ll send it,” she said.

“I’m walking over, and I won’t fight you, but send it first!” I responded as I got closer to her.

“Fine, Ellen, but Draven isn’t far from Amber if you try anything. I’ll tell him to grab her instead of the princess. She’s not with her sisters anymore, and she’s alone and vulnerable. They made her powers dormant when she returned. She can’t do anything until she does her last obstacle course.”

“I’m not going to do anything, I promise. Just send it. No one else needs to be taken, but what are you trying to do? Kidnapping kids didn’t work the first time, so why are you doing it again? We’ll be checked to see if you’re trying to switch us. And you know all our plans if any of us are taken.”

“You’ll be staying with us from now on. We can harness your gift, but we want to discover the future queen’s powers. We will return these two, but we’ll be making a deal with the Royal Family if they want their kids back. That’s why it would have been better if we took the other princess, too. It won’t be like last time. And as far as they’ll know, we didn’t kidnap them. You did.”

My mouth dropped open as I stared at her.

“Me? No one will believe that!”

She laughed and then reached out to tweak my nose.

“But they will, honey. I’m needed here. My cover can’t be blown, but they think you’ve been lashing out lately anyway. Even your teachers have complaints about your attitude. You yelled at Charlene yesterday that you’d get her back for tripping you. I can get Timmy to convince them it was you the whole time with how you’ve treated him. You fought me when I tried to save these two and anyone else if you don’t cooperate, and you took them all hostage in exchange for more power and to be future queen.”

I walked over to stand beside Sam.

“But no one will believe you,” I told her. “You’re the suspect, not me! They know I’d never hurt anyone, and Mason knows I’m with you. Besides, most people know I don’t want to be the future queen,” I protested. “How did you even know they were figuring it out?”

“I may not be as good as you, but I get visions too. I’ve seen a lot since they were sucked into the portal. I didn’t see what happened in the Shapeshifter Realm, but I know Timmy and Madeline figured it out and likely would have told them. But I saw you and Mason talking before they even returned. I alerted the others, and I was told to bring you. We were going to have you leave a note anyway, but this is much better. You haven’t been yourself lately, have you? I’d say you’ve been a little bitch to everyone you know.”

As I stood there, I felt the vines coil around me, but I knew it wasn’t her doing. It must have been set up the same way she’d trapped Charlene and Sam. 

Grandma stood there with her arms folded, a smirk on her face. Was she responsible for my sudden change in mood? I wasn’t one to lose my temper so easily, and I knew my reaction to Timmy’s display was over the top.

“Did you do something to me?” I demanded.

“Let’s just say that siren boy you met over the summer wasn’t a coincidence. The moon wasn’t the only reason you wanted him that night. We can’t wait any longer, Ellen, especially with Amber and Ben getting stronger, and it’s worse with their moon mate connection. They’ll be able to do far more together now. They’re the prize, too, but they’re more protected than you. We could have had them if it weren’t for Madeline’s betrayal, but she took them away first instead of taking them back to her house. She was meant to take them home, where we were waiting for all four. She saved them instead. We can’t take Amber without Ben, so it’s good you’re cooperating because it would have to be Mason, the other princess, and Jerry, Anthony—”

“You leave the little ones out of this!” I shouted. “They don’t even have magic! I will do whatever the hell you want, but if you touch Jerry or the other three little kids, you’ll regret it. I know Timmy is safe, but you leave him alone, too. I don’t care what you do to me. I’ll make sure you regret it. Can you please let them go, too?” I added, looking at Sam and Charlene before continuing.

“I’ll write a confession note saying I was the spy the whole time and that I betrayed everyone three years ago. I’ll say I’m responsible for the kidnapped students and whatever else you want me to take responsibility for. I don’t care. Please, just take me and leave my brothers and sister alone.”

“I can let the prince go, but not the girl. We believe she has hidden power that hasn’t been seen in thousands of years. It’s not just because she’s the future queen, but it helps she is,” Grandma responded. “You confess that you took her, and he can go with his memories erased. But no one else,” I caught Charlene’s eye as she let out a soft grunt. 

As soon as our eyes met, she blinked twice, silently conveying her message.

Sam had shared with us before that he and the princesses communicated with blinks and smiles when they weren’t allowed to talk during a punishment as kids. 

They had developed their own language, similar to Morse code but with their own unique twist. I remembered Charlene scolding Sam for revealing their private stories.

As Charlene blinked twice, I knew she was giving me a signal to go ahead. I shifted my gaze to Grandma, who was busy retrieving a letter from the letterbox. I glanced back at Charlene. Then, without breaking eye contact with the princess, I spoke aloud to my grandmother.

“Are you sure?”

Charlene blinked twice as Grandma answered.

“I’ll keep my word. They can’t get the others anyway. There are too many people out and about, but I’m not negotiating anything else, Ellen. You write a confession letter telling them you took the princess, and I’ll let him go. Make up your mind now, or I’ll take all three—”

“I’ll write it,” I responded.

Sam started grunting loudly as if trying to yell “no,” but Grandma pointed her wand at him, and he fell to the floor, slumped against the wall, unconscious.

“Good girl, it will probably be better this way. I can get closer to King Logan this way by pretending to help him and his wife,” she said.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “I thought you loved us.”

“I love my powers more, Ellen. Look, I wish someone else was the most powerful seer seen in ten thousand years, but unfortunately, you inherited it. I’m not ready to die yet, and I miss having all my immortal powers. What I have now is nowhere near what I used to have. You want to know why your powers haven’t been seen in so long? Because they cut them off for me a long time ago. I nearly messed up the spell to create the realms, and they didn’t function as well as at first, but thankfully, we could fix it. But that was one strike against me, and then the portal that contained your ancestors on your grandfather’s side failed on my watch. So, I’m sorry, honey, I love you, but if I mess this up, it’s the end for me. They’ll kill me. My cover can’t be blown, so yours will have to be. Once the others are here, they’ll release you so you can write your confession. And you’re in luck, Ellen. I know you’re furious with me, so you get to attack me. They’ll check to make sure it was you. You still have your magic at my request because I saw this happen, though more were with us, including Mason, Ben, Amber, and Jared. You changed the future, so you can be grateful it’s just you and the princess going.”

As she finished speaking, the classroom door swung open to reveal three men in matching black suits and bold red ties, all with jet-black hair.

“Ellen has made a great offer. She’s going to confess she’s been the traitor the whole time, and she’s taken the princess. In exchange, we leave the others and the prince here. I think it might be the best way to go. It’s more believable if she’s taken the princess she’s had a feud with from the start. We’ll erase his memories, and I’ll get close to the parents. It will work better than a ransom note.”

The three men exchanged looks and nodded.

“We were thinking the same thing. It would draw too much attention if we took them all. They’ll probably think we’re switching them again, but I think in a few months, we will drop the bomb about Ernie and Mason. With the seer girl kidnapping the princess and Hornora letting in dark magic wielders, eyes will be on Foothills, and parents will be suspicious. It’s time to weaken them. I have reason to believe the portal openers have a permanent connection here somewhere. I have no idea where it is, but we saw them guiding that boy, Nick, somewhere in the basement; they disappeared before we could investigate. You’ll need to search for it because he just joined their side, too.”

She smiled at them. “I’ll look around tonight, and Timmy will likely have to come back now, so he may be a good help, but let’s hurry in case Boondock comes in here. I’ve sent her on a wild goose chase for one of the senior students who is in town, but she might give up. I told her I had a vision of him collapsing, but she could be back if she’s found him already.”

They released Sam and me from the vines and instructed me to write a letter, dictating every word to me. After I finished writing, Grandma took the letter and slipped it into Sam’s pocket while he remained unconscious on the floor. 

The men had reviewed the letter to ensure it was written exactly as instructed, but they didn’t detect the additional message I had written, which would only reveal itself if the letter got wet. I wasn’t sure how it would happen since they would likely take great care to keep it dry.

“We’ll make him think he tried to stop Ellen,” Grandma said. “She handed him the letter, and we tried to stop her, but she got away with the princess.”

My friends and family had to be smarter than that. They had to know this was all a plot to protect her place in Foothills. They knew me better than that, and it had to be suspicious that I took the princess just as they got suspicious of Grandma. 

For years since meeting them, I’d said I’d never want to be part of the royal family because they were on the news. It was bad enough in our first year when we’d been noticed, and I was relieved it died down, so why would I go after Charlene just to be queen? It wouldn’t work anyway, even if somehow I did have those ambitions. It would just go to Sam or Delilah.

“All right, Ellen, I need you to attack Sam and me, and if you don’t give it your all, Sam will come with us after all. We’ll also go after your brothers and sister. We don’t know about the other three, but Jerry is already showing signs of power. I’ll go after him as soon as I can if you don’t do as you’re told. If you care about them at all, you’ll do everything I want from this moment forward.”

My anger toward my grandmother boiled over, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I lashed out with all my strength, driven not just by the need to save others but also by the desire to hurt her in return. 

Despite my lack of training lately, I fought with ferocity, determined to make her pay for her betrayal. I hoped this beating would serve as a warning to her to never dare to harm my brothers and sister.
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“Okay, I give up!” I shouted as Amber buried me in a heap of frozen dirt. The intensity in her gaze had started to scare me. 

For the second year in a row, she had won the Fight Club competition, and it showed. 

It seemed like she’d been practising more lately. She was still in the running with other schools; she fought with an unprecedented level of ferocity, surpassing anything we had ever witnessed before. 

In the previous year’s competition, she was quickly eliminated after only a few rounds with Sandy Fae Academy, but everything changed when the truth about Ellen was revealed. Her transformation caught us all by surprise, and she continued to remain a formidable contender in the competition. 

She juggled her time between cheerleading and Fight Club, and when she wasn’t trying to open portals with Ben, she was training hard. We all knew her passion for Fight Club was fuelled by her desire to use her magic as much as possible. 

Unfortunately, we were still restricted from using magic outside of class unless we signed up for special permission. I longed for the holidays to arrive so that I could have full use of my magic again without any restrictions. 

The end of term was the next day, but it couldn’t come soon enough. This school year had been a drag, and I couldn’t wait for it to end. However, the final obstacle courses were still months away. 

Even months later, the effects of Ellen’s betrayal still weighed heavily on all of us, but it was Amber and Mason who bore the brunt of the emotional toll. We were all blindsided by her actions, though for the past month, Mack and Madeline staunchly defended Ellen’s innocence. 

However, the rest of us couldn’t deny the truth. Sam had been present when Ellen attacked his sister and knocked out her own grandmother when she tried to intervene. He fought with Ellen and was also knocked unconscious, only to wake up with a confession note in his pocket. 

His memories were clear, and despite his long-standing love for Ellen, he couldn’t deny what had happened. 

Now, he hated her, and he was training almost as much as Amber so he could find Ellen someday and take her down. He’d won in his own tier for Fight Club. 

As for Madeline, her telepathic abilities added a compelling layer of evidence against Ellen. Madeline had vivid memories of discussing her suspicions with Timmy, and these memories were immutable—they couldn’t be tampered with as she was telepathic. 

Meanwhile, Timmy was grappling with the sense of betrayal, juggling between schoolwork and the lessons Mack and Madeline taught him about the intricacies of sigils and runes while keeping a watchful eye for any potential signs of Ellen. 

Despite the passage of time, the wounds inflicted by Ellen’s treachery remained raw and painful for all of us. We had all been eager to lend a hand in the search for Ellen, but the school faculty was adamant about us completing the academic year and embarking on the search during our holidays. 

However, since Timmy was Ellen’s brother and excelling in his studies, the administration allowed him to shuttle between school and the search mission on the condition that Mack’s and Amber’s mothers ensured his safety and he maintained his academic performance. 

To my surprise, even Timmy’s parents had agreed to this arrangement. They were devastated by Ellen’s disloyalty and were determined to do everything in their power to retrieve both her and Charlene. They placed their trust in Timmy because he was with Mack, Madeline, Patricia, and Bernice. 

Though she’d proved herself trustworthy, Mack, Patricia, Bernice, and Madeline were insistent we keep it all secret from Mrs. Carling, Ellen’s grandma, but I wasn’t sure why. 

We respected that since they were leading us. My assumption was that the reason they were keeping things hush-hush was to prevent anyone outside of Yooper and Hornora from discovering what was going on. 

Moreover, since Mrs. Carling was deeply involved in the matter, being Ellen’s grandmother, it was imperative that she refrained from forcing any visions. It was crucial to keep her and Mrs. Boondock relaxed when it came to their vision so they could gain insight into Ellen’s whereabouts. 

Amber came over to help me, holding a hand out once she removed the elements. 

“I think you have it in the bag this year,” I told her once I was on my feet. “I think you’ll win the league for our province at least. Maybe you’ll make it to the leagues for all of Acerterra.” 

“It’s not about that, Michael,” she responded, but she finally gave me a small smile as I took her hand. “It’s a bonus if I do; I won’t lie and say I don’t want it. All this is to get Charlene back, and who knows what else Ellen is hiding from us? She fooled us all, and it could be us taken too. She had so many chances. At night, I often think about how she could have had us all years ago.” 

“I mean, she tried,” I reminded her. “It’s all her fault the Campbells lost their home, and she’s the one who told them you were meeting Bernice. She was a double agent, and she had to make it seem like she was on our side.” 

“I still don’t want to think she’s evil, though. She said it wasn’t the same as Rachel’s circumstances, but maybe she’s lying,” Amber said. 

“We’ve been over this,” I reminded her, thinking back to Ellen’s confession letter. 

The magic on the letter was checked by many people. She hadn’t been coerced with a spell into writing it. 

She also took great pains to emphasize that she was not being manipulated. According to her account, the blond couple had approached her during the summer before her enrolment at Foothills, and they’d enticed her with promises of powers beyond her wildest dreams. 

She declared, without any remorse, that she did not care about the well-being of her family members, especially Timmy, who had been a thorn in her side ever since he was a toddler. 

She’d only befriended Amber because Rachel had failed to on the bus. It helped Ellen was already friends with Ben, which allowed her to get closer to all of us, who were also targets of her scheme. 

She manipulated us all with the ultimate goal of becoming one of the most powerful individuals in Acerterra’s history. Her plan was to eliminate Charlene, believing that it would secure her the position of the future queen. It was difficult for me to come to terms with the situation as well, even though I wasn’t as close to her as Amber, Mason, and Ben were. 

I had developed a crush on her from the moment we met, but that infatuation vanished once the truth was exposed. It was unsettling to think that she may have used her physical appearance to manipulate and ensnare guys. 

At times, I couldn’t help but wonder if she was a siren, similar to Denver, although Denver was nowhere near as manipulative as her. 

“I know, Michael, I just… she was the main reason I got confidence in the first place. Jared has helped, but she was the first person who wanted me around, and it turns out it was all to betray me, to betray us.” 

“Maybe it’s not the same, but I wanted you around when we first met. I get it, believe me. It would be the same if Ben or Jared did it to me. They feel like my brothers the way the Campbells do with you. And she was truly my first crush. There were other girls I noticed before her, but I honestly think she’s a siren.” 

Amber shrugged as we left the portal room. 

“I’ve often wondered that, too, but she is naturally very pretty. It can’t all be from her doing something.” 

“So are you, the Andrews sisters, and many other girls in this school, but no one falls over themselves for any of you. It was always Ellen they acted that way with.” 

Ever since the truth had come out, I’d thought about that. Ellen was gorgeous, but there were other girls who were just as pretty. Charlene and Delilah were better-looking, and they were princesses! People didn’t fawn over them as much as they did with Ellen. 

Hardly anyone paid attention to Lydia or Tara, who were just as attractive.

“Well, if I’m not willing to leave Jared for my moon mate, I think they know it’s a lost cause. Jared and I have been together since the start of JS Year One. Besides, no one truly noticed me until this year. People only just stopped telling me I was ugly a year ago. I know guys like Denver had crushes on me, but I’ve heard their gross, perverted comments lately. They just try hard to make sure Jared doesn’t hear it.” 

“Which is why I think Ellen was doing something. She’s not the only pretty girl in this school,” I said. “I know it’s hard to accept; we’ve all been struggling, but she played us all. We all know she hated Charlene from the start. If it was anyone else working with her, they would have grabbed more kids like they did last time. Why not you, me, and Ben? Why not Jared or Mason? The fact she only took Charlene and left Sam and her grandmother behind is telling.” 

We’d all made arrangements to meet up with Mack and the others that night and throughout the holidays. We wanted to make some real plans, and I was aware that Ben and Amber were working on a confidential project to establish two portals—one in the Mortal Realm and the other in the Fae Realm—to the Shapeshifter Realm. 

Our parents were kept entirely in the dark about it. Only Yooper and Hornora were privy to this information, as they were concerned that Ellen might be collaborating with someone still present at the school. 

Considering Ellen lacked wand magic, it was evident that someone else had employed wand-wielding magic to pull them through the portal. But how did she leave with Charlene without anyone noticing? 

Neither girl could teleport, so she must have had help. The incident resulted in a comprehensive investigation, with Timmy placing the blame on himself for them all getting sucked through with his sigil and rune magic. 

However, it was concluded that the spell had been cast before the portal was opened, and it was unrelated to the three of them. But there was still a possibility that Ellen had been concealing her wand-wielding abilities. 

After all, she already had mermaid and seer powers; it was possible she had acquired wand-wielding abilities too. 

“I think it will be easier once we get home, and I don’t have to see her side of the room all the time. It helps a lot since Sierra moved in, but I have so many memories of her being there,” Amber said.

Even though Sierra was a Fire student, they’d let her move in with Amber, who had a hard time staying in the dorm alone. They didn’t see the point in Sierra living in a dorm for three people alone, and they knew Amber was struggling, so they made an exception since Sierra would be gone in a year and a half anyway. 

When news of Ellen’s betrayal broke out, her parents arrived and took her belongings with them. Amber was affected by the emptiness that Ellen’s departure left, prompting Sierra to offer to move in with her sister right away. 

We were all surprised when Hornora did not object to the request, but no one else seemed to mind. If they did, they kept it to themselves. Amber mentioned that she felt a stronger bond with Sierra due to this, and it seemed that Sierra felt the same way. 

Our end of this term was finally here, and even though it wasn’t technically over until the next day, Hornora granted us permission to leave that very night. It didn’t matter much as no one would notice our absence, and Mack and Madeline were firm on us leaving that night to avoid Mrs. Carling, who was in a meeting at the time. 

As we made our way towards the exit doors that would take us in the direction of Water Territory, we were surprised to find all of them already waiting for us there. 

“Come on, Mrs. Boondock thinks we need to leave right now. She’s waiting for us by the portal,” Justin said when we reached them. He handed Amber her bag. 

“Why?” Amber asked, taking it as Ben handed me the blue one I’d packed earlier that day. “Since when is she in the know?” 

“Don’t know, but she came to me after classes today and told me it was urgent,” Carly responded. “Maybe she saw something about Ellen. She had a vision of us all rushing through the portal. They’re putting everyone else under lock down once we are gone. She said it’s important we go right now. So let’s not waste time. Maybe Ellen is planning an attack.” 

“Who else knows?” I asked, surprised. “She wasn’t supposed to know. They put spells on both of them so they wouldn’t get visions of the portal or Foothills. What if it’s a trap?” 

Carly nodded and responded in a low voice. “I wondered, too, so I wrote to Madeline and Mack. They said to listen to her and come through as soon as we found everyone. We’ve just been waiting for you two. So let’s stop talking and just go. If it’s a trap, which I don’t think it is, we will fight her, but I don’t think it is.” 

“That still doesn’t explain how she got a vision of the portal, though,” Amber said. 

But despite my concerns, we proceeded to the portal. We didn’t need anyone else taken, and even if Mrs. Boondock was indeed Ellen’s ally, I was confident that we had enough power to overcome any obstacles. 

However, I couldn’t shake off the feeling of unease, knowing that she had a vision of the portal. It meant that the spell’s protection had weakened, making it vulnerable. We had been using the portal for months without raising any suspicions, and it was crucial for our training and finding more descendants. 

The fact that Mrs. Boondock had a vision didn’t sit well with me. But my worries dissipated when we arrived at the door beneath the stairs and were met by Mack and Madeline, who quickly ushered us through the portal to Ian’s.
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The moment we arrived at Ian’s, Carly turned to Mrs. Boondock, who was already there.

“Okay, explain. You’re not supposed to know or have visions about that portal!”

“Sit down. We will explain everything,” Bernice said.

Ian’s living room was cozy, and surprisingly, all of us managed to find a spot to sit. I ended up with Hank and Stan on the couch while the others settled in different spots. Eventually, only Bernice, Patricia, Mack, and Madeline remained standing.

“We never put the spell on her, and we told her about the portal shortly after Ellen did what she did,” Patricia said. “We needed another seer watching it just in case anyone, even if an innocent student, found it, but we don’t fully trust Mrs. Carling, so we told Leanne instead. We screened her first, and you can trust her. Our seer mainly gets visions in emergencies. He isn’t a powerful seer and misses a lot. He’s less powerful than what Ellen should be at her age. He hasn’t had any vision for tonight, but Boondock did.”

“But why can’t you trust my grandma?” Timmy asked. “You still won’t tell me why. I know Ellen shocked us, but Grandma was crying for days because she didn’t see it coming. She thought she would, and we spent a lot of time together alone. If she was suspicious, she could have taken me or any of these guys. She was alone with Ben and Amber last week and many times before. You said they want them more than ever.”

“And I saw Ellen take her out,” Sam spoke up.

“We think all of our memories were tampered with,” Madeline said.

Amber, who was sitting in Jared’s lap nearby, looked at her with confusion. 

“But you said telepathic memories can’t be tampered with when we first met. Who would do it to you? You guys have been here ever since you found us,” she said.

“It had to be a powerful wand wielder,” Madeline said. “My memories shouldn’t be able to get erased by anyone, and I haven’t left this house much, even to find other descendants in case they have people looking for me, but ever since the day after the news about Ellen came out, I’ve felt funny. The last thing I remember was the four of us sitting here, talking and then Timmy came through the portal to tell us, but it wasn’t just him. Someone else was with him, and he struggled to bring this person through, which meant they were untrustworthy. It’s why I asked you and Ben to put more powerful safety spells up after the fact and for no one outside of Hornora and Yooper to know. We kicked out whoever it was back through the portal because they fought us, but they did something to make us forget. There was a huge flash of blinding light, but I can’t remember who came with him. My memories have been coming back lately, and I’ve had a small memory of Timmy and me worrying Mrs. Carling was involved since that day. It’s why we’ve insisted the spell be put on her and for none of you to say anything.”

“So you think she and Ellen are working together?” Ernie asked, and Madeline shrugged.

“I don’t know. I won’t know until my memories are restored, and they’re taking months this time.”

“I’m not involved, and Madeline has checked my memories,” Timmy said quickly to the room at large. “I don’t even remember coming through the portal to tell them about Ellen.”

“That’s why we think someone did something,” Madeline said. “Don’t worry, you’re good, but these three don’t remember that either. Only I do.”

“But why wouldn’t this person take you guys?” I asked. “You’re as wanted as us, and if it was Mrs. Carling, she knows where the portal is then and could have caught us at any time.”

Madeline sighed. “As I said, Michael, we all fought whoever it was, and when we pushed the person through the portal, I used a mirror spell with a sigil I drew so their spell would hit them, too. Whoever it was would have forgotten minutes after. Besides, the fae have their own memory spells, and Hornora and Yooper placed it on her just in case it was her.”

“But I thought memories shouldn’t be tampered with,” Ben said. “Didn’t you tell us that?” He asked Bernice, who nodded.

“The spells the fae use are safe, and they mainly use them to make you forget about the obstacle courses or make mortals forget magic. They’re basic memory spells. Those are fine and harmless. Back then, I didn’t have time to go into detail because your little friend betrayed us. It depends on the spell and the magic used. The ones put on Patricia and me shouldn’t have been used, and whatever spell this person put on the whole school and us is the bad kind. If it has messed with Madeline, it shouldn’t have been used because it’s dangerous and can backfire. Only certain wand wielder magic and dark magic are dangerous to use on a person’s mind. There are some basic spells that are okay, but they wear off eventually. The spells placed on us weren’t basic.”

Everyone fell quiet as we thought this over. If I had to be honest, I’d felt funny since that day, too. But because of Ellen’s betrayal, I hadn’t given it much thought because I was too focused on that, but at times, I thought my mind felt hazy about the events of that day.

“But before we say anything else, I want to screen all of you. I doubt we have to worry about any of you, but we have to be safe,” Madeline said. “And I still think Ellen was set up, but that’s a conversation for later. Do I have all of your permissions to check your memories?”

I quickly consented as I had nothing to hide, but to my surprise, the others did the same without hesitation. 

Madeline then moved around the room, taking each person’s hands in turn. She spent only a few minutes with each of us before moving on to the next person. I couldn’t help feeling nervous when she reached me, wondering what she might see. 

I hoped she wouldn’t see anything about Shelly and me and what we got up to the other night when we snuck into town, but she didn’t say anything even if she did. She simply nodded before moving on to the next person.

“Well, you’re all good,” she said after she finished with Ben. “But I see signs of memories being tampered with in all of you, especially you,” she said, turning to Sam. “Yours is the most prominent out of all of them. Tell us again exactly what you saw that day.”

Sam looked around at all of us and then took a deep breath. 

“As I’ve said millions of times,” he responded, exasperated. “Charlene and I were walking down the hall on the top floor near the Divination classroom when we bumped into Ellen. She started a fight with Charlene, and her grandmother stepped out of the Divination room to see what was going on. And Ellen was… well, she went nuts on Charlene. It wasn’t like in Fight Club; she wanted to hurt her because she was jealous and wanted to be the future queen, and so we tried to stop her, but Ellen knocked her grandma out and then attacked me. We woke up in the hall outside the Divination room, and Charlene and Ellen were gone. I found the confession letter in my pocket, and you know the rest.”

Madeline listened and nodded, though she had heard the story many times before. As Sam had said, he’d retold the events many times, reminding us of how everyone, including the guards and the police, had questioned him about it.

We all knew the story of how Ellen had a burning desire to become the most powerful fae in Acerterra, and the only way to achieve that was by betraying Charlene and the rest of us. 

Ellen had sold us out for her own protection, and the promise of power, and it was a betrayal we would never forget.

“I don’t think that is what happened. The problem is, the spell on you is strong, and I’m scared if any of us tries to retrieve your memories, it could hurt you. Ben and Amber are lucky they didn’t hurt these two, three years ago,” she nodded toward Bernice and Patricia, “but I think the spell on all of us is much stronger, and I’m worried if we try to get them back right now, it will hurt us. Which means we have no proof. So we might have to risk it eventually anyway.”

“But we were thirteen when we got their memories back, and it was our first time. It was easy for us to do it back then,” Amber said. “If we didn’t hurt them, then we could try again. Let’s try-”

Bernice put her hand up with her palm facing Amber, who stopped speaking.

“And we agree with that, but only if we can’t find a qualified wand wielder, and not until you two have practised with basic memory charms with wands. I shouldn’t have let you do it back then, but I felt deep down you were right about my sons, Amber,” Bernice said. “I didn’t care, and I was selfish that night because I wanted my boys. The problem is, whoever put this spell on us used wand magic, meaning you two need to do it with wand magic. Not fae or dark magic because it will surely hurt all of us. I think you two did it because of adrenaline and instinct, just like with your first portal, but I don’t think you should rely on that again. I didn’t care about myself back then, but I do care if a bunch of children are damaged.”

“But what do you think actually happened then?” Sam asked. “Because I feel strongly it was Ellen who did it. She hated Charlene from the start. We all know that! She’s never kept that secret, but Charlene never cared. I know I was spared because of Ellen, but Charlene wasn’t.”

Madeline stepped forward, gazing at him.

“I didn’t dig too deep because, as I said, it’s risky, but I saw you and Charlene tied up in vines and alone in the classroom. No one else was there, but it disappeared before I could see more. Do you recall that at all, Sam?” Madeline asked.

But Sam shook his head with a baffled expression on his face.

“I told you what I remember,” he responded. “That’s all I remember. I don’t remember us being tied up or even in that classroom. I’ve never been in that classroom because I don’t take Divination.”

“And that’s why your story has red flags,” Mrs. Boondock spoke up. “Because I believe my memories were tampered with too-”

“They were,” Madeline quickly said, but Mrs. Boondock continued as if she hadn’t.

“I saw a vision earlier that day of you and Charlene tied up alone in my classroom, but then, for some reason, I was looking for one of my senior students suddenly instead. I swear I’d gone to Mrs. Carling about my vision. The next day, one of my first-period students found the word ‘help’ spelled out in vines in the desk Mason sits at, and then in the second period, Mason found a bracelet he gave Ellen in the desk, which he swore he saw her wearing the day before. Remember, he was the last person to see her before Sam and her grandmother?”

Mason stared off into the distance, likely replaying the memory of the last time he had seen Ellen. It was the day she stormed off after a heated argument with him, and none of us had seen or heard from her until the fateful attack on Sam and her grandmother, where she had taken Charlene.

“So either the two of them were in on it together, or Ellen is a victim too. But everyone has dismissed me when I bring it up because Mrs. Carling said she put Ellen’s bracelet there in case Ellen took her too.” Mrs. Boondock continued.

“What?” Sam asked. “But that wouldn’t add up to my memory! Unless she thought we were in danger before then. She was in the classroom when Ellen attacked Charlene. For all she knew, they were just fighting. Why would she think Ellen would take her at that point? How did she get the bracelet in the first place? Ellen didn’t say she was jealous of Charlene until her grandmother tried to stop her.”

“Exactly,” Mrs. Boondock said. “Ever since then, I’ve been doing everything I can to ensure Mrs. Carling is kept in the dark. Hornora and Yooper trust me more than her. I think they see the red flags, too, but we can’t know for sure with everyone’s memories tampered with and no proof of it. I just think she’s guilty, and if they attack tonight, maybe we will know. Whether Ellen is involved, it’s hard to say. For all we know, she’s an innocent victim or has been helping.”

“I still say she’s innocent,” Madeline said. “Come on. She’s a sixteen-year-old with a bright future ahead of her. She’s already powerful. What else can they offer her? You’ve all said she showed no signs whatsoever.”

“But you’ve seen memories of us trying to keep it from her, too,” Patricia said. “Why would we keep it from her if we didn’t suspect her?”

“Because Ellen gets stressed about that kind of stuff, and she’s not supposed to force visions because she can hinder herself,” Timmy replied.

Ben let out a frustrated sigh. “What the hell are we supposed to believe then? Was it just Ellen, both of them or just Mrs. Carling?” He demanded, looking around the room.

“As much as I hate to say it because I think Ellen is innocent, we have to suspect them both,” Mack answered.

Bernice spoke next. “Which is why the teachers are going to let them all break into the school tonight. Hornora and Yooper have been working on a safe portal room in the grounds for this very moment. The students should all be safe in it right now, and Mrs. Carling should not be able to get any visions at Foothills, and she can’t get any about you while you’re all here. If they go, they’re going in blindly, and we think they’ll go to all your dorms to search for you, mainly because when he gets the silent alert, Hornora will make a fake announcement for everyone to go to their dorms. They won’t say why, they’ll just tell them to go to their dorms to get ready for home. In the meantime, the students will be safe in the portal. Now, that may seem suspicious, but we don’t think they’ll suspect traps will be waiting for them in any dorm they enter.”

“For now, we wait. Maybe Ellen will be with them, although I don’t think they’ll take that risk, but I know I saw Mrs. Carling fighting someone. So we will see,” Mrs. Boondock said.

I closed my eyes and attempted to retrieve my memories from that day. We were wrapping up classes, and I had asked Mason if he had seen Ellen because she had been missing classes since Ben, Amber, and Timmy had been sucked through the portal. 

However, Ernie approached us to inform us that Ben and Amber had returned and were waiting for us in the Sun Beach portal.

After reuniting with Ben and Amber, we all went back to Amber’s dorm to catch up on everything. However, Ellen had been in one of her usual moods, and we decided to leave her alone.

Everything after that moment was a blur. I couldn’t recall the details of our conversation or why Ellen was even upset. Even Amber and Ben were confused about what they had been doing before then. 

It wasn’t until we arrived in the Shifter Realm that Amber and Ben remembered meeting some allies while they were here. Timmy even admitted that he had forgotten about it at first.

They’d encountered some friendly wolves who had offered their aid, and Amber and Ben couldn’t recall any of that. We were all perplexed about how such a significant event could have been forgotten. My attention was drawn to Ben, who had recently begun a relationship with a girl named Regina from the pack.

“Have you and Regina talked about the day you met? Did she find it weird you forgot?”

“We talked a little about it,” Ben responded. “The most we said about it was that it was odd I’d forgotten them, but we couldn’t come to any conclusions, so we’d moved on. We’ve only been seeing each other for a month, so we don’t talk about that at all. The only time we mentioned it was when we were all together talking to the wolves when they reminded us.”

Ben hadn’t even considered her as a romantic prospect back then, but as we continued to visit the shifter world, Regina kept talking to him. Her mate had also rejected her, so she understood how he felt. 

Gradually, they became close, and their friendship turned into a relationship. Ben seemed genuinely happy for the first time since Amber became his moon mate.

He walked around with a constant smile, often gushing about Regina and the fun they had together. It seemed like they kept their conversations light, avoiding the topic of Ellen. 

It was a subject we all tried to avoid, as it was a painful reminder of her betrayal. We hadn’t discussed it in depth for days, but today felt different - like we needed to revisit it and find some sort of closure.

“Why?” He asked.

“I just think you should talk to her and find out exactly what you all talked about,” I told him. “We need to figure out what we are missing. We can’t leave any stone unturned.”

“The three of us can do that tomorrow,” Timmy said. “It would be best if everyone who was there, is there.”

“Hopefully, they’ll both get themselves caught tonight, and we won’t have to worry about that,” Sam spoke up. “Then we can get my sister back.”

“Okay, but let’s say Ellen is innocent, and she’s there?” Timmy asked.

“Ellen is a priority because she’s wanted for taking Charlene, so if she goes, she’ll be caught before any of them,” Mrs. Boondock answered.

“Which means they won’t risk taking her whether she’s innocent or not,” Ben said.

“And Mrs. Carling could be innocent,” Bernice said. “We won’t know unless they attack tonight, but she could have returned from her meeting to help.”

I let out a deep sigh of frustration, feeling like we were hitting a dead end. My mind kept wandering back to the possibility of believing in Ellen’s innocence, especially after hearing about the vines spelling out ‘help’ that were found in Mason’s desk.

It was news to me, and while I was aware of the bracelet, Mason had even questioned why Ellen had discarded it in such a way. I shut my eyes tightly, feeling overwhelmed by the conflicting information. What were we supposed to believe? The uncertainty of it all made me uneasy.
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At times, it felt as if I had been transported into a different reality altogether. I had come to terms with the fact that I was a portal opener and possessed more power with Amber, but the initial shock had long faded away. 

Most people had moved on with their lives, as we hadn’t been attacked in so long. Despite the occasional news articles and online speculations about whether we would open permanent portals soon, the initial excitement had dwindled, and even our peers at school didn’t seem to regard us as important anymore.

We’d just been a good group of friends who had fun together for the past couple of years instead of kids getting incredible powers not seen in thousands of years. But everything changed when we started Year Four. Suddenly, my infatuation with Sheila seemed insignificant compared to the fact that I was now mated to Amber, a girl I could never be with.

Then, in the blink of an eye, Amber and I were transported through a portal, and when we returned, everything was different. Ellen had confessed to being a double agent, working against us all along in exchange for promises of power and fame. 

She had even taken Charlene, whom she had insulted when they first met, with her as a pawn in her plan to become the next Queen of Acerterra. It was a shocking turn of events that shattered our sense of security and trust in each other.

The most distressing aspect was her pretense that her insult was a mistake when in reality, she had likely been plotting to murder Charlene from the very beginning. 

It was difficult to fathom how I had missed so many red flags. She’d been a constant presence in my life since the age of six, and I had considered her to be like a sister to me. Yet, all this time, she had been manipulating us. I couldn’t help but wonder when she had changed. What had prompted her to become so power-hungry?

There was a time when she was just glad she had powers, so why did she suddenly want to be a queen? I supposed it made sense why she was upset to lose Cheer Captain to Amber. It was all about being in control. 

At least, those had been my thoughts until more information came out. If I’d known all along that Mrs. Boondock had seen a vision of Sam and Charlene tied up or that they’d found the word ‘help,’ I might have been more suspicious of their stories.

But now, the more I thought about it, the more concerned I was that she was innocent. But I couldn’t figure out how, considering they’d tested the magic on Sam and her grandmother. 

It was Ellen’s magic used to trap them in the elements, and no one had used a spell to control her. Had they staged the whole thing so Mrs. Carling could keep an eye on things? 

The whole situation was overwhelming, and it was frustrating to realize that my memories had been tampered with. It seemed like a fog had settled over my mind, clouding my recollections of our first time here. Despite the chaos around me, the only positive thing in my life lately was Regina.

I never expected to be in a relationship with her, but we were both in the same boat. Her mate was already with someone else when they discovered they were moon mates; in her case, it was her lifelong best friend. 

She had chosen to sacrifice her own happiness for the sake of her friend’s relationship, and her selflessness made me reconsider my own situation. While my lust for Amber still burned deep, having Regina by my side helped dilute the pain. She understood my struggles, so I didn’t have to worry about her getting jealous.

“But we have to make sure we aren’t using each other as crutches,” she’d said from the start, and I wholeheartedly agreed with that. 

Despite our mutual attraction, we were determined to build a genuine connection and not just use each other to fill the void left by our unattainable moon mates.

As our relationship grew, I found myself thinking about Amber less and less and focusing more on Regina. It was a good sign, and I cherished the time we spent together. 

However, my thoughts were interrupted as Hornora and Yooper suddenly appeared through the portal during breakfast. We hadn’t heard back from them since the night before, and their unexpected visit signalled that something important had happened.

Mr. Hornora looked at us all before speaking. 

“They went there last night, and thankfully, all the kids were in the portal, where they remain until the official end of the term in a few hours. It wasn’t anyone we recognized, but Mrs. Carling did turn up, and she was seen fighting them. They’ve cleared her, but—” and he paused, and Yooper continued for him.

“She tampered with our memories again. She was fighting them, but then several of us saw her talking to a group of them near Amber’s and Sierra’s dorm. They saw us, and she took out a wand and cast a spell that blinded us momentarily, but I dove into the water. I didn’t get the full effect of it. I only forgot what they were talking about, but not that they were talking.”

“So that should be damning enough, you remember, but the others don’t,” Madeline spoke up.

“That’s what we were hoping for, but the problem is they don’t know what to think when we all tell different stories. I think they’re planning to out you two,” Hornora added, looking at Ernie and Mason. “I think I heard that, but like Yooper, I ducked, and not all of my memories were erased, and I think she knows it. She might use that against us. They’ll say that we’ve been protecting these boys, and she was only trying to get rid of them so they don’t pull an Ellen. The two of us will look bad, not her. She’s determined to protect her spot there.”

“What if Ellen saw something that made her grandmother get rid of her then?” Amber asked. “What if she’s been innocent this whole time?”

“We’ve been wondering that too, even more since last night,” Hornora said. “I’ve thought from the start it was out of character for Ellen, but if it’s true, Mrs. Carling is going after anyone who stands in her way, which includes everyone in this room.”

“Which brings us to the main reason we are here,” Yooper said, his eyes falling on me and then Amber. “You two need to get permanent public portals open from here to the Mortal Realm and our realm, and you must do it today. Then, we have to announce it to all three realms. It’s the only way to protect us all and ensure our spots at Foothills because there will be speculation over the holidays about the attack. You know Mr. Hornora was on probation for a year, and they all know we have become close because of you guys. Everyone also knows you put two families in danger, but it will be worse if it gets out that one of them was a dark magic wielder family whom we’ve invited to Foothills. If they sell more of you out, people will lose trust in all of us, but if we get those portals open, it will show we are trying to stop these people. I think they’re trying to weaken us from inside the school by going after our jobs and all of you, who people know are powerful. The public will want changes at Foothills, and we’d likely have to go into hiding. They’ll get more of their people in there. I think they’re getting ready to start the wars, and without Ellen to warn us, we can’t know for sure.”

“Can’t you just fire her?” Jared asked, which was what I was thinking. “You two are now witnesses; you know she was involved with Charlene’s kidnapping. We should have realized months ago she was in on it, too. I still don’t know about Ellen, but we need to save her if she’s innocent. I’m still going back and forth, but I want to believe she’s innocent.”

“Kiddo, if it were that easy, we wouldn’t be forcing something on Ben and Amber they’re nowhere near ready for. Come on, to the world, she’s a little old lady who got attacked by her granddaughter when she tried to save the future queen, and now we fire her after she was seen protecting the students. It will look like Yooper, and I are against her, and you were all close to Ellen. Without proof, we can’t do anything. Sam told the world what he saw.”

“But now I don’t know what I saw,” Sam responded with frustration, hitting the arms of his chair in the process. “Maybe Ellen is innocent, maybe she’s not, but if she is innocent, I’ve made the whole world hate her! Last night, I lay awake thinking and trying to remember, and I’ve always known she did something to spare me. But I obviously have no idea what. On the chance she’s innocent, what if she took my place?”

“Or she caught her grandmother with you two,” Delilah spoke up. “Maybe she asked to go instead, and Charlene begged to go. Charlene would let herself be taken before Sam and me. Maybe she wanted the three of us, and Ellen caught her. She stormed off after you two fought, right?” She added to Mason, who nodded.

“Well, that’s what I remember,” he told her, sighing. “My memories were tampered with, too. I remember we got in a shouting match because she said Amber is not my real sister, and she ran off after dumping me. She always went to her grandma when she was upset about something, so maybe she caught her in the act, and she was taken instead.”

I gulped, feeling anxious, wondering if that was the true story. What the hell had actually happened the day Ellen and Charlene left? I put my face into my hands, trying to clear my head.

I heard a scraping sound as someone stood up.

“Fine, we will do it,” I heard Amber say, and I looked up. “Getting the portal open from here was easy. I don’t think opening two more will be hard for us to handle, and I think we should open a more permanent and known one from this one to the sigil one, too, as well as the others eventually. It’s not like it was three years ago. Believe me, we can get them open.”

“Oh, we know you’re more than capable of getting them open now. You two are strong enough, especially together, and now we know you just need to know each realm’s spells. No, I mean everyone, not just in this realm, our realm and the magical folk in the Mortal Realm will know. Word will spread to all eight realms; you’re about to go down in history as the ones who connected the realms, and the portals will be guarded. But so will you two, which means Foothills will be, and since Mr. Yooper and I will be with you when you do it, it will ensure our spots.”

“You’re about to become a hundred times more famous than we are,” Sam said. “You think your life is different now? Just wait. It’s not easy to deal with, especially for you, Amber. You hate the attention you’ve been getting from all this; it’s about to get ten times worse.”

Amber shrugged. “I don’t care. I can handle it. I no longer believe Ellen did anything wrong. I’ve never wanted to believe it. She’s my best friend, and I will do anything to clear her name and get her back. I’m sick of hiding on the sidelines. It’s time to show everyone what we’re capable of. Ellen would do it for us, and we need to do it for her. Let’s get as many portals open as possible. If they are ready to start a war, let’s be ready for them.”

Her determination was contagious, and I found myself nodding in agreement. It wasn’t just about Ellen’s innocence but the safety of everyone in the room, Regina, and countless other innocents. 

The enemy wanted us to be sitting ducks, but we couldn’t allow that. Opening more portals would allow us to build an army, and as much as I yearned to go back to being unnoticed, I had to admit that our newfound fame would help us amass an army quickly. 

The wolf pack and some of the dragons we’d encountered were evidence of that.

“Ok, let’s do it,” I said, standing up as well. “They want a war; let’s give them a war, and if they framed Ellen, it will be even worse for them.”
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Guided by Mack and Ian’s coordinates, Mr. Yooper and Mr. Hornora led us to an abandoned warehouse in the Shifter Realm that served as a temporary hideout. But we knew that it was about to be transformed into something much greater.

As we settled into the old warehouse, the rest of our group dispersed to gather support from our allies among the wolves and dragons. It was clear that honesty was the best policy, so we had decided to come clean about the situation and our need for more help.

Meanwhile, Mack worked his connections in the Wand Wielder Realm to acquire wands and recruit more allies. 

It was time for the truth to be known - eight realms existed, and even the Dark Magic Wielder Realm had innocent inhabitants. We hoped that spreading this message would gain more support and ultimately save innocent lives.

We had to be cautious and not reveal too much about the war to too many people. However, with the revelation about the existence of eight realms, it would be easier to gain the attention of all eight and hopefully discover Ellen’s whereabouts. Nevertheless, we still had to remain wary of her. If people found out she kidnapped a future queen, they would take the situation even more seriously.

“Don’t expect people to believe the dark magic wielders are innocent right away; people tend to hang onto to their prejudices, but I’m thinking you can try to connect all of us by the summer. By that point, they’ll have no choice but to believe it because they’ll have access to their realm to see for themselves. Mack says most of them want that prejudice off them. They’ve managed to clean out some of their governments from the immortals’ influence,” Mr. Hornora said. “Once word gets out, you’ll always have protection on you, and I think they’ll be our biggest allies.”

“And are we sure no one will be waiting for us on the other side?” Amber asked as she took my hand, both of us ignoring the feelings it gave us whenever we touched.

“Patricia and Bernice promised people are watching,” Yooper responded. “But if there are enemies, we want you two to run. We will take care of them. I don’t know if you know it by now, but I’ll die for you kids to keep you safe.”

I pushed aside any worries for the time being and shifted my focus to the task at hand. Our priority was to open safe portals, not to dwell on potential dangers that lay ahead. 

I gently squeezed Amber’s hand to communicate this, and she seemed to understand. 

Together, we approached the wall that we would turn into a portal leading back to our world. The process was almost effortless this time, and I felt satisfied as the wall lit up in a brilliant shade of blue.

Mr. Hornora, eagerly anticipating this moment for so long, let out an exuberant cheer, and I couldn’t help but join in with a smile. Amber’s expression mirrored my own as we successfully made the portal safe.

“Are you ready to go through?” she asked, turning to them once we’d put all the spells up.

“We will go first, just in case, and remember to run if there is danger on the other side,” Mr. Hornora said.

Fortunately, our worries proved unfounded as we were able to navigate in and out without any trouble. Despite my attempts to push my concerns to the back of my mind, they lingered there like a persistent itch. 

Nonetheless, we were able to make it back to the Shapeshifter Realm unscathed and begin preparations to open a portal to the mortal world.

To our surprise, opening the portal to the Mortal Realm was even easier than the previous one.

“Well, kids, are you ready for your lives to change?” Hornora asked.

“Shouldn’t we try to get more open first?” Amber asked.

“I want to know you two are safe opening them,” Yooper answered. “Once word gets out about these two portals, you’ll be offered protection in all eight realms. I’m paranoid; let’s just get you to your parents so we can tell the world. At least if you’re sucked through another portal, people will want to help you.”
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My stomach grumbled loudly, but I pushed the plate of food toward Charlene. Her strength was crucial, and I had vowed to keep her safe from the moment we were thrown into this dungeon cell.

“Are you ever going to eat?” she asked, eyeing the food I’d pushed over to her.

“You’re more important,” I insisted, as I always did when she fought this.

“I think it’s more important that we are both strong. You know I’m not leaving without you, right? You saved my brother and sister. I have not forgotten.”

I sighed and glanced at her. “I think they’ll take you back soon. They want to make a deal with your family. They’re going to make it seem like they saved you from me. They’ll erase your memories.”

“No one can erase my memories,” she whispered, and I looked at her, confused about how she knew that.

We took precautions to ensure we weren’t being overheard, although we doubted anyone was listening in. 

However, we kept our voices low, just in case. As far as I could tell, we were in an actual castle, but it only seemed to be intermittently active. Apart from the guards, it was just the two of us, and I had no idea which realm we were in.

We had ruled out the neutral realms due to the abundance of magic present, and from my previous experience in the Dark Magic Realm, I was certain we were not there or in the Fae Realm. This gave us the possibility of being in one of the remaining four realms.

I recalled Ben mentioning that the Wand Wielder Realm, the Shapeshifter Realm, and the Sorcerer Realm were the most suitable places to hide, so my best guess was that we were either in the Wand Wielder Realm or the Sorcerer Realm.

“What do you mean?” I hissed.

Charlene had been tutoring me in the language created by the triplets since day one, and it had become our way of communicating in case someone was eavesdropping. While it took me some time to learn, I eventually became proficient enough to hold conversations without speaking a word.

“I was given a potion when I was a baby that is not well known. Future kings or queens are given it, but it protects the mind from any intrusion.”

“Too bad it wasn’t given to Sam,” I muttered.

“No kidding, but it’s the best-kept secret in the royal family,” she whispered. “It’s been used since Acerterra has had a monarchy, and people are sworn in with blood magic. If they tell the secret, they die.”

I couldn’t deny that was harsh, but I understood their reasoning and couldn’t really blame them. After all, I was grateful for their precautions because if Charlene went home, my name could finally be cleared.

It was a heavy burden to bear, knowing that everyone, including my family and closest friends, believed that I had taken the future queen. 

I had written that letter with the firm belief that they would see through the falsehoods, but unfortunately, the memories of those who read it had been erased by the powerful magic of powerful wand wielders. To the rest of the world, I was the traitor who had betrayed Charlene and taken her away with the intention of becoming the future queen.

Sam had told the world I was responsible for it all, and of course, they believed him.

“I still find the whole thing unbelievable. Everyone knows Sam has been in love with you since you met. If you wanted to take me down, you’d have gone for him and killed me later. Besides, you saved my life years ago. Why would you do it now?”

“I’m sure they’ve thought of all that,” I answered. “They managed to make sure my family and friends hate me, so why wouldn’t they have come up with a good plan?”

Charlene didn’t say anything as we heard a door open in the distance and then approaching footsteps. It was rare anyone came down here other than to deliver food, and we’d just been given some not even an hour ago.

Moments later, Grandma appeared in front of the cell door.

“Well? Have you had any visions? Because they knew we were going there the other night to attack them, and they’ve doubled down on security, and your little friend Michael has been adopted by the Hoofers officially.”

“What are you talking about?” I snapped at her, and I swore she was vague on purpose at times. 

We hadn’t seen her for weeks, likely, though it was hard to know since time moved so slowly down here.

“You haven’t had any visions?” She sneered.

“No, my visions are watered down in this cell. The most I’ve seen is sometimes when they bring us food. You need to take off whatever you have on this cell or take me outside. I had a vision of Charlene tripping yesterday, but that’s it. So why don’t you tell me what you’re talking about so I know what to look for? Why does it matter if he’s been adopted anyway? We’ve known for months it was happening.”

The situation was beyond frustrating. My captors expected me to gather information about the world, but they made sure to strip me of my ability to use magic in this cell. Any visions I had were trivial, like the time I saw Charlene choke a little on her water. 

It was discouraging as I longed to see something about my friends and family, but nothing ever came through. It seemed like they were intentionally keeping me in the dark, unable to use my gifts to help myself or anyone else.

“We were hoping to get Michael before he was adopted, as well as your boy toy, but it didn’t work out. We don’t know if they were all forewarned since Boondock is out of town for the holidays and she has the same spells on her as I do or if their spells alerted them. But my cover could have been blown. You two didn’t do anything, did you?”

“How?” Charlene demanded. “You know, someday, you’re going to be in a cell like this, and I’ll be the one in charge. You’re going to regret this.”

“I’ve heard twins and triplets have connections,” Grandma responded.

“We can’t send messages in our minds if that’s what you mean,” Charlene snorted with laughter. “It doesn’t work like that. If I could, we wouldn’t be sitting down here still.”

“Maybe you’re losing your touch,” I said. “Maybe people are asking why I suddenly decided to kidnap Charlene.”

“Believe me; they’re not. If only you could hear the gossip about you, especially among your friends. Even Amber hates you now.”

She took pleasure in reminding me of that fact. While the betrayal was hard for all of them to swallow, it weighed particularly heavy on Mason. 

But what stung the most was knowing that Amber believed I had used our friendship to deceive her. 

For so long, she’d convinced herself that no one could genuinely care for her, and now, what thoughts were running through her mind about me? The realization that she would never forgive me or trust me again cut deep. After all, I had been the one who had helped her open up in the first place.

“Well, I hope it makes you feel better about yourself that you’ve hurt a child like that,” I snapped. “You know her history, and here you are, turning her against the first person who showed her that she deserves to be loved. I know you want your powers back, but don’t you feel guilty?”

“If I don’t feel guilty about you, why would I care about her, Ellen?” Grandma asked me. “I have no remorse for any of this. I had children because I had nothing else going for me. Did I expect to turn against them or my grandchildren? No. However, I’m the very first wand wielder in magical history, and I’m not going to die, especially now when we are about to accomplish what we’ve been trying for a long time. Immortals will finally be the ones in charge of all, even non-magical people.”

“It won’t work for you,” I snapped. “And I don’t need my powers to tell me that. Even if you kill many people, there will always be push back.”

If they hadn’t managed it ten thousand years ago, how could they expect to now? It was ridiculous.

“Well, lucky for you, I need you to see better, so once in a while, I’ll allow the two of you outside so you can get a vision. But if either of you try anything, I’ll go after Jerry, who is showing more signs every day that he has something. So every day, you’ll both get the chance of three hours, but if you blow it, Jerry and Anthony will be joining you down here.”

I glared at her, not understanding how she could be so callous. They were little boys, and they were her grandchildren!

“Something has changed,” Charlene suddenly said. “Why are we allowed outside after all this time?”

Grandma didn’t respond at first, and I glanced at Charlene, wondering if she was onto something. She’d told us both we wouldn’t see daylight for a very long time, even if she planned to release the princess at some point.

“Ben and Amber have opened permanent portals into the Shapeshifter Realm from both the Mortal and Fae realms. News broke out about it yesterday, and it’s spreading like wildfire in all the realms, but they also revealed the real number of realms out there. Those two are more protected now than ever, and so is Foothills. I can’t do anything without putting suspicion on me. So now you need to watch them for me, Ellen. And if you lie about what you see, soon you’ll be reunited with two of your brothers, and I’ll see about getting Delilah and Sam, too. They both trust me, so it won’t be hard to fool them the way I did you, Ellen.”

“You can’t! Ellen offered herself up for them. You’re going against your deal!” Charlene said. “Leave them all out of it.”

“I can’t do that anymore. Not now that the portal openers are the safest they’ve ever been. That extends to their friends and family, too. They’re trying to put it out there that dark magic wielders are innocent, too. So far, people are skeptical, but it won’t last if the dark magic wielders prove to be trustworthy. Their governments have been finding and kicking our people out. Because of the deal I made with Ellen to spare people, they’re all safe, so she needs to help us. Sam, Delilah, and everyone else are open season now. Hate to break it to you girls, but Ben and Amber have probably brought on the war prematurely. Now, you two need to do your part.”

“I’ll die before I do anything for you,” Charlene hissed.

I had to admit my initial observation of her had been wrong when we first met. I’d always thought she’d be a soft girl who relied on her status as the future queen, but she bit back, and she was brave.

“Which is why Jerry can take the hit for you,” Grandma told her.

“You are one sick woman, and I will bring back one of the ancient executions just for you! Only you!” Charlene exclaimed. “You touch a hair on any of those kids’ heads, and I’ll use the guillotine on you in front of everyone! Leave Ellen’s little brothers and sister out of it!”

Grandma just laughed and beckoned for us to follow her. “Just follow me, girls. I know you’re all talk. I’m not going to hurt the two of you. I’ll go after those you care about, and don’t forget, we can change people’s appearances with some spells. We can always send Rachel and Melanie out disguised as you two. Your family will lose the public’s trust, Charlene. The world already hates Ellen. We can do the same to you, too. How will that look if people think you’re working together? Your dad will get dethroned.”

Charlene shot a fiery glare in Grandma’s direction but remained silent. It was clear that Grandma understood the lengths we would go to protect our loved ones and used that to her advantage.

But why hadn’t my visions alerted me to this? Had I missed something? Despite my frustration, I knew I had to tread carefully and play her game. However, that didn’t mean I had to reveal everything I saw. I would only divulge enough information to earn her trust without giving away too much.
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As I stepped out into the open air, I finally felt like I could breathe again after what felt like an eternity. It was warm, but I didn’t care about the temperature. 

The sensation of fresh air and the feeling of the wind brushing against my skin was all that mattered at that moment.

While climbing the endless steps and navigating through the winding corridors, I’d silently pleaded with my visions to spare me from any revelations that could jeopardize my friends. 

I had no idea if visions would come, but if they did, I hoped they wouldn’t show me anything that could hurt them. They already thought I’d betrayed them; I wasn’t going to do it for real.

Part of me hoped the visions wouldn’t come at all, but the moment Charlene and I found a place on the grass to relax, the scene in front of me changed, and I could see Ben and Amber for the first time in so long. They were, as Grandma predicted, well protected by groups of people as they worked to open more portals.

But it wasn’t just them I saw; visions of my friends and family showed me they were safe for now, but even better, they were all questioning whether or not I was truly responsible or if I’d been set up. 

They hadn’t come to any concrete conclusions, but it was the best I could ask for, especially since Amber, Mack, and the girl they called Madeline seemed convinced Grandma had framed me. The others were getting there.

As I watched Jerry insist to my parents to remember I wouldn’t hurt any of them, I wondered if it was another reason Grandma wanted him. From the sounds of it, he never believed it, and I felt affection for my little brother for believing in me to the point I was ready to cry.

But then the scene changed to something similar to what I’d seen years ago, only this time, it was sooner. There was a war between the realms, and they had Ben and Amber. 

Somehow, they still managed to get them. I had to do something, but I wasn’t sure what.

My vision changed once more, but this time, I thought for sure it was the present. My friends were all in a small and cozy-looking living room, and I could see Timmy. 

Knowing he couldn’t feel it, I moved forward to hug him, but as I wrapped my invisible arms around him, he jolted and looked around in confusion. I gasped, wondering if he felt it.

I looked around for Amber, who I saw sitting with Jared, watching Timmy with confusion. I put an invisible hand on her arm, but she didn’t seem to notice. Maybe it would only work on my brother! I moved back to him, gently tracing my name on his arm, and he shuddered again.

“Ellen?” he asked, and I tapped his arm twice, and his eyes widened. “Holy shit! Ouch! Don’t pinch me. I won’t swear, but you did at my age, remember? How are you doing it?”

I had no idea except perhaps because we were related, and I was convinced we were in the present, not the future or past. 

Mason wasn’t far from Timmy, but he didn’t react as I brushed a hand on his cheek. The others were asking Timmy what was happening, and as he explained, I turned to Sam, who I wished I could let know Charlene was OK. 

I gently reached an invisible hand out to touch his hand and was surprised when he jumped and looked around in alarm, his eyes wide, and his mouth slightly agape.

“I think I felt her!” Sam exclaimed. 

Not understanding why this was, but wanting to get a message to him, I gently traced on his arm, ‘C is OK. Not me who did it.’ 

I wanted to say more, but the vision changed again, and I swore. I knew what I’d just done was unheard of from all the lessons I’d had. Seers could see things and be trapped, but that was the extent of it. But then again, how many could see the present and the past?

I was now watching Grandma, who was talking to the blond couple in some room with fake potted plants, discussing how to get Amber and Ben, but it must have been the future because they were talking about their SS Year Two as if they were in SS Year One, which meant I still had time to warn them or get Charlene to. 

I needed to convince Grandma to let her go. If it was true that she could keep her memories, it meant she could make sure Amber and Ben knew they were still in danger. 

I needed to tell her a convincing story to ensure she let Charlene go home. But I forced myself out of the vision before they could realize I was there. I hoped to return to my friends but woke up in the courtyard beside Charlene.

“So?” Grandma asked as soon as I met her eyes.

“Amber and Ben are pretty well protected, as you said, but there could be a silver lining for you this summer. I didn’t see when, but from the sounds of it, you’ll have an opening this summer when they’re their most vulnerable. Given how excited they were, though, I’d say school just ended, and they all passed the obstacle course,” I told her, hoping she wouldn’t see through the lie. “But I think they might be trying to catch me or maybe you. Now they’re trying to trap me as well. I almost got trapped. But you’re not being honest with us, especially Charlene!”

“What are you talking about?” Charlene demanded.

“They were talking about letting you go. Grandma and the blonde couple,” I lied and then described everything I’d seen in the room, down to the style of the chairs, the plastic plants, including a hole in one of the leaves. 

My gaze didn’t leave my grandmother’s face as I spoke, and I knew her well enough to know when my visions pleased her. She took everything I said seriously and liked what she heard.

“Did you see anything else?” She asked, smiling a little.

“Other than Timmy, no. But he was wondering if we are wand wielders like you, too.” 

He hadn’t, but I’d wondered since I found out the truth about her. Could any of us have that ability, too?

“No, I wondered, but unless it’s Damian or Sally, who is too young for me to detect, none of you have it. You two have enough power. You don’t need more,” Grandma responded, exasperated, pacing as she spoke.

“Would you tell her if it was true?” Charlene asked. “You’ve hid your true identity for so long. What else are you hiding?”

“If Ellen could use wand magic, it would make my life ten times easier. I could pin more on her, but unless you want me to change your future, stop getting lippy with me. You’re both in the Wand Wielder Realm, and you aren’t anything special here, young princess. You shouldn’t forget you’re no longer around people who want to worship you! The truth is, we have been thinking of letting you out, but that depends on you two. I’m in charge of you, so start treating me with respect. I’ll let you stay out here longer, but remember, girls. There are eyes on you. Don’t try anything, or I’ll go straight from here to grab Jerry.”

I wasn’t sure if it was safe to talk, even once she was out of earshot to talk to a guard, so I told Charlene I’d tell her everything later before sitting back and drinking in the warm sun and taking deep breaths of fresh air. Charlene lay on her back to stare at the sky as she spoke.

“We used to cloud watch when we were little. We’d try to find the best clouds and compete to see who picked the best. Delilah always found the best. I stopped going with them when we turned eleven because I said it was childish. I’d give anything to go back in time to then now. I never realized how lucky I had it.”

“Well, hopefully soon enough, they’ll return you so you can,” I responded, feeling more sad for her than me. 

She was a princess; she should have been having the time of her life while she still could, but instead, she was stuck in a dungeon in dirty clothes and only allowed to go outdoors when she was given permission. She shouldn’t have been a prisoner.

She sat up and looked at me. “I’m not leaving without you. I’ll be mouthy and ruin my chances if I have to.”

“I have a plan,” I told her, “and I’ll tell you more when we are alone. But you’re a princess and the future queen. You shouldn’t be here.”

“And what kind of queen would I be if I let you stay while I go? I know we didn’t get off to the best start, but I’m not abandoning you. We were taken together, and we will leave together. You were prepared to let her take you and not us. You’re the reason Delilah and Sam are safe. I’m not leaving unless you’re leaving. Someday, Ellen Perenge, the whole world will know the true story, and I’ll be the one to tell it. Let’s just exchange plans later because I have one too.”

No one seemed to be watching us, but I didn’t want to take chances in case they had spells to spy on us. I still wanted to make sure she got out first, but I was willing to hear her out. 

As long as she got out of this, I didn’t care what they did to me as long as they left Jerry and the others alone. For the time being, we both just laid back to cloud watch, something I used to do with my brothers before they started pranking me. 

I’d give anything for Timmy to put a beetle on my face. Something I never realized I would miss.
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The adults hadn’t been wrong when they said we’d be well known and our lives would change. Hundreds of letters came for both Ben and me through our letterboxes, and crowds had started to gather outside our homes. 

My faecomm was constantly going off as well, and I had no idea how they’d gotten my number. Ben and I had also been offered the highest protection to open portals, and the offers kept coming in from all eight realms.

In a few days, people had gone from not knowing about the eight realms in at least seven to suddenly being able to get a hold of Ben and me, pleading for our help. 

In return, they’d make sure we had safe places to go in their realms no matter what. Most didn’t know the true story about any wars, yet, since we were hoping to delay it, but they were all keen to keep us safe if we ever needed it. 

We knew we had to check in on the offers in case some were traps, but the adults were currently organizing it for us. 

It was worth it because Foothills was the safest school in the country, and we all had secure places there. Hornora and Yooper had both been offered a pay raise, which meant they were not going anywhere.

A couple of days before Christmas Eve, we all met up at Ian’s to discuss everything. Thankfully, none of the shapeshifters, except our allies, knew where we were. 

We knew both the fae and the shapeshifters were celebrating, putting guards around all the portals automatically. The guards were some of the toughest in all three realms, all screened to be sure they were trustworthy. 

The main test was if they could get through on their own. If they couldn’t, they couldn’t be trusted. That hadn’t been an issue yet, but Yooper noted that Mrs. Carling refused to try, which raised more red flags for us.

Just as everyone was seated, all talking in low voices about Christmas plans, Timmy suddenly jumped, looking alarmed. When he didn’t say anything, I turned to Jared, suggesting we leave early since we were hanging out that night. 

Timmy suddenly called out, “Ellen?” 

All eyes were on him as he continued speaking as if he were talking to her, and she somehow pinched him, but how?

“You okay, bud?” Ernie asked him as everyone looked at Timmy in confusion.

“I think she is here like she’s listening in. She hugged me and then wrote her name on my arm. She also pinched me for swearing. I didn’t know seers could do that! How is it possible?”

Anything I knew about seers was from Ellen and her grandmother. Neither had mentioned anything about this, and given Boondocks confused expression, she was just as clueless.

“I think I felt her!” Sam shouted out, looking bewildered before staring at his right arm with wide eyes.

“What is she doing?” Mrs. Boondock asked.

“She wrote that C is OK and that it wasn’t her,” Sam answered. “She’s not doing anything now. Ellen, you’re innocent, aren’t you?”

“Ellen, tap my arm again,” Timmy called out.

Mack and Ian were rushing about, trying to get ingredients to trap her, but as they cast the spell, nothing happened.

“She’s gone,” Mrs. Boondock said sadly. “We will have to watch for her. If we can trap her, we can talk to her and get the real story.”

“That’s proof she’s innocent,” I said. “If she wanted to betray us, she wouldn’t have warned us. It was probably an accident at first if she hugged Timmy. She probably didn’t realize she could do it until then, and she tried to get messages to us.”

“Since when can seers do that?” Mack asked Boondock, but she shook her head.

“I’ve experimented, and I’ve never had anyone notice me, not even family. I think Ellen was here in the present. I don’t think she’d be able to do it for the past or future, but if she’s watching the present, she can probably reach out. We’ll need to wait for her to get a vision, and hopefully, she’ll reach out again. We can trap her if she does.”

“Is that wise, though?” Michael asked. “She’s probably being watched, and we could tell she was trapped. She was talking to them, and we could hear her.”

“If I know Charlene, she will have taught Ellen our language if they’re together. I’ll communicate with her,” Sam responded. “We just have to hope they’re together.”

“I bet she was trying to reach out to all of us,” I said, and I wondered why only Timmy and Sam felt her. 

Timmy was her brother, but she wasn’t related to Sam. I knew without a doubt she would have tried to get mine and Mason’s attention, but I hadn’t felt anything.

“Why could only Sam and Timmy feel her?” Hank who must have been thinking the same thing, asked. “There’s no way they are the only two she tried.”

“I honestly have no idea. This is the first I’ve heard of a seer making contact through a vision. Trapping is one thing because it’s universal dark magic, but she wasn’t casting spells; you can’t in a vision. She doesn’t have dark magic, either. I can’t think of any spell that would accomplish that, even if she used blood magic. Still, she can’t control her visions yet, so I believe, as Amber said, it was accidental, and I believe she must have been viewing us in the present.”

The confirmation was a relief, and though we still had to prove Ellen’s innocence to the rest of the world, I had no doubt that everyone, even Sam, who had shown nothing but hatred towards her since the news came out (but who could blame him), believed in her now. His anger had shifted to the realization that his memories had been tampered with.

“Well, the good news is we should be able to have wands for you two sometime after Christmas,” Mack said. “You’ll be able to do basic wand magic, and hopefully, you’ll be able to do memory charms without hurting anyone soon. We still haven’t found anyone who can do it safely yet. You two probably can. Then we can restore people’s memories and get the truth out.”

“We’ve got to stop being comfortable, though,” Jared said. “We all knew they were laying low, and we stopped paying attention.”

But I wasn’t sure how we could have prevented this, especially since we still didn’t know how or why she was up on the third floor in the first place. 

Unless a group had been with Ellen, it was doubtful a couple of people could have saved her. Mason often wondered if he should have chased her after she stormed off, but if he had, he’d probably be gone too, and as a dark magic wielder, it would have been worse for him. 

They’d have twisted that in a way that would ruin Brody’s, Ernie’s, and Mack’s lives, too. Maybe it’s what they’d wanted.

“You ready to go?” Jared asked me after a while. 

Everyone was going their separate ways, and I wouldn’t see him until the start of term, so we were hanging out that night for as long as we could. 

I knew Ben was planning to spend a few days here to see his girlfriend. For the most part, I was relieved he had someone because while I knew I wasn’t doing anything wrong by staying with Jared, I felt guilty nonetheless. 

But because of the annoying moon mate aspect of it, even though I was happy for him, there was always some jealousy, and it angered me. Jared was one of the best guys I knew, and I felt grateful to have him in my life. 

A lot of people would be jealous or irritated in his shoes, but he never let it get to him. We talked often, and he’d just say he understood the power of moon mates, and the fact I chose to stay with him was enough for him to trust me.

Timmy hurried after us, asking if we’d take him home since we were going to the Fae Realm. Neither of us had a problem with it.

“Ben is staying here for a while. Mom and Dad aren’t home yet, and the other kids should be at Ben’s anyway, so we can go there first,” Timmy said. He seemed nervous about being in charge, but I couldn’t blame him.

“Want help looking after them until your parents are home?” Jared asked him, sensing this as well.

“Don’t you guys have a date, though?” Timmy asked.

“I don’t have to be home until midnight,” Jared said. “There’s plenty of time, and no one likes to be alone these days. I know there is protection on your house, but it’s probably for the best if you have backup.”

So we ended up going home with Timmy and his younger siblings, which felt odd without Ellen around.

“I’ve been dying to show someone. Wait until you can see what I can do!” Jerry told us excitedly once the youngest kids were in bed. “Anthony knows,” he said, nodding at his little brother. “But Timmy told me to be careful about who I tell, especially our parents and Grandma.”

“Our parents are trustworthy, but I’m scared Grandma isn’t,” Timmy replied.

“Why?” Anthony piped up.

Timmy glanced at him and hesitated before speaking. 

“We will have a big brother talk later, okay? But it’s a secret! You can’t tell anyone. You have to promise. I’ll tell you both, but it’s the biggest secret you two will ever have to keep.”

Jerry seemed already aware, nodding before Timmy finished, but he’d be twelve in about six months and at Foothills in a year and a half. Anthony was eight, but I’d kept secrets at that age, and I was sure he would understand the importance.

“Anyway, don’t tell anyone. I want to show them, and it might be better to keep it secret anyway,” Jerry looked around the room. “Especially if the thing about Grandma is true. I’ve said from the very start Ellen is innocent.”

He stood in the middle of the living room, and suddenly, he was engulfed in flames as he took the form of a beautiful phoenix with gorgeous fiery wings flapping from his back. 

My mouth dropped open as I gazed at him. I’d seen phoenixes at school, but he seemed even bigger than most. He turned back into himself, positively beaming.

“Yeah, definitely do not tell your grandma!” Jared said. “Jerry, I think for now that should be top secret. Do not tell anyone else.”

“I kind of want Ben to know, but I agree, no one else. It’s because of Amber and Ben I can do it. When they opened the portal, I transformed the day after. I was playing with Anthony. It’s why he’s allowed to know.”

“And I’ve kept it secret so far,” Anthony responded. “I won’t tell no one. I don’t trust Grandma either. I stopped a long time ago.”

“Wait, why?” I asked him. 

Little kids could often sense things about people, but he likely wasn’t sure who to turn to or talk to about it at his young age. It was his grandmother, after all, and everyone knew how close Ellen had been to her.

“‘Cause when I was five, and Sally was a baby, I woke up, and Grandma and a woman and a man with blond hair like us were holding Sally. There was a man with red hair, too, and they were trying to figure out how to turn off her powers and all of ours, but then Mom and Dad got home early, and the three strangers disappeared, and I hid. I was scared, but I didn’t know if anyone would believe me. No one has ever taken me seriously. Ever since Grandma said Ellen took the princess, I didn’t believe it. I think they did it and did something to Ellen.”

Jared, Timmy, and I exchanged looks before looking at little Anthony.

“What?” Jerry asked.

“Well, I think it’s time we tell them what we know,” Jared said. “And I know a spell for Anthony we can use so he doesn’t accidentally tell anyone. My parents used to use it on me all the time because I was bad at keeping secrets. You two should know just in case you need to get out of here, and you can save the little ones, too.”

Something disturbed me about what Anthony said, and it wasn’t just because the whole thing was disturbing, but there was more to it than that. As I watched Jared perform the spell on Anthony, it hit me.

“What if your mom and aunts and uncles are actually magical? It’s rare for it to skip a generation for fae, and maybe because she’s immortal, it did, but given how powerful these guys are, it seems odd to me.”

Jared glanced at me as he finished the spell.

“You think she prevented them from using magic?” He asked, and I nodded before responding.

“Maybe their magic is dormant. They know how to do that; they did it to our ancestors, and it hasn’t been hard for the teachers to do it to us for most of the year. Timmy, do you think you can discreetly check your mother? Even if it’s dormant, you should be able to feel it if you know what you’re looking for.”

“Grandma and Grandpa won’t be around for Christmas. Grandpa isn’t feeling well, and Grandma said she was going to stay home with him. But our aunts and uncles will be here,” Jerry spoke up. “Grandma just told Mom and Dad yesterday.”

“You think you can check them all?” Jared asked Timmy, who nodded as he spoke.

“I’ll let you guys know, but that’s horrible if she did that. They never got to use their magic, then. How did she fool us so well?”

It was a good question, and I often wondered why Ellen’s visions didn’t warn her about it. Or had they? I remembered her mentioning that Rachel was trying to protect her grandmother years ago. Was that a warning or something else?

“Maybe her predictions were trying to warn her,” Jared said to me later on after their parents came home, and we double-checked the protection on their home before going. 

“She was the last one any of us would expect,” he continued, “so Ellen wouldn’t have interpreted them that way. You became a cheerleader because you guys misinterpreted it, and any vision Ellen had, her grandmother ended up being there each time. Or maybe her visions were protecting her, and with our magic shut off this year, she couldn’t have seen it coming. I often think it was a spur-of-the-moment decision to take Ellen and Charlene. Boondock is a seer, but not a strong one, and her visions and memories have been messed with, too.”

We still had a few hours until Jared had to go, and my house was empty. I wasn’t allowed to have him in my room unless the door was open and someone was home, but I didn’t care that night. We hung out in my room discussing theories with the door shut and locked.

As strict as they were at Foothills, they didn’t do bed checks after the initial one, and Jared had been sleeping in my bed for months, or I went to his. It would be the first time in a while I’d sleep without him, and we’d be apart until term started. I straddled him before kissing him.

“Want another early Christmas present?” I asked him, and his eyes widened, understanding what I meant by that.

“Are you sure? I don’t want you to do anything you’re not ready for,” Jared responded, kissing me back.

“I’ve been ready for a while, and we can have something to fantasize about each other about until we see each other again.”

Jared grinned and kissed me again. “Have I ever told you how much I love you?”

“Show me,” I told him eagerly.








  
  
  Amber

  
  




We had our family Christmas with my parents the next day. We would have another one with Sierra’s and Carly’s father the day after. 

Jared had left without anyone knowing anything, which was a relief. I’d been paranoid my parents would barge in after he left, telling me they knew, but they were both in a festive mood.

As I curled up later between Ernie and Brody, watching Sierra and Justin show off the engagement ring Justin had just given her the night before, Mason sauntered over, smirking at me. He pulled up a chair closer to the couch we were on.

“So, you finally took Jared to the promised land, huh?” He asked, and I lifted my head from Ernie’s shoulder, shocked.

“What? How did you know? You didn’t see—” and I stopped and blushed.

“No! And thank God for that! I took the fall for you this morning. You and I are the only ones who are underage in this house, and their spell went off. I told your parents Zoey was over for a bit last night and that with the stress of last term, we weren’t thinking.”

Zoey was a girl he’d started seeing when Ben met Regina. She was part of the wolf pack as well. Lately, he’d been feeling guilty about it and worried he’d cheated on Ellen. 

In his memories, he saw them breaking up and Ellen being the one to pull the plug, but now he worried it wasn’t what happened, and he didn’t know if they’d truly broken things off. 

But I didn’t think it counted, and while he and Zoey were still casual, he often wondered if he should stop things with her, though it was clear he liked her. 

Brody had already reassured him earlier that things weren’t that black and white, and I agreed. Unfortunately, Ellen would be hurt, but I knew she’d understand. She’d never hold it against him because it wasn’t his fault.

“I didn’t know they had spells here, too,” I said. 

I knew about the ones at Ben’s, but Kellen had many stories, and a lot took place before he turned eighteen.

“They put those spells on the house when we all moved in,” Brody explained when I mentioned this. “Your dad figured with the house full of teens, especially given Justin and Sierra were underage, even if she doesn’t live here, it was necessary.”

“They asked me about it this morning at breakfast,” Mason explained. “They weren’t too angry; just told me I’d better have been careful and lectured me a little, but I figured it was better than you getting caught. They’ll be more strict with you two, and I know they’ll enlist us to watch you, so I’d rather not. So for future reference, use the beach portal room, or if it’s warm out, there are plenty of places outside.”

“Wait, how do you know that?” I asked. As far as I knew, he’d only slept with Zoey.

“Kellen, Justin, and these guys,” he said, nodding at Ernie and Brody.

“Yeah, sorry, it’s a weird conversation to have with you,” Brody told me. “But just be careful, little sis. We don’t need a miniature you and Jared running around yet,” and he stood up and stretched before going over to talk to Billy.

I rested my head against Ernie’s shoulder again, my mind on Ellen as I watched Carly and Mack check out Sierra’s diamond. 

I’d been with Justin when he’d bought it the previous summer. He’d invited Kellen, Isabella, and me along. He’d wanted to take Hilda too, but she tended to blab things when she was excited, and she was one of Sierra’s best friends. So he’d just taken the three of us. 

I’d been worried she’d be offended, but it was the opposite. She told us she was relieved she didn’t know because it would have been too hard to keep secret, and she’d likely have told Brianne, who also struggled in that department, when it was exciting news. The three girls were best friends, so it would have been hard for them.

“You okay?” Mason asked me, as he took Brody’s empty seat.

“I’m trying to enjoy all this, but I just worry about what will happen next term. We’ve got to figure out a way to catch them off guard. We got the portals open, but we need something more. Something they would not expect. Something that will mess with them like they did with us with Ellen and Charlene.”

“We will talk about all that in a few days,” Ernie said, putting an arm around me. “For now, let’s just relax and enjoy Christmas. It might be a long time before we’re all in the same room again after tomorrow. A lot changes after this year, with Carly, Justin, and I leaving soon. With more portals open, we have a lot of work to do, and the three of us are going as soon as next summer is over. I might go earlier.”

I’d gotten so used to their presence in my life that it would be strange not to see them when I wanted. There used to be a time when I felt so alone, and everyone in this room had helped change that. I didn’t want to lose any of them.

At times, I was still in disbelief that they all cared about me, given I spent thirteen years of my life being told I was an ugly, unlovable burden, and worthless, and many more insults. 

With my father’s kids, and even Carly and Sierra, I could understand, but Mason, Mack, Ernie, and Brody had no relation to me whatsoever.

I’d barged into their lives and dropped a bomb on them before having their home destroyed, and their father was killed in the process. 

Because of me, they couldn’t return to their realm, but they refused to see it that way. All four genuinely loved me and were overprotective the way my biological siblings were.

I loved them, too, but there was some underlying guilt, too. I wanted to do everything I could to make it up for them, and I’d do whatever it took to keep them all safe, even if it meant risking my life.

I felt the same way with the others, but it was stronger with the Campbells. Some nights, if I wasn’t thinking about Ellen, I lay awake worrying their true identity would be revealed and they’d have to flee. People were still very skeptical about whether dark magic wielders could be trusted. 

Ever since we’d uncovered details about what really happened when Ellen disappeared, I worried about it even more.

It bothered me so much I wanted to talk to Ben and the others about opening safe portals only Mason and Ernie could access in their dorms, just in case. 

I planned to bring it up at the next meeting because I didn’t think they were safe, and I worried a certain person would betray them when we least expected it.
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Every day, we were allowed out for a few hours to relax in the courtyard, and it made being a prisoner ten times better than before. 

Ten days had passed since I’d communicated with my friends, but I hadn’t had very many visions since, and any that I did have were silly things that didn’t show me much.

I worried Grandma would get frustrated by this since the purpose of sending us out was for me to get visions, but it was the opposite. She was patient and even showed signs of the woman I used to know as she sat with me, coaching me through it.

“It’s because I had you trapped down there for so long, unfortunately, and I’ve been messing with your visions to hide my identity from you,” she told me one day because I got upset when nothing came to me. 

“On top of that, your powers were restricted at Foothills. Seers aren’t supposed to have their powers restricted, and we hindered your abilities, but it’s okay. We have all the time in the world. But if you do want to protect your siblings, I need you to focus on Jerry when we start coming out here.”

“Why can’t you let him grow up before you go after him?” I asked her, trying not to give her attitude, though it was hard. “He’s still a little boy and needs training. I don’t want you to take him at all, but if you have to go that far, don’t you think it’s better he goes to Foothills first?”

“Jerry shows signs of having strong powers, but we don’t know what yet. Ever since your friends opened the shapeshifter portal to the Mortal Realm, he’s showing more signs. I think he is either a dragon, a harpy, or a phoenix. He has something that has to do with fire, but we aren’t sure what. If he is one of the three, like you, he’s destined to be the strongest in ten thousand years. It’s better if we get him now rather than later.”

“Please don’t,” I pleaded. “I’ll try harder to get visions, but leave Jerry alone, please!”

“I can’t do that, honey,” Grandma said. “Ellen, it might be hard for you to understand, but it’s truly not personal. I wish it could have been any other children but my grandchildren, but it wasn’t. If I’d had the chance, we would have made all your powers dormant like we did your mother’s, but we didn’t even know if you were magical. As an immortal, it happens with our children or grandchildren because we can’t pass down our immortal powers, and because of that, sometimes generations of our children aren’t magical at all.”

“Are you saying her mother was born magical then?” Charlene asked with confusion, and Grandma shrugged before answering.

“I don’t know. I nipped it in the bud before they could show signs of it. They would have been fae if they were, but we couldn’t take any chances, so I raised them in the Mortal Realm. There’s a chance they aren’t magical at all, but maybe they were. I never sensed anything with my grandchildren, and I was given strict orders not to interfere unless I did see signs because they were hoping to use all of my grandchildren for the takeover because, by the time Ellen was born, people were showing more and more powerful powers in all realms. There has been an influx since the new millennium, but ever since the mid-seventies, children have been born with more powers, no matter the realm. I was told to let my grandchildren grow up normally.”

“Grandma, is it really worth all this just to get immortal powers back?” I asked. “What if they’re lying to you? You’ve got two strikes against you, which means they’ll always use you for tasks like this. You’ve lived for ten thousand years; that’s more than I can even comprehend.”

“I should have been more careful, but my loyalty isn’t to you,” she told me. “And it’s much more than ten thousand years. I’m not sure how old I am since there was a time we didn’t track years, but no, I’m not ready to give it all up. I’m meant to rule with the other’s over all magic. We were the first people to have magic, and because of that, we were given powers to live forever. We believe since we are the first magical people and with our lifespans, it is our destiny to rule over you. But since the beginning, there has been push back from all magical people. Even the non-magical people fought back. Originally, we separated magical folk by their magic in different area of Earth, so we could rule over them, but it was a fight since they wanted to work with each other. We tried to get them to hate each other, especially the dark and light magic wielders, but they fought back even more. So we performed the spell to create eight different realms, but we faced even worse push back as the populations grew in each, and the others wouldn’t stop opening portals to each other’s realms. So we decided since you’re all determined to know each other, we can have eight different kingdoms of all magical folk. That should stop you from opening portals, but of course, we need to get rid of Ben and Amber, which has been quite the feat. If I didn’t have to hide my true identity, I could have had all four of you years ago, but I need to be at Foothills no matter what. Even when none of you are there, so I have to do what I can to keep suspicion off me.”

“Someday, they’ll all know the truth about you,” Charlene told her. “You’re making mistakes, and people will figure it all out soon. You only took us because Madeline and Timmy figured it out.”

“You’re making mistake like Rachel did, except she has an excuse; she was a kid!” I added.

I used to hate Rachel, and my blood would boil at the thought of her, but I understood her better now. She didn’t want to be doing it either, but she’d been roped into it to keep her parents and Lilac safe. 

We hadn’t seen or heard from her or Melanie since they’d taken us back through the portal, but I was sympathetic toward both now. If we ever saw each other again, I vowed to get them both out of this mess, too.

“Rachel was useless from the start. We could have had Charlene and your friends sooner if it weren’t for her,” Grandma responded in a cold voice.

“She was thirteen, and she was scared!” I said indignantly. “You’re however old you are, and you keep messing up! I’d watch who you call useless.”

I’d never been struck in my life, and I stared at Grandma, shocked, as she stared at me with fury after slapping me across the face hard. She stepped forward to do it again but fell back onto her ass.

Charlene was on her feet immediately, ready to stick up for me. Grandma pointed her wand at the young princess as she got back up.

“You do anything else, and not only will I make your lives more miserable, but I’ll go after your siblings.”

Charlene glared at her defiantly for a few moments before backing down.

“Fine, it will be much more satisfying once I alert the public to what you’re doing. I’ll tell my parents to get the guillotine ready. You’re in over your head, lady!”

“The only daylight you’ll ever see is when I allow you to,” Grandma snapped. “I don’t know why I have to keep reminding you, but you’re not a princess here! You are just a little girl who hasn’t even shown her secondary powers yet. And if I find out you know your powers and you’ve been holding back, it will be Delilah who I specifically go after. You seem the most protective of her.”

Charlene let out a growl, a first for her. Perhaps she was a shapeshifter.

“I don’t know what powers I have, maybe you’re all wrong, or maybe they don’t work here. I only know I have four elements, so either I don’t have any other powers, or they’re dormant!” She exclaimed.

Grandma turned away angrily, but before I could say or do anything, a vision came to me, and instead of being in the courtyard, I was back in the living room with my friends again.

They must have been back at school by that point. They were all talking about how everything was different for Amber and Ben now at Foothills. 

People were either trying to be their new friends or they talked about them, or just stared at them. For days, people had stood outside their houses. They’d finally gotten rid of them, though people were likely still watching their homes from afar. 

They struggled to get peace, and getting through the portal in the basement to get to Ian’s was harder because people followed them around.

I looked around the room and saw Timmy. I didn’t know if it was the future or the present, but I didn’t think it was the past. I believed I could only make contact in the present. It wasn’t something I was one hundred percent sure of, but I was at least ninety-five percent certain.

I moved forward to touch his arm again, and he jolted when I did so.

“She’s back!” Timmy exclaimed, and immediately, Mack jumped up and went over to a bowl with clear liquid.

Charlene had been convinced they would try to trap me, so she’d helped me learn even more of their secret language in case I had the chance to talk to Sam or Delilah.

I felt the spell take hold as Mack performed it, and suddenly, all eyes were on me, which was a strange feeling, but this time, I didn’t panic. Sam and Delilah ran over to me.

“Don’t speak,” Michael said, looking at me. “Did Charlene teach you their language?”

I responded with yes in the triplets language, before gazing at the prince and princess. I told them the full story, hoping they’d understand it, and it seemed they did. Neither broke eye contact with me, and both nodded simultaneously when I finished.

“I’m sorry, Ellen,” Sam said. “It’s because of me that everyone thinks you took Charlene, but I saw you attacking me and your grandma. I saw you attack Charlene.”

I blinked ‘yes’ to show I understood.

My gaze went to Mason and my friends, longing to be with them again. Mason looked away with guilt before his eyes landed on a beautiful girl with a gorgeous dark complexion by his side. 

He didn’t have to explain; I immediately understood he’d moved on, but I couldn’t fault him.

I gazed at Delilah, who was still watching me and told her to tell Mason later that there were no hard feelings and not to break the girl’s heart. 

Given the look the new girl was giving him, she truly liked him. No one else needed to get hurt, and Mason obviously thought our relationship was over.

Delilah nodded before speaking aloud. “I will. Don’t worry. Where are you and Charlene?”

Before I could tell her where we were and that they were threatening to hurt them and Jerry if we didn’t cooperate, I was forced out of the vision, and I was back in the courtyard with Charlene and Grandma.

“What did you see?” Grandma demanded. “They trapped you!”

“All I saw was Ben and Amber complaining about how much their lives have changed, but maybe it will make you happy to know they still blame me,” I said bitterly. “Sam and all of them hate me, and they made sure to let me know what an awful person I am.”

Although I was lying, my bitterness with her was real enough I could trick her. For the first time in so long, I made real contact, and they knew the truth, and she’d taken me out of it. But I was upset with myself, too, for not telling them which realm I was in immediately.

“That’s not my problem, Ellen,” Grandma told me. “And I honestly feel like you’re holding something back. Since you two aren’t willing to cooperate with me, I’ve had enough. It’s time I bring Jerry here, I guess.”

“No wait—” I began.

“No, you had your chance, Ellen. I don’t believe for a second you didn’t try to warn them somehow. Whether they believed you or not isn’t my problem, but I think you communicated somehow, given how much you were moving. Now it’s Jerry’s turn to help us out. Maybe once he’s here, both of you will cooperate better.”

“Please, no—” I shouted and used my earth magic to try to trap her in the grass, but she pulled her wand out and pointed it at me, and all went dark.
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When I awoke later, it was to find Charlene sitting beside me, wetting my face with a damp cloth back in the dungeon cell. 

I felt sore, which told me something had happened while I was out. I gazed at the cloth she had in her hand, and through our dim lighting, I could see blood.

“Don’t ask,” she responded when she noticed me looking at it. “The most I’ll say is she beat you up and made me watch. But I don’t want to go into details.”

I nodded before my mind went to my little brother. “Jerry?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Ellen. But honestly, I think she went to go get him. She told me we will have more company soon, which means it’s him or my siblings or Ben and Amber.”

I doubted it would be Ben and Amber with so many eyes on them, which meant it was Jerry, and I became overwhelmed with anger and grief and burst into tears. 

Charlene hugged me. As she did, she whispered, “Did you at least make contact?”

I pulled away and nodded. Before I could go into more detail, we heard a door open, and we froze. We clung to each other, listening to the approaching footsteps. It sounded like more than one person was coming.

Moments later, two of my brothers were standing outside the cell, grinning at me. I jumped up as I gazed at Jerry and Anthony, neither showing any fear considering where they were.

“You two might want to stand back,” Jerry told me before telling Anthony to move, too.

“What are—” I began, but Jerry suddenly transformed into a stunning phoenix twice his usual size. He was the biggest one I’d ever seen.

Jerry unleashed his fiery powers on the cell bars, melting them in seconds as the metal turned to liquid and pooled on the ground. 

As soon as the way was clear, he reverted to his human form, and Anthony signalled for us to come over to him.

“How did you two—” I started to say as we hurried from the cell, avoiding the melted metal, but they hushed me and told me to take their hands.

The moment the four of us held hands, we were transformed out of the dungeons into a small house with vines growing over the closest window. 

There, sitting on the floor, were Damian and Sally, colouring in colouring books. When they saw me, they shouted excitedly and ran to me.

“You stink, Ellen,” Damian told me.

“I know; I’m sorry,” I told him as he and Sally backed away in disgust. “Now, can either of you tell me what just happened? How did you find us? Where are we?” I asked, looking at Anthony and Jerry.

“Grandma came over to take all of us. I was babysitting after school and I think she thought she could take us without us fighting back because she said we were going to the Wand Wielder Realm to join you two. But I kept my phoenix powers secret from everyone except Anthony, Jared, Ben, and Amber. She didn’t know, and I knocked her down hard, and then Anthony must be a warlock because he teleported us. We tried to go to Ben’s before that, but she had the shed blocked off, and she ran out when I was trying to get in. Anthony told us all to take hands and got us away.”

“But he’s eight!” I said, turning to Anthony with surprise, and he shrugged.

“I didn’t know I could do it until she tried to take us,” he said. “I just knew I could do it for some reason.”

“Powers can come out earlier if a kid is in danger. It was instinct and adrenaline, most likely. You don’t hear about it often, but it happens. Where are we now?” Charlene asked.

“Still in the Wand Wielder Realm, but we should be safe here,” Jerry answered. “Phoenixes have protection spells, too. I don’t think she’ll find us here, but the problem is, we don’t remember where the portal is to get back out to the Dark Magic Wielder Realm.”

“But how did you guys get here in the first place?” Charlene asked. “How did you find us?”

“Timmy, Amber, and Jared have been worried we were in danger, so Mack came by and told us where small, safe, unknown portals to the Dark Magic Wielder Realm are if we ever needed to escape, and we couldn’t get to the Hoofers. Grandma knows about the portal in the shed. We went to the Dark Magic Wielder Realm through a portal in the town over from ours and then came through the wand one he’d mentioned, and it was in the same city we ended up in in the Dark Magic Realm, which was huge, by the way. But they saw us enter the Wand Wielder Realm because they knew about that portal, so we had to hide here. Anthony and I did the finding spell to find you. I don’t remember where we came out, but they can’t track us, I don’t think.”

“You got us out of there; that’s all that matters,” Charlene said. “We will figure it out, but if Ellen has more visions, the others can trap her again. They’ll find us.”

“Did Amber and Ben make those portals?” I asked, and Jerry shook his head.

“No, the one to the Dark Magic Wielder Realm has been there for a long time. They don’t know who opened it, but Mack said they think it was either forgotten about or they stopped using it because he’s been using it for years without detection. The wand one he found out about from one of his allies, but both sides know about it. That’s why they saw us, but I don’t think they expected Anthony to teleport us.”

But I didn’t think any of us did. What I did know was the Wand Wielder Realm was one of the safe realms to go undetected, which meant we could use magic here. I used my water to wash myself up the best I could.

“There’s old soap and toothpaste and stuff plus clothes here,” Jerry told me. “The plumbing doesn’t work, but people left everything here when they left this place. We explored a little before we did the finding spell to make sure it was safe to leave Damian and Sally here. If we got caught, we didn’t want them involved.”

But I didn’t care how old the soap was. It probably still worked, so I asked him where it was instead, and at his directions, I hurried to the filthy bathroom to wash up for the first time in a long time. My hair was matted and dirty, and it took some time to clean it, but thankfully, with my magic, I was able to restore it to its former glory.

I didn’t even care that the old red dress I found was old, smelled musty, and a little like mothballs. It was cleaner than the clothes I’d been wearing daily since I’d been taken. I would never take a shower or clean clothes for granted again.

Charlene took even longer to clean up, but soon enough, we were all sitting together, talking in low voices about where to go after. 

We needed to find a portal to the Shapeshifter Realm. If I had to be honest, as happy as I was about my freedom, I wished Jerry and Anthony had gone to safety instead of rescuing us, but they hadn’t thought of themselves first. They’d come straight for us.

“Because she would have been harder on you two if we got away; I know she would have. She was very honest when she came to get us, Ellen,” Jerry told me when I brought this up later. “Looks like she beat you up enough. And she’s going to pin it on you, anyway. The whole world is going to think you took us, not Grandma. If you’re with us, you can prove your innocence.”

I sighed, wishing it were that easy and pushed a hand through my clean hair, which still felt good. I’d avoided touching it for so long because of how gross it felt. 

“I never thought it would be you two protecting me,” I told him before reaching over to hug him with one arm.

Jerry smiled before responding. 

“I always knew you were innocent. When I first turned into a phoenix, the first thing I thought was I would save you. I didn’t know how, but I’ve wanted everyone to see you as innocent.”

“Let them make people think you took them,” Charlene said with a shrug. “I say we find the portal to get the two little ones to safety, and then the four of us will take them all by surprise. I think Anthony might be a dark magic wielder, not a warlock. We will work together in the background to surprise them the same way they did to us. If we go running in now, there’s still no proving your innocence, Ellen. They’ll think you returned us out of guilt or because you’re wanted. My father will not give you a chance, even if my brother and sister tell them!”

“But we’d be safe with the others in the Shapeshifter Realm,” I told her.

“I know, but we need something bigger to prove your innocence,” Charlene told me. “You are most likely wanted in all realms. Look, I’m the future queen, and one thing I’ve learned is people need to be confident in you if you’re leading. Ben and Amber are a sign of hope everywhere, and if anyone sees they’ve sided with the girl who took me and then her own siblings, people will lose faith in them. The best thing we can do for them is to stay away and not give anyone a reason to suspect them. Which means they have to keep acting like they hate you. The four of us need to be a team, and we need to stay hidden. We need to come out when they least expect it. No one will ever guess Anthony is magical. We have a secret weapon!”

I hated her plan, but I understood what she meant. I sighed and got up from the couch I’d been sitting on with my little sister—who wanted to cuddle now that I wasn’t smelly—to pace. 

I knew there was truth to what Charlene said. She could stick up for me, but we already knew memories could be tampered with.

“So basically, we need news from them so we know when to act,” I said, turning to Charlene, who nodded.

“We need you to have a vision again so you can get trapped and explain everything,” she responded.

“Did any of you think to bring a letterbox?” I asked Jerry, who shook his head.

“We didn’t have time to think about that. She was waiting for us when I brought them home. We’re only home alone for two hours at the most, so she knew she had to be fast, and I think Dad was coming home early today because it’s Friday.”

But I couldn’t blame them for not thinking of that. Even at my age, I wouldn’t have; I couldn’t expect an eleven-year-old or eight-year-old to. Sally suddenly climbed off the couch and toddled off out of the room and returned moments later with a broken dusty light green letterbox, which she handed to me.

“I got one,” she told me, and I smiled and thanked her, though it wouldn’t help us.

“It’s broken,” Jerry said, sounding defeated.

“It can be fixed, though,” Charlene came over and took it from me. “It might take a little bit, but it should function fine. Sam has broken mine on purpose so many times, and I’m attached to mine for sentimental reasons, so I fix it each time. It will have to sit for a day or two afterwards, but we can get it working again. Good girl, Sally.”

I wasn’t sure if the others would go with our plan, but if we could get Sally and Damian to safety, that mattered to me. I wanted Anthony and Jerry safe, too, but Anthony was the only one who could teleport, and Jerry had already proven himself to be powerful.

He got them all out safely, so we needed him. I just hoped the others would see it that way, too. Charlene wasn’t wrong when she said people would distrust Amber and Ben if they spoke up for me without proof. 

People liked conspiracy theories; the lie was always more convincing than the truth. People needed someone to hate, and someone as powerful as me could seem intimidating and threatening to people.
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“Looks like your ex and your sister were in on it together,” Denver said, as he joined Sam, Mason, and me in the library, where Mason and I were studying for an Air test, we’d have the next day. He was talking to Sam, who looked up from an essay for Geography.

I often wondered what the point of these tests was if the obstacle courses counted for most of these marks. Ever since the start of term, they’d been giving us tests every other day in all four elemental classes, telling us that if we slacked and relied only on our scores from the obstacle courses, they would deduct points. 

I was tired of this year already. From what I heard, SS Year One felt like a vacation compared to this year, and I couldn’t wait for us to be there.

Either we were getting tested or learning advanced magic while trying to avoid setting off any booby traps the teachers set up. It felt like the whole year was a test, and the obstacle courses were just a part of it.

Just earlier that day, I’d been working in Fire class on a fire dragon when a fireball burst out of nowhere at me. Did the teachers get a kick out of tormenting the JS Year Fours? 

They weren’t this brutal on the SS Year Threes. They had their tests to get through, but everyone agreed JS Year Four was the worst, and Justin told us he was glad it wasn’t him dealing with it.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Sam demanded, glaring at Denver.

“Check your faecomms. It’s all over the news. Charlene and Ellen were seen going into Ellen’s house together, and her siblings are missing. Either your sister isn’t who she says she is, or Ellen has some kind of control over her because they kidnapped Ellen’s siblings.”

I grabbed my faecomm, feeling dread. We’d all worried they would go after Jerry, and we’d added extra protection to the house, but it didn’t keep them away. 

When I turned mine on, I saw it was full of alerts, and I touched the top one, which was a video of Ellen and Charlene rushing into Ellen’s house, but no one came out.

Shortly after, her father returned home and ran out of the house, shouting for the kids. He could be seen running into the shed that contained the portal to Ben’s, but as a non-magical person, he couldn’t get through. He came out of the shed, falling to his knees and shouting out at his oldest daughter.

“Who filmed this?” Mason asked with a scowl. “This isn’t a security camera.”

He had a point. Someone had filmed this from above the house, but why and how?

“Don’t know, but looks like she’s more evil than you thought,” Denver responded, and Mason glared at him.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” He snarled. “You know about my mother! These are people pretending to be Ellen and Charlene. They can’t teleport! How did they get the kids out of the house? We didn’t see them come back out with the kids. Don’t you think it’s a little odd that a video just happened to catch them? Why is someone filming the house? There aren’t apartment buildings near Ellen’s. How did they get a shot above the house?”

Denver didn’t respond at first; he just shrugged before taking a deep breath.

“Maybe someone who can teleport did,” he finally said. “But everyone says Charlene has powers she doesn’t know about. Maybe she’s a dark magic wielder or a witch.”

“Come on, Denver,” I hissed. “Think. Do you honestly think the future queen would do this?”

“I never thought Ellen would either,” he answered, glancing at Sam. “You told us you saw her take Charlene. You’ve called Ellen every name in the book since. Do you believe this?”

Sam looked around, but thankfully, the library was pretty much empty, and no one was paying attention to us.

“Ellen is innocent. Someone erased my memories and made me think I saw that,” Sam said. “And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep that to yourself. We need proof before we go announcing that, especially now that they’re incriminating Charlene, too.”

I thought back to Friday when we’d trapped Ellen in a vision, but she’d been pulled out of it when she was communicating with us.

“Aren’t telepathics the only people who can plant memories?” Denver asked. “Didn’t you guys say you met a girl with telepathic powers after Ben and Amber were sucked through the portal? You never learned how she just happened to be there, right?”

My heart beat faster at that. I didn’t want to believe it, but we had to check. However, we weren’t going to warn her first what we were doing. We’d been making truth potions in potions classes lately.

“Listen, I have a plan. Alert the others and get them to meet us, you know where. We are supposed to be there in two hours anyway. Tell Yooper and Hornora we need to go now. Bring Denver too. Do not say anything about this to Madeline; I’m going to try and slip her a truth potion.”

Before they could say anything, I was on my feet and rushing from the library to get a potion. She couldn’t be involved, but we’d already been fooled enough, and she’d been there when Amber, Timmy, and Ben got sucked through the portal.

Thankfully, I didn’t run into anyone else, but most people were likely at dinner anyway. We were planning a late one, which would now have to be even later.

Who could we trust? I hoped for all our sakes, especially Mack’s, that she was trustworthy. Thankfully, I was able to get the potion and down to the portal without getting stopped and no one was in the basement when I arrived, so I hurried to the closet under the stairs and through the portal, where everyone else was waiting.

They were all standing around and talking at once, which made it easy to sneak over to where Madeline had left the mug Mack had bought for her and slip some potion into her afternoon tea.

“Okay, everyone, enough. Sit,” Bernice called out. “I think everyone in this room can agree that was not Ellen and Charlene.”

No one seemed bothered by Denver’s presence, though he seemed uncomfortable. He was sitting stiffly with his arms crossed over his chest, chewing his lower lip.

“When did it happen?” Mack asked once everyone was seated and quiet.

I kept an eye on Madeline, who lifted her mug and drank some tea, not noticing anything off about it.

“By the looks of it, on Friday, sometime after we trapped her,” Amber said.

“I’m guessing her grandmother or someone wanted to know what happened when we trapped her, and she lied,” Ben spoke up. “Maybe Charlene protected her, so they set her up too.”

“As bad as this is, it’s a good thing,” Madeline said. “People didn’t question Ellen, but now they’re framing Charlene? Maybe people who hate the royal family might have questions, but more will question why Ellen and Charlene are working together and why they would go after Ellen’s brothers. If anything, people will speculate more. The video is too convenient.”

The potion usually had immediate effects, and what she said was truthful, but it was nothing concrete either.

“So we can count on them being with them, though, wherever they’re being kept,” Timmy said.

“Do you think a telepathic could be involved?” I asked innocently. “Aren’t telepathics the only ones who can plant memories?”

“We can do it naturally,” Madeline answered. “Whatever was put on them was a spell. Someone from the Wand Wielder’s Realm likely, which is what Mrs. Carling is, but we shouldn’t rule it out because I’m not the only one. When I went through everyone’s memories, it was fuzzy, as if someone had put them on top of the old memories. It was like a badly edited video. With telepathics, we can take out memories and put in new ones, and no one would ever know unless they know what they’re looking for. When I was looking through Ben’s for example, I saw he was thinking about how much he wanted Amber when you were all talking, and some of his daydreams were sexual and uncomfortable to watch, but then it went all fuzzy, and instead, he was thinking about how weird Ellen was being, and whether or not she could be trusted. Carly was thinking about how she should hide her relationship with Scott because of their age difference and Ben and Amber. I only know because I walked in on them having sex—”

“Hey! Why are you telling people that?” Scott interrupted angrily. “There’s a reason we are hiding it, and you promised!”

Madeline paused, horrified. “I don’t know! It just came out!”

Trying not to laugh because none of this was truly funny, I admitted what I did, glancing at Ben, who looked embarrassed about his daydreams being revealed because his face was red, but thankfully, neither Regina nor Zoey were there to hear it. I tensed up, waiting for Madeline to yell at me, but she laughed.

“Well, that makes sense. It’s okay, Michael,” she added, sensing my tension. “These guys made sure of it right away, but I don’t blame any of you. Look, I’ll say it as much as I need to. I don’t know why I was there that day to help Ben, Timmy, and Amber, but I was. All I know is I felt like I needed to be there, and suddenly, three people came out of a portal. Telepathics can read minds and implant memories, but we can’t lie with our own. I can show you, and you’d know whether what I’m showing you is true. I’ll show you all because my powers are getting better the longer I stay here, and ever since Ben and Amber opened another portal into my realm, it’s gotten stronger. I don’t need to touch people anymore. I will show you all what I mean at once in case anyone else has doubts. Right now, we all need to trust each other, and I’m willing to do what I can to prove that.”

And before I or anyone could tell her it wasn’t necessary, a vision flooded my mind showing everything that had happened since we arrived, but then another appeared after, of Madeline going for a walk around the house, but everything was off about it. 

The trees looked like trees but didn’t. It was like they were inserted into a photo through Photoshop, but whoever had done so was a beginner and had no idea how to layer images properly. 

Everything seemed like it was placed there with someone not knowing how to make it look real. It almost reminded me of video game graphics.

Moments later, I was back in the living room.

“It looked like a really badly edited video. Like something Jerry makes because he’s been into making home movies lately with the video camera,” Timmy said, shaking his head.

“That’s almost what I see when I’m looking at your memories. It looks like someone who just learned how to edit or something. I can never show you false images.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, but she smiled at me.

“Michael, given how much they’re trying to fool us, I don’t blame you,” she told me. “I’d be suspicious of me, too, and I’m hoping we can figure out why I happened to be there. I’m glad I was, but it is a strange coincidence.”

“Yeah, well, let’s just get you an antidote before you reveal any more secrets,” Mack said, getting up.

“I’m so sorry,” Madeline said, looking at Carly and then Scott.

Scott shrugged. “Whatever, it was Ben we were worried about. He’s my brother. Plus, people won’t like our age difference. It’s pushing it a little.”

“It doesn’t bother me if you date Carly,” Ben told him. “I don’t care, but you two certainly hid it well. I never would have guessed.”

They’d definitely done a good job of keeping it a secret, but I understood why. Anytime I’d seen them interact, they’d looked like good platonic friends. Even now, they weren’t sitting together. Carly was with Amber and Jared.

“You can all talk about that later,” Mack said, handing Madeline a cup of red liquid. “For now, we need to figure out where they’re all being kept. We have to hope Ellen has a vision—”

The grey letterbox sitting on the table suddenly rattled, and Patricia reached over to open it. She pulled out a stained piece of paper and read through it before letting out a small chuckle.

“No need,” she said. “Jerry and Anthony rescued them all.”

“What?” Several of us asked at once.

She read aloud a letter written by both Charlene and Ellen, explaining how Mrs. Carling suspected Ellen was lying, so she knocked her out and then forced Charlene to watch her beat up Ellen. 

Afterwards, she went after Ellen’s siblings, but Jerry, who can turn into a phoenix, attacked her, and they escaped into the backyard to go through the portal to Ben’s, but couldn’t. Anthony teleported them all away.

After getting into the Wand Wielder Realm, they used the spell to find relatives, and it took them straight to Ellen and Charlene, who’d been in a dungeon of some castle the whole time.

They were still hiding in the Wand Wielder Realm, but they wanted us to take Damian and Sally while the four of them stayed hidden away so they could surprise everyone when they needed to because they knew no one would take their word for it that Ellen was innocent.

Many people protested, but Mack held up a hand to silence everyone.

“Their plan might actually work. Look, whether you like it or not, Ellen is wanted and now Charlene will be. Anthony and Jerry are the perfect secret weapons! If we can get the four of them somewhere safe, and I know where they can go, we can take Sally and Damian, and they can lay low. We need concrete proof because word has gotten out to all the realms about Ellen, and now this will. We can’t do anything else that will make people lose faith in the royal family or Amber and Ben.”

“He’s right,” Sam spoke up, with Delilah nodding by his side. “People won’t want to hear the truth. We need to let Mrs. Carling slip up, and that’s when we bring them in. She needs to be the one who messes up because people won’t listen to us, and they’ll stop trusting Ben and Amber. For now, to make sure they stay safe, we need to keep doing what we are doing. At least we know they’re safe, but I honestly think we should let my parents and Ellen’s parents know they’re safe. It’s time to bring them in on this, too. They can be sworn to secrecy, too. If we can trust Denver, we can tell them.”

“Hey, I’m not about to sell anyone out in this room!” Denver exclaimed.

“You didn’t mind going after my girlfriend!” I retorted.

“That’s different!”

“It was still wrong!”

Denver sighed. “Look, I’m an asshole for doing that, okay? But I’m not going to sell Ellen or the future queen out! I might love girls a lot, but that doesn’t mean I’m on the side of people who want to hurt Charlene, Ellen and Amber, or any of the others. Mason is my best friend; I know he’s from the Dark Magic Wielder Realm, and I’d never sell him out. I know what can happen if people find out the truth. I even asked him to put a secrecy spell on me just because I was paranoid. You can all do the same now! If it’s their grandma responsible and not Ellen, I’m all for working with you. That’s fucked up what she did. Why would she?”

“Ellen said she gave them a backstory,” Bernice responded, “but she wants to tell us in person, but the short version of it is the story we heard over the summer, and it’s because their grandmother is being punished for messing up, and she’s trying to get into their good graces.”

Mack nodded before responding. “Okay, send her a letter back and see if they can give us as much detail as they can about where they are. We’ll take them to a safe house to stay in and bring back the two littlest ones. I think we can agree it’s best to tell their parents because the safest place for them is at the Hoofers for now.”

“We’re not all going, are we? We don’t want too many of us going,” Brody spoke up.

“No, I’m going to take Michael, Ben, Sam, Delilah, Amber, and Timmy. Everyone else can wait here, and some people could go back to Foothills to Hornora, Yooper, and Boondock since they couldn’t make it. They can alert the parents, and they can all come here,” Mack said. “Everyone else can keep an eye on things here.”

The idea of seeing Ellen again after all this time brought me to my feet immediately. I hoped she could forgive us for the things we thought and said. 

Ever since the news came out, we’d talked shit her and made false assumptions about her character. Instead, she’d been locked in a dungeon the whole time with Charlene. The idea of it made me sick.








  
  
  Michael

  
  




Mack worried we’d have a hard time finding them, but they were just outside a failing town in a block of abandoned homes which were left due to the economy going bankrupt after special wand wood couldn’t be harvested anymore, and he knew exactly where to go after reading the description.

They were in a tiny two-bedroom light blue house at the end of their block. Jerry had done a good job at hiding them; we couldn’t even tell shapeshifter magic had been used on the home, and shapeshifters were rare in the Wand Wielder Realm.

Seeing Ellen and Charlene again was something else. Ellen was covered in bruises and scratches. Her face seemed to take the worst of the beating.

We all took extra care in hugging her. It was hard to believe she was here, that they were both here. They looked pale and thinner, but both seemed fine besides the obvious beating Ellen took.

Once we reunited, Mack had them check to make sure they had everything of theirs and then had Jerry set the place ablaze. He was nervous they’d be tracked there eventually, and if anyone left so much as a hair or nail clipping, they could be found.

I was in awe of Jerry, who was huge in phoenix form. No wonder he’d managed to escape to save them. Timmy immediately gave him a high five, telling him he was proud of him.

Once the house was covered in flames, we put it out with our water so it wouldn’t spread, and then Mack teleported us to a fair-sized house where it was dark out. Where we’d been before, it was early in the day and warm, but here it was darker and colder.

“People guard this place who are sworn to secrecy, and Brody, Madeline, Patricia, and Bernice are double-checking them now for you guys. Nick is one of them, so we know we can trust him,” Mack said. “But there are enough rooms for you guys. Chances are, Nick’s going to want to be in here with you, and Barry and Tasha will probably join soon. Kellen too, but he’s got other work to do right now in the Mortal Realm, but the four of you are very safe here. We will make sure someone who can protect you is in here at all times. For now, tell us everything you didn’t in the letter or in your vision.”

Ellen and Charlene took turns telling us what happened, starting with how Mrs. Carling had interrupted Mason and Ellen after he’d told her about Timmy’s and Madeline’s suspicions about her.

Sam and Charlene were kept late after a Geography lesson because both slacked off during the Acerterra lessons since they both already knew it all, and Mr. Brooks kept them behind to lecture them.

Mrs. Carling had tricked them into entering the Divination classroom, where some men were waiting to tie them up with their vines before setting up more traps for Ellen, Amber, Ben, Mason, Delilah, Jared, and me. But Ellen had given herself up for all of us, even asking for Sam and Charlene to be spared, but Mrs. Carling was only open to letting Sam go, which Charlene agreed to.

Hearing them talk made me feel even worse that I’d believed the false memories instead of believing in one of my best friends. She’d sacrificed herself for us, and we’d been sitting around badmouthing her. 

Many people still did, and I knew Mason would feel worse when he heard the truth. Their relationship had been fine, and Mrs. Carling made him think Ellen broke up with him when she’d been the one begging him not to break up with her.

All because Mrs. Carling wanted her immortal powers back. She was the very definition of evil, and she wanted us to believe Mack’s people were evil, and by the sounds of it, they planned to sell Ernie and Mason out at some point. 

Given that she’d framed the queen, we had to expect it to come soon before people trusted dark magic wielders. It was slow, but more people were open to the idea.

“You two also have to do everything you can to stay safe,” Ellen told Amber and Ben. “Now that I can watch visions again, I can warn you, but the vision showed me that you two get kidnapped sooner. That can’t happen, so don’t go off alone. Keep yourselves safe, and always have guards. Make sure everyone who is guarding you is safe, but don’t go off alone anymore,” she was talking more to Amber, who liked going for walks alone during the holidays. 

She often got aggravated when we got upset with her for doing it, but it was crucial now.

“They have people in all realms ready to protect them. I think we need to screen them all and pick the ones we trust the most with the truth. Then you two will always have somewhere to go,” I said.

“I think we need to trick them into catching us,” Ben said. “We need to get Mrs. Carling to slip up. You said she’d be looking for us next year, right?”

“My vision showed sometime in your SS Year Two. The way they spoke, it sounded like you were in SS Year One,” Ellen replied. “The blonde couple were talking about how to get you two, so you’re safe for now, but the future can change. I don’t want you two risking yourselves.”

“Nobody can get past me, and I’ll be in school by then,” Jerry said.

“Maybe not, bud,” Mack said. “We don’t want you to come back if you’re going to be our secret weapon. But I worry about you guys pretending to sacrifice yourselves. Whatever we come up with, we have to make sure it’s foolproof.”

“Well, I have all the time in the world now and access to my powers,” Ellen responded. “Before I was taken, Boondock was showing me how to get visions for different scenarios. If you guys could get me as many books for seers as possible, I can help you better. Now that I don’t have distractions or spells on me to prevent me from using my magic, I can focus on my seer powers alone. Don’t plan anything until I can get my visions back to normal. Don’t argue with anyone about whether we are innocent or not. Until you guys can prove memories have been tampered with, you’ll look bad for going after my grandmother. They know what they’re doing, and they want people to lose hope in all of us. Just train and get ready.”

“I just wish you could come with us,” Amber, who was beside her, said. “You should be with us, finishing up your school year. We were supposed to be co-captains and have fun, not dealing with all this. I’m so sorry I believed them. Sierra is great, but I miss having you as my roommate.”

“We can still change things,” Ellen said. “Which is why you all have to behave yourselves. Let Grandma think she’s getting ahead, but no doubt she’ll be punished because we escaped, so you have to be prepared for her to go after you. She wants to get back in good graces, and this will be her third strike. She is getting desperate.”

“Maybe they will just kill her,” Charlene said, chuckling.

Ellen laughed bitterly. “We can only hope, but something tells me they want her at Foothills, so they will punish her some other way.”

“In the meantime, I can ask Daddy to sharpen up the guillotine. I was serious when I told her that,” Charlene said, giggling.

Mack let us all stay and hang out for a bit while he went off to ensure everyone could be trusted to watch over them. Ellen and Amber took off to go for a walk to talk alone, and we let them be. 

The triplets soon went off to be alone, too, not knowing when they could see each other again. Mack wanted our visits to this realm to be a minimum to keep them safe and keep suspicion off this place.

“I didn’t realize how much I missed her until now,” Ben told me as we watched Timmy sitting with his younger siblings while trying to explain to Damian and Sally why they couldn’t see Ellen, Jerry, or Anthony for a while.

It was why we had to hide them at the Hoofers. Children their age would struggle, and they worried about putting spells on them that could be detected. 

Amber and Ben were going to make another portal from Ben’s to the Shapeshifter Realm so they’d have an easy escape here if anyone ever found out.

“I’m still hoping people will see the video is off,” I said. “How did her father even guess it was Ellen?”

“The article I read said they left notes confessing to it on the table,” Ben said, and I frowned at him before I spoke.

“See, even if I didn’t believe Ellen or know her, I’d find that weird. The first confession note was one thing, but now they’re both writing them? It’s got to be obvious someone is framing them!”

“Plus, there is video proof, which is convenient,” Ben added. “Why would someone be filming her house from above? I know you said Denver believed it, but once he thought about it, he knew it didn’t sound right. I think it’s going to get people thinking that the girls are being forced to do it. My first thought with Charlene would be that someone was making her write confession letters. There will be people who believe it because they hate the royal family and people who don’t. Let’s hope there are more in the latter.”

People had to be smarter than that, but then again, none of us questioned the fact Ellen took out three people and kidnapped the princess. 

We all knew memories could be tampered with, and we all knew Ellen was one of the four they wanted, but we’d automatically decided she was the enemy.

I gazed out the window where it was a full moon here.

My thoughts went to Shelly Andrews, wondering what she was doing. She wasn’t my girlfriend; I still stuck by my decision not to have a girlfriend, but she felt the same way. 

We had a fun friends-with-benefits relationship; if it were a full moon back at home, we’d be hanging out.

Amber and the princesses eventually returned; the three of them giggling about something they were talking in whispers about.

“Where’s Ellen?” Timmy asked, looking up.

Charlene giggled harder, which made the other two laugh even more.

Charlene wiped tears from her eyes as she spoke. 

“Full moon. Her and Sam are heavily into each other, and we figured we’d let them. It was weird, though; we met up in the yard, and they just stared at each other and then started making out. Nick is out there keeping an eye on things, so they should be fine.”

“I was hoping we’d catch up too,” Timmy said with disappointment.

“We will let you stay behind with your siblings,” Amber told him. “Nick already said he can bring back anyone if we want to stay and visit when Mack leaves.”

Timmy sighed with frustration, but I couldn’t blame him. The last time they’d talked for real was when Ellen yelled at him on the first day of school. 

But all of us, except the little ones, understood the full moon’s pull. It was the first time either of them had anything like that in months, especially Ellen. Sam, despite his anger with her, still ignored other girls, even the ones who hit on him. I believed even after all this time, he was in love with her.

“Do you think they’re moon mates?” Timmy asked. “Only Sam felt her besides me, and Ellen said she touched Amber and Mason, too.”

“We wondered that, too,” Delilah said. “That’s why we figured we’d let them be, but we all know what it’s like on the full moon. Ellen and Sam haven’t had fun in so long; might as well just let them have it, and he’s obviously forgiven her.”

Timmy nodded, looking as if he understood, but he probably did. As much as he and June tried, it was hard for them to keep apart, which was why he spent half his time in the Shapeshifter Realm. 

Neither was ready for that level of commitment and anytime there was a full moon, Timmy spent the days leading up to it and after away from Foothills.

They still hadn’t figured out how to stop it from happening, and one of my fears was I’d meet mine soon. Timmy wasn’t the only one not ready for it yet. 

Sometimes, I wondered if the other side did something to make it come along sooner, but Ben was convinced it was natural. I wasn’t so sure, however. 

What was natural about thirteen-year-olds meeting their moon mates? People our age shouldn’t have been either.

Sam came inside after a while, frowning. He sent Timmy out to talk to Ellen as he sat on the couch.

“You okay? You look upset for someone who was just making out with the girl you’ve loved for three years,” Charlene said.

“I know it should be too early to tell, but she’s my moon mate; I know she is. She wants me to go back to Foothills and continue talking shit about her! It’s bad enough I’ve made everyone hate her, but now I have to keep it up? She’s my moon mate! I can’t do that.”

“You will if you know what is good for you!” Charlene told him.

“There has to be another way!” Sam protested. “Because now I’m supposed to be unsure of you as well! You’re my sister! It’s not right! I can’t betray you and Ellen like that!”

“But you will if you storm in there blabbering on how we are innocent! You and Delilah have to go back with your heads held high, and you must keep your mouths shut! Everyone in this room will do as they’re told, and so will those back in the Shapeshifter Realm! Let her slip up first!”

The command was so strong I felt no choice but to obey. Was it because she was the future queen? It seemed to be affecting everyone else because we all nodded.

“I will not say anything, and we will wait for her to slip up,” I spoke automatically, but the others were saying a variation of the same thing.

Charlene looked around in confusion. “Well, you don’t all have to sound so robotic, but she will slip up toward the end of the school year or the beginning of next. It is coming just as I knew we’d get rescued!”

“Are you a seer too?” Jerry asked her, but I was wondering the same thing.

She said it with such confidence and authority in the same way Ellen sometimes did; I believed her. Everyone else was staring at her, too.

“No, I’ve never had a vision. This isn’t a vision, but lately, when I want something to happen strongly enough, it does. I’ve never asked Daddy, but I imagine it’s because I’m future queen. I willed for us to be rescued together, and we were. I was not leaving without Ellen, no matter what she said or lied about seeing in her visions. It took longer down there because there were spells on our cell to stop us from using magic. I think it’s just a queen thing.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s not,” Delilah told her.

“Holy crap! I think you’re an enchantorius!” Ben exclaimed as Mack, Nick, Ellen, and Timmy came back into the room, all talking. Ellen and Timmy had their arms around each other, which meant they’d finally made up.

“No way! They went extinct before telekinetics did!” Mack said. “Most people think it’s just a story that they even exist!”

“What’s an enchantorius?” Sam asked.

“Someone who has the power of control,” Ben responded. “They died out about a thousand years ago. Maybe even long before then, but they can make people do whatever they want them to do.”

“Well, to an extent,” Mack said quickly. “If Charlene were to fight with Ellen and try to force her to off herself, it wouldn’t work. However, if Ellen tried to kill her, Charlene would be able to stop her and make her do it to herself. There are limitations, but yeah, it’s a power over control, which means they can make people do what they want or control situations, but again, it’s to an extent. It can backfire, especially if used for evil. There’s a story of someone trying to make phoenixes set several villages on fire, but their kingdom ended up getting set on fire instead, and the king who did it was burnt alive. After that, there was a hunt for them, and they were all killed off either by themselves or by villagers. It’s dark magic, so it will backfire.”

Charlene stared at him, shocked. 

“But I’ve been able to do small things like that for a while. When I couldn’t try out for the choir last year, both the gyms flooded, and I had time to practice,” she said in a hushed voice.

“Wait, that was because of you?” I asked, thinking back to how we’d all woken up to the gyms full of water.

No one could figure out what happened, and the school staff ruled out a prank, but it confused everyone.

“I don’t know, but I willed for something to happen so I could practice,” she said.

“Holy shit, no wonder they want you so much,” Nick said. “If it’s true, the power you have… and you will be queen!”

“That’s not good,” Sam remarked. “She’s forceful as it is. I think she’s been using it against us since we were little, but we didn’t realize it. Just think what she will when she’s in charge of people!”

“If it is true, I will not use it against my people,” Charlene told him. 

“It would backfire on you if you do. It’s a great power to have if you have it, but be careful, kid. Use it only when it’s necessary,” Mack told her, putting a hand on her shoulder.

“Even before, I would have been careful, but after living in a dungeon in a cell for months, I know better,” Charlene told him. “But how do we know for sure?”

“Well, you said you believe Mrs. Carling will slip up,” I reminded her. “Focus on that, but focus on the little things too. But don’t force it, or it won’t work, or it will backfire.”

I was thinking of my powers and Ellen’s, which were considered dark magic. We had to be careful how we used our powers, too. I imagined hers were the same way, but it did scare me the future queen had that kind of power.
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The screams from the crowd cheering me on filled me with euphoria as I scored the final goal. It was the end of the hockey season, and we’d been behind the other school teams for most of the season, but we’d come back for the second half and surpassed all the teams.

That was until today when it was just down to Northern Lights Fae Academy and us. They got ahead fast, determined to bring in a win for the second year in a row. 

After a lecture from Mason, our team captain, we all pushed ourselves and brought the score up to a tie.

There were just ten seconds left on the clock as I leapt over the mound of earth someone from the other team produced, and I managed to hit the puck perfectly even as I fell face first. It shot into the net at a nice angle, preventing the Northern Lights goalie from blocking it.

There was a second of silence before the Foothills crowd screamed, everyone leaping to their feet while the intermediate cheerleaders chanted for Foothills. Amber led them with a chant for me.




“Foothills Fae Academy, let’s hear you roar! We’ve got the power, and we’ve got the score! Our hockey team is the best you’ve seen, And Ben’s final goal was downright mean!

With sticks in hand, and magic in our hearts, we played with skill, and we played with smarts. We showed our rivals what we can do, And now we’re champions, through and through!

So let’s hear it for Ben, our superstar. He scored that goal from way afar! Foothills Fae Academy, we’re number one!”




They leapt and danced around, shaking orange, white, blue, and green pom-poms while attacking Northern Lights cheerleaders with their elements, knocking a few people down with a strong gust of wind.

The rest of the school joined in on the chant as our cheerleaders continued their routine, repeating the chant. Jared skated over to hug me and give me a high five before the rest of the team showed up, all shouting out happily.

It was the last thing I’d ever expected that night. I just wished Regina could have been there to see it. Most people didn’t even know about her, but I’d be able to tell her later. It was the full moon, so I planned to escape as soon as possible anyway.

The moon was already drawing me to Amber, but I could sense her excitement for me, and the fact she was leading a chant for me made it worse. 

I knew it would have been the same cheer with a different name if someone else scored the final goal, but that knowledge didn’t help with the fact she was grinning at me as she called me a superstar.

It took a while for people to calm down so we could slap the other school high five, who was staying for a few hours that night. Since it was a full moon, the teachers were letting the schools hang out together.

It sounded like fun, but I wondered if it would end in disaster. Fae were competitive, and the students from Northern Lights didn’t seem pleased by our win. It was why I was going to escape to Regina as soon as I could. 

Between the pull I felt toward Amber and what could be animosity between our schools, the night felt like it could go wrong.

So far, despite the latest news about Ellen, things had calmed down a lot. People now left Amber and me alone, and nobody believed that Charlene would kidnap little kids and believed she’d been forced into it, but many people were questioning whether or not Ellen could have been involved, too.

It was a shift from before when all around us, people could be heard saying horrible things about Ellen to whispers about why there happened to be a video to catch them, and they’d both left confession letters confessing to kidnapping Ellen’s siblings.

I’d overheard several JS Year Twos discussing how they believed someone was trying to discredit Charlene and was using Ellen to do it.

None believed her grandmother could be involved, and none of us said anything. Sam had already told people he refused to answer questions or give theories until we knew the truth, and the rest of us followed suit.

But the best part was I could see the stress in Mrs. Carling’s eyes as she moved around the school. It meant she was desperate, and we had to be even more careful, but seeing the panicked look in her eyes brought me satisfaction, which gave me confidence that night.

Boondock had been watching for any scenarios that could go wrong for us, but whatever she’d seen made her happy, and now I understood why; she’d seen us bring in a win for Foothills.

“Ben! You did it!” Amber cried out excitedly twenty minutes later as she ran over to hug me.

Without thinking, I kissed her, which sent a thrill through me, but she pulled away horrified, and I stared back, dazed for a moment before it hit me.

“Ben, I’m with Jared, and you’re with Regina! You can’t do that!” She looked close to tears, which made me feel worse.

“I’ll tell him it was my fault,” I told her, backing up.

“No need,” Jared suddenly said, his eyes on me as he approached us.

“Jared, I didn’t kiss him,” Amber said in a shaky voice.

“I saw the whole thing,” Jared said, his eyes not leaving mine; he was unreadable. 

I’d never forgive myself if I ruined things for them. 

“Amber, sweetheart, go meet me in my dorm. You’re not the one I’m mad at.”

Amber looked relieved but did as he said and hurried off. I tensed up, waiting for him to hit me or attack me with his elements, and I would let him without fighting back.

“Ben, stay away from her during the full moons from now on,” Jared told me. “I saw the whole thing, so I know you didn’t intend it, but fuck, you can’t do that shit. I won’t be as understanding next time.”

And he turned away and walked away without a word. He was going to forgive me, which made me feel worse knowing that. I wasn’t sure if anyone else saw it, but I didn’t want to stick around to find out. I grabbed my stuff from the ice portal room and teleported to my dorm, which was thankfully empty.

I didn’t know what had come over me since the moon had mated us. I’d been good about it, but after the excitement of the night, I’d forgotten we were both seeing other people for a second, and I’d kissed my mate without thinking.

I teleported back to the school after a quick shower, hoping no one would be near the portal, but our deterrent spells seemed to work; nonetheless, I would always be paranoid, especially given how much Mrs. Carling wanted her immortal powers back.

When I arrived at Ian’s, it was to find all three of my brothers there with Ian, Nick, Mack, Ernie, and Justin, all hanging out and laughing together.

“Ah, there’s the man of the moment!” Scott said, excitedly. “Awesome goal, little brother, and that face plant you took didn’t mess up your face worse than it already is.”

“He’s better looking than you,” Sebastian snorted.

Although, in my opinion, it was hard to distinguish who was the most attractive. When I was younger, I worried that I would never be as good-looking as my older brothers. 

However, as we grew older, we had some slight differences, but nothing that set us apart from each other. We all had the same brown hair, round brown eyes, and high cheekbones.

“Come join us for a beer, Ben. I’m sure you’ve experimented, but I think it’s time we initiate you in,” Barry said.

I hadn’t actually, though I’d wanted to, but all our homes and the school had too many spells on them for minors. No matter how much we tried to get around the rules, the alcohol always turned to water. 

I believed Ellen was the only one of us who drank. Michael was still skeptical because of his parents. Jared wanted to but held back for Amber, who wanted to get drunk for the first time with him. Hank and Stan had some drinks together, but nothing noteworthy.

I wasn’t about to turn down a drink with these guys, so I hurried over to Barry, taking the beer called Acerterra Light from him. The can was dark blue with grey mountains pictured on it. Acerterra Light was spelled out in bold silver letters.

“Of course, we will be responsible brothers and make sure you don’t have too many, but I think you’ve finally earned this,” Sebastian said once I sat down.

Mason and Michael suddenly appeared from the portal, with Sam not too far behind them.

“You kissed Amber!?” Mason exclaimed, his eyes on me.

“You kissed Amber?” Barry and several others repeated.

“It was an accident!” I protested.

“Yeah, you accidentally put your lips on hers,” Scott said sarcastically. “I hate when that happens. It’s how Carly and I got together. We accidentally fucked. You’d better tell Regina, or I will.”

“It was because of the moon. I wouldn’t have done it without everything adding up tonight,” I explained. “Look, you don’t understand what it can be like with moon mates. It was the excitement of winning, along with her cheering for me, and you know how much I love her in that uniform. With the effects of the full moon, it made it worse. It was almost instinct because it was automatic.”

“I get it, I mean, you’re an asshole for that, but I get it,” Sam said. “Ellen and I didn’t plan on making out. I was still mad at her for taking my place, but all that went out the window when the moon drew us together. We didn’t even think about it until five minutes later,” and then he looked at Mason. “Sorry again, bud.”

“Ellen and I weren’t meant to be,” Mason responded, “and I guessed when you felt her, but I didn’t. I’ve had time to get over her, but Ben, we came to bring you back. The cheerleaders are all hanging out together. The schools are actually getting along, and the cheerleaders are competing against each other for fun in the water. They’re still in their uniforms. We don’t know where Hank and Stan went, but we can’t miss this!”

“Have a few drinks first, boys,” Sebastian told them, nodding at the cooler full of beers. “And come back here later if you want. Have some celebratory drinks first.”

No one, not even Michael, turned down his request. But I knew he’d been curious for a while, and as long as he was careful, he’d be fine. 

However, as I sipped the beer, I didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. It tasted a little gross, but the older guys reassured us someday we’d find it refreshing.

For me, it just made the buzzed feeling I already had feel worse, and my thoughts about Amber worsened, and so did my guilt when my mind went to Regina and Jared. Why had the urge been so strong? I’d always been careful, and now Amber and Jared probably hated me.

We hung around the older guys for a little bit before they sent us back, saying three beers were enough. He wasn’t wrong. I didn’t know if I was drunk because they’d said no one could get drunk off three beers, but I was certainly different from my usual self, and I knew we were all talking way too loud.

“You guys go find Hank and Stan. I need to apologize to Amber and Jared,” I said once we were outside back at Foothills.

“You sure you can handle that in your state?” Mason asked, laughing.

“I’m not drunk,” I said, though I wasn’t sure if that was true.

I teleported to the Fire dorms and headed to Jared’s, Hank’s, and Stan’s. 

They’d said they were going there, so I figured I’d find them. I just hoped they’d forgive me and I wouldn’t make a fool of myself or do something stupid again.

When I entered the room, it was to find two people heavily making out, but not the two I was expecting to see. 

I stumbled out of the dorm, wondering if I was drunk after all. I headed to the water, which no longer had an icy layer on it as it had been a very warm February, and it was early March. I splashed water on my face. I could have used my own water magic, but I was worried I couldn’t control it.

“Um, what exactly did you see?” I heard behind me and saw Hank and Stan standing behind me when I turned.

“I drank with my brothers, so I don’t know what I saw,” I answered, staring at my childhood friends, the two who had been in my life since I was a toddler.

Neither said a word as they exchanged looks before looking at me nervously.

“You know it doesn’t bother me, right?” I asked when they still didn’t say anything.

In the Fae Realm, it wasn’t unusual for people to be homosexual, and I’d seen many couples throughout my time at Foothills. 

No one judged, unlike in the Mortal Realm. A law had been passed twenty years ago to prevent that kind of discrimination by the king himself. 

The eighties had been a rough time for gay men in the Mortal Realm, and we hadn’t wanted it to leak into our realm, and it slowly had been. King Logan nipped it in the bud as soon as he could.

I’d always thought they liked girls, given their past behaviour, which I added, so they’d understand why I was shocked. I always thought they were straight. It’s why they were the last two people I expected to walk in on.

“Bisexuals exist,” Stan reminded me. “The moon drew us together tonight.”

I nodded before continuing.

“Well, I was looking to apologize to Jared and Amber, but apparently, the cheerleaders at both schools are competing and partying together in the water. Want to come?”

Hank shrugged. “Sure, I think they’re all in the warm waters, but we heard you kissed Amber. Why?”

“Same reason I just caught you two making out,” I said. “The damn moon. How did you know? Did you always know? Or did you find out tonight?”

“The moon draws us to guys and girls,” Hank said. “Neither of us knew it about each other until tonight, but I’ve known since I was fourteen when it drew me to Denver’s friend, Marcus. Stan has known since he was little.”

“Marcus is bisexual?” I asked with surprise.

“Either that or gay since we were drawn to each other, but I ignored it,” Hank said. “He’s from the Mortal Realm, and the mortals still have some backwards views on that, but they’re getting better than they used to be. It wasn’t you we were worried about telling, although I didn’t want you to find out like this.”

“Like I said, it doesn’t bother me. I’ve always suspected Deanna is gay, but I keep it to myself. Better you two than Amber and Jared,” I added the last bit without thinking and sighed. “I’m such an asshole.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, dude,” Stan said. “Jared’s pissed off, but he understands. Now come on, let’s go find the cheerleaders.”

“As long as I didn’t ruin it between them,” I responded.

“We walked in on the same thing you walked in on. They’re good,” Hank said.

We could hear excited voices, so we hurried to the hot tub waters, where a huge crowd from both schools was hanging out. 

We could hear Mason and Michael calling for us, so we hurried over, where we could see all the cheerleaders still in their uniforms, all wet, even Amber, in the water, doing routines.

I loved the way their uniforms clung to them, and the girls from Northern Lights had tiny uniforms that almost looked see-through under the moonlight.
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The students from Northern Lights seemed to know spells to bypass the alcohol rule, but I didn’t have too many more drinks given what I’d done earlier that night. I didn’t want to make a second mistake. 

I just hung out with the guys, all of us enjoying the night, and Jared even came over to tell me there were no hard feelings between us, but I knew I had to be careful from that moment on. 

He’d only be understanding for so long before he got fed up with me or decided it wasn’t worth it with Amber. 

Neither was something I could ever want to happen, so I needed to smarten up.

The cheerleaders from both schools competed against each other for a while longer, the Northern Lights cheerleaders being the more skilled ones and coming out on top as they performed a spectacular display with colourful fire and water combined.

“Damn, they’re going to get us at competitions in a couple of months,” Amber said, sitting beside me on the rocky ledge around the warm waters.

“I’m so sorry,” I told her. “It was automatic.”

“I know,” she said. “I think the moon is stronger than usual tonight because Easter is coming, and we’ve enhanced it with our excitement.”

Stan and Hank had already told everyone the moon had drawn them together, and no one except Denver and Lydia had cared, but they’d shut up when Marcus told them off. So I didn’t think it would hurt to tell her.

“The moon hasn’t only drawn us together tonight. The excitement has gotten to more than us,” I told her.

“Did someone else meet their moon mate? It wasn’t Michael, was it? Because he doesn’t want that yet.”

“Stan and Hank were making out,” I said, watching her face to see how she’d react to it being our friends. 

I hoped she wouldn’t react negatively. She was from the mortal realm, and Hank wasn’t wrong when he said many were prejudiced from there.

“Oh, it’s about time,” she said and shrugged.

“Wait, what?” I asked, not expecting that answer. “You knew?”

“No, I didn’t know anything. But I’ve seen them staring at each other in classes this year, and I’ve wondered. Stan usually can’t take his eyes off Hank when he’s playing volleyball. But with everything going on and how some people are judgmental, I didn’t say anything. I might have been wrong anyway. But I thought it would be cool.”

“They’re not looking to be a couple, though, unless they’re moon mates,” I told her.

Michael had been the most shocked and had asked if they were going to be a thing now, and they’d told him not unless anything came from it. For the time being, they were having fun.

“I wonder what Ellen would say if she hadn’t done what she’d done,” Amber said.

I knew she’d only added the last bit in case someone overheard. We didn’t want to seem like we believed in her yet, which I hated. We tried our best not to talk about her at all, but it was natural for her to wonder this.

“Probably be cool with it. Anyway, it’s not going to be awkward between us now, will it?”

“Not unless we make it that way,” she said. “But I get it because I was feeling the same way. I didn’t think you’d go through with it, but maybe I shouldn’t have hugged you. I think I’m half to blame—”

“No, you should be able to hug me—”

“—so let’s just agree not to touch each other at all on the full moon,” she continued. “We can hang out and stuff, but never alone, and we will do what we can not to touch each other.”

I let out a frustrated sigh and folded my arms as I glared up at the moon.

“I hate this. There used to be a time when you were just Amber, my best friend, and now this. This has been the most messed up year of my life. I used to think we went through a lot in JS Year One, but I’d take that over this whole year!”

“I know what you mean,” she sighed and got up. “I should find Jared, but we are good.”

The others were all distracted, and I still had my magic, so I teleported back to the portal to go back to Ian’s. It was still early there, and I needed to get away, but I needed to talk to Regina anyway. She had the right to know.

The living room was empty when I went through, but I could hear them all laughing, so they were still around. Without pausing, I headed outside and into the woods.

It didn’t take long for me to find Regina, who glared at me the moment our eyes met.

“I know too well the pull of a moon mate, but at least I’ve never kissed mine,” she said, halting me in my tracks.

“How did you—”

“Denver told me when he and Mason came here to get Zoey,” she said. “I was hoping to surprise you. Just go away, Ben, please. I try every day to move on from mine, and then I met you, the one person I didn’t think would ever hurt me.”

She turned into her wolf form and ran off. I watched after her, feeling like crap. I was an idiot. How would I ever meet someone naturally if I did stupid things like kiss Amber? I’d always hated cheaters, and now I’d become one. I felt nothing but disgust and self-hatred for myself at the moment.

I headed back to Ian’s where they all greeted me drunk and invited me to stay and hang out. Sierra, Carly, Hilda, and Brianne were there too now.

If only Hornora and Yooper knew about this. I certainly hoped they didn’t come over for a surprise visit. They wouldn’t like what they saw.
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The students from Northern Lights Academy seemed extremely nice. None showed any signs of being upset over the fact that they lost. Instead, students from both of our schools partied together for most of the night in the intermediate years.

I tried my hardest not to think about Ben’s earlier kiss, but it had awakened something in me, and I didn’t like it. Thankfully, Jared had seen the whole thing and wasn’t upset with me, but I still felt guilty about it.

The Northern Lights students knew how to bypass the no-alcohol rule, so most of us were buzzed as the night wore on. They had to leave soon, so we were making the most out of it.

Michael was making out with a cute cheerleader from the other school, but he wasn’t the only one. Many people from both schools were drawn to each other. Sheila and Shelly were with a group of Northern Lights boys, all vying to get each other’s attention.

For once, it was a lighthearted evening. That was until Lydia propelled herself up with her air, calling for everyone’s attention.

“I have some alarming news I just found out from Mrs. Carling, and I have proof. There are dark magic wielders at Foothills! They attend our school and have been going to classes with us. You know them as Ernie and Mason Campbell!”

Silence fell around us, and I looked around in alarm for Mason, who was near Stan and Hank. The two boys immediately moved closer to him.

“That’s a lie!” Denver shouted. “Don’t listen to her. You know Lydia is always starting drama! She’s drunk!”

Lydia laughed.

“Really? Or maybe you don’t know your friend as well as you thought. Mrs. Carling is informing the other teachers as we speak! Expect to hear—” Lydia shouted.

“If all students could make their way to the cafeteria, please,” I heard Mrs. Carling’s voice call across the grounds. “It’s time for our guests to go home for their own safety. There are dark magic wielders attending this school as students. Now, please make your way to the cafeteria, and be sure to bring Mason and Ernie Campbell along with you!”

I looked around for Mason, but he’d already disappeared, and I didn’t see Hank or Stan anymore, which told me they were with him, likely protecting him.

The other students made their way out of the water, all talking in low voices. But I looked around frantically for Jared, spotting him with Michael. I hurried over to the pair, grabbed their hands, and teleported us to Mason’s dorm.

Inside, he was with Stan, rushing around and throwing his stuff in his bags.

“You can’t go!” I said, rushing to him. “We can stop this. I’ll go right now and tell them the truth—”

“Amber, you need to go to the cafeteria. All of you do. You can’t be implicated in this,” Mason told me. “Hank’s gone to warn the others, and they’ll help me and get Ernie’s stuff.”

“No,” I said, sobbing now. “I can’t lose you and Ernie now, especially you. Don’t go, please. We can sort this out.”

Mason came over to hug me while the others packed his stuff for him. There was a safe portal for him in here to use as a last resort to Ian’s, and it would close after him once he went through in case anyone came looking for it. It was only meant to be used in emergencies.

“Amber, listen to me. You and Ben can’t be seen working with dark magic wielders! We still have a bad reputation! Go to the cafeteria, sis. We will see each other later. I’ll just be at Ian’s.”

I cried harder, though, not wanting to let him go, but Jared came over to pull me away from him, so I sobbed in his arms instead.

“You guys have to go now!” Mason said. “Please, Jared, get her out of here.”

“Amber, come on, teleport us,” Jared told me. “He will be okay. The best thing we can do for him is to leave.”

My thoughts were on Lydia as the four of us gathered together, and I took us to the cafeteria. Thankfully, people were still entering, all talking. Yooper and Hornora stood on the outside of it; both had grim expressions on their faces.

Lydia would pay for selling my brothers out.

I had to get a hold of myself. They were right that we had to be careful, but now not only did I have to hate my best friend, but I had to act shocked and horrified when it came to my brothers unless she planned to tell everyone we knew what they were.

Once everyone was seated, Mrs. Carling moved to the front of the room, and it took all I had to stop myself from glaring at her. The students from Northern Lights were still there, making the room a little more crowded than usual.

“It came to my attention earlier this evening that the Campbell boys are wanted escapees from the Dark Magic Wielder Realm, planted at our school to spy on us! And not only that, Hornora and Yooper knew, as did Amber and Ben—”

“That’s not true!” Denver said, jumping up. “The only people who knew were me and the guys—” he glanced at Marcus and two of his other friends, who stood up, all calling out that Denver was right.

“We knew too,” Shelly Andrews said, jumping up with Sheila following.  

Denver continued speaking, looking around at everyone as he spoke.

“And Mason’s biggest fear was Mr. Hornora would find out, as well as his other friends here. You all know he saw Amber as his sister, but she had no clue, and he was scared she’d lose respect for him and made me swear with a spell never to tell. And as you can likely smell the smell coming off of me, I’ve just broken his trust! Nobody but us knew, but they’re not evil! I don’t know what Mrs. Carling has heard, but they were on the run from the Dark Magic Wielder Realm with their father because they were in danger and met Amber’s family, but unfortunately, their father got killed. So that’s why they tell the step-sibling story, but the girls have no idea of their true identity. No one did but us, and I’m willing to smell like a skunk for weeks to protect Hornora, Yooper, and anyone else Mrs. Carling thinks was involved. She heard wrong!”

It was true; the room smelled of skunk, and it was getting worse the more he talked. It was so strong I could almost taste it.

“And Mason and Ernie and their brothers are good people,” Sheila called out. “The dark magic wielders are like us! As we’ve told you already, they have good and evil, but Mason and Ernie understand if you don’t want them here. Our parents have come and taken them already, so no need to worry.”

If looks could kill, Mrs. Carling would have killed them on the spot, but the spell they’d used was a well-known one. If someone betrayed a person’s secret, they would emit a smell the person they betrayed chose. 

Mason had chosen for them to smell like skunk, and it was getting even worse as the others stood there admitting Mason confided in them.

Mr. Hornora’s features were etched in anger as he focused on them, but I knew it wasn’t them he was upset with. They’d just saved his job, and I knew he hated what he had to do.

“No matter your intentions, it was important for me to know their backgrounds, and they could have been a danger to Amber and Ben—”

“They weren’t!” Shelly protested. “They loved Amber! What you saw wasn’t fake between them. It’s time everyone accepts that not all dark magic wielders are dangerous! You want to know the truth? Yes, there are eight different realms, as we’ve learned, but there is evil in all eight! There are people trying to take over the realms, and they’re pinning it on the dark magic wielders because their name is ominous! That’s why the Campbells fled here! To be safe! It’s why, ever since the other portals have opened, people have been trying to tell you all that dark magic wielders aren’t all dangerous!”

“And we think Ellen was set up!” Sheila added.

Ben and my siblings had joined us by that point; Ben and I exchanged looks. They’d planned this behind our backs in case the story got out. They were willing to let themselves look and smell bad for us. I wasn’t sure how everyone would react. Most were covering their faces because of the smell.

“And we can’t be the only ones who thought that video of Charlene and Ellen that came out was suspicious. It’s too convenient that they got that on video,” Denver added.

There was silence in the room now.

“Nonetheless, I don’t know if I believe you or not about the Campbells, but I’m taking four hundred demerit points from each of you as we investigate this. We’ve heard the same about dark magic wielders, and we believe it’s true, but we have to be cautious! As your hearts were in the right place, I won’t expel you, but you’ll have to be suspended next week and put on academic probation for the rest of the year!” Hornora spat out, but I could see his gaze was on Mrs. Carling, even if he was trying his hardest to hide it. “You’re all dismissed except the six of you, and Ben, Amber, and friends of their choice can stay. You owe them an apology. Mrs. Carling, if you could make sure everyone goes to their dorms with the Head Students. Mr. Yooper, if you could search the grounds and make sure the dark magic wielders are gone, please. Mrs. Boondock, if you could remain behind, too, and Mrs. Hemperson, Mr. Carter, you could help send off our guests.”

As Lydia tried to leave the room, I trapped her with vines to force her to stay. Once everyone was gone except those in the know, Mr. Hornora turned to Denver, his three friends, and Shelly and Sheila.

“I’m sorry, kids, the punishment isn’t real, even if you have to act like it is,” he said. “But just know you have a place here and anything else you need. We will work around the suspension for you. Fuck! I can’t believe she did this!”

It showed how agitated he was if he was swearing around us.

“I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up yet, but I saw a vision of Mason back in my classes. We were in a portal room for some reason, but he was there,” Mrs. Boondock said. “I think the kids were convincing enough, and people have been discussing amongst themselves that dark magic wielders are probably just misunderstood. It’s later this year because it was my end-of-the-year exam. I’ll try to get more visions, but I feel like this is the first of her slip-ups. Again, I’m not going to get your hopes up, but I think, for once, things could go in our favour. Mason and Ernie could be back soon enough.”

I turned to Lydia, who was still wrapped in my vines. 

“What the hell is your problem, Lydia? Do you enjoy messing with people or something? Is your life that miserable? Ernie and Mason are ten times better than you! They would never hurt anyone, and you got them kicked out! They were here for their protection!” I shouted, tightening the vines.

“Well, I didn’t know that!” She protested as we all glared at her. “She told me to alert as many people as possible, so I did! I hated doing it because I always thought Mason was a nice guy, but we’ve always been told dark magic wielders are evil, and I panicked! No one ever told me there were good ones until the rumours started! How do I know if they’re true, though?”

My shoulders relaxed because she was right. She was clueless, and anyone would have done the same. But it was time the world knew some truths. We didn’t want to bring the war on prematurely, but it was time to officially take the stigma off the dark magic wielders. There were more people out there like my brothers, and they deserved better.

“We need to get the truth out there,” I said, turning away from her. “We need to prove they’re safe!”

“Well, there’s a reason we stink,” Sheila spoke up. “Let us be the ones to speak up. You saw Mrs. Carling. She wasn’t expecting things to turn that way. You all lie low and plan; we will tell the truth, and we will take the heat.”

“How did you know?” Michael asked.

“I told them everything after we went to the Shapeshifter Realm,” Denver said. “You needed a backup plan in case she tried something like this. We talked it over while you were all visiting Ellen and Charlene.”

“Well, either we’ve bought ourselves more time, or we need to be prepared for them to start the war early,” Hornora sighed. “Something happened to make her betray the boys tonight. They’re getting desperate.”

“But we know it was their plan all along,” Mrs. Boondock said.

“I know, but I still think something happened to make her choose tonight. I’m sick of this woman, and I want her out of my school. She could have ruined everything tonight, and now we’ve lost two more kids because of her! We’ll all meet up at Ian’s in a few days to discuss this, but you should all go to bed. And as I said, kids, the punishment isn’t real, so feel free to hang out in the Shifter Realm as much as you need to,” Mr. Hornora said.“We need to get her out once and for all.”

Three years ago, he’d been furious with us for leaving the school and putting the Campbells in danger, but his anger was worse this time. He was red, and I could feel some of it radiating from him. Because he was an empath, at times we could sense his emotions if they were strong.

“I’ll do what I can to make up for it,” Lydia said. “I seriously didn’t know, but if she’s the evil one and it’s her fault Ellen and Charlene are gone, and now Ernie and Mason, I’ll do what I can to make up for it.”

“Good, you can join us in spreading the word as much as possible that not all dark magic wielders are evil,” Sheila told her. “People have already been saying they aren’t, thanks to Mack and a few others speaking up for Ben, Amber and the teachers, but people are still skeptical. Our story is, we’ve never bought that Ellen took out three people alone before taking Charlene. And that led us to research other realms, only for us to find that it’s true dark magic wielders have been given a bad reputation, and Ernie and Mason belong here. You’ll help us prove that there is evil in all realms, and Mrs. Carling, who is a Wand Wielder, is one of the evil people.”

Lydia nodded, determined, and while I was still angry with her, deep down, I knew if I’d never ventured into the Dark Magic Wielder Realm myself, I’d have the same prejudices as Lydia. It wasn’t her fault. Mrs. Carling knew she was one of the biggest gossips in our year and took advantage.

“Good, you can all return to your dorms- oh, and while the punishment I set out earlier is fake, I can sense many of you have been drinking. I don’t know where or how you got alcohol, and I don’t care to know, but you’re all grounded for the next five weekends unless we need a meeting. You also each lose thirty demerit points. Be glad it’s not worse, and I don’t care if you’re old enough to drink for you senior students. You’re on school property. The same punishment will be given to anyone else drinking, and I will go now to find out who else was drinking. Now go to bed,” Mr. Hornora told us.

No one said anything, but I was surprised he could sense it, but it likely had to do with his powers. More than likely, he could feel it. He turned and walked off, leaving us to follow him out.
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The school seemed divided on the latest news to come out, but to my surprise, most of the JS Year Fours were upset by Mason’s departure and were willing to hear Sheila, Shelly, and Denver out. Many were furious with Lydia, who for once, was apologetic and doing her best to make amends.

From what Carly and Justin said, they were experiencing the same in their year. But people had gotten to know Mason and Ernie, so I knew that was why they were all questioning what was true and what wasn’t. 

We’d already put the word out that dark magic wielders weren’t all dangerous, and more people were believing it more than ever.

When we all met up nearly a week later after Sheila’s, Shelly’s, Denver’s, and his friends’ ‘suspension,’ the atmosphere in the school had changed so much to the point where we could hear people who’d hated Ellen even before she was framed, discussing whether or not she was guilty.

“I was worried they’d think Mason was guilty because he was dating Ellen for a time,” Michael said as we made our way to the portal.

“That was probably her plan,” Ben replied. “And she tried to sell us out, too. She was going to try to get rid of all of us in one swoop. Hopefully, they have some news, or Ellen has had a vision. Hornora is right; it was too random. Why sell the Campbells out now?”

They must have done some kind of extension spell on Ian’s living room because it was a lot bigger than it had been the last time I’d seen it. There was a lot more room for all of us to fit in, but there were more of us now. Even our allies from the Shapeshifter Realm were there.

I ran straight to Ernie and Mason, who hugged me and promised they were fine.

“We’ve been making plans, but we all knew this was coming. We were prepared for it, and thanks to you and Ben, we had a safe escape,” Ernie said as he hugged me.

“Half the student body is divided,” Timmy spoke up, mainly talking to Ellen, who was there with Charlene. “They’re all wondering what the true story is. We thought for sure it would make it worse for you because you were with Mason, but it’s the opposite.”

“The JS Year Fours are pissed,” Hank said, slapping Mason’s shoulder lightly. “You’re well-liked, bud. No one wants to believe you’re evil, so you’ve got that going for you.”

I’d been hoping more would happen between Hank and Stan with them being lifelong friends, but after the full moon, both could confirm they weren’t moon mates, and both worried about hurting the other if they met their mates. But things could always change for them in the future. They were both open to dating, but they saw how much Ben struggled and worried about hurting each other.

“Same with our year,” Carly said, her arms around Scott.

I was still getting used to the two of them, but it wasn’t as odd as I’d initially thought it would be. They seemed as natural together as Jared and I were or Sierra and Justin. For their sake, I hoped they were moon mates, or they never met theirs.

“Is that your doing?” Sam asked Charlene.

“Well, I didn’t know they’d be sold out. Now that I know my powers, I’m struggling to make things happen. I will focus on that, too. For months, I’ve been focusing on Ellen’s grandmother letting herself get caught, and maybe this is the start of it. But I was trying to control Ellen, Jerry, and Anthony a few times to practice, but now, when I put in effort, it’s hard. I liked it better when it came naturally to me.”

“You just need to relax,” Delilah told her. “If you stress about it, it won’t happen, and we need you now more than ever.”

“Because that’s not going to stress her out more,” Kellen said sarcastically, laughing a little. “We can’t rely solely on Ellen and Charlene for this. That’s not fair to them, especially after what they went through.”

“I will do my best to focus better, but I don’t understand my powers yet,” Charlene answered. “I never knew this kind of power existed, and so far, we can’t find any documentation on it. We think most records and information were destroyed.”

Yooper and Hornora came through the portal last, calling for everyone’s attention. Mr. Hornora looked around at us once we were all sitting.

“We are going to have to find a new home for the portal after today. We just heard her telling some of the staff she’s caught several of you coming down here and disappearing for a while. So we need to close it up right now. I’d give up my office, but if people search it, that won’t be good for me. And after last week, we know she’s trying to get rid of us.”

“What about one of our dorms?” Ben asked. “Then it can look like we are hanging out.”

“We don’t want any of you to be caught either,” Yooper said. “They’re setting up an investigation to find any hidden portals as we speak, which means we need to close it now. You can expect there to be more secret checks around the school or your dorms.”

Sam was quiet for a moment before he glanced at Delilah. “Mom and Dad have been talking about opening a safe portal in our dorms to the palace ever since Charlene was taken. What if we do that and then open one in the palace to here? If the portals are found in our dorms, it’s easily explained away. Mom and Dad won’t have a problem with it.”

“We will talk to your parents first, but let’s get rid of this now, shall we?” Mr. Hornora said.

I wondered if Mrs. Carling had been threatened because it seemed she was looking for anything that could get us caught. 

Now, we’d lost the portal, which was unfortunate. But Ben and I worked on getting rid of the portal, and a loud zapping sound echoed around us, telling us the portal was officially gone.

Mr. Hornora left to go back through the main portal so he could keep an eye on things, but Yooper and Boondock remained behind for the meeting.

“I haven’t had any visions, which makes me think they’ve put up a strong spell to block me from all scenarios,” Ellen said. “I knew about the hockey game, so I was focusing on it, and I saw nothing. We didn’t know she’d sold out Mason and Ernie until they told us. I only see silly things that mean nothing. I saw Ben’s face plant, for example.”

“I’ve only had visions of things happening around the school, but it only involves the kids, such as I know two of my students will conveniently forget to do their weekend homework,” Mrs. Boondock said. “So I think it’s safe to say they’ve done something to block seers. I was watching that night too, and the only visions I had were of some of you coming here to get alcohol. Nothing else alarmed me, but I worried with two schools partying together, something could happen.”

“Well, thankfully, we can take those spells off you two then,” Mack said. “Do you think you two could work on that?” He added to my mothers, who both nodded.

“We will check to see if anything was done to Charlene, too,” Bernice responded. “And anyone else. They’re getting desperate, which is a good thing, but all of you kids at Foothills need to keep yourselves safe and make sure no one is listening or watching you. They’ve planted people there before. They will again.”

For most of the meeting, we tried to come up with ways to see if we could get her to confess or catch her in the act, but we couldn’t figure out how unless we brought her to us by sacrificing one of us, but Yooper and Boondock shot those plans down.

“No more children will be taken from Foothills, and they may realize what we are doing,” Yooper said. “No one is to use themselves as bait, and from this moment forward, none of you are to go alone anywhere. I know you do your best, but I’ve seen several of you go off alone. Please stay in groups of at least four from now on.”

“Honestly, just stick together and let her mess up,” Barry said. “She’s already showing signs of stress. Desperate people mess up. Keep your heads down and do what you’re there for. Train yourselves up.”

“And speaking of training, we’ve finally acquired some wands for you two,” Mack said, turning to look at Ben and me. “You’ll come here a couple of times a week to learn spells to protect yourselves and others. Do not ever let anyone see them.”

He tossed Ben a wooden stick before tossing me another. I held it, expecting to feel some connection with it or something, but I felt nothing except a little magic.

“Are you sure we can use these?” Ben asked. “Nothing happened, and I don’t feel connected to it.”

“You’ll notice when you perform spells with them,” Patricia said. “They’re not like the wands in any fiction book you may have read. There’s no connection. They’re mass-produced from a special kind of tree grown there. But the magic doesn’t come from the wands anyway; they’re merely tools, and the wood they are made from helps. People can do spells without the wands, but most prefer it because it’s easier. It takes a long time to get to wandless unless you’re connected to someone. Long ago, before the realms were divided, people discovered the wood and found it made their spells much easier. When things were divided, the trees went with them so no one in other realms could use them. You two will never be able to do it without wands if you’re not working together. You don’t have enough wand wielder magic in you.”

I didn’t care about that, though. I stared down at it in my hand, feeling excited about the possibilities. If I could perform their spells, that would make me happy enough, and Mrs. Carling wouldn’t see it coming if we had them on us.

“Time to get you kids back,” Mr. Yooper said after a while. “I know where you can open a temporary portal in the village for now, but don’t get used to it or sneak over here. You never know who is spying in town. We will send groups of friends out at a time. Once we talk to King Logan and Queen Beatrix about getting something more permanent open, we will have to be careful. Who knows what she saw. Mr. Hornora is trying to figure that out right now, and hopefully, we can pass it off as you all hiding in the closet and doing something you’re not supposed to.”

After Ben and I got a portal open that would take us to one of the abandoned warehouses in the village, Mr. Yooper sent the JS Year Fours back first. I hung back so I could talk to Mason in private, though the others promised to wait for me in town.

“You sure you’re okay?” I asked him.

“We’re fine, I swear. I’ve been able to spend a lot of one-on-one time with our moms. It’s been nice getting to know my real mom and yours. It’s hard to believe they’re the same people from three years ago, and both are ready to do what it takes to protect us.”

I nodded, knowing how much he’d wanted to spend more time with Bernice alone. So far, he hadn’t been able to for more than an hour, so at least this gave them the chance to talk.

“It’s weird not having you there,” I said, hugging him. “I hate not having you there. I miss you.”

“Well, sounds like people are on our side,” Mason responded, hugging me back. “Denver said they’re thinking of sending a petition around the school to see if we are allowed back,” he added once we pulled apart. “But take care of yourself, please. I can’t be there to protect you, so stick with Jared and the others. Don’t go anywhere alone or do something stupid, and keep an eye on Michael and Jared. I think they’re next on the list. Mack has been taking us out, and when we were in the Dark Magic Wielder Realm yesterday, I swear I heard something about the telekinesis boy and the portal girls’ boyfriend. That can only mean two people. Mack made us leave before they figured out we were there.”

“Why were you there?” I asked, considering it was the worst place for them to be.

“We went to see if there was anything salvageable from home, but our house is completely gone. They’ve taken over our old barns. Mack only let us listen for a few minutes because he was paranoid, so I don’t know if anyone else could be in danger, but make sure you all stick together as long as she is there.”

“So you don’t have a home at all anymore out there,” I said.

I’d been hoping they could eventually go back, but by the sounds of it, they’d taken over their farm, which meant they couldn’t go back again.

“I like the Fae Realm better,” Mason responded. “I’ll probably stick it out there once I can go back. It’s the same with the others, I believe. It wasn’t ever a happy home for us, as you well know.”

I had no desire to ever return to my old place, which my mother had sold through her allies, giving the money to divide between all of us who wanted it. It hadn’t been a happy home for me either. My father’s and the Hoofers’ place felt more at home for me.

“What about Ellen?” I asked to change the subject.

“We haven’t had the chance to talk. I’m hoping to talk to her today, but it’s over between us. I can’t do that to Zoey, and it’s clear Ellen’s chosen her moon mate anyway. She and Sam wouldn’t stop staring at each other in there. We had our fun, but clearly, we were never meant to be, and I’m sixteen; I’ll move on. What about you and Jared? He seems to have moved on from what happened last week. He and Ben were talking.”

“I don’t know how much more he can take, though, but Ben and I have decided not to be around each other at all unless we have no choice on full moons,” I answered. “I don’t want to hurt Jared or test his patience. Ben feels bad and has been avoiding us, but we are going to have to put a stop to that. I think he’s worried we are angry with him. Jared says it’s fine, but they’ll be talking if it happens a second time. We need to make sure we don’t go off on our own, and he has been.”

Mason sighed and folded his arms. “Definitely don’t let him go on his own. She might be watching for that. Rumours get around that school fast, and she might have seen or heard. You should go. We will see each other soon, sis. And I’d better not hear of any stories about you going off alone.”

“I won’t,” I promised. “And I want all four of you to promise you won’t go back to the Dark Magic Realm. It’s the worst place for you guys.”

“We won’t,” I heard Ernie say from behind me.

I turned to see Mack, Brody, and Ernie standing not too far off with Justin, Carly, Sierra, and Kellen.

“Now give us a hug and go. And keep your wand hidden,” Ernie said, gazing at the stick I was holding.

“And as Mason said, don’t go off alone. And do not take any risks! I’m serious, Amber,” Kellen said, and though I hadn’t planned to anyway, the intense gaze he gave me intimidated me enough I promised instantly.

He had that about him, and I knew it wasn’t any kind of secondary power. He was a warlock; it was just the way he was, and I often thought it had to do with Dad being out of his life for five years. He was a no-nonsense type of person.

I hugged them each before Justin, Carly, and Sierra beckoned for me to go with them through the portal. I gave Ellen a long hug before going, promising her as well to take care of myself. She, too, seemed worried I’d do something dumb or risky, but I wouldn’t.

I was too angry with Mrs. Carling for not only framing my best friend but for making my brothers have to leave the school, too. 

It would be satisfying to see her get caught by her own doing, and I would ignore any impulses I felt, though often it was hard when she tried to act all fake and nice around us.

I didn’t know if she knew we’d guessed, but sometimes she watched us with a grim expression, and perhaps it was why she’d gone after Mason and Ernie next. I hoped that would be her downfall, given how many people were upset by their departure.
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A sense of longing filled me as I watched my friends depart. Mr. Hornora returned as the last of them went through to let us know all was good at Foothills. 

They’d searched the school from top to bottom to see if anyone had been disappearing through a portal, but none were found. 

The teaching staff concluded that they must have been using the closet to do things they shouldn’t, and Hornora had promised to punish those responsible.

Mason looked at me. “Can we talk before Nick takes you away? They don’t want us to be part of whatever meeting they’re having now. I figured now was the best time.”

I nodded without answering and followed him out of the house. My thoughts went to the girl he was seeing, and I felt hurt, but I didn’t have time for a boyfriend at the moment. For the first time since I’d become interested in dating, I didn’t want it.

“I feel like I cheated on you,” Mason said once we were outside.

“You didn’t. The day I was framed was the day our relationship ended. Grandma was forthcoming with the news from Foothills and had no problem telling me how you openly declared to anyone we were over. And I accepted that fate. You did nothing wrong.”

“I should have trusted you more. What happened that day between us? I know you said we fought a little but made up. All I remember is we got in a huge fight because you said Amber wasn’t my sister.”

I’d told everyone what happened that day, but they often brought it up, and while I wished I didn’t have to keep repeating myself, I indulged him anyway. 

“I’ve told you, and yes, I said that, but we didn’t fight about it. You said ‘fuck you’ to me and left. But you came back later with the others, and we had a small fight; you said you couldn’t be with me anymore, and I apologized. Then you told me what Amber, Ben, and Timmy uncovered in the Sigil Realm with Madeline. Grandma came in and said she needed to talk to me, and I went five minutes after. She waited until I met up with her to have one of the men she brought, who was another wand wielder, mess with your memories and the others, and you know the rest. I’m sorry for saying she’s not your sister, though. My mindset was strange back then. For some reason, I felt like everything was the worst for me when they were sucked into the portal.”

Thinking back to those thoughts now, I didn’t understand why I’d been thinking like that. In my mind, no one but me should have felt stressed, and I even felt Sierra and Carly shouldn’t have cared as much either, but it didn’t make sense to me now. Of course, they’d all be as stressed as I had been.

“Remember that boy I met last summer?” I asked Mason.

“Definitely haven’t forgotten, given how you came on to me that one night,” Mason said, and I felt my face warm up, remembering how I’d begged him to sleep with me, and initially, he’d wanted to, but then he changed his mind, feeling it wasn’t right.

“Grandma sent him to me. I’m not sure what side he’s on, or if he just wanted me, so he agreed. He’s a siren. There’s a reason I gave in that night.”

Mason stared at me, his features changing into those of horror. “But you’re her granddaughter!”

“Who she framed and locked in a dungeon and beat up,” I responded. “She fooled me. She fooled us all. That’s the lesser of her evils.”

There used to be a time I’d break down thinking about it, but I’d hardened myself against her. There was too much anger and hatred there for me to cry. 

All I wanted to do was take her down for real. She’d wanted to break me, but she’d done the opposite. I was a fae, and she’d made a huge mistake because I had the thirst to challenge and defeat her for everyone to see it.

“Anyway, I think something happened somehow to change my mood. It wasn’t just the rejection. I don’t know what because it’s not a mermaid spell; even sirens can’t change a person’s mood like that. I think she put a spell on him that would cause it when we got together.”

Mason made a face at that. “Wait, there are spells like that?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’ve felt different since I was with him. I just don’t think it’s his fault, but maybe it was. Maybe you could find out more from Denver. Maybe I don’t know everything about mermaids, but I just don’t think it is a siren spell. You’ll probably go back to Foothills if people want you back.”

“I’ll find out,” Mason said, taking my hands. “You know I did care for you, right? I’m sorry I didn’t question it right away. We could have had a good relationship. But I feel guilty no matter what you say.”

“You never cheated, but it’s for the best, Mason. I don’t want to go through what Ben and Amber are going through, and I know she feels guilty all the time. I don’t want to be in her shoes. I’ll be thinking about Sam whenever I’m with you. At least it ended early on. But I could always use another best friend, which I feel like we could be since you know everything about me.”

I hoped he wouldn’t be offended by that. The “let’s be friends” thing didn’t often work, and one person tended to get hurt, but I hoped we could be different. Mason grinned at me and told me he was fine with that.

“But I’ll hold you to that,” he replied as Charlene joined us.

“Nick wants us to go now,” she told me.

After bidding goodbye to Mason, Charlene and I headed back to the house.

“We were just talking,” I told her. “We’ve both agreed to move on.”

“You don’t have to explain yourself, you know. I believe in choices and hate how meeting your moon mate changes that. It all depends on what you want.”

“I don’t want anyone right now,” I answered. “In the future, if he’s single, I’d love to explore something with Sam, but like Timmy, I’m choosing not to pursue it right now. And Timmy and June found a loophole around the moon mate rejection. As long as you mutually agree it’s not the right time, but you want to try in the future, no one feels rejected. It only works if you’re both single since you’re not choosing someone over your moon mate.”

Charlene laughed. “Sam chose you the day you two met. He’s been wishing for it to happen between you ever since.”

I couldn’t believe there was a time I’d thought Hank was my moon mate. I’d thought I’d been in love with him, but I had no idea back then. I’d been so naive because nothing compared to how often I thought about Sam or how much I wanted him. It was hard while I was single and in another realm. How did Amber remain with Jared? How did Gloria choose Amber’s father? Now I understood people like Brenda better.

Sam being chosen as mine didn’t bother me, but I hated having it at the moment. Why couldn’t it have waited until we were adults? Why couldn’t it have happened naturally? I hated the fact I was constantly longing for him when I didn’t want a relationship at the moment. Couldn’t people just find out without the incessant need to be with the person?
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Nick and the others insisted Charlene and I keep up with our studies. They all remembered more or less what they did at our ages, so more than one of our guards would come in and teach us.

One of our guards was a young woman in her early twenties who was a phoenix. She was giving Jerry lessons on how to control his powers, while Brody often came by and taught Anthony more about his powers.

They wouldn’t let us slack off, making us take it seriously so we could go back to Foothills caught up. Nick was even talking about setting up obstacle courses for me so I could be prepared, but I doubted I’d be back at Foothills in time. March Break had just ended, so the school year was nearly over. If I went back, I’d probably have to be in JS Year Four again.

But I indulged them because it helped me feel normal again. If I went back, I’d never complain about the boring classes again. It used to bother me when Ben got on my case about doing homework, but I’d give anything to hear his nagging again.

“I could always get him to send letters to you,” Nick told me one evening as I lamented this to Charlene and my brothers.

We hadn’t returned to Ian’s since the beginning of the month after Grandma betrayed the Campbells. They wanted to keep our passage between realms to a minimum, but Nick went a few times a week, though the others hadn’t been to Ian’s since, either.

They’d opened portals in Sam’s and Delilah’s dorms, something the King and Queen were fine with from the start, but they didn’t allow it to be used as much as before.

Before, they’d gone over to Ian’s when they wanted, but King Logan wanted to know when it was used at all times. They no longer had the same freedom as before.

They were ‘punished’ by not being allowed down in the basement anymore, and if caught, they’d lose demerit points each time, which wasn’t a real punishment for them. 

They had no reason to use the closet anymore. From Nick’s last report, they were doing as advised, going to classes, doing their schoolwork, not commenting on any rumours, and just lying low. They’d all gone home for a week for March Break, and they’d all just returned ready for the last term.

Sheila, Shelly, Denver, and his friends were speaking up a lot for myself, Mason, and Ernie, but the others kept out of it. Grandma had returned to herself, which could be good or bad, but she must have realized her tactics weren’t working.

“Anyway, Ellen, we’ve been making obstacle courses for you, and if you miss Ben nagging you, I can get him to write to you because you’re participating—”

“But it’s too late! The school year is basically gone!”

Nick shook his head and folded his arms. “Carly and Ernie joined late during the school year, and they passed, and for Carly, it must have been hard. Hornora has already said you can try, and they’ll have tests for Charlene. It’s why we are on your cases. You don’t have to be held back if you can prove you’re ready. Carly did it with no magical background, and you’re a powerful girl. So I don’t want to hear it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever, I need something to do, and I went soft in that dungeon. Maybe they’ll let me do Air twice so I can make up for the first one.”

It still bothered me after all this time I’d done so horribly. It didn’t matter if I did perfectly in the last one; I still wouldn’t be in the advanced Air classes anymore, and it was because of my grandmother. She’d been the one to make it so Timmy and the other two were sucked through.

She’d been sabotaging me from the beginning.

Suddenly, I was in the meeting room I’d once described to my grandmother where my grandmother, the blonde couple, and the man with red hair were all standing together.

The calendar on the wall read June 2002, which meant it was from the previous year, around the time we finished school. It was a past vision, so I was safe here.

Grandma was pleading with the man with red hair to forgive her and take her back. The blonde couple just informed him she was the reason the huge portal containing my ancestors failed.

As they spoke, it became clear he was her moon mate, and he’d scorned her after her initial mistake when the realms almost failed. They’d stayed together, but he was harsh on her and refused to show her any love or have kids with her. Something she’d been pleading with him for years about, but he didn’t trust her to have his kids.

The blonde couple punished her further when the portal containing my grandfather’s ancestors failed by taking away her immortal powers, which they’d unfortunately sacrificed more of our ancestors for to make it work.

Afterwards, they’d put out the story that her immortal powers had disappeared, and the man with red hair left her since he saw no use in her. Many years went by before she sought out my grandfather. She still aged slower and looked to be in her twenties at the time she met him, but as time went on, she aged as a normal person would and likely had less than a hundred years left.

When it first happened, she’d begged the blonde couple to keep it quiet even once he knew the truth about the failed portal, but she kept missing opportunities to catch us after she laid low for a year because we were too well-watched, and they got fed up and told her mate the truth.

Once he learned the truth, it was she who was in charge of the failed portal; he’d told her that not only would he keep her prisoner in his house soon, but she’d sleep in the room next to him and his latest wife.

The Ellen before the dungeon would have felt empathy for her and understood. It wasn’t an easy situation for her to be in, and the power of moon mates could be strong. But the Ellen, after the dungeon, had no empathy left. Grandma had done too much, and she had choices.

We would have hidden her despite her part in all that. If she’d come to our side, we’d have helped her out, but she chose to go for her cruel mate, who was proof light magic wielders could be evil. 

She cared more about getting her powers back and her mate than the family she’d built with my grandfather. I had no sympathy for her and felt she deserved everything coming to her.

I glared hatefully at her as she promised to get Charlene, Jared, and many of us for him. One thing I needed to know: was the light magic wielder sister who’d visited us years ago an immortal, too? She had to be if they were the first magical people. Once I left the vision, we needed to get in contact with Sierra.

To me, Grandma looked pathetic as she stood there pleading with him. Moments later, everything faded a little, and we were back in the meeting room.

“I’ve done it. I’ve locked up Charlene and Ellen. We used a massive memory wipe on the whole school. They all think she’s responsible. Even her best friends hate her; you should have heard Mason—”

“But it’s him I wanted,” her mate responded. “Ellen is great, but where are Jared and Mason? It’s time the world knows there are dark magic wielders at Foothills, and Hornora is allowing it. What about the portal openers?”

“It works better this way because the staff would have suspected what we were up to. Have you forgotten what happened three years ago when we took all those kids? It wouldn’t have worked again. The kids trust me anyway; I’ve spent three years with them, and now they think it was Ellen instead of me. I can get close to them, and I’ll get them all at the same time.”

“True, but you keep missing opportunities. You only needed to lie low for a while, but no, you let them go to the Dark Magic Realm, where they found the Campbells. If the portal opener girl hadn’t stopped to warn Mack Campbell, things would be different. Mack is the reason people were finding out the truth in the first place because he had too many allies once he joined up. We could have had him and the rest of his family. We were getting close to Bernice, but you lost her trust in us somehow, and you didn’t stop the portal girl in time when the two met, and we had no idea when she was going. Because of that, Mack’s movement has spread. They have portals open now. The portal openers got out of the trap you set because of him, and how didn’t you see Madeline betraying us? You sent her there, and she saved them—”

“My spells do not take people’s choices into account. They met up with each other, but Madeline had no idea why. The spell doesn’t work the way you hoped it would, and it wouldn’t work properly if I’d told any of them. They had to want to find each other, but she decided to rescue them instead of going back to her house with them. That can’t be pinned on me!”

“Everything you do, you fuck up. We could have been ruling a kingdom together by now, but you keep messing up, and the realms are ten times the size they used to be. They’ve all had massive population growths, and now it’s harder to control.”

“But now I have the future queen! And I can force Ellen to tell me her visions. I no longer have to play nice with her. She was always a spoiled little brat—”

“You disappoint me. I always thought you’d be more maternal. It’s why I’ve been wary about starting a family with you. The way you talk about your own children and grandchildren has confirmed I’ve made the right choice. You’ve talked shit about them for years, especially Ellen. I’ve always believed you were jealous of her, even when she was a little kid.”

“I would be different with ours. If you would have had a child with me instead, things could have been different. Maybe we’d have a better seer granddaughter.”

The man snorted. “She’s twice as powerful than you ever were. You could only see glimpses of the past and present. Ellen is the real deal and the only reason you’re not locked up. We need a spy at Foothills, so quit fucking up, or we will fake your death. Maybe we will let your granddaughter take the fall for that one, too. Maybe she’ll gladly do it for real.”

“I’ll have the others soon enough, including Ben and Amber, but you keep telling me not to be too suspicious around them, so I don’t understand how you want me to accomplish getting both kids without bringing attention to myself and to keep my place at Foothills. I don’t know much, but they will, at some point, try to get to the Wand Wielder Realm from Foothills this year. Maybe they’ll go to the rescue again for Madeline, too, in the Shifter Realm. She knows about her parents, and she wants her real parents back. We can be ready for them this time.”

“Good. Make sure they don’t get away, and I’ll give you half your powers back.”

The vision changed, and I was now in the courtyard of the castle I’d been held prisoner in. Grandma and several others stood with their heads down as they were berated for letting my siblings escape and not stopping two little boys from getting us out.

It was just my grandmother and her mate again when they all left.

“I’m about done with you. You’ll never get me or your powers back by this point. Get to Michael, Jared, and the two school-aged Campbell boys before the end of the year. Have the trap set up properly to get the portal openers soon and suck them through. I’m done wasting time. We need them, or we won’t be able to get anything done. And you’d better get all your grandchildren back along with the princess.”

She gulped nervously as he walked off.

“Oh, why did you have to do this to me, Ellen? I would have let you live a life of luxury after this. There’s no way they’d ever kill you; we need you,” she kicked a small rock and swore, continuing on about how her grandchildren were all selfish, saying we’d have been better if we were her mate’s grandchildren.

“You’re wrong about that,” I whispered, but she continued on crying and ranting about Jerry and me.

My vision changed to them being back in the meeting room, the blonde couple now a part of it this time, lecturing my grandmother.

The man with blond hair was staring at her intensely, his eyes filled with anger as he shouted at her. 

“You made things worse with your little video about Princess Charlene and your granddaughter you put out there. People are now speculating the truth, and news reaches all eight realms now thanks to you not getting the portal openers out of there before they could connect realms and word got out. Get them to open the Wand Wielder Realm, and now. Capture the Campbell boys and bring them to us. People have stopped being so suspicious of dark magic wielders! We’ll put out word the boys were seen in the Wand Wielder Realm trying to attack people, and those kids will go through for them to rescue them again. Make sure you don’t tell them directly. You know they have been suspicious of you again. Spread the word through one of their acquaintances.”

“They’re too well protected! I’ve tried to get Mason alone all year, and I can’t. The other one avoids me.”

The woman with blond hair let out a small chuckle. “Don’t you think it’s time people know Hornora is letting dark magic wielders attend Foothills?”

The man with blond hair smirked and gave a nod as he folded his arms. “Why don’t you take care of it all in one sweep? The final hockey game is tonight, and they’re letting all the kids hang out from both schools. It’s a full moon there; they’ll be together. Tell everyone the truth about the dark magic wielder boys and who has been helping them out. Ben and Amber are too damn well protected now. They’ll be on alert for if any portals are opened in all realms now. We need to stop them before they connect every realm and convince people that dark magic wielders are good people. It’s time we bring them all in. The kids and staff will turn against them.”

Grandma’s mate looked at her with a menacing expression on his face. “Good idea, Ned, and honey, don’t fuck this up. You won’t like what we will do. They’re going to be in their senior years soon. They’ll be too old and powerful to catch after next year. Ernest will be done this year. If you mess this up, I will make your remaining years a living hell.”

Grandma looked paler than usual. “I’ll go now. Boondock told me earlier that she had a vision of the kids sneaking alcohol somehow. I think they have a portal in the basement. I can’t get to it because there is some spell up that makes us go back to what we were doing before, but I’ve seen them going downstairs often. None of the children have a reason to go down there. Couples sometimes make out down there, but I don’t think that’s what it is. Ellen’s and Timmy’s friends are hiding something. Timmy… I once forced him to take me down there, but I think they performed a spell that made me forget when my spell hit me. I can’t remember everything, but I remember Madeline doing something, and then I got hit.”

Grandma’s mate let out a snarl as he locked eyes with her again. “I’m just finding this all out now? You never mentioned you couldn’t get down to the basement most of the time or that thing with your grandson. Of all the mates among our kind, you had to be mine! Can’t you do anything right? You always have been an idiot, and you always will be! Go to the school right now, and get me the Campbell boys and Jared! Now!”

I felt shaken as he yelled at her, but I pushed my pity for her away. She’d done this to herself. People always had choices, and she’d made the wrong ones. She could have turned her back on him, but she hadn’t.

When the scene changed again, I was back in the dungeon, though not the cell we’d been locked up in. Grandma was walking down the damp and cold corridor, muttering under her breath, when her mate appeared in front of her.

“Are you a double agent on our side or theirs?” He spat out with venom in his voice. “Tell me right now if you’re doing something to help your grandchildren! Our telepathic may not be as good as Madeline, but he will see through any barriers you put up! Telepaths, no matter their power level, know if memories have been tampered with!”

“Of course, I’m not—”

I heard someone cough to the left of me, and while doing my best to listen to Grandma as she denied ever helping us, I moved to the cell to my left and peered in. Though no one could hear me, I covered my mouth anyway as I let out a small gasp.

Rachel and Melanie were sitting together in a cell; tears were streaming down Melanie’s dirt-stained cheeks while Rachel put a comforting arm around her. They were both dirty, with long, matted, dirty hair hanging by their faces. They wore dirty white gowns that looked as if they hadn’t been cleaned in years.

“I just want to get out of here,” Melanie whispered as Rachel told her to shush and everything would be OK. “But I just want to go back to Foothills! I never wanted to do any of this.”

How many people were down here? Charlene and I had screamed and shouted, hoping someone would call back, but no one ever did. But I felt as if my vision was telling me they had been down here for years. I turned from the cell as a man with shoulder-length, messy, curly dark hair appeared.

“Check everything she’s been up to since she got close to her granddaughter. Even before then. And we will know if you lie, Mara!”

Who was Mara? As far as I knew, her name was Betty, but I supposed, being as old as she was, she had many names. I wondered what it would have been ten thousand years ago. Did they even have names way back then?

“I have nothing to hide. I’m stressed, and the kids are onto me. I’m sure of it, but dealing with seeing you with your latest wife isn’t helping! You know how much it hurts us to see each other be affectionate with others. If you could show some kindness and empathy—”

“I lost any respect for you ten thousand years ago when you nearly messed up the realms. We only had one chance, and you nearly ruined it. Then, while you were guarding the portal full of descendants, it failed! We wouldn’t be going through any of this if they were still locked up. We were on the brink of starting a war between the dark magic wielders and the fae! And maybe I could have forgiven that, but you kept it from me! Tonya and Ned shouldn’t have been the ones to tell me! Now all you’ve done is mess up since we stationed you at Foothills! The populations in all realms are big enough to start a bloody war in all eight! They’ll kill each other, and then you and I, and the others can be the heroes to help them! But you can’t do anything right!”

She sighed loudly.

“Because I can’t give myself away! I could have had all four of those kids during their very first term, but you insisted I do nothing that could give me away! You can all blame me, but things would be different if you hadn’t wanted me to act like the loving grandmother concerned about her granddaughter and her little friends! Do you know how many times I had all those kids alone? Even this year? But you told me not to act!”

“Because it would have been suspicious! We needed them to trust you because we want you at Foothills for at least fifteen years, and you keep fucking up! You can guard Lolita and me on our date tonight. She and I may have some fun.”

Come on, Grandma, just tell him to get lost and come to our side! I pleaded in my mind, but she looked down at her feet instead and sobbed, making me want to shout out at her. 

I knew without a doubt that Sam was my moon mate, but if he was pulling this crap, I’d have said bye long ago if I were in her shoes. Her mate was purposely setting her up to fail, in my opinion. 

From what I’d seen, he’d tell her not to catch us, but then he would lose it on her for not catching us. I didn’t want to empathize with her, but how was she supposed to know when to act when he kept sending so many mixed messages? 

Sure, she needed to ensure she kept her place at Foothills, but surely they could come up with better plans than they had so far. For people so intent on controlling all the realms for thousands of years, they certainly failed a lot. It wasn’t just my grandmother’s fault.

She’d been letting this man control her for ten thousand years. She was a coward, and I couldn’t wait to tell the world she’d done this all just to get the attention of a moon mate who’d rejected her long ago. She’d had a great life with my grandfather, who’d given her a family; all she could do was betray us. She’d been two-timing him for their entire relationship and using him. She deserved the punishment I planned to give her.

“I’ll prove my loyalty. I have always been on your side and only your side. You are the love of my life, my soul mate, my one and only! You’re who I get up for every day, who is the one always on my mind. You’re the one who I do all this for because I can only hope you’ll forgive me, my love. I’m always grateful when you do show me affection, and I’ll sacrifice my children and grandchildren for your love. Please have mercy, my dear mate, and I’ll prove I’m worthy of your love!”

Grandma gazed into her mate’s eyes as she spoke.

She sounded so pathetic that I rolled my eyes. What kind of woman lets some man control them this way? She had my grandfather, who did love her. If I were in her shoes, I would have told him to hit the road and walked away without another glance. 

It wasn’t as if he was threatening to hurt us to control her; she just wanted him to love her. I’d never sacrifice my family for Sam’s love.

Her mate gazed at her, and his features softened as the two stared at each other. He reached out and cupped her under her chin to lift her face up. He leaned down and kissed her before speaking. 

“Then stop making mistakes, my dear. Someday, you can have it all again, and we’ll rule all the realms with the others ruling their own kingdom, but we can’t if we fail. We’ve waited for this for so long! We should have been ruling long ago when the populations in all the realms were much smaller, but we are still fighting them. Now, with the population sizes in all eight, you and I both know it can get bloody, and the populations will be small again. You get those kids, especially the damn portal openers and Jared, to me by the end of the school year, and you can have it all, and I’ll leave Lolita. For now, you have your duties. Now let Jerome see your memories so we can see your loyalty, and be aware, my dear, he will see it all!”

Grandma nodded, and Jerome, the man with the long, filthy hair, moved forward. And although I shouldn’t have seen it, either my visions were helping, or the spell he cast worked on anyone around because Rachel and Melanie gasped as my mind was filled with a memory of my grandmother a couple of years before I started at Foothills.

I’d forgotten how awkward I looked at ten and eleven, though I was adorable, but between the braces, the frilly pigtails, and the cutesy pink Barbie t-shirt and dark pink fluffy long mesh tulle skirt, I looked like a completely different person. 

It was hard to believe that tiny little girl would have a growth spurt and change into who I was now. Unlike Amber, I wasn’t insecure about my looks and knew I was beautiful. It was hard to believe how much I’d grown into who I was now.

I had no recollection of this, but I figured it must have been the beginning of sixth grade, given the Barbie t-shirt and skirt I would later decide was too babyish by Christmas, as I got into the Spice Girls, who became even more popular that year. A friend and I had skipped school to see their movie that year.

Grandma had her wand out, and she was checking me over while I asked her what she was doing and why she was doing it because it made me uncomfortable.

“Would you shut up with the whiny questions?” She snapped, taking me off guard as I watched my younger self flinch and stare up at her fearfully. 

She’d never talked to us that way. At least I didn’t remember her showing anything but kindness to us. 

“There’s a tiny chance you could be the key to our plans. You’re going to be eleven in a month, and if you have your grandfather’s fae powers, they could start emerging soon! You could be magical!” She said in a cold voice as she glared at me.

“Magic isn’t real!” I stated, and I wondered if I knew then to lie to her.

I’d known I was magical since I was six, and I’d always been cautious about telling people in the Mortal Realm, but as I watched my younger self gaze at her with fear, I realized I must have had the sense to keep quiet. 

She wasn’t the grandmother I’d known my whole life, and she continued berating me and calling me useless and annoying as she checked me over.

After I turned eleven, she started going to a woman named Clara, a fae, who put spells on my clothing to help enhance my magic, ensuring to put glamour spells on my clothes for full moons. They were meant to bring out my powers. Glamour spells wouldn’t work if I was mortal.

She continued to check me over the next two years, getting frustrated each time when I told her I had no magic and it didn’t exist.

The amount of times she’d tampered with my memories made me feel uneasy. Even the summer before I started at Foothills, I’d met up with her as she checked me over, complaining she was sure I had magic because the glamour spells worked, so why was I lying? 

Her mate was there when she let out a frustrated yell at me to tell the truth, but I glared at her.

“There’s no such thing as magic, and I’m not scared of your little stick. I have to go. You two stay away from my brothers!”

The two let me go but argued; he again berated her for things not going their way, and again, I wondered what she saw in him. 

Moon mate or not, she should have told him to hit the road. He was the one leading all this, after all, so shouldn’t he take responsibility for their failures?

But then I sent that letter to her, asking what she knew the day before our first full moon at Foothills. She’d let out a triumph whoop before summoning her mate and the blond couple I assumed were Ned and Tonya, and she confirmed this seconds later as I heard her speak their names.

They wanted her to make a case with Hornora to let her be a backup Divination teacher for my sake, thus setting off all the events that followed.

While some students, such as Melanie and Rachel, helped, she did the most, lashing out at the girls when they messed up.

I’d been hoping to see tampered memories or her doing something to help, but everything she did showed she was on her mate’s side, including telling him to go after Hank to mess with me. 

So he’d been kidnapped because of her! 

She also had a vision of us all being at Ben’s for New Year’s and Amber leaving home, disappearing somewhere, which was why Ned and Tonya went to Amber’s in the first place. 

They’d wanted to know where Amber had gone in case they could get to her and Ben sooner. She knew Amber wasn’t with me, so it could only be Ben since Michael hadn’t gone home either.

It wasn’t Rachel who brought people after Charlene, either. She’d refused, so Grandma had done it, threatening to lock her in a dungeon with Lilac if she didn’t try to at least talk to Charlene that day in the coffee shop.

They tried to get Amber’s mom to help more after, and Bernice, of course, was still under the spell, so she sold her youngest daughter and the rest of us out.

But she wasn’t happy about it; no matter the spell, I could see the sadness in Bernice’s eyes each time they met up after New Year’s.

Grandma warned her one afternoon shortly before we all went to the Dark Magic Realm about our spy spells, and she needed to meet them elsewhere from that moment on.

“I can’t do this anymore,” Bernice said one day, months after the New Year’s attack. “I’m not going to betray Amber or my girls. I lost my boys and my two daughters because of you people!”

“You did that yourself for being a shitty abusive mother who neglected her baby daughter!”

“That was never my child! I had a baby boy named Mason, and you’re any better? You’re betraying your grandchildren, and you made your children’s powers dormant! I refuse to be a part of it anymore. Find someone else to do your dirty work; I’m done!” Bernice told her angrily, folding her arms, refusing to back down.

“We don’t know if my children had powers. You know, I know the truth about you. None of those kids are yours, and if you cooperate, I’ll tell you the truth. I just need you to get Amber and Ben—” Grandma was saying, but Bernice interrupted.

“No, I’ve had enough! Kill me or do whatever you want, but I’m not helping anymore. I’ve done enough to Amber as it is.”

Grandma left her meeting with Bernice to meet up with her mate and told him everything. Once again, he yelled at her for messing up because they lost an ally. He told her to keep an eye on her in visions in case she tried to warn Amber, Sierra, or Carly, which led to the vision she had of Amber going off to the Mortal Realm to talk to Bernice.

Grandma was the reason I forgot my visions; she’d used a spell against all of us when I had one about the past and our ancestors. Only Timmy ducked out of the way, which she didn’t notice as her eyes were on me.

She’d had to lay low after that, but during our Year Two, she started up again trying to get us, but each time, something happened to prevent it, and she got more desperate each time until the summer before our Year Four when I saw the vision again of her mate warning her to get it done.

That was when she met up with Ethan, a boy who was part of a hidden mermaid pod in the Mortal Realm. She introduced the two of us, and cast some kind of spell on me and then him. He was initially reluctant when she spoke to him alone, complaining I was cute and he didn’t want to hurt me.

But she’d had her way, and he’d used me, activating whatever spell she’d put on us to make both of us moody. 

It wasn’t meant to last, but it was meant to alienate people from us. They wanted Ethan’s pod to hate him, too, so chances are he was part of their plan when it came to his pod.

I wasn’t sure how much more I could take seeing, but a small part of me felt better knowing Ethan was against using me that way and hearing him give her a mouthful about it after helped a lot.

But the fact remained that she’d been out to get me and my siblings for a long time and many other kids just for her mate, who likely wouldn’t give her another chance. I had a feeling he was using her, and she was eating it up.

Each memory showed her getting desperate as she tried to get all of us, and finally, I could see the inside of the corridor in the dungeon again.

“So you’re just a screw-up,” her mate concluded. “Well, Mara, this is the last time. I mean it. Get them, all of them, now. I don’t care what you have to do, but I want those portal openers. Use Rachel and Melanie to impersonate Ellen and Charlene again if you have to, but get them all. I don’t care about your cover being blown anymore. I’ve given you far too many chances, and I don’t want any of those kids getting into their senior years. The time is now! I want them in these dungeons before May.”

I knew I was still in the past, but it was the near past. May was still over a month away. I willed myself out of the vision and looked up in surprise when I was back in the living room of our safe house. My two little brothers, Charlene and Nick, were grouped around me on the floor.

“Did they trap you?” Nick asked in alarm.

“No, but I have a lot to tell you all. And we need to go on a rescue mission, and not later. We need to go tomorrow after we’ve planned! I saw the recent past, and none of you will like what I saw.”

“Who do we need to rescue?” Charlene asked, helping me sit up.

“Melanie and Rachel,” I responded. “They’re in the dungeon we were in, but maybe there are more people. We can’t waste time, so you all need to listen. I have a plan. Also, we need Sierra!”








  
  
  Sierra

  
  




The whole year had been a bust, and what had started out as a fairy tale life was slowly falling apart around me. Before this year, I’d walked about feeling nothing but happiness.

I’d met my moon mate who loved me as much as I loved him. I lived in a home where I didn’t feel as if I were walking on eggshells all the time. I was at a magical school with my sisters. I could see both my dads anytime I wanted. And I’d become part of a huge family. I had new siblings who had chosen to see me as their sister and loved me like a sister.

We’d had our ups and downs, as most families did, but I always felt love from them. Something I’d always craved. But now, it felt as if someone wanted to destroy us, starting with sucking my little sister through a portal and then framing her best friend to attacking my brothers.

I couldn’t stand it anymore, and while I wasn’t a strong fighter, I went to Fight Club as much as possible anyway. I wanted to be prepared to save my family and everyone else.

Why couldn’t we have a break? Why couldn’t these people go away? Why did they want to rule the realms so much? If they couldn’t ten thousand years ago when the population was much smaller, how did they expect to now? 

Each realm had around six billion people in each, and for the Fae and Mortal Realms, we were predicted to reach at least seven billion people in our realms by 2012. How could they expect to rule over so many?

I knew they wanted a war so people would kill each other in each realm, but I’d been taking Mack’s history lessons when I could, and people always fought back in those situations. 

Dictators like the group who were trying to pull this off always met a nasty end. They succeeded at first, but they always got what they deserved in the end.

They’d made a portal last for ten thousand years! Why not just make a portal and rule their people there? Why attack all eight realms?

All I wanted was to live a simple, happy, magical life with my moon mate. I’d already been offered a job to be a teacher at Foothills as soon as I graduated. I’d get the chance to be Amber’s teacher, which seemed odd, but I was excited about it.

Not only that, but Justin and I were going to be married the summer after I graduated. The plans were already underway, and we’d have it at my dad’s in the beautiful, spacious gardens, something I’d been fantasizing about since I’d met Justin.

All of our parents, even Bernice, Patricia (my real mom), and the Hoofers, were planning it with my biological father, Gloria, and the man who I’d always considered my real dad. All excited for the big day.

All I could worry about was those people coming and crashing it. They’d been a consistent annoyance since they’d shown up at my old house years ago, and now they wanted to break up the happy family we’d all worked hard at forming.

Lately, it had been hard to concentrate on school, but I did my best because I wanted to be a teacher. I couldn’t let my marks slip. No one had threatened me with that yet; I brought in well enough marks, but if I continued to stress the way I was, they would drop, and Mr. Hornora could change his mind.

It wasn’t just my career I worried about; if I was a teacher, I could continue to watch over Amber and the others. Who knew if we’d ever get rid of Mrs. Carling?

Cheerleading did help take my mind off of things, which was why I was absorbed in the routine and cheers Amber had asked me to look over before she’d departed for classes.

Her routine was fine, though I could see where she needed some improvements, but she constantly stressed about not being good enough as captain. She’d already brought in a win against Sandy Fae Academy, and she would likely bring in more, but I didn’t mind checking her work, knowing how lost she felt without Ellen, and now Mason.

Mason and Amber seemed to have a unique connection the rest of us didn’t have, and both had fallen silent and restless without being able to see the other. She rarely snored or talked in her sleep, but lately, she’d been calling out for Mason in her sleep, and he was apparently doing the same. Whatever it was went deeper than a moon mate connection, and neither had ever seen the other as anything but brother and sister.

Just as I corrected a cheer for Amber, crossing out a word to replace another, Justin, Carly, Denver, Sheila, and Shelly entered the dorm and came over to my bed, where I lay on my stomach reading through Amber’s notes.

“Well, everyone signed,” Carly said, slapping a stack of papers on my bed. “And when I say everyone, I mean everyone wanted to sign.”

I glanced down to see it was a petition to bring Ernie and Mason back. It wasn’t a surprise, however. After Ben and Amber opened the portals and told everyone they had, we’d anonymously put out the word that not all dark magic wielders were bad.

A lot of people discussed it, and many believed it, especially since some people had been discovering they could do dark magic and were worried people would see them as evil.

But Denver (someone I detested because he was a pervert), Shelly, Sheila and a few other JS Year Fours went around putting the word out that their research on the realms did show there was good and evil in all realms, and the four Campbell boys were the good kind who would never hurt a fly.

The people in JS Year Four and SS Year Three who had gotten to know Mason and Ernie were the most outspoken about how they believed in their innocence. We were all close, but most people noticed how close Mason and Amber were.

Mason had also been a captain of many sports teams for the past couple of years, which brought popularity for him. He was very well-liked, and no one in his year wanted to believe he was evil.

“We expected the kids in JS Year One who don’t know them too well to hesitate, but they all wanted to sign. Our year had such a long line; people were late for their classes,” Denver said with a huge smile.

“So what now?” I asked.

“There’s a huge school board meeting tonight we are hoping to crash,” Shelly answered. “Even King Logan and Queen Beatrix will be in attendance. They know of course, Delilah and Sam are taking care of that part, and King Logan said he will make sure everyone listens. We’re going to make our case and suggest that now that we can access the Dark Magic Realm, we want to launch a full investigation to prove they’re good people. Hopefully by this time next week, Mason and Ernie will be back.”

Carly sat on the bed beside me. “I don’t think it will be hard. People want to know what’s happening, and I’ve heard many say it’s odd that the dark magic wielders would do what they’re doing when we can just kill them all. It’s seven realms against one, and no one wants a war between realms. So they’re questioning who would be stirring this all up, and it makes the most sense that people from all eight are involved.”

People usually loved a good conspiracy theory, so I was glad they were doing their own critical thinking and coming to the conclusion that not all Dark Magic Wielders could be behind this.

“How are you two doing with this?” I asked Carly. “I know you and Ernie have gotten close. He knew about Scott before I did.”

“It’s not as bad as it is for Amber and Mason,” Carly answered. “Ernie and I have always seen each other as best friends rather than brother and sister. I think it’s only Amber with the Campbells who is like that.”

“Hey, I’ve always considered Ernie as my brother, and Brody definitely sees you two and the rest of us as his siblings. Mack, Kellen, and Billy all fight over who is the oldest brother,” Justin said with a shrug.

“But still, it’s something we’ve all made up,” I said, “but I just think the connection is deeper with Amber because all four see her like a sister, especially Mason. And you’ve all seen how it’s affecting both of them to be apart. Anyway, I just wish you and Scott had been more honest, Carly. We’ve always told each other everything. Now you’re confiding in Ernie and Isabella more.”

“We did it for us, but I’m sorry. You’ll be the first to know if we ever get engaged. The only reason we didn’t tell people is because things could be a disaster for Ben and Amber.”

I understood, I truly did, but sometime over the years, Carly and I had grown apart. I usually confided in Hilda and Brianne more, while Ernie, Brenda, and Isabella were Carly’s best friends. We had once been each other’s best friends, but Foothills had changed that. At times, I missed the relationship we used to have.

“Speaking of Amber, we need to talk to her about being careful with her wand,” Justin said, tossing a wooden light brown stick on the bed. “She dropped this again. We need to tell them to hide them better.”

Carly reached out to pick it up. As she did, colourful sparks erupted from her hand that was holding the wand before a blast of warm air burst out of her.

I stared in shock, as did the others. We’d already been told nothing happened when someone touched a wand, and we’d seen proof of it with wand wielders we’d met at meetings.

“What?” Justin asked, staring at her.

“You’re a wand wielder, one of the most powerful to be seen in probably ten thousand or more years,” I said, not knowing how I knew. I just did. It was something about my powers. Other people, such as Mack, had it too, where we could identify powers at times. I’d never noticed it in her until that moment.

“Okay, but that was actually cool,” Denver said. “I thought nothing happened when wand wielders touched wands.”

“Nothing usually does. Wands are mass-produced and are tools, but something happened there,” I said, staring at Carly, who was looking at the wand with shock.

“I think my powers activated when I touched it,” she said. “I bet it would have happened if I went to that realm. I wish I could go there-”

“Well, you’re in luck,” Nick interrupted as he strode in, and we looked at him worried. He was supposed to be in the Wand Wielder Realm, watching over Charlene, Ellen, and Ellen’s little brothers. “Nothing has happened, at least not yet, but I came for Sierra, but after seeing that, I think you should come too.”

“I’m coming too,” Justin stated. “And don’t fight with me on that, Nick.”

“I don’t care. You’ll be useful too. These three aren’t coming, though,” Nick said, looking at Denver, Shelly, and Sheila, who were staring at him curiously.

“They have a school board meeting to crash anyway,” Justin said, glancing at them.

“We’ve got it. Jared and Michael are helping; we’re supposed to meet them in an hour,” Denver told him. “But what do we tell Amber or anyone else who asks?”

“Don’t tell them anything unless they specifically ask. If you don’t see these guys by tomorrow, raise the alarm,” Nick answered. “Now let’s go. Ellen has a plan, and she wants to tell everyone together.”

Intrigued, I quickly got off the bed, and the three of us followed Nick out of the dorm. She must have had a vision she needed me for, and I wondered what she’d seen.
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Ellen didn’t seem to mind that Carly and Justin were there. Instead, she immediately told us everything we needed to do. She wanted us to rescue Rachel and Melanie and to see if anyone else was there.

“I’m struggling, but I swear I see us getting in and out of there. But I’ve been wrong about that before. I thought we were safe in the Dark Magic Wielder Realm. Grandma doesn’t seem to be there. We have to be fast, and we need people to stand as backup to contact Mack and everyone else if we don’t come back. No one is getting trapped down there, so we have to be fast.”

“Well, the guys are already there,” Nick told her. “All are hiding, and they see no movement. And there’s a huge board meeting at the school. All teachers are mandated to attend, so your grandma will be very busy.”

Ellen nodded before looking at me. “I need you to stay here and contact the Light Magic Wielder Realm. We need to get that woman you talked to here. I’ll explain later.”

“What woman?” I asked.

“The one who activated everyone’s light magic. We need to talk to her. Please find a way to get her here.”

“Oh, her name is Audrey,” I answered, thinking of the super pretty woman who had gorgeous luscious hair.

“Shouldn’t we have brought Ben and Amber then?” Justin asked.

“No, everyone is focused on when new portals are open now. That will be too suspicious,” Nick said. “Talk to Mack; he can probably help. Someone must know of a portal somewhere. They can’t be completely closed off.”

“The rest of us need to go now,” Ellen said before handing me a dark blue letterbox.

Disappointed I couldn’t join them to help, I took it but focused on my light magic instead. It would be easier to convey the message to Audrey this way, so I concentrated on the connection I only seemed to have with her. 

We only used it as a last resort, but I worried Ellen had seen something bad about her. This was the best way to contact and sense if she was being honest. We could feel it through the connection in our light magic.

It took a while, but finally, I felt it, and without saying anything, I showed Audrey my memory of Ellen. I didn’t get a response right away.

“Let me figure something out. I’ll see if I can get there. We are still looking for portals, and I think my brother must know, but I distrust him. He’s gone for a few days, so I’ll do a quick check while I water his plants. He trusts me.”

I warned her to be careful in case she was caught. Feeling anxious, I contacted Mack and told him everything in a letter.

“I’ll get a couple of allies to look into the one we were planning to investigate right now.”

I felt nervous waiting there alone. What if she got caught? Or Mack’s allies did? Or Justin and the others? What if I got attacked here alone? I worried about using my magic, so I just explored the house, doing my best not to worry that they’d all be caught and locked in dungeons.

I jumped when several people teleported into the living room about ten minutes later and let out a shriek, but relaxed as soon as Justin grinned at me and hurried over.

More people had joined them, all pale, too skinny, though Jerry and Ellen seemed to be arguing.

“No one was there, and we were in and out thanks to Carly and Jerry,” Justin told me.

“This realm is bringing my powers out more. I didn’t need spells; I just knew what to do and how to find them. It was like my wand was a compass. It led us to them all. Jerry melted the bars, and we got out.”

“It was close,” Nick said. “Just as we got the last prisoners out, we heard a deep voice swearing because they must have seen one of the cells, but otherwise, it was easy.”

“I’ll help get you all cleaned up,” Charlene said, turning to the dozen people standing in the room. Most were older, but two were girls Amber’s age. 

They looked familiar to me, but I couldn’t place them. 

“Let’s go upstairs and get you all settled,” Charlene told them.

They didn’t say anything; they just followed her out, all looking around nervously.

“That’s going to piss them off,” Jerry said, and Ellen scolded him for swearing. “Well, it will. I’m just saying we should warn the school. I bet Grandma will try to do something. Don’t tell me not to swear; you’re not my mother.”

“He’s not wrong; they will be upset,” Justin said. “I’ll let Amber and the others know. Did you make contact, Sierra?”

“She said she’d look into it, but so did Mack. She’s searching her brother’s house, but I worry for her,” I said.

But luck seemed to be on our side that night. Not even five minutes later, Mack, Madeline, Ernie, Mason, and Brody entered with the woman with auburn hair I’d contacted a few years ago.

“Everything went okay?” I asked with shock.

“She was coming through the portal as soon as my allies got there,” Mack told me.

“I must say, I’m not impressed it’s always been there,” Audrey said, “and my brother knew. He knows how much we want a portal open, and they had one connected to the Dark Magic Wielder Realm in some old abandoned apartment building! And it’s not far from his place.”

“How did you find it?” I asked.

“I know my brother. He’s used the same spells to hide things since we realized we were magical. He’s used it for a very long time, and it’s ancient spells that died out. He had it in his desk.”

“Yeah, well, excuse me if we don’t trust you. Madeline, we need you to screen her, and then I will tell everyone everything. But first, are you one of the very first light magic wielders?” Ellen asked.

“I’m the second one. My brother was the very first,” Audrey answered. “Why?”

“Because your brother is one of the people trying to take over the realms. If you are trustworthy, you’ll let Madeline screen you.”

Audrey nodded without argument. I hoped we could trust her, but I worried about how fast she found the portal now. What if her brother sent her here? It could be a trap, and we’d just saved a lot of prisoners whom Charlene, someone else they wanted back, was tending to.

“She’s good,” Madeline said after a few minutes. “Interesting memories, by the way. Obviously, I didn’t see everything, but I saw stuff from such a long time ago. How did you live in that cave network for so long?”

“It’s what we were used to. We didn’t know anything else. And it was very cozy, believe it or not,” Audrey answered. “Now, can someone kindly explain what’s happening? I’ve always distrusted Fergus, ever since… well, for a very long time.”

Ellen wasted no time in filling us in on everything her visions had shown her. How her grandmother was the first wand wielder, and Fergus was her moon mate, and everything she’d done was to win her favour.

I watched Audrey, who stared at her with shock as she listened.

“Your grandmother is Mara?” Audrey asked.

“I thought her name was Betty,” Jerry said.

“She’s had many name changes over the years; you wouldn’t even be able to pronounce her very first name. But other than the name Betty, she’s always chosen names with depressing meanings ever since she lost favour with Fergus. He’s always been able to see her somehow, but both insisted it was part of their moon mate connection and not the portals. It’s why I never trusted him. I never liked her, but I have a moon mate in the Dark Magic Wielder Realm who I haven’t been able to see since the realms were separated. It never made sense to me, but it’s why back when we first met, I told you all that dark magic wielders aren’t all evil. I’m not sure if he’s still alive, but he hated hunting. I always had to make the kills if we wanted to eat. Fergus has always acted like it’s a shame I couldn’t see him again when the realms first unexpectedly separated into what they are today.”

“So you didn’t know they separated the realms?” Carly asked, and Audrey shook her head.

“No. There was a huge explosion one day, and they did something to mess with everyone’s memories. One night, we were celebrating because we’d found a new place to settle into without what you call mortals around and with plenty of space to grow food and hunt. We could use magic without detection. Back in those days, our settlements moved a lot because while mortals didn’t hate us or understand our magic, they were drawn to it. They always found us, and to them, we were like what they probably thought of as Gods or something. Non-magical people and magical people got along well enough back then, but for mortals ten thousand years ago, survival was harder. The world was a completely different place than it is now. They’d rely on us too much, and evil ones would try to enslave magical people or vice versa. So we eventually set up settlements of each different type of magic, and the dark and light magic wielders eventually found a huge space together in a vast field where it was warmer than other places on Earth. It was a good time, and then we saw what we thought was a meteor… but now I’m not so sure. All I know is it hit somewhere and caused an explosion so big it affected everywhere on Earth and greatly decimated the population. For days our memories were all over the place. Fergus eventually explained that some kind of explosion happened and the magic separated. He said the population of magical folk was too large, and with eight different kinds, it was too much.”

“So they summoned a meteor?” Ellen asked.

“I don’t know, honey. We didn’t understand them that well back then. Shooting stars were magical even to us. We didn’t know what they were, except fireballs shot across the sky, and sometimes small ones hit the earth. We were fascinated with the night sky and the planets, but we didn’t understand them the way we do now. We used them to keep track of time, and we had our star maps, but that’s it. My guess would be they used very dark ancient blood magic, and the meteor if it was one, was the result. Could you tell me more about what you saw in the vision?”

“I could show you,” Madeline said. “Ellen just has to show me, and then we can all see it. I’m really good at projecting it now.”

I declined, not wanting to see it as I’d heard the details from Ellen. She’d told us three years ago, and it sounded bad. I didn’t want to see a hundred thousand people dead.

Jerry wanted to see it, but Ellen and Madeline refused to let him see it, so I just sat with Anthony and Jerry while they showed everyone else the night history changed and separated our magic.

“So many people who I never expected to be there were there,” Audrey said, horrified once she’d seen it all. “They were my friends! For a long time, before more people became magical, all we had was each other because most people were non-magical. We lived in the network of caves for a long time when we discovered each other, all eight different magics working together and protecting each other. At first, we didn’t know we were immortal until we saw people dying off around us in other settlements. At first, we thought non-magical people were diseased, so we kept our distance, but after a few hundred years, we learned we didn’t die. So we thought our magic kept us alive, but after a while, more magical people from mortals were born, and they died.”

“So, how did you get magic?” Justin asked her.

“I don’t know. Around our eleventh birthdays, it started for each of us, but our parents weren’t magical. They were confused, and people feared us at first, which is why we eventually decided to stay away from them all. We’d seek out other magical folk, and while mortals eventually began to worship us, we still kept our distance. I’m not sure of the exact count, but I’d say there were over a hundred thousand immortals, which could be why they chose a hundred thousand magical people to sacrifice. All the most powerful people we’d ever met without immortal powers. They were born long after we discovered our powers. We didn’t record years the way we do now, but if I had to guess, we were born five thousand years before the sacrifice. All the new people had mortal ancestry, and we couldn’t have immortal children. People from mortals were born with magic, and eventually, we decided to divide ourselves up by our magic. And I guess they went a step further with the realms, but we worked better together. There was never a reason to separate us, but maybe they wanted magical folk away from non-magical. But then again, why place mortals with magical people then? There are two neutral realms from what we’ve learned.”

“A hundred thousand of the most powerful people instead of a hundred thousand immortals,” Ellen whispered. “It was either their lives or our ancestors, but obviously they wanted to keep their lives, so they went after those who they found threatening.”

“But why didn’t I see your grandmother when I arrived three years ago? She was there, wasn’t she? Why didn’t we see her?” Audrey asked.

“She’s old-looking now,” Justin said.

“I know. I’ve seen her go from young to old. Everyone knows she lost her immortal powers. But I don’t remember seeing her at all that day. I remember seeing you and all the others, but not her. She was not there.”

“She wasn’t there that day,” Ellen said.

“But she was,” I said.

“No, she was with the other teachers who were part of the investigation because we thought dark magic wielders were going to take Charlene, her father, and Amber and Ben!” Ellen insisted.

“No, she was definitely there,” I said, but the others were also confused. Was I misremembering or something, then? 

“She reassured you that your visions were fine because you were upset about it,” I reminded her. “I remember her telling you not to force them. You were upset because you felt your powers were useless because they didn’t give you enough warning. Then you and Sam hung out.”

“She must have tampered with all your memories,” Madeline spoke up.

“This is getting ridiculous. I feel violated knowing how much she’s changed. What’s true and what’s not?” Justin asked with frustration. “Because I don’t remember her being there either. Why do you remember, Sierra? She obviously made us forget she was there.”

But I had no idea. Madeline came over, and I could feel her going through my memories a little before she moved on to each person in the room.

“She performed many spells after that. She had to do Sierra and Ellen more than once, I think, because most of it is there but I see many bright flashes of light. But you did see her, Audrey. You asked her what she was doing there right after Hornora greeted you, and then you were all smiling and greeting each other, and you told everyone there was no time for introductions. She did something to make you all forget she was there.”

Ellen was frowning as she listened to Madeline. My mind did feel fuzzy as I thought back to that day. All I remembered was them coming out of the portal Ben and Amber created and us talking. But she was there, too, because I’d been curious about Ellen’s powers back then, so I’d listened in on their conversation, and nothing seemed off.

“Alright, it’s time we get more permanent portals open,” Audrey said. “We need to find all immortals who are part of this plan. I doubt all of us are, but we need to find out. The only way we can is if we get the realms connected so we can go in and out freely. Ask Ben and Amber to get ours connected to the Dark Magic Wielder Realm next. Once they do, we will figure things out from there. I saw many faces who looked familiar, but only a hundred people were there to cast the spell from what I could see,” she turned to me. “Sierra, we will need to be in contact more, but I’ll send you a list of people I recognized who all probably go by different names, but we should be able to find them. We can get word out soon that they’re dangerous. It’s time people stop blaming dark magic wielders.”

“What if your mate was involved?” I asked.

“I don’t want to believe he’d do that, but it’s been so long since I last saw him. Maybe I never knew him, but I will find out. Immortals can usually sense each other, even after all this time. We used to take advantage of that to keep each other safe, and there are a few I still know who I didn’t see there. I’ll talk to them.”

“Just know I’ll be focusing on you,” Ellen told her. “After my grandmother betrayed me, I need proof I can trust you, given who your brother is.”

“Then I’ll make sure to send you warnings if I can. I’m not my brother, and I’ll earn your trust and the others. But you must all stop thinking of good and evil based on what magic we can perform. It has nothing to do with that. There are plenty of evil, non-magical people. Every realm has good and bad people, and unfortunately, my brother is one of the evil ones. I’m not sure when he became that way or if he always was, but as someone who interacted with everyone before the realms were made, I can tell you with honesty that evil exists among magical and non-magical people, and it exists in all eight forms of magic, but plenty are amazing people such as the Campbell boys you mentioned. Don’t assume because someone is a light magic wielder, it means they’re good. Fergus, my brother, is proof of that.”

It was something everyone needed to realize, something I needed to remember. When I’d first tapped into my powers, I’d been proud I’d been one of the few born with light magic. 

I believed I’d be the one to help get rid of the dark magic wielders, but now everything was much more complicated than that, and no one knew who to trust.

“My intuition is telling me to trust you, but I didn’t see Grandma betraying us. My intuition told me to trust her, too,” Ellen responded.

“I’m wondering if it was protecting you, although too bad it didn’t protect you from getting kidnapped and framed,” Mack said. “But maybe if you’d known sooner, she would have gone after you. She went after you the moment Mason told you the truth, but obviously, you didn’t see it because you didn’t have full use of your powers. And I’m guessing it was a spur-of-a-moment decision, which is why you weren’t warned sooner. She’s so determined to stay at Foothills.”

“She was always a determined woman,” Audrey said, “not caring who she hurt in order to get what she wanted, even with Fergus. But he has always been the same way, so maybe it’s why they were mated. One of our settlements was overrun by non-magicals because of the pair of them trying to make trades with their magic. They tried so hard to be our leaders. They once tried to enslave several non-magical people, too, so it doesn’t surprise me things have gone this far.”

“So what do we do?” I asked her.

“Well, Amber and Ben must not open any more portals from Foothills. They need to be protected at all costs, but I don’t want to hear your plans. If my brother finds out about this, he will interrogate me, and they have a telepathic, too. I’m going to do my best to track down immortals, and you all continue with your plans. From this moment forward, we will only meet in an emergency, but by the sounds of what Ellen said earlier, he is going to come after me.”

“I can erase most of your memories for you,” Carly spoke up. “I don’t know how I know, but I can, and I can probably get people’s memories back. With Ellen’s visions and our memories back, we finally have proof, and we can-”

“Say no more, honey. You may erase my memories and allow me to know I met up with all of you, and I’m looking for immortals, but that’s it. He will know it happened if his telepathic checks, but it will buy us time. Don’t let me remember this place or anything else.”

Though she’d never used a wand until today, Carly seemed at ease with it. She waved the wand in front of Audrey’s face, and the other woman’s eyes rolled into the back of her head. She seemed to be in a daze for a moment, and then her eyes went back to normal. She grinned at Carly.

“You are one powerful young woman,” Audrey told her. “I should forget everyone in about a half hour, but dear, keep that a secret. They’ll be after you, especially Mara. If she knew your potential, you’d be in more danger than your little sister. And take your time with restoring everyone’s memories. It can damage them if done wrong.”

After a few more moments of discussion, she came over to hug me and whispered we’d be in contact soon.

“Take care of yourselves, kids. Don’t let my brother or Mara get you or the two people who call themselves Tonya and Ned. Do not ever be alone; it sounds like they’re getting desperate.”

I felt worried for her as Mack guided her out. She seemed to be on their list, so I figured later we’d have to find out her brother’s plans. 
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I shouted out and caught myself with my air before I fell into the small pool of lava I’d been tasked with making. I still didn’t know how to make it safe, so acting quickly, I threw air out before glaring at Denver, who’d startled me.

“Sorry, bud,” he said, grinning at me.

“I’m not your bud,” I responded. “Just because you’re working with us, it doesn’t mean I have to like you.”

“Anne was two-timing you the whole time. You’d have to be upset with every guy she was with, including Stan. Anyway, let’s let bygones be bygones. That’s old news, and we’re buds now. I figured you’d be happy to know Mason and Ernie will be back tonight.”

It was hard to stay upset hearing that, though I still didn’t like him, and I never would. It wasn’t just him going for Anne, who was just as responsible. It was everything he did. He was also becoming more of a pervert, and he kept trying to blame it on teenage hormones, but the rest of us weren’t like that. 

He liked to brag that he’d stolen some of Ellen’s used underwear when he snuck into their dorm to keep for himself the year before. He often claimed he had other girls’ used underwear hidden in his room at home somewhere. It was disgusting.

And while I liked Mason, it did bother me that Amber was the one he was the most concerned about when it came to that. Mason didn’t know if Denver had any of hers, but he said he’d regret it if he found out he did. 

What about Ellen or any of the other girls we hung out with? I’d never stolen Anne’s, so Denver’s theory that it was because of teenage hormones irked me. 

Normal people, no matter their age, didn’t do that. There were other sirens at Foothills, and they didn’t act like him, so he couldn’t blame it on that either. The teachers wouldn’t do anything because they claimed there was no proof and believed he was lying anyway.

But I pushed those thoughts away as I thought of Mason. It had been a week since Denver, Sheila, and Shelly crashed the big school board meeting with their petition and gave a speech about how Mason and Ernie, who never did anything wrong, deserved to come back. 

King Logan spoke up for them too, stating that the boys had been around his place multiple times, and he personally believed everyone should be given a chance. 

He told everyone that he believed the dark magic wielders had done nothing wrong to deserve their reputations, and with the realms now getting connected, we needed to give them a fair chance, and the boys had already proven themselves as trustworthy. 

So in order to keep good relations with the dark magic wielders, we should allow any children with elements at Foothills.

The teachers all spoke up for them, too, though apparently, Mrs. Carling spoke against them, telling everyone we shouldn’t be quick to let dark magic wielders in, but she was the only one. 

Denver, Sheila, and Shelly hadn’t been allowed to stay for the vote, but they knew it went well from the thumbs-up Yooper gave them later. A letter had gone out to the parents the next day, and I wondered if that was the reason for the delay. They likely wanted to make sure the parents were fine with it, too.

“Took long enough,” I finally responded.

“Well, they had to go through certain channels and make sure everyone was okay with it. But I heard most parents were fine with it. I think there were some who questioned it, and either they told people to get over it or they came up with a good explanation. Either way, they’ll be back after dinner.”

I gazed around the room to see if my friends knew yet. They were all working on creating lava. By next year, they wanted us to be able to create actual mini-volcanoes. It was supposed to be our first-term project, even for those with no earth powers. 

Amber and Jared weren’t too far off, competing to see who had the most lava by the end of class. It was a difficult task and the most advanced magic we’d tried so far in Fire class.

“I’ll go let Amber know—” Denver began eagerly, but I cut him off.

“I’ll go; you tell the others.”

Before he could say anything else, I hurried over to Jared and Amber to let them know. At the moment, it looked as if Jared was winning their little contest. Amber, like me, struggled to create lava.

“Denver just told me that Mason and Ernie will be back tonight after dinner,” I said when they looked at me.

“Good, I was getting worried they wouldn’t let them back in,” Jared said, as Amber let out an excited cry and hugged him.

“I think they had to do it right this time so no one can complain later,” I responded. “I know Hornora was hoping to make it seem as if we are inviting them the same way we do with people from the Mortal Realm. He’s probably going to make it seem like an experiment to bring in more people from other realms now.” 

He was excited about the possibility of having people from all eight realms here someday. I could see students going to schools across realms instead of sticking to their own. 

My mind kept going back to the dragon school. Our people hadn’t made contact with them yet, but I knew they wanted us to meet stronger dragons to bring on our side. 

The dragon school was one of the best in their realm, only inviting the strongest dragons around. I wouldn’t have minded checking it out. 

I often wondered about proposing trying to get in there, but I liked Foothills, and I wasn’t one of the strongest dragons; I likely wouldn’t make the cut, but I wanted to check it out. What did they teach at a school like that anyway?

“That would be cool if other realms start inviting kids to attend their schools,” Jared said. “I’ve always been curious about the Sorcerer’s Realm.”

“Mack thinks it might be the hardest for us to get through, but we are going to try in the summer. We’re going to get all the remaining ones open this summer,” Amber said. “Sometimes I think you either have something from the Sorcerers Realm,” she added to Jared, “or some special power from the Light Magic Wielder Realm. I don’t think it’s from the other ones.”

“Or it’s nothing. I’m going to be eighteen in November; I should know all my powers by now,” he said.

“Carly is older, and she just found out she’s a powerful wand wielder,” Amber reminded him. “Now that we’re opening the realms to each other, more powers will come out. But you have a way with potions no one else has. From what Mack has said, it sounds almost like alchemy.”

“So, can they turn things into gold?” I asked, figuring that would be the best power to have.

“No, nothing that cool,” Jared said, chuckling. “It’s a mixture of things, spells done with potions, being able to fix things naturally—for example, a person could manipulate the glass of that cup you broke yesterday to fix it, but it’s not a spell. It’s you using your magic to connect to it to rebuild it, but you could turn it into something else as long as it’s still glass. I wouldn’t call it alchemy exactly. Alchemy is different; no one can change anything into gold or make the elixir of life. Things like that would backfire no matter who performed it.”

“But with the glass thing, we can do the same with glass with earth and fire magic,” I said.

“It’s not the same thing as connecting to the object,” Jared explained. “If we get it open, you’ll see, but I still don’t think I have anything special. I think they know getting me will upset you,” he said, looking at Amber.

“I don’t think so. They had their eye on you before you got on the bus before we started at Foothills,” I reminded him, just as I noticed Mr. Yooper making his way over to us, and I tensed up until I noticed he was beaming.

“Come along, Amber; you can come with me to pick up your brothers. They’ve been welcomed back with open arms, and Mason has a scholarship for the next few years. And if he keeps up his academic record, he’ll have many choices if he chooses to go to college. He’s just been given a free ride because most people feel bad he had to flee.”

He was basically given a free ride anyway since Amber’s dad had been sponsoring him, but by the sounds of it, he didn’t even need a sponsor to pay tuition now.

“I wonder what that’s about. I think some of that is guilt money for the dark magic wielders,” Jared said, watching as the two of them departed.

“It’s probably a combination of guilt and wanting good relations with that realm,” I answered. “Everyone has always hated them, and now we’re learning they’re good people. There will be people falling over themselves to please them because they’re likely still intimidating. Hornora wants them here, but you and I both know he wants Foothills to be seen as powerful and prestigious, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he only allows people with three or four elements in so he can have people from all eight realms here.”

“You’re probably onto something there,” Jared said. “I bet the moment Amber leaves, he will start turning away people with one element if we open sponsorship to other realms.”

More than likely, that was his plan; he couldn’t do it yet since he needed to generate interest, but the contract he’d signed only stated he had to let the elements take classes together for as long as she was at Foothills. Once she was gone, he could do what he wanted.
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Fire class took forever to end, but as soon as it did, we all hurried to Amber and Sierra’s dorms after grabbing sandwiches on the go from the cafeteria. We weren’t completely sure if it was where they would be, but we figured it was our best bet.

Sure enough, when we entered their dorm, it was to find Ernie and Mason there with Sierra, Justin, Carly, and Hilda. Both boys were positively beaming, and I could feel the excitement in the air as they all took it in turns hugging.

“Doesn’t feel like we were gone, to be honest,” Mason responded when Denver asked how it felt to be back.

“Well, wait until you get back with the general population,” Ben warned him. “People weren’t happy you had to flee, and people regret assuming that all dark magic wielders are bad. We are already forming relations with your realm, so you’d better enjoy your peace while you can.”

“Honestly, I’m good with that. It’s been hard keeping it secret and fearing people will hate me once they learned the truth,” Mason, who was sitting with Amber on her bed, said. “It’s been one of my biggest fears since we came here. If it makes it easier for the others, I’m all for it, and Hornora wants to give Brody a teaching job to teach our magic if he’s up for it.”

“Will people be okay with that, though?” Denver asked. “Even when people accept your people, parents will still be worried about kids using dark magic.”

“Hornora is working on getting a teacher from each realm to teach their magic,” Ernie responded. “He already has Sierra, and I’m sure once he finds out about Carly, he will ask her-”

“But I don’t want to be a teacher,” Carly interrupted. “No offence to anyone who does, and I love Foothills, but becoming a teacher is the last thing I want. I haven’t decided which career I want since I’m going underground once school is done, but when I do decide, it won’t be a wand teacher. I’m sure there are qualified teachers out there.”

As much as I loved Foothills, I wouldn’t want to be a teacher either. To me, disciplining students and ruining their fun didn’t sound fun to me; I would be doing that enough with my own kids someday.

“Uh, someone just tried to frame Ellen and Charlene again,” Stan suddenly said, staring down at his faecomm. “Now they’ve involved Jerry.”

It wasn’t a surprise to me given the fact they’d broken some prisoners out of the dungeon Ellen and Charlene had been in. They’d refused to tell us who, in case Ellen’s grandmother tried to go after any of us.

The rescue had gone very smoothly, so I imagined they were all upset to lose even more people, and now Mason and Ernie were back. Their plans kept failing, which only meant they would keep trying and would stop at nothing to get to us now.

Given that they’d been hoping to lose Hornora his job with the big reveal that he was letting dark magic wielders in, they must have been getting desperate.

People were learning the truth about people like the Campbells, and now the immortals knew they couldn’t use the dark magic wielders as the enemies anymore. So they needed people to fall back on, and that was Charlene and Ellen.

“For what now?” I demanded.

“They set fire to an orphanage,” Jared said, looking at his own faecomm. “Charlene and Jerry led the attack with Ellen. No survivors.”

Without a doubt, I knew Ellen’s grandmother was involved, and as appalled as I was that she’d murdered children, it didn’t surprise me. She’d already done enough to her own granddaughter.

Now, she was incriminating her granddaughter and her grandson. All for her damn moon mate. Moon mates certainly made people do insane things, and this was beyond that.

“I think it’s time I bring our memories back,” Carly said.

“Can you?” Amber asked.

“I’ve been studying it all week, I think so,” Carly answered.

“Try on me,” Sam commanded.

“I don’t think the first person I should try it on should be a prince,” Carly said nervously. “Bernice and Patricia said I could try on them first when I’m ready.”

“They did it in the Dark Magic Wielder Realm, and that was one of our best and biggest orphanages!” Mason exclaimed, staring at his faecomm. 

“And I mean for the entire realm!” He continued. “It’s a huge building that looks like a tree house city, one similar to the one our ancestors built in the portal. They manipulated all the trees’ growth with their elements to make it. It was built nearly two hundred years ago, and children without parents have been going there since. It’s never had a breach or anything! Shit, they’re going to start a war between our realms! That’s going to cause massive outrage, and people don’t think when they’re emotional. We can expect for dark magic wielders to attack this realm for real now.”

“Carly, I want my damn memories back!” Sam commanded. “I’m sick of not knowing what happened that day. Madeline can project my memories! This isn’t good. It’s my family they’re going to have people go after if they want our two realms to fight!”

Carly seemed hesitant, but Sam refused to break eye contact. Finally, she nodded and walked over to him. Nervously, she waved her wand in front of his face, doing different motions.

Sam suddenly went rigid, and his head went back. He let out an odd choking sound as if he struggled to breathe, and Carly let out a panicked cry. Delilah ran to her brother’s side and grabbed his arm.

Seconds later, he went back to himself blinking, looking dazed.

“Oh no, I damaged him!” Carly moaned. “I shouldn’t have tried on him.”

“No,” Sam said, shaking his head. “I’m fine. It worked, and I remember everything. I’ve believed her since she made contact with us, but it’s true. She did nothing wrong; her grandmother lured her into that classroom, and she offered herself up. She did everything she could to protect us all. She tried to get her grandmother to spare Charlene, too! She offered to write that note!”

He swore and paced around the room. Mason asked for his memories to be restored next. Carly hesitated again but gave in, and soon enough, we were all lining up to get our memories restored.

Feeling nervous after seeing how everyone reacted as she did the spell, I went close to last, but when it was my turn, I didn’t feel anything unpleasant.

Instead, a flood of memories entered my mind I never knew I had, and not just from the day Ellen was framed. It went all the way back to when I was a little boy at camp when Jared told me more than once about fae and his powers. He even showed me once when I was eleven.

There were many memories over the past few years of Mrs. Carling threatening me, and then erasing my memories, including one from two days ago. She’d been interrogating me about Ellen’s whereabouts, but I’d held my tongue.

“She is one evil woman!” Carly shouted after trying to see if she could cast it on herself as well. She hadn’t been sure if their spells worked when they tried on themselves. 

“And she’s used memory charms for so long. Well, she can’t do it to any of us anymore, and I’m about to make sure she doesn’t again to anyone else in this school. After this, we should go to Hornora,” she continued.

“I’ll get my parents to take care of damage control!” Sam said. “We are going to get Madeline right now. Go to the teachers and get them to look at Ellen’s note again. Maybe she put a secret message in it. She did in the desk, so maybe she put something on the letter. But no one thought to check.”

Wondering where Mrs. Carling was, I hurried after the others. Most of us didn’t have our magic, so we had to run there, but it didn’t take long, and thankfully, they were both on the steps when we reached them.

“Don’t worry, kids, King Logan said he would try to make a statement-” Yooper began, but Carly interrupted to let him know she’d restored our memories and she could help them with theirs.

“Let’s go to my office then. She’s not around, so I don’t doubt it’s her who had the orphanage set on fire! Seven hundred children died!”

“Seven hundred?” Sierra squeaked. “Were they sacrificed?”

Yooper shook his head as we hurried down the hall. 

“Not in the way you’re thinking,” he answered. “No dark magic spells were cast, but they were obviously a sacrifice to turn the dark magic wielders against us! They wanted to make it seem like Jerry used his phoenix fire against them while Charlene and Ellen helped with their fire magic. Now that we are learning to trust their realm, she wants them to think we are after them instead!”

How could one person be so evil? How did she live with herself?

Mr. Hornora stood back while the rest of us went into his office. Once we were all inside, he beckoned for Carly to try on him first.

“Oh, and Sam thinks we should check Ellen’s confession letter to see if there was a code on it,” Mason said. “I can’t believe I let her go off with her grandma alone. If I’d gone with her-”

“You would have been caught and used to make our people look bad,” Ernie said. “We might not have gotten people to listen. We most certainly wouldn’t have had a petition to bring us back! Mason, it’s awful, but the best thing for all of us, even Ellen and Charlene, is how things played out!”

Mr. Yooper was already looking over the confession letter Mr. Hornora kept in his desk. He didn’t say anything at first, but then he sighed.

“We are idiots. I’ve detected a spell on here that reveals a message if it gets wet. We did all those spells on it to ensure she wrote it, but we never thought to check for hidden messages.”

“Send it to Sam!” Delilah said, pointing at Mr. Hornora’s letterbox. “He has his memories back, and he’s getting our parents to address everyone. They can prove it’s Ellen’s magic and when it was used! We have people there who can do that in case we’re ever attacked or traps are set in the palace. They can detect the precise time the spell was used.”

Carly was able to restore Mr. Hornoras memories and Yoopers, who both seemed dazed for a moment. Both blinked as they stared at nothing in particular.

After they sent the confession to Sam, we talked in low voices about how to address the school next and get others’ memories back because chances are she threatened more people.

Mr. Hornoras letterbox shook, and he opened it quickly. He hurried over to the TV in his office to turn it on, yelling out instructions to Yooper to get Mrs. Boondock to get the rest of the student body and faculty in the cafeteria to watch, too.

Before I could ask why, King Logan, his wife, and Sam appeared on the screen. The words Breaking News in white letters scrolled past on the bottom of the screen.

“The King of Acerterra has an important message to broadcast, not only to every fae in the world but to every dark magic wielder and any other realm receiving this. Please stop everything you’re doing. This is very important. Please stay tuned.” A male voice said from the TV.

About five minutes passed before King Logan told the world we’d all been duped, not in just believing dark magic wielders were evil, but for believing a sixteen-year-old girl attacked three people and took Charlene.

I worried no one would believe it, given he wanted to speak up for his daughter, but Madeline appeared on screen promising she could provide proof to everyone who needed it that not only were Sam’s memories tampered with, but many others at Foothills.

Sam then went onto explain what really happened the day Charlene was taken and how Mrs. Carling erased his memories to make it look like Ellen was responsible when in reality, she offered herself up to keep him safe.

“Ellen made sure I was spared, and she tried to save Charlene! Ellen has been innocent this whole time, just like the dark magic wielders! We have her confession letter, which apparently has a secret message if it gets wet! Keep in mind this has been checked, and it can be checked again for any skeptics. I will go to any length to make sure everyone knows Ellen is innocent! Her grandmother has been behind all this all along with several others!”

And without hesitation, he soaked the letter with water. Nothing happened at first, and then, in bold letters, even the camera picked up read: Please help! It’s been Grandma the whole time. Grandma took us and framed me!

I knew there would still be skeptics, but King Logan continued promising to have the best people in the country study the note, but also went on to explain Mrs. Carlings motives, as well as all of the immortals motives.

Everything we’d been keeping secret since our first year came out. How the first magical people believed they should be our rulers, and how they’d sacrificed a hundred thousand innocent people before locking their children away forever in a portal until one day it failed and they escaped.

Suddenly, there was a loud explosion from somewhere outside. Mr. Yooper jumped up to rush to the window. As he did so, an explosion rocked the palace room on the television, and everyone on screen screamed.

“Everyone get to safety!” King Logan shouted. “We are under attack!”

“That’s the damn cafeteria!” Yooper shouted. “Most of the students and faculty are in there!”

The school shook hard, followed by a booming sound as if it had been hit too. 

Everyone was knocked to the ground as the building dangerously swayed. I could hear screams from inside as well as outside. The bitter smell of smoke also filled my nose, telling me there was a fire somewhere.

The door burst open, and Mrs. Carling rushed in, holding up her wand. Carly immediately pulled her wand out, too, but she was knocked backwards.

“Get as many of them as you can!” Mrs. Carling shouted.

Though I shouldn’t have been able to use my magic, I could feel it coming back as I readied myself to fight. 

Just as I was about to send vines at a man who ran into the room, Mrs. Carling grabbed Amber and knocked her out. It distracted me long enough for a spell to blast me backwards. I fell back hitting my head, and all went black.
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Though it was very fuzzy and staticky, we were able to find a channel from the Fae Realm. Everyone moved close to the TV to listen. Sam had told me to stay tuned, so we’d turned the TV on in hopes we’d get something. The quality wasn’t good, but it was better than nothing.

Carly had brought everyone’s memories back, and supposedly, I’d put something on my confession letter. 

I had no recollection of doing it, and neither did Charlene, though her memories weren’t supposed to be able to be erased, but Sam promised it would be revealed on TV. 

It bothered me that Charlene’s memories were erased too, and I wondered just what kind of power Grandma had. I remembered a lot of stuff from that day, but I didn’t remember leaving my bracelet or the help messages I left.

Charlene worried it would look like her father was trying to do damage control, but all we could do was hope it would work out. She was doing her best to see if she could control things to go in a positive way for us, but we had no idea if it worked yet.

All of us, the guards, Mack, Ian, their allies and adults from the wolf pack, and some dragons had come through to watch with us since they couldn’t get anything in the Shapeshifter Realm.

While King Logan spoke, I was thrown into a vision of Foothills getting attacked. Students were locked in the cafeteria which was set on fire, while others were doing their best to set the school on fire, too.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. I watched horrified as the events unfolded, and more than one person died that night, including one of my friends, but it showed how I could save lives before it happened. 

There was still a chance. I felt helpless and furious watching Grandma, her mate, Ned and Tonya, and dozens of others attack the school and the palace.

I supposed killing seven hundred innocent children wasn’t enough. They had to go after more innocent lives, but now it was personal because their cover had been blown. That’s why they were doing this. They didn’t see the point in lying low anymore.

The worst part was people likely still would have been skeptical. They didn’t have to go this far to get believers, but they didn’t care about showing their true colours now. And likely, it was also due to opening the portals, freeing the prisoners, and because Ernie and Mason were back at Foothills. No one believed them that all dark magic wielders were evil anymore.

I cried out as I saw more people die, including June. But there was a solution. I could help save them. All I had to do was leave the visions and tell everyone. So, I willed myself out as hard as possible.

When I came to, everyone was gathered around me with concern. They all talked at once, telling me that the palace had been attacked live on TV, but not only that, Foothills was under attack as well. 

Mason had sent a message stating that Grandma and Fergus had Ben and Amber while a few others were trying to get to them, but so far, they were holding their own.

“Stop. We have to go there now, and it’s very important you all do as I say. People we love will die if you don’t. I won’t tell you who or why. I don’t want to mess anything up. But I have instructions for most of you, and you must not deviate from it! Rachel, Melanie, we need you too. If you’re with us, you’ll help.”

“I never wanted to work with them! I did it for Lilac and my family!” Rachel said. “But now they’ll probably go after them, anyway. What do I have to do?”

I didn’t want anyone to hear my instructions to anyone but their own. So I took each person aside, telling them what they had to do, and they’d know when the moment came.

“You understand, Anthony? After you do it, you and Jerry leave! Don’t wait, just do what I just told you and go! I don’t want you two to see what happens next. You don’t need to know why you’re doing it, I just need you to do it and then go. Teleport Jerry to the lake and hide in any of the dorms there. None of the immortals will be at the lake.”

“I promise,” he whispered, fearfully. 

It was a lot to put on his young shoulders. He was eight; he should have been playing with his toys and playing with his friends, not having to take down our grandmother. I’d seen it, though. No harm would come to either of them if they listened.

“Everyone will do exactly as Ellen said tonight!” Charlene shouted, her command affecting everyone. 

They all replied in monotonous voices that they would do as they were told.

“Let’s go then,” I said.

Amber and Ben had opened a secret portal for us, but it wasn’t reliable and closed at times because they were worried it could be detected, so they didn’t keep it permanently open.

Thankfully, Ian could open portals that were already there, so after this small obstacle, we were able to go to his house. 

From there we worried about going to the palace, but Mack went through first and confirmed the portal was in a safe place in the palace, where Sam and everyone else happened to be, which worked for me. I had instructions for them, too.

They were the keys to getting everyone out of the cafeteria safely, so it was relief I didn’t have to look for them at Foothills. 

I instantly went through the portal and called for their attention before they could speak. It was strange having everyone, including the King, stop and listen, but everyone stopped and allowed me to speak.

“Ellen, I just want to apologize for ever thinking-” King Logan began, but I stopped him.

“It’s okay,” I said. “It doesn’t matter anymore. If you want to save lives tonight, including your other daughter, you will listen. You all have jobs to save the kids from the cafeteria. The rest of us will take care of the school and the students and teachers in there still. If you all do as I say, we will save several people tonight but don’t ask who. I refuse to say who dies in case it wrecks things. Just please do everything I tell you to a tee.”

And once again, I took them aside, telling each person what needed to be done. Once I did, we hurried through the portal to Foothills. The stench of smoke coming from the school and cafeteria met my nose. 

Once we were outside, I could see two different dark plumes of smoke coming from where the cafeteria should have been and likely the other one was the school. So far, the dorms were untouched, but it wouldn’t last.

Screams and shouts echoed around me. I’d divided everyone into different teams who had their own missions. Sam, his parents and a few of their guards rushed to the cafeteria as we all split up. 

I took my team, Charlene, and my brothers to an area that was rarely used where we could lay low until we could get them at the right second. All I had to do was pray it would work out as the vision showed me it could if we did it properly.

We would save more than one innocent life while one person who very much deserved it, died. This had to be a spur-of-the-moment decision because if we won that night, we’d change every possible future I’d seen in the past.

I hated sitting back and waiting instead of helping, but it was a necessary evil if we wanted to succeed and save my friend.
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Chaos was all around us. Mrs. Carling and Fergus had a hold of us, forcing us to use our water magic to shield us as they made us guide them through the halls, which were in flames. 

They couldn’t die in here; only phoenix or dragon fire could kill them, but they could be burnt. 

Apparently, immortals healed, but it took a while, and Mrs. Carling already had several large red burns on her face. Though she’d lost most of her powers, she was still hard to kill.

From what I could see, the entire school was on fire, and I hated the loud, painful screams I could hear. They’d tried to take our magic away by the sounds of it, but perhaps someone had foreseen something like this happening, or it was adrenaline. 

While we couldn’t teleport, we had full use of our other powers and so did the others. There was too much fire to make it safe, so we needed shields.

All I could hope was the others would get out of the office safely. When it became clear the others would fight for us, they’d knocked everyone down, then grabbed me before exiting and locking the door.

They couldn’t contain the fire, so they’d woken Amber and forced both of us to use shields to help them through the halls, which were hot with flames, already places in the school were collapsing.

Fergus and Mrs. Carling were arguing over whose fault it was that everyone still had their magic, Fergus using it as another threat to force her to do his bidding.

Couldn’t she see he was manipulating her? In my honest opinion, he wasn’t going to give her any kind of powers. Otherwise, he’d lose control of her.

Suddenly, the roof in front of us caved in, causing us to jump back in fright.

“Would you give us back our teleportation powers?” I exclaimed. “You’re going to get the two of us killed! Let everyone out!”

“Nah, you two will find us a way out,” Fergus said. “You’re ours now, and if we get burnt more than we have been, we will make your lives miserable.”

“You two won’t be leaving here alive tonight!” Amber spat and then glared at Mrs. Carling. “You have a lot to answer to! Framing your own granddaughter! Messing with our heads! Murdering seven hundred children! I heard most were under the age of ten! Innocent children who did nothing wrong.”

Mrs. Carling glared at her. 

“Shut up!” She hissed. “I never liked you, and it’s nice I no longer have to pretend. You’ve been grating on my nerves since the day we met! Using the dress Ellen was supposed to wear that night, keeping your little boy toy away from me! Rescuing that damn dark magic wielder! We could have had Mack that night if you hadn’t insisted on staying back to rescue him. You’re nothing but a pest I’d get rid of if you weren’t so important. Ellen needs a better choice in friends instead of an insecure little girl who has two boys wrapped around her finger. You rejected your moon mate, and he still wants you around! Have fun whoring around in life.”

Amber laughed, though I knew she didn’t find any of this funny.

“At least my moon mate doesn’t hate me!” Amber responded, still laughing. “You can’t even think for yourself because you can’t see that he wants nothing to do with you. He’s using you, and he will never love you because how could someone love you? You resort to attacking schoolchildren who are smarter and more powerful than you. Have fun being a pathetic doormat for the rest of your life, you stupid bitch!” Amber retorted, and I saw Mrs. Carling flinch.

“Burn!” Fergus chuckled. “Guess it’s not just your skin that was scalded today.”

Mrs. Carling didn’t say anything, though she was breathing hard. She just glared at Amber before deciding to let us teleport after all, as more of the structure collapsed around us. 

Flaming beams from the ceiling nearly landed on our group, but Fergus did something so they stopped in mid-air, and then he flung them away.

Though we were protected by the water shields around us, I could feel the heat from it, and as hard as we tried to keep it cool, I could feel the water warming up and saw steam all around us. I hoped to blind them with some, but I felt a wand in my neck as we were commanded to teleport them out.

Not wasting any time because I wanted out of there, I took us outside as my abilities to teleport came back, and took us to the front of the school. The cool breeze felt good on my skin.

I gazed in horror at the scene in front of us. How had we even made it out? The whole school was engulfed in flames, but I relaxed when I saw Mack, Nick, and Brody appear, clutching the group we’d left behind in the office.

“You don’t really mean you hate me, do you? She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. No one can have a love as deep as ours. We are the first ever mated together by the moon!” Mrs. Carling said to Fergus, who’d let out a shout of frustration when he saw Hornora help up Michael and Delilah.

Michael immediately leapt into the air, transformed into his dragon, and flew off in the direction of the cafeteria. He blew flames directly at Mrs. Carling, who cried out and jumped out of the way.

“Is this really the fucking time? No, I don’t love you! They shouldn’t have been able to get out yet. Tonya and Ned were supposed to be able to get them out! What the hell did you do now?”

Mrs. Carlings mouth dropped open in shock, but I couldn’t blame her even if I hated her. How could he possibly blame her for all of this? He played his part in it, too, and by the sounds of it, he didn’t communicate properly. How did he expect to rule people if he couldn’t give clear instructions?

From what I was learning, he’d been messing up for thousands of years. Perhaps that was a sign to give up on their plans instead of murdering or framing innocent people.

“How is it my fault Tonya and Ned screwed up?” Mrs. Carling demanded. “Stop blaming me for everything. Your spells obviously didn’t contain them properly. You’re the one who can’t lead people properly. If you hadn’t told me to back off of these two, I could have had all of the kids a long time ago, but you didn’t want me to blow my cover. Now, we’ve had no choice but to do just that! All of those kids, even Jared, could have been locked in my dungeons years ago if it weren’t for you! You don’t know how to lead people! You never have! It’s time we get new leadership.”

Fergus glared at her and sent a flaming piece of wood at her with some spell that glowed gold, which she dodged just in time.

She sent it flying into the woods with her wand.

“The portal opener is right about everything she said!” He shouted. “I despise you. I haven’t loved you since the day you nearly messed up the realms, and I’m ashamed you, of all people, are my mate. Out of all the immortals, I got the most useless mate in existence! It’s probably because we are the first moon mates that we are so incompatible. You have, time and time again, messed everything up! We should have been ruling ten thousand years ago! The populations should never have gotten this big! I gave you clear instructions. You should have been able to last here for at least fifteen years! Here this, Mara, you will never get your powers back now! I will never go back to you. You have blown our cover way too early! Starting tonight, you’ll be locked up with the portal openers in your own damn dungeons until the day you die!”

She stared at him, her eyes shining, but then her face contorted with anger instead. She glanced at Amber with fury.

“Good luck getting all the portals open as quickly as you want with one less portal opener, then!” She cried out, and I shouted out in horror as she summoned what looked like a metal stake from somewhere with her wand and flung it hard at Amber.

It pierced Amber in the stomach and came out her back. She fell to the ground, looking as if the life had already left her body. 

Her mouth was open as she fell back, eyes still wide open staring blankly up. Her blood pooled out around her.
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Heartache worse than what I felt when I saw her with Jared pierced my own soul, and I shouted out louder, but I wasn’t the only one. The others had seen as well and screamed, but the worst came from Carly and Sierra.

“Amber!” Carly screamed while Mack and Brody ran over, attacking Mrs. Carling and Fergus with all their might.

“What the hell did you do!?” Fergus shouted with fury as he dodged a spell shot at him from Brody.

The others ran over, shouting and shooting spells at Mrs. Carling. More of their people must have been around because we were suddenly surrounded.

I tried to run over to Amber’s lifeless body to protect it, but I was confronted by a man who attacked me with a jet of water, causing me to fall back.

I used my own jet of water against him, using as much force as possible. 

Once he was sprawled out on his back, I tied him up with vines before burying him in the mud we’d made, ensuring he was completely covered and he was deep underground. 

He’d likely suffocate, but I didn’t care at the moment as I hardened the ground above him and grew grass over him. 

Amber was dead because of these people.

I didn’t have time to think about it once I was done because I was attacked by a woman who was using magic I didn’t recognize, but Scott and Barry took her out seconds later.

Mason ran over to Amber, blasting people out of the way. It didn’t matter if they were friends or foes; he knocked anyone in the way to the ground. 

He used some spell to cut his right palm, and blood splattered out of it.

“There is still life in her; it’s barely there, but it’s there,” he was saying, but it sounded like he was saying it to himself.

The students and teachers from the cafeteria must have gotten out because the field in front of the school was full of students, but dozens of immortals were there, ready to fight them. 

Above us, dragons and phoenixes were trying to set fire to any immortal, but they must have set up a barrier because the flames of fire didn’t touch them.

All around us were people fighting, all except Mason, who had slashed Amber’s hand before he took it.

“My blood is now yours. I give my blood to you, my magic, my life, my everything in exchange for you to live! I give my blood to you, my magic, my life, my everything in exchange for you to live!” And he repeated it over and over louder.

“Mason! No!” Mack shouted, blasting several people away. Above us, there was a rumble of thunder as dark clouds blackened the sky.

“What’s he doing?” I shouted, blocking a thick sheet of ice that flew at my head. It exploded, and large shards of ice flew at Fergus, who suddenly disappeared.

“He’s exchanging his life for hers. No! Mason, I’ll do it!”

But before Mack could run over, Ernie was there, shoving Mason away and slashing his own palm, he grabbed Amber’s hand. Mason tried to fight it, but the spell must have taken a lot out of him because he collapsed.

Rachel and Melanie appeared out of nowhere, and as Mack moved forward again, they put a protective shield around the trio, and Jared, Sheila, Shelly and Denver joined moments later.

Ernie shouted out what Mason had been moments before, and Mack ran over, but Melanie used a nearby tree to pick him up by the ankle with one of the branches, and made it throw him back. He fell to the ground with a crash.

“Ow! What the hell, Melanie!? Ernie! I’ll do it, not you either!”

“Mack, stop,” Ellen said, rushing over with Charlene not far behind. “You promised you’d let things play out! You will die before you reach them if you try to go over there!”

“You didn’t tell me they’d be sacrificing their lives! You didn’t mention anything about Amber dying! I’m the oldest! I should do it!” Mack shouted.

“Stop now, Mack!” Charlene said with command in her voice. Mack froze, defeated, but he’d felt the order in her voice.

Most of the immortals seemed to be gone now that more students and teachers were arriving to join in the fight. It didn’t surprise me they were cowards like that.

There were even more dragons now in flight, trying to burn the immortals with their flames, but they kept missing because of some invisible barrier.

Mrs. Carling was in the middle of a fight with Sierra, Carly, Hilda, Justin, and Isabella. She was holding her own despite being five-on-one.

Timmy had joined the group near Mason, Amber, and Ernie, the latter still shouting out to the sky, which was full of even more dark clouds now; electricity was thick in the air. 

Booms of thunder grew louder, and my skin felt hot despite it being a cool, breezy day. I watched as Timmy drew various sigils and runes on the ground, light bursting up from each.

Mrs. Carling knocked the girls down with a strong spell while Justin leapt out of the way and attacked a couple of immortal men with his air, forcing them to fly back toward the school. Mrs. Carling’s wand flew out of her hand, and Justin forced it up into the flames of a dragon.

The two immortal men disappeared into the flames, which were still blazing high. I didn’t think they’d die since they were immortal and it was normal fire, but they’d be severely burnt.

Bernice appeared, screaming for Ernie to stop, and that she would do it.

“It’s the least I can do after the way I raised her,” she muttered under her breath, launching a blond woman who tried to stab her into the air somehow. 

The woman floated upward high, and one of the dragons blasted her with flames. The smell of burning flesh met my nose, and seconds later, the woman was nothing but charred remains which dropped on the ground around us.

Mrs. Carling shouted in triumph as she summoned Carly’s wand from her with wandless magic, and pointed it at Bernice.

Bernice’s neck snapped to the left with a sickening crack seconds later. Before we could move forward to help, someone used a jet of water to throw us back, and Mrs. Carling did a slashing movement with her wand.

Whatever the spell was, made Bernice fly backward, and like the two men Justin had attacked, she too flew into the blazing school. The cries from Mack and Brody could be heard over the chaos, and they leapt forward to attack Mrs. Carling.

However, she was ready for them, and she sent them back, flying towards the school too, though Carly and Sierra, and several others hurried forward to stop them from flying into the flames just in time.

Mrs. Carling laughed as she spoke. “Now do as I say or-”

“Hi, Grandma!” Jerry shouted out as he appeared in front of her in his huge phoenix form. He set the ground on fire in a ring around her so she couldn’t escape. 

Anthony ran up, holding his hands out, and she froze on the spot, and slowly, he lifted her with some spell. I believed it was the same Bernice had used on the woman.

Charlene and Ellen ran forward once she was above our heads, blowing strong air from their hands, causing Mrs. Carling to fly through the air over Ernie, Amber, and Mason.

Anthony grabbed Jerry’s arm, and the two boys disappeared. And I hoped they went somewhere safe. I was surprised they were even there, especially Anthony, but it was likely for the element of surprise.

“Justin! Lightning can kill immortals!” Ellen cried out, looking over at Justin, who was using his air to keep himself afloat while he fought one of the few immortals left.

Justin looked up and seemed to get what she wanted. He used his air to push Mrs. Carling faster over the trio as loud cracks of thunder rumbled overhead. 

A lightning bolt appeared and struck down toward Ernie, but before it could, Ellen, Justin, and Charlene pushed Mrs. Carling in its path, and instead of hitting Ernie, Mrs. Carling took the full brunt of it.

I watched with my mouth open as the lighting hit her, which caused her to explode. 

Her guts rained down on us, and everyone cried out in disgust. I covered my face as I was hit with hot liquid.

The ground shook, knocking us all off our feet. I wasn’t sure what else happened, but I didn’t think it was another explosion.

Once everything stopped shaking, I jumped up and hurried over to Amber, who Ernie was holding in his arms, pleading with her to wake up. Mason lay on the ground, blinking, seemingly unaware of what just happened. 

All three were now covered in blood and guts, but he seemed happy. His smile was wide, and his eyes were glazed over as he hummed a tune I didn’t know.

The sky had cleared up by then, though everything around us was covered in a reddish hue as the sun set.

“Maybe it didn’t work because it wasn’t me,” Ernie slurred, sounding a little drunk, as everyone else joined.

Carly and Sierra cried out for Amber as Jared grabbed her hand.

“Come on, baby, I know there is still life in you. You can’t leave me now,” he murmured.

“It works. It doesn’t matter whose life, as long as it’s not an innocent we randomly sacrificed. It doesn’t have to be the one who does the spell as long as a life is exchanged. Grandma is perfect because she’s the one who tried to kill her.” Ellen said, joining us. “I saw it, she wakes up, I know she does. Come on, Amber!”

“Look!” Hank said, joining us, pointing at the metal stick, which broke in half and fell to the ground. I hoped some of it wasn’t still stuck inside her somewhere.

Colour returned to Amber’s skin, and slowly, she seemed to be returning. Her eyes opened seconds later, and I sighed in relief, the pain in my stomach dulling now. 

Seeing Amber and Jared together was nowhere near as bad as almost losing her.

“Hello, Ernie,” she said, slurring her words as if she, too, were drunk. She gazed up at him with a lopsided smile. “I’ve always loved you; you’re one of the best brothers.”

She tried to hug him, but she passed out in his arms.

“Let’s get her back to her dorm,” Yooper said, hurrying over to us. “I think they’re all gone now. Only some of the Air dorms were hit, but many students protected them.”

Ernie tried to stand up with her in his arms but collapsed. The spell must have taken a toll on him. 

Kellen rushed over to scoop her up while Mack and Brody helped up Ernie, and Jared and Justin hurried over to help up Mason. Kellen and Amber disappeared seconds later.

“Are we going to party, man?” Mason asked Jared. “Did Amber drink too much?”

“Yes, the partying is over. It’s time we all go to bed,” Jared told him, and then the three of them disappeared.

“Ernie, you were going to die for her,” Carly said, moving over to hug him. “You were really going to.”

“So were you,” Hilda said, turning to Mack. “We should have done it.”

“Only dark magic wielders can use that spell,” Brody told her. “And she saved our lives once. We’re willing to do the same.”

“Yeah, well, we won’t give you the option to do the same again with these two,” Fergus said, appearing beside Audrey, who I hadn’t seen until that point.

A man with dark hair I didn’t recognize stood with him. 

“You killed my moon mate,” Fergus said, “so I guess it’s their lives in exchange. We already took care of Bernice since she was a traitor. And I’ll be happy to be the one to take my sister’s life. I’ve been looking forward to this for years.”

Several of us shouted as they each stabbed Audrey and Mrs. Boondock. I ran forward to help but was thrown back by some invisible barrier. 

Audrey tried to fight Fergus, nearly getting away, but he did something to freeze her in place and stabbed her again. The long knife he was using glistened in the setting sun, and we could see her blood leaking off it each time he pulled it out.

She let out a gurgled scream as he stabbed her multiple times in the stomach, taking care to get her in the neck, and the next second, he’d decapitated her. Her head fell to the ground with a thud, causing several people to scream in horror at the ghastly sight.

I jumped back up, ready to fight the one who had Boondock, but he threw me backwards with a strong gust of wind toward the school and continued stabbing her. I used my air to stop myself in time before I fell into the flames.

They’d put up some kind of barrier to stop anyone getting near them, we could only watch helpless as the man continued to slice her entire body to pieces, her blood and guts were flying around, hitting a few people in the process until she was unrecognizable.

The two men set them on fire. Fergus had a wide smile on his face as he set his sister’s head on fire. Afterwards, he ran over to it and kicked it hard, sending the flaming head into the woods.

The teachers were fighting against the barrier with no avail.

“Stop! Stop right now and get away from them!” Charlene shouted. “Anyone who is an enemy to Foothills will leave immediately and never return! You will never kidnap or frame anyone ever again! Go!”

“I will leave immediately and never return. I will not kidnap or frame anyone ever again,” one of the men said, backing away, but we could hear several people saying a variation of the same thing.

Fergus narrowed his eyes at her as if understanding while he spoke, but having no choice but to obey, he turned and hurried off.

“Everyone catch those murderers who attacked this school!” Hornora shouted, and he gave chase after Fergus.

“I should have told them to surrender,” Charlene said, watching as many of the staff and students took off after them. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“Honey, we just saw- don’t blame yourself,” King Logan said. “But just keep that in mind in the future. These are only a small amount of them. We know there are thousands of them. We will get them all, and they’ll be sorry for attacking our palace, the orphanage, and the school.”

“But I didn’t see this coming!” Ellen exclaimed. “We all got out of it alive! Boondock and Audrey survived in my vision! So did Bernice!”

“The future changes. Maybe we can save them. I have dark magic; I’ll save Bernice!” I said.

“No!” Brianne, Sebastian, Scott and Barry cried out.

“I’ll do it! I have dark magic,” Scott said, hurrying forward.

“It’s too late; they’re already dead,” Ellen sobbed. “No, I was supposed to stop anyone else from dying tonight! This happened out of nowhere. We all got out of it alive in the vision I saw. Only Grandma died!”

“Ellen, don’t beat yourself up,” Sam said, reaching out to take her hand.

“No, it wasn’t supposed to happen!” She shouted.

“You should all return to your dorms, or Amber’s and Sierra’s, where I imagine you’re all going to go,” Yooper said. “Keep all three of them together for now so we can keep an eye on them.”

Ernie still seemed very woozy, so Mack and Justin disappeared with him.

“We need to broadcast this now,” King Logan said, snapping out of his shock. “The realms all need to see what they did. But I’m not sure how to get it in all eight realms. I know a few of them can get our channels, but I’m hoping it can get to all eight.”

“I think I can help,” I said. “I’ve been playing around with the faecomm to see if I can get it to reach mobile phones in other realms. I took advanced computer classes this year because I’ve had time. It’s worked so far. At least I’ve picked up signals from other realms, even if they don’t last. I swear I was connected to the Light Magic Wielder Realm for thirty seconds last week. I think as long as they all have internet, we can.”

“Good,” and he shouted out instructions.

Mr. Yooper dismissed everyone who was still there except me. I showed them how I’d been doing it, and surprisingly, it worked. 

I just wasn’t sure how long it would work since the connection always dropped, but it was working for the time being. We could see it connecting to other realms, and it seemed to be connecting to their televisions, too. At least, that’s what it said on the display.

“Alright, you go back and check on Amber and the others,” Yooper told me.

“Sir, I got the entire thing on video,” June said, holding up her faecomm. “I was hiding back there filming it all,” she said, pointing to some rocks that were near the woods. “Ellen said it was the best place for me to hide because if I went to the fight, I’d die. No one saw me, and I had my faecomm with me. I thought people should see the truth once and for all.”

“Good girl,” King Logan said and took the faecomm from her. “Ellen and Charlene, you two can go too if you want-”

“No, I want to have my say,” Ellen said. “I want to help tell everyone. It’s the least I could do. I couldn’t save them,” she broke down, and Charlene hugged her, crying herself.

“Ellen, you’re a hero!” King Logan told her. “A lot more lives could have been lost. This isn’t your fault!”

Ellen shook her head, still sobbing. I teleported to the outside of Sierra’s and Amber’s, my thoughts on Bernice, Mrs. Boondock, and Audrey. Seeing a brother stab his sister and then decapitate her was an image I wouldn’t forget.
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I walked into the dorm, taking in the scene in front of me. Amber and Mason were lying side by side in Amber’s bed on their backs, passed out, and Ernie was in Sierra’s bed asleep with Carly beside him, cleaning his face and hair, which was covered in dry blood. 

Mack was washing his right arm with Justin on the other side, cleaning his other arm. Amber, Ernie, and Mason had gotten the worst of it when Mrs. Carling exploded. 

They’d been drenched in her blood and guts. It reminded me I still had some on me, so I used my water magic to clean myself off as I watched. 

They’d pulled the beds away from the walls so they could all sit on either side. Sierra was washing Mason’s face while Kellen was wiping down his arms. 

Jared wiped up Amber’s arms and Hilda was washing Amber’s hair and face. Delilah, Stan, and Hank were standing together and talking in whispers.

“You’re pale. You okay, Ben?” Barry asked, but I laughed in disbelief at his question.

“I just saw someone get decapitated, and one of our teachers stabbed! Right after my moon mate nearly died! Plus, I probably killed someone because I buried him alive, and I’m pretty sure he’s still in the ground. So, no, I’m not OK!” I shouted.

Scott came over to put an arm around me, but I shook him off.

“I’ll go check to see if he’s still under the ground. I doubt he’s dead because he was immortal. We’ll just capture him,” Scott said with a shrug before leaving.

“We all saw it, Ben,” Hilda said. She stopped washing Amber’s hair for a second. “We all tried, but there wasn’t anything we could do. And if you did kill him, which I doubt because he’s immortal, he probably deserved it.”

“It’s not up to me who lives or dies,” I muttered, hoping Scott would find him alive. It’d been an emotional decision I’d made, but I didn’t want to be a murderer.

“I feel horrible about Audrey,” Sierra said. “I called her to help when we were locked in Mr. Hornora’s office. I think she was preparing to die tonight anyway. But she only just got here at the end, and he got her as soon as she arrived. I feel like it’s my fault.”

Mack’s and Brody’s eyes were puffy as if they’d been crying, but they seemed to be holding it in now. I imagined Sierra and Carly weren’t taking it well either, but everyone seemed as if they wanted to avoid getting emotional over losing one of their mothers.

“Jared,” Denver said, sticking his head in. “They want to interview you before the broadcast. Probably you too, Stan. I don’t think they’ll bother the rest of you, though.”

Jared got up and headed to the door with Stan in tow.

“I can finish cleaning her up,” Denver said with a smirk, glancing at the seat Jared had abandoned beside Amber. 

Her arm was still covered in some dry blood Jared had missed. He walked toward her bed at a hurried pace.

“Back off,” Brody said, stepping in front of Denver and glaring at him before taking the seat Jared abandoned. “I’ll do it. She’s my sister.”

Denver shrugged, still smirking before sitting down close to her anyway, his features changing into a neutral expression.

“What kind of spell was that? I know it was a sacrifice, but it’s not going to backfire, is it?” He asked. “I know Mason loves her, but he didn’t even hesitate to do it. He was just there like Ellen told us he would be, prepared to end his life for her.”

Sierra smiled down at Mason in what I thought was a maternal way as she wiped off the remaining blood.

“I think they have a twin connection. I know that sounds silly, given they obviously aren’t twins, but I think the circumstances of their birth made it that way. I mean, half the time Mom was pregnant around us, it was Bernice with Mason, and our mom was with you Campbells, while pregnant with Amber. They were going back and forth between realms while in the womb, and then they were born only a week apart. Mason was half asleep, and we told him to go to Ernie when we all came in here, but he said he wanted his sister. He passed out beside her,” Sierra said as she continued to wipe Mason down.

Brody nodded in agreement. “I used to watch them when we all first met to see if they were secretly in love, given how drawn to each other they’ve been from the start. But it’s always been a brotherly, sisterly love. Amber’s only ever had eyes for Jared, and Mason was in love with Ellen.”

Delilah walked over to join us. “We have a connection as triplets, so it’s possible. Multiples usually do, and maybe something happened to give them that connection. Sam and Charlene would have done the same for me without hesitation if we had that ability.”

“Speaking of Charlene and Ellen, they’ll be back permanently, won’t they?” I asked. “They’re about to broadcast everything!”

“Everyone will definitely know the full truth by now,” Mack said.

“What is the full truth? What happened tonight to make them do it? Why the orphanage? And are they going to be OK? Amber seemed addled when she woke up.” Denver said.

“She nearly died. Of course, she was addled,” Kellen snapped at him.

“And they’ll be fine. They just need to sleep it off. Fergus wanted to take three lives because Amber should have died if Mason hadn’t tried to sacrifice himself for her, but then Ernie tried instead. From what we overheard, Fergus felt since their lives weren’t lost, three other lives should be taken instead since he lost his moon mate,” Brody explained.

“He hated Grandma! He was open about it! He said it right before she tried to kill Amber! I heard every word he said!” Timmy exclaimed. “He blamed her for everything, even though by what Ellen has told me, his instructions contradicted each other. He’d tell her to come after us, but then he’d tell her not to because she needed to lay low to keep her place at Foothills, and then he’d yell at her for not catching us. He was obviously manipulating her, so why would he care?”

“Losing your moon mate to death, no matter how you feel about them, is like getting stabbed in the heart repeatedly with a hot knife,” I answered knowingly. “I wanted revenge at that moment, so I can only imagine how he felt. I’m still in pain from it even though she’s fine.”

He’d hated her, but they’d been mated together for so long, and he must have had some love for her, even if it was twisted. He’d likely acted on emotion, which was why Ellen hadn’t seen it.

“It means a lot to us you were going to take our mother’s place, Ben,” Mack told me. “Although it wouldn’t have worked, even if she did still have life in her.”

“I would have for any of them. Why wouldn’t it have worked?”

“You don’t have enough dark magic,” Brody answered. “You and Amber could never do it. It’s one of the most powerful spells we have, and it takes a lot from you. It’s why Mason and Ernie are passed out. Ernie probably won’t wake for over a day, Mason maybe twelve hours, but Amber is hard to say. We know of the spell, but I don’t know of anyone who has used it until now. It’s one of those spells you hear of, but obviously, most people haven’t tried it.”

“I still can’t believe they were prepared to do that,” Stan said, coming back inside with Jared following. “That’s such a powerful sacrifice. Oh, and Scott told us to tell you that you didn’t kill that man, Ben. He’s alive, and they are taking custody of him. It’s the same with any immortals that got thrown into the school. They’re just severely burnt.”

I let out a sigh of relief at that. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for the impending war if I couldn’t stand to kill anyone.

“Amber saved our lives,” Mack told Stan. “Of course, we’d do the same.”

“Technically, she got you booted from your realm,” Denver interjected. “If she hadn’t shown up at your place, you’d probably still be there.”

Mack glared at him and folded his arms.

“She did not,” he snapped. “They came to switch our mothers back, and they were going to leave. Mrs. Carling is at fault because she sold them out. If she hadn’t said anything, none of that would have happened. She was after me, too, and because of Amber, I’m safe. Amber stayed behind for me even though she didn’t know me or if I was dangerous. She risked her life for me, a complete stranger, in a realm your people thought was dangerous! They were coming after me anyway! If it weren’t for her, I’d be locked up right now. So shut the hell up! I get sick of some of the crap that comes out of your mouth about my family.”

Denver shrugged, not looking the least bit put out by Mack’s anger. He never did, though. 

He was annoyingly calm and easy-going no matter how harsh people could be with him when he acted like an idiot.

Nothing ever seemed to bother him; even this night’s events didn’t seem to. I wanted to ask how he could be so relaxed, but Charlene, Sam, and Ellen burst into the room moments later.

“The broadcast will be starting soon. They didn’t let us stay too long; they just interviewed us,” Charlene told us. “It might not have reached all realms; it kept dropping the connection, but we’re hoping word will get out to all eight anyway. I left a message commanding for them to turn themselves in, but Mom doesn’t think it will work. She thinks it has to be done in person, but we will see. If not, I’ll try to will it to happen. They’re scared of me for a reason.”

Both Sam and Charlene ran over to hug Delilah, all three crying as they hugged.

“Every one of you in this room scared me today,” Charlene said, refusing to let her sister go once they all hugged. “So if you ever scare me like that again, I will punish you once I’m crowned!”

“What won’t you punish us for when you’re queen? You’ve been saying that for years.” Sam stated, looking up as Nick entered with Jerry and Anthony following.

“It’s about to start, turn the TV on,” Nick said.

“High five, guys! You were amazing!” Kellen said, holding his hand up for Anthony and Jerry to slap, both eagerly doing so.

“Deanna and Brenda said they’ll be around the house in a couple of days,” Jerry said, looking at me and then my brothers and Brianne. “Heather will be too. They couldn’t make it, but the teachers said they have to send everyone home for a few weeks to fix the school anyway.”

“We get to go home, too! Ellen gets to, too!” Anthony said excitedly.

“Will it only take a few weeks to fix?” Justin asked. “We don’t have a school or a cafeteria anymore.”

“Guess so? That’s what the principal said,” Jerry responded. “You’ll be coming with us, right, Ellen?”

“Of course, I want nothing more,” Ellen said. “But that vision scared the hell out of me, and I hate you all for getting yourselves in danger like that!”

“Not like we chose it,” I told her.

“So, in other words, you love us, and you’re happy to see us?” Hank asked.

“I thought Amber was going to die!” She exclaimed, her voice trembling, but she didn’t cry. She just walked over to Sam, who pulled her into his arms.

“You know you’re a hero, right? And everyone is about to find out,” he said and kissed her.

Evidently, Ellen had accepted him as her moon mate. The two hugged each other tightly, gazing into each other’s eyes.

In the past, I might have felt jealous as I often did when I saw moon mates together, but after nearly losing mine in the most permanent way possible, those feelings were gone. 

She was alive, and that was all that mattered to me. Or it should have. In my mind it did. The moon mate connection still made it hurt for some reason, even if it wasn’t as bad as it had been, and I wasn’t sure why, but it was overwhelming. 
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We all gathered together to watch the TV after Nick turned it on. No one said anything as a view of where our school once stood appeared on the screen. 

It was a pile of smoky rubble now, and so was our cafeteria. The video June recorded was put on first to show everything that happened, from sometime after the explosion to the end events with Bernice dying trying to save Amber and her sons. 

He then went on to explain what happened to Boondock and Audrey before a new video was shown. 

It was hard watching a second time, and Carly quickly performed a spell to make Anthony and Jerry forget. She reassured Ellen, who worried it wasn’t safe, that it was a basic spell and they’d be fine.

“They’ll probably remember when they’re older, though. Basic memory spells wear off eventually. This isn’t like the spells your grandmother used on us.”

On the television, King Logan asked everyone to have a moment of silence for all three of them. 

After a few moments, he continued reporting on the events, explaining how it was immortals who attacked the orphanages in the Dark Magic Wielder Realm before proceeding to attack the school and the palace.

“Their intent was to make our realms hate each other, but our ties to each other are stronger than ever,” King Logan said. “As everyone has witnessed, two dark magic wielders by the names of Mason and Ernie Campbell were willing to sacrifice themselves for a half-fae, half-mortal girl. The girl is Amber Hudson, one of the portal openers who will help connect all realms! The four Campbell boys have lifetime protection, and anyone who goes after them will face severe punishment. That goes for Ellen Perenge too, who is the hero of the night. Without her vision, we wouldn’t have been there to save the students, and more would have been kidnapped or killed. She knew exactly how to save everyone. As you all know by now, Ellen was framed, and we unfairly believed she took my daughter when her grandmother was the real criminal. To Ellen, a brave young girl who is a hero.”

Ellen burst into tears as many people on the TV said, “To Ellen,” and the rest of us repeated it. Sam hugged her tightly as she did.

King Logan continued listing those who had lifetime protection, including Amber and myself. Foothills was going to become even more secure than before, given that four students nearly died, and many were injured; some were badly burnt.

Not only that, but we no longer had a school. I just didn’t understand how they got in. Foothills was supposed to be secure already. We’d have to figure it out in case there were more spies.

“I think they have a portal somewhere,” Charlene, who must have been thinking the same, said. “How’d they get in to get us in the first place? They’ve breached the security spells all year. You guys had a secret portal, so they probably did, too.”

“That’s probably what it is,” Sebastian said. “I’ll send a message to Hornora to check it out. Ellen’s grandma was the one leading it the last time portals were looked for. She probably let them in during your Year One, too, when they took all those kids.”

“Start with her sleeping quarters,” Ellen said. “There’s a closet in the living room I was never allowed in. Although they’ll probably have closed it by now if she had one.”

“They’re already investigating her place,” Sebastian said, looking down at his faecomm. “They’ll check for it; there are people who know how to check for any residue left over from portals. They didn’t come last time it was checked.”

The broadcast was now showing videos of the reporters interviewing various students about what happened. Many people in all seven years were interviewed. 

One kid in JS Year Three had a video of them attacking the school, and it showed about a dozen people, including Mrs. Carling, setting the school on fire with an enormous fireball they created almost as tall as the school, so even without the other video, there was proof she was the one who’d been behind it all along.

I still felt awful and stupid about the whole thing. I’d known Ellen since she was six-years-old, and she’d never shown any worrying signs; she’d never been anything but a good friend, and we’d all turned our backs on her. 

In the meantime, she’d been stuck in a dungeon while we all sat around talking crap about her. I didn’t think I’d ever forgive myself for that.

Getting up, I left the dorm, trying to keep calm after everything that had just transpired. Part of me wanted to ask Carly to erase my memories, but I wouldn’t. No matter how horrifying everything was that night, I wanted to remember it all. 

Though it was Mrs. Carling who’d stabbed Amber, it was Fergus who I’d go after. While she’d been responsible for her own actions, he was the one trying to lead all of this. 

He would go down as well as Ned and Tonya and anyone else who’d been trying to take over the realms for the last ten thousand years. If we didn’t defeat them now, they would lay low and try again once everyone had moved on.

“Ben? You okay?” I heard from behind me and turned to see Regina standing there.

She looked beautiful under the darkening sky, and I had the strong urge to pull her into my arms. We hadn’t been together for very long, but in the short time we’d been together, it had made me feel like a real teenager.

“I will be. Have you been here the whole time?” I asked.

“No one told us teens to come, only our parents. Don’t forget about us in the future; we would have come, too. I just saw the broadcast and wanted to check on Mason and Amber.”

I walked over to take her hands, but she pulled away before I could.

“Ben, my parents have always told me never to go back to a cheater. I’m just here to check on the others. Besides, Francine and Rory broke up a couple of days ago. So I’m holding out for him if they don’t get back together. Francine told me this morning that it’s been hard on both of them because she feels like she stole him from me, and he feels guilty because I’m always on his mind. It’s ten times worse for werewolves than any other supernatural. They were fighting a lot toward the end.”

I didn’t answer at first, feeling sad, though we really hadn’t been together long. We didn’t see each other often, but if I hadn’t blown it, we might have had a chance to get to know each other and last for a long time.

But I’d been an idiot because I knew Scott was right. I could have stopped myself from kissing Amber, but I hadn’t. There was no excuse for what I’d done that night.

“I honestly think we were using each other,” Regina continued. “We weren’t even together that long anyway, but honestly, Ben, you should learn to respect women before you try to date someone else. You should be with someone because you like them and not to forget your moon mate. Then maybe you won’t feel the need to cheat in the future.”

“I’m just going to do what Michael and the others are doing,” I responded.

“That’s still wrong, in my opinion, because you’re still using girls,” she answered. “Learn some respect.”

I nodded, trying to think of what else to say.

“I just hope this won’t turn you all off from being allies with everyone else. Despite what I did to you, we are on your side and—”

“Don’t worry, Ben, just because you’re a jerk, it doesn’t mean we won’t work with you. We know how important you and Amber are for the realms and that teaming up with all of you is better for us in the long run. It’s why I’m here, after all. We saw the broadcast. It was hard to see in our realm; it was mainly static, but it reached us. There are more important things going on right now. I’m here to check on Amber and Mason but also to let you all know we are ready when you need us to be. Don’t just bring our parents next time. We want to be involved too.”

She headed towards Sierra’s and Amber’s dorms, but I remained behind. I watched her go before heading to the water to clean myself thoroughly. 

The water wasn’t too cold, so I stripped down to my boxers before going into the water until it was up to my waist and took care in making sure all the blood and whatever else was gone.

Turning as I heard some sloshing in the water, I saw Hank and Stan making their way toward me; both had stripped down to their boxers as well. Taking in their neutral expressions, I wondered what they had to say.

Although I’d secretly been hoping a relationship would form between them, both were still adamant they were friends for the time being, but they were open to it in the future once they were adults.

Neither were willing to risk hurting the other in case they met their moon mates, despite the fact they didn’t have to be with their mates. Barry had chosen Tasha, and Amber had chosen Jared.

“How are you doing?” Hank asked, clapping a hand on my shoulder once they reached me.

I shrugged. “I dunno. I feel numb after everything we just saw. For some reason, it still hurts that Amber almost died, even if she’s fine. We saw a woman get decapitated! That was his sister! People were stabbed and set on fire, and as much as I want to ask Carly to erase my memories, I won’t. I never want my memories erased again… and this whole thing with Ellen—she was our best friend for years, and we all turned our back on her. It should have been common sense that she wouldn’t have gone after Charlene.”

Stan sighed as he played with the water. “Ben, our memories were all tampered with, and for years. Mrs. Carling did a good job on us, unfortunately. Sam had memories of Ellen attacking them. What were we supposed to think?”

“Anything but that,” I said. “I don’t think I can ever forgive myself for that. I feel worse about that than Regina, and I hate myself for what I put her through as well. I’ve always said I wouldn’t cheat, and I did on my first girlfriend.”

Hank just gave a shrug. “That was a dick move, don’t get me wrong, but at least you admit it. Look at Denver, he has no remorse, and he’s cheated on all his girlfriends, and he hasn’t met his moon mate yet.”

“It still doesn’t make it okay,” I responded. “I could have stopped myself from kissing Amber.”

“I never said it did. I just think there are gray areas, and while it was an asshole move, you probably won’t do it again, and you’re not out here bragging about it. Ben, you were an idiot, but you had a lapse of judgment. I just don’t see the point in standing here and continuing to call you an asshole when you’ve admitted from the start it was wrong. We didn’t come out here to berate you about Regina. If it happens a second time, I may have to hit you, but you and her have talked, and you’ve talked with Amber and Jared. Learn from it, and don’t ever do it again. If I were you, I wouldn’t date for a while.”

“We just came out here to check on you,” Stan continued. “What we all saw was horrible, but you saw your moon mate almost die! I’ve been reading up on them ever since Justin and Sierra, and I’ve heard the pain of losing one doesn’t go away. You’re OK, aren’t you?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s better now because she’s alive, but it still hurts, and when she was dying, it was hard. It makes it worse because she’s not my girlfriend. She’s with Jared, so I have guilt on top of it. Jared and her siblings should be feeling it the most, so I don’t want to make it all about me. I don’t want to talk about it too much in front of them. You should honestly be with Jared; he’s the one who nearly lost his girlfriend.”

“She’s our friend, too,” Stan pointed out. “I think everyone was affected by it in different ways. The entire day was messed up.”

“But you two are closer to Jared,” I responded.

“Says who?” Hank asked, his features etched in confusion.

“It’s the way things have been for years. Ever since we started here, and I was voted to live in Earth. I’ve been left out of the loop ever since the three of you went to Fire and chose to room together. To me, it feels like you replaced me for Jared.”

Hank snorted with laughter before responding. 

“You realize we’ve always felt the same way? Once you, Amber, Ellen, and Michael realized they wanted the four of you, it’s been like it’s the four of you and then us. You pushed us out first, and even when you thought you hated Amber, you were drawn to her. You’ve been drawn to Amber from the first night we met her. The more I think about it, the more I’m not surprised that you two are moon mates. It’s the same with Ellen and Sam. They were drawn to each other when they met, and even after Mason came into the picture.”

Normally, you weren’t supposed to see moon mates coming, which was why it was rare for it to be an established couple, but I believed he was right. 

There had been something between Amber and me since our Display Night, especially on my end. I’d refused to talk to her for months just because she outperformed me, which had been stupid on my part.

I also had a huge secret I was keeping from her, but I hadn’t found the right moment to tell her yet. But I often wondered if I would have said something if it was anyone else.

“We felt like you replaced us for Ellen, Michael, and Amber,” Stan confirmed, interrupting my thoughts. “And sometimes I think if Jared and Amber hadn’t gotten together, you would have pushed us away completely.”

I stared at them with shock. We’d been best friends since we were babies. 

We were neighbours, too. Imagining my life without my lifelong best friends wasn’t easy, and as hard as it was to admit all of this to them now, I was glad we were having this discussion. I stared at the rising crescent moon as I said all that to them.

“Then none of us have anything to worry about,” Stan said. “No one is going anywhere, but you should come with us on vacation this year. The three of us can hang out like old times while the others do their own thing.”

“I’ll talk to my parents later tonight, and your parents probably won’t care anymore now that you’re nearly seventeen,” Hank added.

There was truth to that. Until I was about eleven, when I’d given up, I’d beg my parents to let me go with Hank and Stan and their parents on their vacations, but my parents always said no, neither comfortable with me being gone for so long. 

We didn’t often go on vacation because Dad worked so much, but I was no longer a little kid, and in just a little over a year, I’d be of age.

“I won’t have to worry about walking in on the two of you, will I?” I teased.

“Nah, we’re not going to get into a relationship just because the rest of you want it,” Hank responded with a grin. “It has to work for us, and given that people are meeting their moon mates way too young, we want to avoid going through what you and Amber have. Not saying we aren’t open to anything in the future if we still have feelings for each other, but I don’t like how I could meet my moon mate on the next full moon, and possibly hurt Stan.”

“We’ll be hanging out on a beach for nearly a month, and our parents don’t care if we go off on our own anymore. We’ll meet plenty of hot guys or girls as three single guys, and there will be a full moon while we are there. You never know what can happen,” Stan added with a wink.

Summer couldn’t come fast enough. The idea of hanging out on a beach with my two oldest best friends sounded like the perfect way to start healing from the traumatic events of this year.
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Feeling disoriented and confused, I opened my eyes and found myself in my dormitory. What was even odder was that Ernie was passed out in Sierra’s bed, and Mason was sitting in a chair beside my bed, staring at his faecomm. His feet, clad in black socks, rested atop my mattress.

“What’s going on?” I asked, stretching before sitting up.

Mason jumped, startled by my voice. He set his faecomm aside and smiled at me. “It’s about time one of you woke up. Jared was here maybe fifteen minutes ago, but you missed him.”

“But why is Ernie in Sierra’s bed? What happened? Why were you waiting for us to wake up?”

Mason stared at me for a moment before responding. “Don’t you remember anything from yesterday?”

Shaking my head, I thought back to the day before. All I could remember was being in Hornora’s office, and then Ellen’s grandmother showed up with some others. 

Everything else seemed fuzzy to me, though I vaguely remembered being surrounded by flames, but that was it. I explained what I remembered to Mason, who nodded before proceeding to tell me everything that had happened.

Horror filled me as I stared at Mason as he told me how I’d nearly died, but he’d tried to sacrifice himself for me, and Ernie had pushed him out of the way. Bernice tried to stop Ernie, wanting to do it herself, but she’d been killed before anyone could save her.

The longer he spoke, the more horrified I felt. The school had been burnt down, and more than one life was lost, including one of our mothers. Guilt filled me as I thought about the fact that I should have died, too.

“Don’t say anything like that ever again,” Mason said when I spoke my thoughts aloud once he finished.

“But my life was spared while our mother’s wasn’t, and Audrey and Boondock shouldn’t have had to die either. And the thought of you or Ernie dying for me—my life isn’t worth being spared over yours! Don’t get me wrong, I’m more than grateful that you guys would. I love you even more for it, but you can’t do something like that ever again! I’m not worth it!” I exclaimed.

“You’re a portal opener!”

I couldn’t believe he thought that meant he had to die. 

“Fuck the portals! If it means you or Ernie have to die for me to live, I don’t want it! I want you two in my life, and if I could, I would turn my back on the whole damn thing. I’m sick of lives being in danger because of me!”

“Our lives would be worse off without you! Everyone knows who is behind this now. With the portals open now, we can all communicate better and plan,” Mason pointed out.

“There are other portal openers. Ben and I aren’t the only ones. We’re just the best. I’m sure others can figure it out now that everything is more connected. There are plenty of hidden ones we don’t know about. I can’t live without you, and your life or Ernie’s shouldn’t be exchanged for mine just because I can open portals with Ben!”

“Amber, it’s not just about that. We love you. I would have done it without all of that. All I wanted to do was save you because I can’t live without you either, and I guarantee if you had the same ability, you’d do the same for me, Ernie, or anyone else!” Mason retorted. “I would do it again all over, and there is nothing you can say or do to change that! The person who was meant to die was killed anyway. There’s no point in dwelling on it.”

But how couldn’t I dwell on it? They were going to let themselves die so I could live. If Ernie or Mason had died, I wouldn’t have wanted to live knowing the sacrifice that was made. Nothing was worth that.

“How does it work anyway? And why can’t I do it?” I asked. “Mr. Yooper told us two years ago that no one comes back from the dead. How did it work for me, and why couldn’t it have worked for Bernice or the others? You said they couldn’t be brought back.”

Mason straightened up and set his feet on the ground. Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his knees and gazed into my eyes.

“You can’t bring someone back from the dead. From what I’ve heard, it backfires and kills you if they’re dead, and that person remains dead. Dark magic wielders have the ability to perform the spell because it’s dark magic, but the person has to be alive still. You were still alive, though just barely. Legend tells it, and now that we know about the immortals, I believe it’s true that one of the first dark magic wielder mothers was the first to perform it on her child. When she created the spell, it not only saved her child but also gave all dark magic wielders the gift. We all have the knowledge of how to do it, but you don’t hear of people doing it much since it’s a last resort. But it’s instinct for us. If we love someone enough, we’ll do it. You and Ben don’t have enough dark magic to do it. It takes a lot from you, which is why Ernie and I passed out from it. Ernie took the brunt of the spell, and technically, he sacrificed himself for me, too, so he will be out for a while longer.”

“And it won’t backfire on either of you because Ellen’s grandmother died instead?”

Shaking his head, Mason responded with a small smile. 

“Nope. She’s the one who tried to kill you, so the debt was more than paid off. If they’d used an innocent person, you wouldn’t be talking to me right now. I think all three of us would have died along with the innocent life.”

“I still can’t believe you were going to do that for me. I’d be dead if it weren’t for you,” I answered, still feeling intense guilt for what he and Ernie tried to do.

“You’d do it for me, and we’ve always felt like you saved our lives,” Mason told me. “There’s no point in thinking like that, Amber. I’m here still, and so is Ernie. But you can’t sit there and tell me that you wouldn’t do the same for me. And likely Ernie or anyone else.”

He wasn’t wrong about that, but it didn’t mean I had to like it. I hoped we’d never have to worry about something like this ever again. 

But the fact his first thought was to save me and not of self-preservation still sat with me wrong, and not for the reason it did for Ernie or anyone else. 

There was something between Mason and me that made it hard for us to live without the other for some reason. Mason didn’t just save me out of love; it was more than that.

“What do you think it is about us?” I asked him. “The relationship between us goes deeper than it does with the others. Why do you and I feel so deeply for each other? It was more of a struggle for me with you gone than it was with Ellen, and she’s my best friend.”

Mason looked away and sat up, shrugging. 

“I’m not sure. Your father and Mr. Hoofer are looking into it, I guess. Sierra was telling me when I first woke up that she thinks we have a twin connection from the circumstances of our birth. I don’t know about the twin connection, but I think she’s onto something. Our mothers were switched back and forth when they were pregnant with us, and then we grew up under the same abusive circumstances. I think something happened to the two of us because they were switching Bernice and Patricia while they were pregnant with us. Maybe it activated when we met because I felt the need to protect you when you teleported. I’m not complaining too much because I felt completely alone growing up. Ever since you and the others have come into my life, I’ve felt wanted for the first time in my life. I’ve cared about you since the moment you told Patricia off for the way she talked to me. I don’t care about the circumstances. You have to admit, it’s nice to feel loved by someone like this.”

He wasn’t wrong about that. At one time, I used to think no one would care if I ran away or even died. As a child, I used to wonder if my mother and sisters would have been happy if I’d died, and at times, I still wondered if we hadn’t found out the truth if they’d have been happier without me.

I hadn’t forgotten the night I left for good during our Christmas holidays in JS Year One. My mom and sisters had no problem with telling me how much nicer home was without me. Then, when I found Dad, he told me to go away.

It was why having love from people who weren’t related helped a lot. Even after all these years, I still felt like my dad had taken me in under obligation, especially after seeing him accept Carly and Sierra right away.

Everyone up until Ellen had rejected me; even Jared had initially rejected me. Ben had rejected me, and he was my moon mate, though we didn’t know it at the time.

But when I’d met Mason and his brothers, they’d welcomed me with open arms from the moment they came into our world. 

All four acted like four overprotective older brothers who cared about me. It was the love of four strangers who took me in as their sister that helped me accept love more than anything else. They were the reason why I started to heal.

“It’s nice having it, but it doesn’t stop me from feeling guilty for what you were about to do. Tell me more about what’s happened,” I added to change the subject since we were just going to go in circles. “The school burnt down, so what’s going on with that? How are we going to finish the school year? Where is everyone else anyway?”

“Most people have gone home for a few weeks while they try to do some repairs,” Mason responded. “Jared is still around somewhere, and I think Carly was talking to Mr. Hornora last I heard, but that was hours ago. Ben, Ellen, and the others have gone home. Our siblings are helping out with cleanup while they wait for you and Ernie to wake up.”

“Why is Carly talking to Hornora?” I asked.

Mason didn’t respond at first; he grimaced a little at my question before swallowing nervously.

“Well, don’t freak out—” he began.

“I love when people start like that,” I interrupted sarcastically.

“Hornora wants to reform the school. Remember when they separated the elements?” He asked, and I nodded. How could I have forgotten? He couldn’t be doing it again; we’d made a deal! He’d signed a contract, and he stuck to it.

“Well, now that the realms are going to be all connected, he wants to accept students from all eight realms, which means people with one or two elements will be turned away. They’ll be doing two different Power Display Nights, I guess. One to see how many elements people have, and then the official one at the start of the year to see which territory people should be placed in.”

I threw my covers aside and leapt out of bed with anger. “But he promised!”

Aware I was in a nightgown, I hurried to my dresser to grab some clothing and hurried to the bathroom to change.

I hurried from the bathroom and strode across the room, ignoring Mason and Jared, who had come back at some point.

“Where are you going?” Jared asked, rushing after me with Mason in tow.

“To talk to Hornora,” I stated. “He’s backed out on our deal.”

“Maybe now isn’t the time,” Jared said, grabbing my hand, but I pulled away and teleported.

Though I knew the school had burnt down, I froze as I stared at where it once stood. They’d cleaned up the space, and now it looked as if nothing had ever been there, though it was morning. Mason had said I’d been asleep for nearly fifteen hours, so they’d worked fast.

Mason and Jared appeared moments later, Mason clutching Jared’s arm.

“Hornora had to build a portal room with a bunch of students helping for his office,” Jared said, walking away from Mason to take my hand. “Took them hours to get it working properly.”

He nodded over to a wide wooden frame in the shape of a door that sat between two trees to the left of us.

I dropped his hand to walk over to it, but he wasn’t far behind me, taking my hand again. Mason hurried to my other side, and we hurried to the ‘doorway,’ which was large enough for the three of us to pass through side by side.

The room Hornora had built wasn’t too big; it was about the same size as his old office and even looked similar to it. It didn’t feel as if we were in a portal at all. We could have walked into a room in a building.

Carly was no longer there. Mr. Hornora was sitting behind a small wooden desk that had two chairs sitting in front of it. I hurried over to the one on the right and sat down.

“Before you say anything, and I know why you’re here, it’s not going against the contract,” Mr. Hornora said before I could even open my mouth.

He slid the piece of paper that we’d all signed years ago forward.

“How’d you know—”

“I know you, Amber. I knew someone would tell you, and you’d be here to yell at me. It’s not going against the contract. Look, I like you; you’ve made a lot of progress since you’ve come here, but you can’t tell me how to run my school. I know you know how important opening the portals is, so don’t bother with that old threat. Soon, you’ll graduate, and this contract will expire.”

I stared at him, feeling confused. “What do you mean? It states that I’ll continue to open portals as long as you keep classes normal, and it also says you can’t turn students away. Mr. Hoofer added that in case you got ideas.”

“As long as you’re at Foothills! In a few years, you’ll have graduated, and when you do, yes, this school will turn away those with one or two elements in favour of those with three or four from other realms. But before you lose it on me, we are opening a school for anyone with one or two elements. We don’t have the room for them here; otherwise, we’d keep them all. Instead, if people only have one or two elements, they’ll go to Foothills Prairies Fae Academy if they choose. They can go to another, but this particular school will be for the most powerful students. It will take a few years for us to get it ready, which works with our timeline.”

“You were planning to do this all along, weren’t you?” I demanded. “That’s why you were okay with the contract. You were going to put classes back to the way they were after I graduated, but now you’ve decided to open a new school instead.”

Mr. Hornora didn’t break eye contact with me; his expression was defiant, and I knew no matter what I said, he wouldn’t care. He was going to do it anyway.

“And what about if they feel rejected? What if they have strong secondary powers? What if it’s a descendant?”

“Amber, Foothills isn’t the only one doing this. Every time I think you are starting to understand how our world works, you say things like that. Fae move on from rejection; they don’t let it get to them. If they are strong, they’ll prove themselves at whatever school they go to if they choose not to go to the Prairies school. As I said, we aren’t the only school in Acerterra that is doing it. In fact, you’ll soon learn every country will be making room for all realms. Our Prairies school will run the same way this one does; the only difference is it’s for those with only one or two elements. You should have known this would happen eventually once you opened those portals. At the moment, we are trying to make a deal with the dragon school in the Shapeshifter Realm. You can’t sit there and tell me you’re surprised.”

He wasn’t wrong, so I didn’t respond. Deep down, I’d known even when we’d made the contract that he would probably try to do something like this at some point, but back then, seven years felt like forever. 

It was hard to think beyond even a year, but my time there was coming to an end if I passed into the senior years.

“You won’t screw them over, though, will you?” I asked. “Before, you were letting them fail. The JS Year Fours nearly failed their whole year because of that.”

“I can admit we were ignorant about that, and no, it won’t be like that. New qualified teachers will be hired to teach them, and no one will be set up to fail. The only difference between our schools will be the fact they only have one or two elements, and they’ll be learning in the prairies rather than here.”

The boys had been quiet until that moment, and I jumped a little when I heard Jared’s voice behind me.

“But what if someone comes into another element?”

“Doesn’t matter. Once you’re placed in your school, you remain there. It’s the same with the territories. Look, even once we rebuild the school, there still won’t be enough room for the numbers we expect to get once this place is open to all eight realms. Eventually, we may only accept students with four elements. But the new place will be just as nice. There’s no point in fighting it; it’s happening whether you like it or not. If the dragon school agrees, in a year, we could be exchanging students, and they only take the best in. Kids have been rejected from there, and they’ve moved on. It’s a fact of life, and you need to accept it. Kids get rejected from colleges in the Mortal Realm all the time, and they learn to get over it, too,” he was looking at me as he added the last bit.

“What about the school? Can you really build it in three weeks?” Mason asked.

Mr. Hornora smiled at him, perhaps relieved that he was changing the subject. I wasn’t going to press it, though it annoyed me. I could see that he wasn’t going to budge on it, and I wasn’t as naive as I was when we’d made the contract.

Opening all the portals was too important to try and blackmail him again. If a war was coming between the immortals and us, I couldn’t be stubborn. My life had been spared for a reason, and I wasn’t going to waste the sacrifice my brothers were prepared to make for me by refusing to do it.

The most I could do was keep an eye on the school and ensure that the kids sent there were treated fairly and given a chance. If they tried to fail them as they had a few years ago, I wouldn’t keep quiet, but for now, there wasn’t much I could do about it.

“The school probably won’t be ready until closer to the next school year. For now, we are making portal rooms for everyone until the end of the school year. Several people are working on them as we speak. The school year is nearly over; they’ll have to make do until then. We’ll have to be careful because, as you know, too many portals in an area can fail, so we’re still figuring out how to build them so they’ll last until we don’t need them. Now, if that is all, I’m a bit busy, kids. Go on home or go wait for Ernie to wake up, but if you see Michael, send him to me; I’d appreciate it.”

I stood up and went over to where Mason and Jared were standing as Mason asked why he wanted Michael. Mr. Hornora didn’t answer at first, and for a moment, I didn’t think he would, but then he smiled even wider.

“I want to be the one to break the news to him, but we are hoping to do a student exchange with him for a year. He’s a powerful student, and we’d like to send him to the Dragon School in exchange for one of their students. We think he’s a great contender and he can get information for us about the school, and also find us more allies. It will take some time to work out the details, but if he accepts, he should be able to go during his SS Year Two. Their school runs a little differently; he’ll be in his last year there, so we have to figure out with the other school which year they want to send someone from. Now go on, I’ll see you three in a few weeks—oh, and Amber,” he added as we turned to walk out the ‘door,’ “I’m glad to see you alive and well. Make sure you don’t waste your second chance or anyone’s sacrifice by fighting losing battles.”

I knew full well what he meant by that, and I turned back and smiled at him.

“I wouldn’t dream of it. There are other ways to ensure kids are treated fairly without refusing to open the portals,” I told him with a grin before exiting.
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When we returned to my dorm, I was surprised to see Ernie awake and talking to Carly, Justin, Sierra, and Hilda. 

Sierra was sitting on her bed, packing her things. Before asking what she was doing, I walked over to Ernie and hugged him tightly, hoping I was expressing my thanks to him as I wrapped my arms around him.

“Anytime,” he responded without me having to say a word.

“No, not anytime,” I said, stepping back and hugging Mason, too, since I hadn’t yet. “I appreciate what you two wanted to do, but—”

“You don’t get to decide that,” Ernie told me.

Carly, Sierra, and Hilda ran over to hug me in a group hug after I stepped back from Mason, all crying as they did. Carly and Sierra were crying the hardest. My eldest sister in the room refused to let me go, even when Justin came over to hug me.

“You’re okay, right? Maybe you should lay back down,” Carly said, holding me so tightly it hurt.

“I feel better than ever. I don’t remember any of it. The last thing I remember is a flaming hallway, but nothing else. It doesn’t feel like I was dying not even twenty-four hours ago.”

In all honesty, I had no idea what dying was supposed to feel like, but I felt energetic and good. There was no pain whatsoever, even though apparently a metal stake had gone right through me. I felt as good as I had the day before.

“It sounds insane, but I felt like I was going to lose my child. I think probably because I was the one who raised you,” Carly said. “You scared the hell out of us.”

“I felt the same way. I know emotions can hurt, but it was like physical pain. Almost the same way as Ben described how he felt when it happened,” Sierra said as she returned to packing her belongings.

“What do you mean? And why are you packing?” I asked.

“Ellen’s been accepted back into Foothills, and this was her dorm. I’m moving in with Hilda and Brianne. Mr. Hornora doesn’t see the sense in me moving back to my old dorm, so they’re just adding an extra bed to theirs,” Sierra answered. “It’s just for a year, but I will miss rooming with you.”

I was torn because I felt as if my relationship with Sierra had grown stronger that year, but I also wanted Ellen back. I would share a room with both if I could, but I knew it made more sense for her to move in with Brianne and Hilda instead.

“I’ll miss you,” I replied.

“I know, but we were thinking we’d all go on a trip this summer. All twelve of us, even Billy and Mack, are coming. You and I will share a room if we get one,” Sierra responded. “Or maybe a tent. We haven’t decided on if we’re going camping or if we are going to a beach somewhere. Ben, Stan, and Hank have been talking about a trip, and we figure we should do the same. After you, Ernie, and Mason nearly died, we realized that we may not get this chance again. We will figure out the details later.”

That idea intrigued me. We’d never done anything like it before, but I wanted to do it. I’d never gone on vacation before; coming to Foothills had seemed like one to me because it was a dream come true.

When I’d lived in the Mortal Realm, we’d been too poor to go on vacation. Camping for me was pitching our old, tattered tent in the backyard.

Even with living with my father, who had the means to take us on vacation, I still hadn’t gone anywhere, and I’d always been envious of my friends who had. 

Ellen often went to California with her family, Stan and Hank’s families went away together every summer, and Jared usually went somewhere with his older brothers if he wasn’t at camp with Michael. Only Ben, Mason, and I usually remained behind.

As my thoughts went to Ben, I remembered what Sierra had said earlier.

“What did you mean about Ben?” I asked her. “Where is he anyway?”

“He went home; most people did, although Michael has opted to stay here. He wants to be alone, and the teachers will be around, so they’ve let students stay as long as they are over sixteen, and their parents are fine with it. The Hoofers don’t care as long as he writes every day. Anyway, Ben’s your moon mate, and he felt it the most when it happened. Losing your moon mate to death is painful, which is likely why Fergus murdered his sister. Or one of the reasons, anyway. He was acting on emotion, which is why Ellen didn’t see the deaths coming either. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision.”

“I’ll have to go talk to him, I guess, but where is Ellen?” I asked.

“California until the school is reopened,” Mason said. “Her parents felt it was better to get away for all of them, given everything that has transpired. She told me to tell you to be on the lookout for a letter, though. She wanted to be here when you woke up, but her parents made her and Timmy leave last night.”

But I understood why. Ellen had been through so much, and her parents couldn’t see any of their kids as often as they wanted to. None of the kids had lived at home for their protection, so I could see why a family vacation was needed.

“What do you think is going to happen now, though?” Hilda asked. “It’s been quiet so far, but everyone knows it was the immortals behind everything. We’re supposed to go home now that you two are awake, and Mom and Dad are waiting on news, but all eight realms got the broadcast. I guess some had a hard time seeing it, and it didn’t get on their TVs like Ben initially thought, not unless they have internet on their TVs, though they all got the message somehow. But nothing has been said yet on what’s happening, and no one knows where the immortals went.”

“I’m assuming they’re all hiding for the moment,” Jared said.

“But we shouldn’t get too comfortable. They had no problem with killing seven hundred orphans or setting a school on fire. They also attacked the palace, so we shouldn’t think they’re just hiding,” Justin spoke up.

“But their plans were revealed before they wanted them to be, and they want to rule,” Mason said. “They were hoping to make the realms hate each other so they could be the heroes who take over, but it didn’t work. They probably have no idea what to do now that everyone knows what they’re capable of. Maybe I’m naive, but I can’t see them going around and blowing anything else up to get leadership. People are furious about the orphanage.”

“But they could be counting on everyone feeling scared enough to let them be in charge,” Hilda replied. “They’re trying to get our attention, and some of Ellen’s visions will be different now that her grandmother is dead. That doesn’t mean the war won’t start sooner. I’d say it has already started; someone else has to make a move, and I think it will be them, given that we have no idea where they are or what they are planning next.”

“I think King Logan basically declared a war last night; we just don’t know when it will start,” Carly said. “But we should finish packing this stuff. Mom and Dad will want to see you, Amber. They’ve both been flipping out since they heard the news.”

“I should go let Michael know Hornora is looking for him,” Mason said. “I’ll be right back. I get the feeling none of us are going to be allowed to leave home very much for the next few weeks. Our parents will be paranoid about retaliation.”

He hurried out the door, and knowing he was right, I asked my siblings if I could have a few moments alone with Jared before we left. The older I got, the more freedom I’d been given, but I knew there was a good chance that would change given the fact I’d nearly died.

“Go ahead. We will all meet back here in an hour,” Carly said. “They don’t know you two are awake yet, so there’s no rush, but we should put them out of their misery soon. Dad said to come home as soon as you woke up, Amber.”

“Was he worried?” I asked.

“Seriously? Of course, he was worried. He was practically in tears,” Jared answered. “He nearly knocked me over getting in here while I was walking out last night. He’s your father.”

It was something Jared didn’t understand to this day. I knew at times my insecurities about whether he or anyone else loved me confused him, but he’d grown up with loving parents and got along with all his siblings. 

There was a big age difference between himself and his older brothers, who were born when his parents were very young, but they got along as if they were close in age. He also had a little brother he was close to despite not being home often. He knew what it was like to be loved by a family from the moment he was born.

The others in the room had either grown up under the same circumstances or had been there when Dad told me to go away. They understood completely why I often wondered if Dad truly did care. It would have meant more to me to have him there when I woke up.

“He was definitely worried,” Hilda told me. “He was even more regretful about everything. You should have heard him. He said he wants to have a father-daughter day as soon as you’re up to it. Trust me, he cares.”

I nodded. “I’ll talk to him tonight, then,” I said before turning to Jared. “Let’s go. Mom and Dad probably won’t let me out much if it’s true they were worried.”

“My parents will probably let me go over as much as I want, but probably not for a few days. Let’s go for a walk around the grounds.”

Taking hold of his hand, I led him out of the dormitory, hoping we wouldn’t be disturbed by anyone. For at least one hour, I wanted to forget everything before the serious discussions started again, and spending time with Jared always helped with that.








  
  
  Ellen

  
  




Weeks passed with barely any visions (any I got were nonsense) or any news about what the immortals were up to. It was frustrating not knowing what they were planning next.

While on vacation with my parents, we didn’t talk about it at all. They told me that, eventually, we needed to sit down together to discuss everything, but all they wanted was three weeks together as the eight of us. Which I’d been perfectly okay with.

Though I did try to find Ethan while we were in California, I didn’t see him. I figured I could try again in the summer when more people would be there, but he was on my mind often, but not in the same way as before. 

I worried they’d done something to him and I just wanted to make sure he was okay. What if Grandma or the others had done something to him or his pod?

The only good thing that came out of it was she was dead. At times at night, I often worried it meant something was wrong with me and that I didn’t feel sadness or remorse over it. 

I knew Mom was taking it hard, and often, during vacation, she would go off on her own anytime she looked close to tears. We’d been able to confirm Mom and none of her siblings were magical, but Grandma still tried to make their powers dormant in case they had some. They were all upset to learn that on top of everything else.

All I felt was happiness and relief, but I had no remorse for ensuring her death. She’d gotten what was coming to her, and my only regret was I couldn’t fight her one-on-one. 

For months in that dungeon, I’d spent time daydreaming about getting into a duel with her and killing her, but it hadn’t gone that way. Still, it was satisfying knowing she was gone and couldn’t harm anyone else.

When I went back to school, I worried people would want to talk to me, and I’d even had a vague vision of everyone in the temporary portal that held the cafeteria giving me a standing ovation, but I’d asked Charlene to take care of it before I returned. 

While I was glad everyone knew the truth and even regarded me as a hero, I didn’t want that.

Thankfully, she must have used her powers to tell people to leave me alone. I came back a few days after my peers, and no one approached me, nor did they all jump to their feet at dinner to cheer and clap for me as I saw in my vision.

Some stared and whispered, but no one but my friends or those I was friendly with approached me. There wasn’t much time for people to gossip anyway.

The teachers had decided to speed up the school year and were taking a no-nonsense approach to teaching. We were given full use of our powers, but the teachers all warned us not to practice any obstacle courses on our own.

Instead, we were all given piles of homework each day that kept us up late at night working. Something I didn’t mind, too, for once because it kept my mind busy, and it felt normal.

Down in the dungeon, all I’d wanted to do was sit in my dorm and have my biggest stress be homework, so I embraced every assignment, revelling in the normalcy it brought.

In our free time, we would all sit and speculate together what the immortals’ next plans were, but no one had any concrete theories. We would go in circles wondering if they’d lie low while also stating we must have been at war with them by this point.

In my opinion, Grandma declared war when she attacked the orphanage and tried to get the dark magic wielders to hate us. From some of the rumours I was hearing, most of the people in their realm suspected it was a setup before King Logan addressed the public. I knew better than to trust gossip, but for once, I believed it.

A month after I returned to school, Mrs. Hemperson pulled me aside after class as everyone else left the portal classroom. It was one of many scattered throughout the grounds for temporary use until the school, which was slowly being built, was finished.

“Ellen, as you know, the school year will be over soon, and in a week, you’ll be doing the obstacle courses. We’ve talked, and given what you went through this year, we feel that you’ve earned enough to move into your senior years without doing them. If you’d like to sit out-”

“No, I want to pass on my own merits. I want to do them with everyone else. I scored high enough on them - well, not so well with Air, but still, I want to do them. Mrs. Hemperson, all I want is normalcy. I don’t want people bowing or doing standing ovations for me or to be given an out when it comes to our school work. I’m not frail or fragile-”

Mrs. Hemperson held up a hand to stop me, and I fell silent, though I had more to say on the matter.

“No one is going to give you a standing ovation or bow to you, so I’m not sure where that is coming from. You are far from fragile, and we all know that. We have only offered you this leniency because you’ve proven yourself, but if you don’t want it, you’re more than welcome to participate. But I have a proposition for you instead. Mr. Yooper said you’d turn our original offer down, but he said you may agree to do both Air obstacles. If you want to do both, we will cancel the points from your first and let you do it again. We were going to allow you to do it again when Amber and Ben did theirs, but of course, you didn’t get the chance. So either you can keep your original points, or you can start over and do both Air obstacles.”

I came close to telling her I’d rather keep my old points out of stubbornness because I didn’t want special treatment, but I refused to let myself miss out on being in the more advanced classes. If Timmy hadn’t been pulled through the portal, I would have been fine.

“I’ll do both—what do you mean by both?” I added. “Why are there two?”

“The SS Year Threes were tasked to build two different difficult courses shortly after Christmas. Those of you in JS Year Four will get to choose which one you’d like to participate in. You’ll be given clues about what each will be like. For Air, you’ll participate in both obstacles. Each will be scored out of fifty.”

Justin, Carly, and Ernie hadn’t mentioned this, but none of us had really talked about anything besides what the immortals might do next. I’d barely talked to Amber, who I was rooming with again.

“And it doesn’t matter which we choose? Is one easier than the other?” I asked.

“No, they’re equal. The only difference is a team was tasked to work on each. No one in SS Year Three is allowed to make them easy. Whichever you choose will be difficult.”

“Well, I’m up to doing them. All I want is to feel like a normal student again,” I told her. “If I belong in the senior years, it’s because I belong in them, not by default.”

“I’d hardly call it by default, but I’ll add your name to the list. Expect to get a letter later in the week. You’ll get to choose for Earth, Water, and Fire which one you’d like to do. But between now and then, if you change your mind, let us know.”

A few minutes later, I left the portal deep in thought, not noticing Amber standing outside it near a tree, and only noticed her when she spoke, nearly jumping out of my skin.

“Sorry,” she said. “Everything okay? You haven’t seen anything, have you?”

I shook my head. “No, I think they must have done something. I’m back to seeing silly stuff again. Such as, you’re probably going to trip over a tree root, so watch your step. I’m guessing they’re making plans, and they don’t want me to alert everyone.”

“I just worry about you after everything. You’ve barely talked to anyone about what’s happened,” she said, doing her best to avoid any tree roots. “I know it’s been a lot, but I just want you to know I’m here if you need someone to listen.”

I grinned over at her, taking in the worried expression on her face. Three years ago, I’d worried she was pulling away, but now I understood she needed to process all that happened because I felt the same way now. I never wanted to be apart from her or my other friends again, but for the moment, I worried they couldn’t relate. 

Only Charlene could truly understand what I’d been through because she’d been with me. But that didn’t mean she’d replace Amber in my life, which I quickly assured her of.

“What about Sam?” She asked. “He’ll likely be there for you too. I notice you two are together now, even if you two haven’t confirmed it.”

“We’re not together,” I responded. “We’ve talked a little, but as much as I used to want a relationship, I’m not ready for that kind of commitment right now. But as you know, it’s hard to resist your moon mate. He understands, and chances are we’ll be together in the future, but I need time. We’ve decided we will talk about it next year after summer. My parents are taking us back to California as soon as the younger kids are done with school. We won’t be around each other anyway, so there’s no point in worrying about a long-term thing right now. Besides, I’m still not over Mason, especially after seeing what he was willing to do for you.”

Sam would be my choice in the end, but I couldn’t deny that my thoughts still strayed to Mason, and I often felt disappointed that we couldn’t have explored our relationship more. 

Also, now that I knew Ethan hadn’t wanted to use me, I couldn’t get him off my mind either. I felt like I couldn’t move on until we talked because I needed closure. I couldn’t be with Sam when two other guys were on my mind.

Things were too complicated now, and while I knew you didn’t have to choose your moon mate, I would go down that path. 

I didn’t know how Amber or her mother did it, and I didn’t want to be in that position.

Perhaps my parents did have a point when they said I was too young for dating, and I fully understood why they’d forbidden me from having a relationship until I was at least sixteen, even without adding Ethan to the equation. 

I’d treated Mason like crap during our entire relationship and for no reason. In my opinion, I still had some growing up to do before I made another commitment to someone.

Amber still didn’t know Grandma had set Ethan and me up last summer, and hesitating a moment. I finally told her everything as we made our way to our dormitory. Her mouth dropped open in shock as I spoke.

“But you were her granddaughter!” She exclaimed.

“Geez, you and Mason really are brother and sister. He said the same thing when I told him,” I responded, feeling a little amused. “That’s not the worst thing she did. She framed and kidnapped me. She beat me up and threatened me. She also went after Jerry and the little ones. She didn’t care who she hurt. She just wanted her moon mate and her powers back.”

Though I had no remorse, I wished I could have understood her better to see what made her that way. We’d all talked, and not even Justin and Sierra would choose each other if it meant they had to betray other people. 

“All of it is horrifying,” Amber responded. “I just know how adamant you were that you wouldn’t have sex with a random guy for your first time, and you wanted to be at least sixteen. You were fifteen! Neither of you truly consented to that. You two only went for it because she put a spell on you.”

I shrugged, trying not to show her how much it bothered me. It was still a lot to process.

“It bothers me more she did it to him than she did it to me,” I told Amber. “He didn’t want to use me like that, but she used me and it makes me think she wanted his pod to turn on him. It’s why I’m hoping to run into him over the summer. And I can talk to him without feeling guilt when it comes to Sam or anyone else.”

Amber frowned as I said this. “Are you planning a summer fling with him then?” She asked.

“No, nothing like that. I only want to hang out with him or talk to him. I want to know what happened to him and to see if his pod is safe. I don’t want a boyfriend at all, but if I do bump into him, I don’t want to feel like I’m betraying Sam. It has nothing to do with romance or hooking up and everything to do with just having the freedom to hang out with him or any other guy without thinking I’m doing something wrong.”

“I don’t think Sam would feel like that. You can talk to other guys. Jared and I have been together for almost four years, but I hang out with other guys, even when he’s at camp.”

“You hang out with our friends, but you can’t deny it would be weird if you hung out with Denver or someone else for a whole summer, even if nothing happened. I’m sure you have some guilt with Ben now,” I explained, and she sighed.

“Every day,” she responded. “But ever since last Christmas, I feel closer to Jared, and Ben is on my mind even less. It’s only really bad if it’s the full moon or if we are feeling something strong, like if the other is in danger, for example. But now that Jared and I are more intimate, it’s watered down a lot.”

I froze in my tracks and stared at her. “Wait, are you saying you and Jared had sex?” I asked as she turned back to join me.

She hadn’t mentioned it, but I supposed with everything going on, it hadn’t come up, but I’d always thought we would tell each other when we lost our virginity right away. 

She and Jared had been together for so long, so it wasn’t much of a surprise, but I knew how nervous and insecure Amber had felt when it came to taking that step with Jared.

“We’ve been sleeping together since the Christmas holidays,” she responded. “When we get the chance anyway, it’s not easy with all the spells they’ve put up to prevent people, but-” and she paused, and a sly smile appeared on her face. “It’s more fun when it’s forbidden, knowing someone can walk in on you at any time. It’s one of my fears, and I know I’ll be embarrassed if anyone were to catch us, but it makes it so much hotter. I just wish our parents would let us go on vacation together because I feel like there could be so many possibilities this summer, but my parents are adamant that we wait until I’m eighteen. Mom keeps saying she was a teenager once, and she knows what will happen. I think they suspect we are having sex now.”

“You’ve been together for so long, and you’re going to be seventeen, and he will be eighteen. They’d be naive not to,” I laughed. “You’re just lucky he was okay with waiting for so long.”

I moved forward to make my way to our dorm again, and she joined me, though she tripped over a large tree root in the process.

“You don’t think I’m wrong to have waited so long, do you?” She asked after she saved herself from falling with her air.

“No. Only you know when is right for you, but Mom and Dad have been talking to me about boys for years. Jared is almost a year older. I’m just saying he’s been ready for a while, and you got lucky with him. Not too many sixteen or seventeen-year-old boys could handle being in such a long-term relationship without getting any. Look at Lydia and Denver; he was with her for less time, and he got frustrated and went elsewhere. Not excusing cheating at all, but Mom and Dad say boys can’t wait.”

“Every boy is different,” Amber stated. “They can’t all be hormone-crazed like Denver. We’ve hung out with five for four years—you even longer. Jared always promised he was fine with it. It’s not fair to assume all teenage boys are like Denver. That’s just a stereotype.”

Perhaps she was right about that, but I’d heard some of the conversations the guys in our group had in the past, and they all wanted it, and behind Amber’s and Jared’s backs, they’d all said they didn’t know how he could be in a relationship with her for so long without having sex with her, but perhaps they were all just talk. 

Only Michael had gotten any, but I knew the other three wanted it. Ben, Hank, and Stan were going to try and get some that summer. 

I often found it amusing listening to them. They acted like the boys from teen movies who thought they had to have sex before they were eighteen. They never listened when people told them that there was no rush to lose their virginity.

A vision flooded my mind, and for a moment, I was taken out of the forest and into the large meeting room with many windows and seats for people to gather. Thousands of people were sitting on the comfy furniture, all speaking in low voices until Fergus, Tonya, and Ned entered. I was sure it was the present, but I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure.

From what I could see, the immortals were frustrated with how Fergus, Ned, and Tonya were running things. They’d wanted to use the element of surprise to take us over after making the eight realms hate each other and go to war, but the opposite happened. Everyone knew the truth now.

From the sounds of it, they wanted new leadership because they felt like they were back to square one, especially with how well-protected the portals Ben and Amber had opened were so far.

Most were furious that seven hundred children had been murdered for no reason. Many were angry that they’d attacked our school, too. 

By the sounds of it, they didn’t like how they kept hurting or using children as leverage. Dozens voiced their concerns about what had been done to Rachel, Melanie, Charlene, and me as well.

“Can’t we do this without going after innocent children?” One woman called out. “Is that what we have become? I thought we wanted to rule, not become murderers. I’ve never felt right about the one hundred thousand people we killed.”

I was relieved not all of them were monsters, and perhaps there were more there like Audrey.

Unfortunately, before I could see more than people shouting angrily for new leaders, I was back in the forest, leaning against Amber.

“You okay?” She asked. “What did you see?”

The words came out fast as I explained everything I saw.

“But it was nothing concrete. All I know is they still want to take over the realms, but they’re furious that their plans were foiled again and innocent children were killed. They want new leadership,” I told her. “My visions still aren’t up to what they should be. I think it was the present, and they’re likely having a meeting to decide on what to do next. But otherwise, I’m still clueless. I just have to hope more will come.”

I wasn’t ready to tell anyone else what I saw, but I would later. For the moment, I just wanted to be with my best friend and talk about silly things like boys, and not worry about the impending war between us and the immortals, so I changed the subject back to Jared as we continued onto our dorm. 

Yooper was more than likely to check in on me later that evening anyway, as he did nightly, I would tell him then.

For the moment, I wanted to savour this peaceful moment of being a teenager with my best friend, given the past year, who knew when we’d get it again?








  
  
  Michael

  
  




I let out a sigh of relief as I exited the Air obstacle course. It was the last one, which meant the year was officially over for the JS Year Fours and SS Year Threes. Everyone else had two weeks, but it was our last day of school.

All four obstacle courses had been tough, and while they hadn’t given us our scores right after like they did last time, I was convinced I’d pass the second portion with flying colours.

Nothing about it was easy and the older students had been even harder on us this time. There had been more than one battle between the older students and us, and there were many moments, particularly during the Water course when I thought I was done for, but I found my strength each time before I tapped out.

But even without fighting them, they had set up harsher obstacles, in the Earth course, there were dozens of catapults full of different aspects of Earth set up, including one amusing one full of sharp rocks, which I’d shielded myself from just in the nick of time.

The teachers repeatedly told us we couldn’t get too hurt, and that there was protective magic up, but I wasn’t so sure when I had to dodge several sharp icicles in the Water one while trying to fight some animated ice sculptures.

And the older students laughed, I could hear them from the sidelines having the time of their lives while they tortured me. 

The messed up part about it was the fact I couldn’t wait to do it to Timmy’s class in a few years. Soon enough, I would be one of those on the sidelines chortling away while they tried to get through the obstacles we set up.

Already my friends and I were talking about it, Ellen wanting to make sure she got to fight with Timmy one-on-one someday.

“The best part is, he won’t be able to use his sigil and runes powers, it will all be based on his elemental skill,” she’d said the night before with glee.

It felt good to see her smile and laugh. Lately, if she spoke, it was to speculate what the immortals could be up to, but for the past week, she’d been opening up more and more, almost seeming to be her old self again. I knew she’d never be the same girl she was a year ago, but it was a start.

She continued to have dark circles around her eyes, looking haunted, but I couldn’t blame her. At times, I was still in disbelief that it was her grandmother behind it the whole time.

As Ellen told us more, even revealing that her grandmother had sent a siren after her the previous summer, I wondered more how a moon mate could be worth it. 

In some cases, it seemed to work out, but in others, people got hurt, and it broke families up. Amber’s family was a good example of that.

How could someone go after their own grandchildren just to be with someone so evil? I knew the immortals would have come after us either way, but it was eye-opening the lengths some people would go to.

The fact we hadn’t heard anything from them didn’t sit well with me. We’d all been given extra protection just in case they wanted to strike when we least expected it, but it was unsettling to know they were waiting for a moment of weakness.

The coming summer would be my last summer as a kid at camp unless I wanted to be a counsellor (which I was seriously considering doing; I wasn’t ready to leave yet; it had saved my life), and all I wanted to do was have fun as the oldest kids there. 

Jared and I had plans to live it up as much as possible while keeping an eye out on Ellen’s younger siblings, who all went. Her baby sister would be starting there that year, and I planned to watch her as much as possible because she was the most vulnerable.

“You okay?” Mason asked, appearing by my side and causing me to jump. “You look lost. You didn’t fail, did you?”

“I was just thinking about summer and how it’s my last summer there as a kid,” I responded. “I’ve heard the parties they have at night once the younger kids are put to bed are epic.”

“You never went to them last year?” Mason asked.

“No,” I responded, shaking my head. “The fourteen to sixteen-year-olds did their own thing, but the senior campers have always had their own fun. The seventeen-year-olds have their own areas they stay in. It’s a bit more private, and apparently, anything goes. Jared said he heard there are no underage spells over there anymore. Someone took it off years ago, and no one ever noticed, most of the counsellors stay quiet because the oldest are in their mid-twenties, so they don’t care. The older adults don’t check up, they focus on the younger kids the most.”

“Cool, think I could, too, for a bit? We are supposed to go away for a couple of weeks in August, but I’m free in July. It’s co-ed, isn’t it? Are there hot girls there?”

“Don’t you have a girlfriend?” I asked him.

“Not anymore,” he answered. “She pulled the plug a couple of days ago, which surprised me because I thought she liked me, but she’s going away for the whole summer. Her family wants to go to the Sigil Realm, and maybe the wand one, I guess. I think she’s worried we will both meet someone. Or maybe she was getting bored with me, she seemed excited to end it, but told me if we’re both still single next year, we can start up again.”

“And what do you think of that?” I asked.

Although he’d never been in love with her, I knew they had fun when they hung out. He just gave a small shrug.

“She’s been fun to hang out with, but I don’t know if I ever felt serious with her. I knew she liked me, and she could actually carry a conversation, unlike Tina, that girl I met last summer. I’ll never forget Zoey, that’s for sure; she always wanted to give me a—”

“Well, I got both those out of the way, and I know I did much better this time,” Ellen said, interrupting him, hurrying to my right side.

“So you got more than twelve points,” I teased, hoping she was a good sport about it, but she just laughed and kissed my cheek, surprising me.

“I think I just earned a hundred in there,” she responded.

Our friends started to join us one by one, all talking excitedly about their scores, though Jared and Amber joined us last, arguing in hushed voices, but stopped when they reached us. 

I wondered what that was about, and hoped everything was okay, but I figured they must have been because he pulled her close moments later.

We were all supposed to wait for the final scores for all the obstacles, so we stood talking together excitedly. Hank told us how he nearly fell off a cliff when five seniors attacked him with wind, but he managed to push two of them off instead, and surprised the other three enough that he was able to get away.

Amber and Ellen went off to talk with Sheila and Shelly, so I took advantage of their absence to see if things were okay between Jared and Amber.

“Yeah, you know what she’s like, though,” Jared said, rolling his eyes. “I was just asking her to be careful when she’s off with her family, and she got all defensive about it, and told me she’s taking advantage of her freedom. I’ll be at camp for most of the summer, so we won’t see each other as much, as you know. Maybe you can say something, Ben,” he added. “Tell her your moon mate connection will stress you out.”

Ben glanced at Jared with annoyance.

“Oh, come on, I don’t want to be worrying about that. I just want a real vacation with my buds,” he groaned. “I need a break from it all, especially from the fact she’s my moon mate. I don’t want to think about it or her. Her near death is still affecting me, and I want it all to go away. I know it affected you too, but with moon mates, it feels like physical pain, and it’s getting better every day, but I still feel it. I’m not having that conversation with her because I don’t want to think about it. Her siblings can watch her.”

“I’ll talk to Kellen. He’s the one person who can get her to listen, besides me, but all twelve of us will be there. She might have won in the Fight Club, but it’s eleven against one. Don’t any of you stress about it. She’ll be fine,” Mason said. “Come on, she nearly died, and this year has been hell. She just wants to have fun and forget about it for a few weeks like you guys do.”

“And she doesn’t need another close call,” Jared responded.

“She will be fine,” Mason answered. “I promise. I didn’t nearly sacrifice myself to let her die or get kidnapped a few weeks later. I can assure you, we will make sure we are all safe, and they’re sending security with us anyway.”

The older students entered the portal we were in and walked around, handing out pieces of paper to each of us. An older boy I didn’t know gave me mine, and I opened it up to see that overall, I’d scored ninety-seven in Air, ninety-five in Earth, ninety-three in Fire and ninety-six in Water. I figured everyone in the class must have done well, as my friends happily shared scores. Amber boasted a one hundred in Earth while Ben got a hundred in Fire.

“How’d you do?” I asked Ellen, who was grinning.

She laughed and showed me the piece of paper. “Perfect one hundred in Air! The rest are in the nineties, but I’m so glad I decided to do both. I didn’t expect to do so well since I had to do them both, and if I didn’t know that it was against the rules, I would think it was done on purpose.”

Not too far off, Anne was crying because she’d scored just over sixty. She wouldn’t be able to take the advanced classes. But she wasn’t the only one. I was amazed to hear some people had actually failed and would have to repeat JS Year Four. 

To me, it seemed impossible, but there had to have been about a dozen people, including Denver’s friend Howard, who would have to do the whole year over. It didn’t matter if they passed their other elements if they had more than one; if they failed even one element, they had to do the whole year again.

“That was a close call for me,” Tara said, joining us, sounding disgruntled. “I got fifty-nine in Water. I could have had to do the whole year over. Well, whatever. I think Water is the most useless of the three I have.”

“Really? Because I would think it’s the most important,” Ernie said. 

“I have the basics down. I don’t need to know how to animate ice sculptures. What use is that?” Tara asked. “I want to go to a mortal college anyway, so I might as well focus on the non-magical classes.”

She stalked off. I was guessing she wasn’t as okay with it as she was trying to claim. Tara wanted to be the best and had been competing with Ben since day one.

I could hear Mr. Yooper calling for me, and when I looked up, I saw him beckoning to me, so excusing myself, I walked over to him, and he led me out of the portal and outside, back into the woods.

We walked away from the area with all the obstacle portals and walked over to where the school was slowly being built. He handed a piece of paper to me.

“What is this? More scores?” I asked, opening it up.

“A pre-invitation. Hornora told you that we are trying out an exchange program with some of the schools in the Shapeshifter Realm weeks ago. Well, they’ve accepted, and you’re one of many candidates who could be selected to go to the dragon school,” he said.

But this left me even more confused. Why were they inviting me already? I still had more than a year before I’d be able to go, and given how this year had turned out, I knew a lot could happen.

“Why are they sending this now?” I asked, as I read through the invitation, which was only inviting me for an initiation next summer, giving a date and time. “Do they always send it this early?”

“No, usually parents apply for their kids to go during the year before, but since it’s going to take a year to set everything up, they’re just trying to make sure they have a list of candidates ready so they can focus on getting everything ready. We are doing the same. As long as we know who is coming and how many of you are going in advance, it makes it easier. Foothills will be expanding, and we need to make sure we have the right amount of space and teachers.”

“So what do I do with this then?” I asked.

“You just have to sign it to let them know you’re open to accepting. The official invitation will be delivered six months from now, which confirms your place in tryouts. This one will tell them there is a chance you are coming, but you can always turn it down—which I hope you won’t. We chose you to go for a reason. It’s a fantastic opportunity for you, but you and I both know that we need more allies. I just hate that we have to wait a year to get you in there.”

“Have you heard anything yet?” I asked.

“No,” Mr. Yooper shook his head and sighed. “But each realm is sending secret portal detectors around to see if they’re hiding in a portal room somewhere. They’re immortals. Who knows what powers they have? We know nothing about them. We didn’t know they truly existed until recently. There were stories, but nothing concrete. We can’t relax, you know that. Look what happened with Ellen. No one saw that coming. My fear is they’ll deceive us or shock us in a way we won’t expect again. It hasn’t officially been declared, but everyone knows the truth. There’s a war happening right now, one that has been brewing between common magic folk and the immortals for ten thousand years. It’s not just the descendants this is affecting, but anyone with magic. That’s why I wish we could get you there now. The more dragons on our side, the better. We need more phoenixes too, and we’re hoping to send Jerry and a few of the other phoenixes to the school for phoenixes.”

“Even if something happens three months from now, we can make it work,” I said. “We have access to most of the other realms now, and just like they can sense each other, we can sense other descendants. We’re much better off than we were a year ago, and those wolves will be loyal to us no matter what.”

At least, that’s what we hoped, but I wasn’t going to add that. So far, they proved to be loyal, and none of them except Regina held grudges against Ben. They were already planning on looking for more allies for us that summer, too.

“Well, we can only hope, but you know as much as I do, they’ll still have infiltrators, even among our allies. Mrs. Carling may have given herself away, and no one on the staff seems suspicious, but we thought that about her, too. None of us expected she was a double agent until Fergus started putting more pressure on her, and she kept messing up their plans. Anyway, I don’t want to stress you out too much, but just keep in mind that we have no idea what their next move is or when it will be. We are completely clueless unless Ellen has a vision or they reveal themselves.”

He dismissed me after a few more minutes, and just as I walked through the trees he called out after me to remind the others that things weren’t over yet, they were just beginning, and to make sure we kept safe over the summer.

“I want to see you all back for Power Display!”

When I made my way back to the others, thinking I’d propose one last party before we had to leave, a piece of paper fluttered in front of me and stopped at my feet.




He’s not wrong, you know. The school and orphanage were only the beginning. I don’t know their plans yet, but you can count on another ally.




“Oh, come on,” I called out. “If this is a trick or real, it’d be nice to know! This is serious, and sending an anonymous piece of paper is annoying!”

Of course, there was no response, which annoyed me even more because it wasn’t the time for jokes, but at the same time, it could be real! Grumbling under my breath, I turned to walk off when another piece of paper fluttered over to me, landing on my left foot, where it remained.

“Seriously? Can’t you just come out like a normal person or use your faecomm or something?”

I grabbed the piece of paper with annoyance. Were they super shy, or was this a trap for someone to attack me? Why the mystery?




I’ll tell you who I am in the future. All I’ll say is I’m from the Sorcerers Realm, and I am an immortals fake daughter. One of the shapeshifters you’re close with, who has been sworn to secrecy, brought me over. Get Ben and Amber to open a portal into our realm as soon as possible! We have a small one to the Shapeshifter Realm, but it keeps disappearing, and it’s getting harder each time to open it. Sometimes meetings are at my house. I can’t reveal myself in case I’m caught before I find out their plans. That’s why I’m sending notes. By the time you finish reading this, I’ll be gone. Get Ben and Amber to open a portal! If they need to access our realm first, write on the back of this letter. It will eventually come back to me, so don’t waste time.




“You know you could have just sent all this in the first letter?” I asked.

I waited about five minutes for another to appear, but when it didn’t, I headed to Ellen’s and Amber’s, where everyone had said they would go after. I didn’t want to tell them in the woods in case others were around.

I still didn’t know if I could trust it, but they’d had plenty of time to attack me, and no one seemed to be around.

No one was there when I arrived at the dorm, so I played around with the papers I’d been sent. How did one of the papers go back to the person after I wrote on it? 

Testing the magic on it, I could identify that it was most certainly not fae, dark, or shapeshifter magic. But it could have been from one of the other five. Timmy or Carly could rule out the sigil or wand one, but I was guessing the letter was telling the truth, or at least partially.

Whether they were being truthful about being on our side was still debatable. But they could be potential information for us, and it was the biggest lead we had so far.

The others didn’t return right away, and when they did, it was just my friend group, all chattering excitedly about passing and how excited they were to be in their senior years next term.

They all fell silent when I told them about the papers. Ben took them to test them, and everyone passed them around to see if they could detect the magic. No one seemed too worried that it could be sinister.

“They had you alone, and you’re one of the wanted,” Amber said, passing it to Jared. “But I think we should talk about it with Yooper and Mack first. I, for one, don’t want to be sucked into another portal. Mack can send people out to see if they can find the portal she means or a different one. The last time I talked to him, he said they were sure there was one from the Wand Realm in it, but so far, they haven’t found it. But it may not be a sorcerer.”

“It is,” Jared said as he felt each letter and I glanced at him feeling confused. 

How would he know? He was gazing down at them intently as he seemed to be performing spells on it.

“I knew you had sorcerer blood,” Amber said, moving over to wrap her arms around him.

“Is that what it is?” Stan asked.

“I think so,” Jared said, nodding. “I’ve never been around it, but I can sense it, and this isn’t fae magic I’m using. Can’t you sense it?” He added to Amber as he handed one back to her, but she shook her head as she felt it.

“I might feel something, but I can’t detect anything,” she said before handing it over to Ben.

“I might feel magic, but I’m not sure what kind,” he said, feeling it too. “It’s magic I’ve never felt before. I can’t identify it, but I’ll take your word for it, Jared.”

“It’s the same magic I feel on you,” Amber told Jared. “I never noticed it until I felt the letters.”

“So what are we going to do?” Mason asked. “They’re being truthful about where they’re from, but they may not be completely truthful.”

“We will talk to Mack and Yooper first,” Ben said. “Mr. Yooper doesn’t want us to open portals without him around, and Mack can help us find a portal into their realm. His allies are getting better at detecting them. We won’t open a portal from here because like Amber, the last thing I want is to be sucked through again. The spells might still be up. Madeline was sent to meet us by Mrs. Carling, and if this person is related to the immortals, it could be the same thing. We will tell them we will discuss it, but they need a better way of communicating with us. Whoever the shapeshifter is can talk to us and vouch for them, or we won’t have any more to do with them. Whoever this is should try to meet us halfway if they want us to work with them. If they’re sent to trick us, we need to know. Mr. Yooper told me this morning that he wants us to take a break for the summer unless the immortals make an appearance, so they’re going to have to wait anyway.”

“But what spell makes the paper go back to them?” Amber asked Jared, who shrugged.

“I don’t know. I think some spells are instinctual to me, but I don’t understand them exactly. Whoever this is must still be in our realm unless they know some kind of spell like the one on our letterboxes. But I think it’s some kind of summoning spell, and maybe they can tell when it’s written on. I think they’re still hiding in the school grounds somewhere. So let’s get it written and sent.”

“Shouldn’t we tell someone then?” Hank asked. “I’m going to let Hornora know, at least. They can search the school grounds.”

Before we could say anything, he raced off, disappearing quickly with his vampire speed. It was probably the smart thing to do and probably the first thing I should have thought of, but no one had tried to hurt me, so I’d dismissed it.

Jared was busy writing what Amber and Ben were coaching him to. The moment he finished, it disappeared from his hands, leaving the first letter that had been sent, which I took back and pocketed. I wasn’t sure why, but I wanted to keep it unless the teachers wanted it.

Hank returned about five minutes later to inform us the teachers were searching the grounds, but they didn’t seem too concerned.

“Mr. Hornora said there are so many spells up now that if it was someone unfriendly, we’d know right away. So unless they bypassed it somehow, they must be OK,” he said. “But Yoopers spell did detect someone new was here up until four minutes ago, maybe, so they must have just left.”

“Which means they were waiting for a response,” Jared said.

“Well, they must have been fine,” I said. “After Yooper left, I was completely alone and in the open. They could have got me before I even realized it. I was vulnerable and reading the note. It’s still annoying they did it that way. Why not use a letterbox?”

“Could be rare in their realm, too,” Ben said with a shrug.

“Let’s not worry about that right now,” Mason said. “We don’t know when or if the immortals will turn up. From the sounds of it, they’re looking for new leadership. It’s our last day of school. I say we go find the SS Year Threes and have one hell of a party. Let’s worry about the war or whatever tomorrow. Maybe they can get us alcohol somehow. I want to get drunk.”

Though I’d drank only a few times, I usually only nursed drinks for fear of becoming like my parents, and that night wouldn’t be any different if we got our hands on some, but I liked Mason’s idea. 

I’d only been slightly buzzed in the past, and that’s all I needed. I’d never drink to numb the pain, but partying with my friends, Carly, Justin, and Ernie, one last time that year sounded good to me. Who knew when we’d see the three of them again? They were officially done, and all three had plans.

The others liked this idea as well, and after a few moments of discussion on how we could sneak alcohol and bypass the spells, we hurried off to find them, looking forward to a party after the year we all had.








  
  
  Bonus content

  
  




There used to be some bonus content at the end of this book, but I’ve removed them as of November 27, 2023.  They were POVs from Mason, Jerry (Ellen’s little brother) when he escapes their grandmother, Audrey—the friendly immortal Sierra contacts, and Ellen’s grandmother. The last two chapters contain information about the immortals.




They will now be featured in a new book called: “Foothills Fae Academy: The Lost Moments.” However, if you are interested in reading the bonus content from this book, you can download from here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/n8niebleyy 




You can also find them in my linktree on the author page at the back.







Check out the blurb for Book Three on the next page!








  
  
  Blurb for Book Three

  
  




Get ready for an intense ride at Foothills Fae Academy in Book Three!




Amber, Michael, Ben, and Ellen transition from childhood to a high-stakes second-to-last school year. Amber and Ben join Jared and Hank at Foothills, while Ellen and Stan venture to a mermaid school, seeking allies beneath the waves.




Michael seizes a dangerous opportunity at the dragon school, facing the clear task of building alliances. United with dark magic wielders and the other realms, they confront the true menace—the enigmatic immortals, the first magical people, who have cunningly evaded capture.




As the immortals’ malevolent motives are revealed, pandemonium grips the world. These unrelenting beings stop at nothing, resorting to violence and mayhem. Their chilling message to those with common magic echoes: surrender or face annihilation. Their goal? Total domination over all eight magical realms, at any cost.




Embark on an adrenaline-fuelled journey where loyalties are tested, alliances emerge from the shadows, and a relentless battle over who should be in charge of magic unfolds. Can our young heroes rise to the challenge and rescue the world from the clutches of the immortals? Uncover the truth in the gripping third instalment of the Foothills Fae Academy series.




If you’d like to read the first five chapters of “Foothills Fae Academy: Book Three” you can download a complimentary copy in the link provided, but please keep in mind they are the first draft. I have finished book three and I am now currently writing book four. 




First Five Chapters for Book Three: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/wczcm1lbuz 




They’re also in my link tree, which is on the author page at the back.




Book Three will be released June 1st! Book Four could be the end of the summer since it’s almost complete. For now, it’s release date remains for December. The Lost Moments can be released at any point after Book Four, but remains scheduled for next January.




[image: Image]








  
  
  Foothills Fae Academy: The Lost Moments

  
  




Step beyond the pages of Foothills Fae Academy and into the enchanting realm of ‘Foothills Fae Academy: The Lost Moments.’ This exclusive bonus edition unveils hidden chapters and reveals the untold stories that couldn’t be contained within the four-book saga. Join Amber, Michael, Ben, and Ellen on an extraordinary journey through the Fae Realm as they grow from curious thirteen-year-olds to powerful fae as adults.




Explore character profiles, delve into the intricacies of the elemental powers of air, earth, fire, and water, and unlock the secrets of the eight mystical realms that shape their destinies. This bonus edition acts as your magical encyclopedia, providing a comprehensive guide to the rich tapestry of the Foothills Fae Academy universe.




Perfect for devoted fans and newcomers alike, ‘Foothills Fae Academy: The Lost Moments’ is a captivating addition to the series, offering an immersive experience that goes beyond the boundaries of the main saga. Don’t miss this opportunity to uncover the lost moments, delve into the characters’ backgrounds, and immerse yourself in the magic that makes Foothills Fae Academy an unforgettable journey.




* * *

The Lost Moments will have several chapters I couldn’t include featuring Amber and Jared’s relationship that was mainly fluff, some from the first book, and some between books one and two, as well as moments between books two and three. The bonus content at the end of book two will be moved to the complimentary copy.




The books also don’t showcase Mason’s and Amber’s bond as much as I’d like, so there will be Mason and Amber chapters too, along with more of the Campbells and their bond with Amber.




Other chapters and additional character information will be included, creating a sort of encyclopedia with details about fae, the other realms, the school, and other schools.




I’ve decided to release Books Three and Four together or close release dates at some point this year. The pre-order date is for December, but it could be sooner since Book Four is almost done. Book Three is complete, people are just reading through it for me.




This book will include chapters from Timmy and Jerry (Ellen’s brothers) that were taken out of the books. Jerry had some chapters in Book Two, and they both had chapters in Books Three and Four.




There will be chapters from Mason that were originally in the books Two, Three and Four.




There will be some chapters from Michael, Ben and Ellen that weren’t included in all the books. They had more chapters in Books Three and Four. There was a lot more about Ellen’s time at a mermaid school she goes to in Book Three that I took out. Some of Michael’s first term in Book Four will be in it.




There will be a different side to Ellen no one really saw in these books. For example, before I took it out, Ellen had an actress plot line in the books rather than her cheerleading one. Originally she was going to be a cheerleader for JS Year One only because of the bet she lost, but she likes the arts, such as acting and fashion better. To cut down on word count and to ensure the books mainly focused on Amber and her family, I took out a lot of those chapters sharing her love for acting, including a Christmas play Ellen was writing in Book Two.




Books Two and Three had more chapters when they were in classes or playing sports that were taken out.




Ben also had other plot lines that were taken out to cut down the word count. Originally he was obsessed with hockey, baseball—especially baseball, and computers but I took a lot of that from his chapters. Ben had ambitions to play baseball in college, originally, so there was going to be a plot about his time on the baseball team, and how the fae play baseball.




Book One actually had a much bigger word count, and it’s already quite lengthy. I cut out about 70000 words, though, even that wasn’t enough. Book Two was much longer, too. This series was originally going to be at least five books to cover everything I wanted to, but I reduced it all to four books when I rewrote them shortly before publishing Book One and put stuff that was meant to be in later books in Book One.




There will be chapters from Hank’s point of view about his time in something be does between Books Three and Four.




Stan will also have chapters from his experiences from Book Three to Book Four, and also some bonus chapters made for that book.




Jared will also have some chapters. There will also be points of view from Amber about her relationship with him.




The chapters of Sierra’s I took out of Book One will be there included new ones made for that book about her mindset in later books, and even this one. Carly has some chapters of before going to Foothills, too.




Ellen’s grandmother has chapters that were taken out of Book Two.




And many more!







  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!







  EXTRA POVs/The bullying



Link to my reasoning for Carly’s, Sierra’s, Rachel’s, and Jared’s in book one:




https://calliewoodridge.wixsite.com/my-site-1/post/extra-povs




I put this in the book in October 2023. I added an explanation because I now know a lot of people hated them, so I go more in-depth in my blog for those who care to know why. I apologize to those who didn’t appreciate them, and I promise future books have a lot less, including this one. I also apologize for making the first book childish, and I thank those who have decided to give the second book a chance regardless of the excessive point of views, and the childish writing. 




The third and fourth books will mainly be from Amber’s and Michael’s perspectives. Amber was meant to be the main character originally, so they will be from her perspective the most. This book was written back to back with book one, so I put the extra perspectives at the back of the book and rewrote the book a little to include the scenes I took out. Book three was started in the summer of 2023, so I took the feedback and criticism I received for the first book to work on making the third and fourth books better. More in-depth headers have been added to the beginning of each chapter to help readers see who is narrating, because many people were confused about who was narrating each chapter.




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.







  

  
    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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