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  To my kitties, Callie and Charlie,




In the tapestry of fate, the threads of our stories intertwined before we even shared a home. Callie, your name was chosen as my pen name long before you graced my life. Charlie, your playful spirit adds a sprinkle of joy to each day. As my feline muses, you’ve been with me from the inception of this literary journey, inspiring creativity and offering companionship. May the words within these pages be a testament to the magic that unfolded when our paths met.
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  Content Warning

  
  




This book features multiple POVs, offering diverse perspectives throughout the narrative. It explores emotionally challenging themes with significant plot points related to family dynamics that may evoke strong emotions. 

Reader discretion is advised, especially for those sensitive to narratives involving family trauma or loss. 

Additionally, the story includes intense scenes of violence, potentially triggering for some readers, as it delves into physical conflict and its aftermath. 

Distressing instances of bullying are also depicted, examining their impact on characters within the story. 

Furthermore, this instalment contains mature themes, including scenes of a sexual nature. Reader discretion is advised, as the content differs from the innocence portrayed in the earlier books of the series. Approach this book with caution if you have concerns or are sensitive to explicit content.








  
  
  Summaries for Books One and Two

  
  




I have provided summaries of the first books in this chapter for those who either forgot the events of Books One and Two, or haven’t read them. This can be skipped, but it’s beneficial to those who haven’t read the first two books to read these so you can be caught up for chapter one.




Here is a summary of Book 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.




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. Most of the kids including Ernie and Brody get sent back to the fae realm through a portal Amber and Ben made, but Amber teleports to find Mack, who isn’t there and Mason goes after her.




There are people waiting for the others who take Michael, Ellen, and Ben back through, but they escape and find Amber, Mason, and Mack. When they are attacked again 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.




Here are a few key points for Book Two: 




They were 16 and in JS Year Four.




If you read the summary for book one, you’ll know they thought dark magic wielders were the enemies, but they find out they aren’t. In Book Two, they find out that it’s the first magical people ever who are doing it.




They are called the immortals. They have existed for about 15000 years. They are hard to kill. 10000 years before the year 2000, on what would be considered New Year’s Eve today, on the full moon, they performed a ritual on the most powerful magical people ever (these people weren’t immortals; they had an average life span of about 80 to a 100 years like most people) and sacrificed their blood and magic to make the eight realms.




The main characters in these books are the descendants of the one hundred thousand they sacrificed. The strong powers their ancestors had lay dormant in the descendants until about 1975 but became even more potent closer to the millennium. After the millennium they grew more powerful. Most immortals look like they’re in their early 20s to early 30s.




Up until the year 1800, when the portal failed, all the descendants of the one hundred thousand were in a hidden portal room. After the immortals killed the ancestors, they killed their older family members but spared anyone 20 and younger. They forced them to live in the huge portal with their memories erased, and eventually, most people alive forgot about them. The descendants made the portal their home for nearly ten thousand years until it failed on New Years at midnight when they rang in the year 1800 in the light magic wielder realm. So, the immortals decided to integrate the descendants back into society in the realms that corresponded with whatever powers they had, with their memories of their old home erased.




Ellen was framed by her grandmother, someone she loved and trusted in the last book. Her grandmother was always an undercover enemy/immortal who lost her immortal powers, so she started to age. But her cover was blown in the last book. When that happened, she decided to make it look like Ellen kidnapped Charlene, who is a princess and the future queen. Sam, Charlene’s brother and Ellen’s moon mate (though he wasn’t at the time), was supposed to go too, but Ellen begged her grandmother to spare him and her friends and siblings. If she did, Ellen would write a letter confessing that she was behind all the attacks. Her grandmother agreed, so it was just Ellen and Charlene taken.




Amber and Ben become moon mates at the start of book two, even though Amber is with Jared. They all struggle with this. Moon mates are explained in this book, too.




They have important obstacle courses for each element they can control that they have to pass. There are obstacle courses at the start of the year and at the end of the year. So, the book revolves around that somewhat. When they aren’t in class, the teachers make their magic dormant so they can’t practice outside of classes unless they have permission.




Amber and Ben, who are portal openers, are sucked through a portal with Timmy (Ellen’s brother), which Ellen’s grandmother set up. While they are in Sigils and Runes Realm, they find out that it’s been Ellen’s grandmother the whole time, which is why, as I stated earlier, Ellen’s grandmother frames her. Timmy, Ben and Amber were sucked through the portal before Ellen’s grandmother frames Ellen.




Ellen’s grandmother does a mass memory wipe on the school to make everyone, especially her friends and family, think that Ellen is bad. For most of the book, they’re trying to figure out if Ellen is innocent and eventually come to the conclusion she is.




Ellen’s other brothers, Jerry and Anthony, manifest their magic early (kids get magic between 11 to 14) and manage to rescue Ellen and Charlene, who are on the run for most of the book, but everyone soon learns the truth about everything that happened with Ellen, and they learn it was Ellen’s grandmother.




At the end of the book, a huge battle happens at Foothills, where the school gets burnt down. Ellen’s grandmother nearly kills Amber by stabbing her with a metal stake.




Dark magic wielders have a spell they can use to sacrifice themselves in place of someone dying (the person has to be alive still; it will not work on someone already dead), and Amber’s step-brother Mason, who is a dark magic wielder, but can control the elements, tries to sacrifice himself for her, but his brother Ernie who is also a dark magic wielder who can control the elements, too, takes his place instead.




However, Ellen (who is a seer) has a vision of the night before it happens and figures out how to save them all. When the spell is about to work, a lightning bolt appears, and it was supposed to hit Ernie, but they managed to push Ellen’s grandmother into it in time.




It works because she’s the one who tried to kill Amber. As long as someone dies, it works. So Mason and Ernie are still alive, and so is Amber. If it had been an innocent life that didn’t deserve it, Ernie, Mason, and Amber all would have died instead. Amber heals completely and wakes up with no memory of it.




The book ends shortly after that.








  
  
  Character Index

  
  




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




Hoofer family ages in this book:


	Ben: 18 - SS Year Two

	Brianne: 20

	Barry: 24

	Brenda: 25

	Deanna: 26 - Likely will never make an appearance in the books, just mentioned by name.

	Scott: 27

	Heather: 29 - Likely will never make an appearance in the books, just mentioned by name

	Sebastian: 31




Perenge family:


	Ellen: 18 - SS Year Two

	Timmy: 15 - JS Year Three

	Jerry: 13 - JS Year One

	Anthony: 10

	Damien: 7

	Sally: 5




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


	Kellen: 26 - Amber’s father’s son

	Billy: 26 - Amber’s mother’s son, whom she meets with Carly and Sierra when they meet Carly’s and Sierra’s dad.

	Isabella: 23 - Amber’s father’s daughter

	Justin: 21 - Amber’s father’s son

	Carly: 21 - Amber’s mother’s daughter

	Hilda: 20 - Amber’s father’s daughter

	Sierra: 20 - Amber’s mother’s daughter

	Amber: 18 - SS Year Two




Michael is an only child, although the Hoofers adopted him. He is 18.




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


	Mack: 26

	Brody: 23

	Ernie: 21

	Mason: 18 - SS Year Two




Jared, Amber’s boyfriend and a friend of the group. He is 19.


Hank, who is a friend of the group. He is 18.




Stan, who is a friend of the group. He is 18.




Regina, who is Ben’s ex, and her wolf pack friends show up sometimes.




Bernice is the woman who raised Amber, and Patricia raised the Campbell boys. Bernice died in the last book, but will still be mentioned sometimes.




Gloria and Gerald: Amber’s stepmother, and Gerald is her father. Amber eventually sees Gloria as her mother, too.




Tara, Lydia, and Natalie bully Amber and the other characters in the first book, but eventually, they become frenemies. They are 18 now.




Jess, Anne, and Erica are girls they are friendly with. They are 18. Michael dated Anne and she cheated on him. 




Denver who is in their year and is 18.




Rachel and Melanie are antagonists and who are coerced to join the other side. They are 18. They don’t make much of an appearance in this book, but will feature in the fourth book.




Students start at Foothills at 13.




The school years are known as Junior Scholars and Senior Scholars. The juniors have four years, while the seniors have three. For short, they are called:


	JS Year One: 13

	JS Year Two: 14

	JS Year Three: 15

	JS Year Four: 16

	SS Year One: 17

	SS Year Two: 18

	SS Year Three: 19




Parents are allowed to wait a year to send their kids if they are born after November, but it’s their choice. Jared, for example, is 14 in the first book and is a year older than the others. Ellen was born in November but is 13 in the first 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 whom the group is friendly with are sisters who are both in JS Year One, but Sheila is 14 while Shelly is 13 in the first book. The sisters are close, so their parents sent them to school together. In this book, Sheila is 19, and Shelly is 18.




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. 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.




Characters powers: 




Amber-Elements in order of strength: Earth, Water, Air, Fire. Secondary powers: Witch and portal opener. Also has some magic from each realm.
Ben-Elements in order of strength: Fire, Earth, Water, Air. Secondary powers: Warlock and portal opener. Also has some magic from each realm.
Ellen-Elements in order of strength: Water, Air, Earth, Fire. Secondary powers: Seer and mermaid.
Michael-Elements in order of strength: Air, Fire, Earth, Water. Secondary Powers: Dragon shifter and telekinesis.
Jared-Elements in order of strength: Fire, Water, Air, Earth. Secondary Powers: sorcerer’s powers to be revealed.
Hank-Elements in order of strength: Fire, Air, Earth, Water. Secondary Powers: Vampire
Stan-Elements in order of strength: Fire, Earth, Air, Water. Secondary Powers: Mermaid
Denver-Elements in order of strength: Water, Air, Earth, Fire. Secondary Powers: Mermaid/siren
Charlene-Elements in order of strength: Air, Water, Fire, Earth Secondary Powers: Power of control.
Sierra-Elements in order of strength: Water, Fire, Air, Earth. Secondary Powers: The most powerful light magic wielder alive.
Carly-Elements in order of strength: Air, Water, Fire Secondary Powers: The most powerful wand wielder.




The rest of the characters powers will be in The Lost Moments, but the ones above powers are mentioned the most in this book.
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Amber - 25 chapters.
Michael - 16 chapters.
Ben - 6 chapters.
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For as long as I could remember, I’d been counting down to the day I would turn eighteen. 

As a little girl, it meant I’d be able to escape my house full of the hostility my mother and sisters directed at me. That was until five years ago when I discovered I was a fae, and I left home full-time sooner than expected. 

Months later, I met my real father, who let me move in. Only days later, my sisters fled to the Fae Realm because my mother had turned her anger on them too.

It wasn’t until later that we learned the truth. She wasn’t our real mother; our real mother was switched with a woman from the Dark Magic Wielder Realm, and they’d both had spells put on them to make them bitter toward us.

Since then, I’d made a new family, including four new brothers from the Dark Magic Wielder Realm. So escaping my family was no longer on my mind, but the day was still exciting nevertheless.

I was finally eighteen, which meant I had much more freedom, even if I still had two years of school left. 

Students in SS Years Two and Three were treated like adults, except we had midnight curfews. 

I also no longer needed my parents’ permission for anything. I was an adult; I could legally drink, and the spells they had up to prevent minors from drinking or having sex at my house no longer applied to me.

But that wasn’t the only reason today was exciting. It was Justin’s and Sierra’s wedding, and I would be a bridesmaid for Sierra. 

The two weren’t related, but both Sierra and Justin were my half-siblings. While they hadn’t intentionally chosen my birthday (it was originally in July, but it was pushed back, and my birthday was the best day for them), it was flattering that their wedding day was on my birthday. Both had come to me first to be sure it was okay.

Justin tried having it the day before, but Ernie, his best man, couldn’t make it. Justin then tried postponing it until October because it would work better for him for their honeymoon, and Mr. Hornora had told Sierra he’d give her paid time off for it, but Sierra insisted on returning to Foothills as a married woman. She worried the students wouldn’t take her seriously, otherwise.

The year before, everyone in JS Year Three and up bullied her daily because she didn’t have to go to college for the job, and the teachers refused to step in. I’d been in many fights on her behalf because of it. So she felt it might help if she went back as a married woman, and unfortunately, my birthday was the only remaining day open for it, but I didn’t mind.

To see the two of them get married filled me with excitement, but weddings also had receptions afterwards with alcohol.

Neither minded if we celebrated the reception and my birthday at the same time, so I’d given permission.

Their wedding wasn’t until nine that night, so Jared, my boyfriend, and I were frolicking near the water of the lake portal room, where he was eyeing me as if it was his first time seeing me in a bikini. 

The room exuded a serene ambience, the water reflecting a myriad of colours as they gently lapped against the shores. 

Jared’s gaze, filled with a mixture of affection and admiration, lingered on me. The way he looked at me made me feel beautiful and desired, and I couldn’t help but revel in the warmth of his attention. The subtle playfulness of our interaction added a layer of intimacy to the tranquil atmosphere, making the lake portal room a haven before the festivities.

“You always look at me like that,” I said as I leapt out of reach, tossing my long, dark brown, wavy hair over my shoulders. The cool water splashed around my feet as I moved into it, creating a playful dance of droplets in the air.

“Like what?” Jared asked, his dark eyes travelling from my feet to my face, a playful expression on his face. 

The glow of the sun caught in his dark brown eyes, making them sparkle with warmth and mischief. His gaze held a familiarity, as every look between us carried a shared secret, an unspoken understanding.

“Like you’ve never seen me in a bikini before,” I teased. 

The sun glinted off the water and scattered light around like diamonds, making the whole lake glimmer like polished glass. I smiled at him over my shoulder as he reached out to grab me and pull me against his chest. 

“I’ve never seen you in this red flimsy one you call a bikini,” He answered, grinning slyly, sliding his hand down the front of my bottoms to bring himself closer to me. 

Jared’s fingers delved into the hot, wet space between my legs.  My body curled in on itself, pushing into his touch as the pleasure pulsed through me. My moans grew until I let out a sigh of ecstasy. 

“I don’t think I’ll ever get over seeing you in a bikini or even naked. It does seem as if it’s the first time every time for me,” he whispered; his lips crushed mine, and his tongue forced its way into my mouth, gently teasing my tongue with his, and I let out another moan of pleasure as he rubbed my clit. His fingers swirled around it in tight circles.

As we were kissing, someone let out a whistle, and I glanced over to see that it was Ellen, my best friend, grinning at us. 

She wore tiny light blue denim shorts and a dark green tank top that accentuated her sun-kissed skin. Her long, straight blond hair hung down to her waist, catching the fading light in a golden cascade.

She was one of the prettiest girls I knew, though Sierra was a close contender. Ellen’s radiant smile and carefree demeanour added to her allure. Her body was slim and gorgeous, with legs that went on for miles, reminding me of one of those beautiful girls you’d see featured on women’s magazine covers.

Despite the interruption, Ellen’s playful whistle and cheeky grin only added to the easygoing atmosphere of the moment.

“Sorry to break up your fun, but your step-mom said it’s time you get ready, Amber. They want all the bridesmaids.”

“But it’s still four hours!” Jared protested.

“For women, that means one hour,” Ellen told him, and Jared rolled his eyes. I did as well and refrained from saying, “Not all women.”

“Whatever,” he said, leaning in and kissing me again. “I’ll see you later, beautiful. Happy birthday, my love. We’ll finish what we got started later.”

I grabbed my long white fluffy towel and wrapped it around myself before joining Ellen, who looped her arm in mine.

“How does it feel to be legal at last?” She asked, and I shrugged because it didn’t feel like anything.

“No different from yesterday, but maybe tonight at the party, it will feel different. Mom and Dad said they won’t bother me, and neither will anyone else. Justin and Sierra are letting me invite as many people as I want, and they don’t mind if I have my own little party later,” I responded as we headed to the door to take us into the hallway.

Ellen raised her eyebrows and gazed at me, narrowing her green eyes for a long moment before responding, her expression carrying a hint of sternness.

“Well, they shouldn’t. I know it couldn’t be helped, but it’s your birthday! They could have picked any other day! We should be celebrating it, too! And Mom and Dad said as long as I don’t go overboard, I can drink, too. They know in a few months, I’ll be legal, too, so they don’t see the point in restricting me tonight. But I can’t be falling down drunk; I can’t make a fool of myself or them. I’ll be grounded until I’m done Foothills, otherwise. I wanted to tell them that they can’t ground me once I turn eighteen, but I didn’t feel like having that argument with them. They’d have changed their mind about tonight.”

But Ellen didn’t like drinking to that point anyway, so I didn’t see what the big deal was. She wanted to be sure she remembered everything she did when she drank, and she always feared she’d do something stupid while blackout drunk.

“My parents already told me that while it’s fine we drink, we’d better not go overboard because they’re still responsible. My brothers Mack, Billy, and Kellen already promised to keep an eye on things and have told me they will tell my parents everything we do if we get out of line. I doubt they will let you,” I informed her.

We headed to my room, where we found Carly, Hilda, Isabella, my sisters, and Brianne, Ben’s sister, plus Ellen’s little sister, Sally, waiting for us, with some older women ready to help us with our hair and makeup. 

While I loved makeup, I didn’t often wear it because I always felt I put it on wrong, and I didn’t want to always ask Ellen or the Andrews sisters for help.

There were makeup spells, but they always wore off only hours after I applied them. So, I couldn’t help but marvel at my transformation when the lady assigned to me was finished.

While I no longer felt ugly, I still didn’t think I could live up to Ellen’s or Sierra’s beauty, but I couldn’t help but stare stunned at the lovely young woman in the mirror. 

She looked like me but didn’t. The makeup artist had worked wonders, enhancing my features in a way that felt both familiar and otherworldly. My reflection held an air of confidence that I hadn’t recognized in myself before.

“Wow, you made me look stunning. Thank you,” I said to the lady who made it happen. She smiled warmly, her hands deftly playing around with the dark curls she’d styled into a loose bun.

“You were already stunning, dear. I just enhanced your prettiest features. You have such pretty, gorgeous, round brown eyes that are easy to work with. But thank you,” she replied graciously, continuing to perfect the cascade of dark curls she’d left hanging loosely around my face.

The room was filled with an atmosphere of transformation. Everyone around me looked good, though I thought Ellen was the prettiest out of all of us. It made me wonder how Sierra would look. The anticipation of seeing her dolled up for the occasion lingered in the air.

Sally, the adorable five-year-old flower girl, twirled in her frilly yellow dress, showing it off to us. Her excitement radiated, and she was a miniature version of Ellen, showcasing the family resemblance with undeniable charm.

They’d made us all put our dresses on before they put our hair up and applied our makeup. Ellen stood in front of the mirror, staring down at the dark yellow knee-length dress, putting glamour charms on it, something she most certainly didn’t need.

“Yes, but it’s the full moon, and I want to get Sam’s attention,” she responded, not looking up when I pointed this out.

“But you don’t need to,” I said, still not understanding her sometimes, though we’d been best friends for years.

Charlene liked to joke that Sam already had an engagement ring picked out, though he wouldn’t confirm or deny this. The point was, he’d been in love with her since they met, so she didn’t need to do anything. 

Even after becoming moon mates and both choosing each other, they still weren’t together officially. Ellen was adamant she wasn’t ready to date, which was fair enough, but she enjoyed making Sam jealous by going for more than one guy and dangling him under Sam’s nose. 

However, she’d get jealous if he focused on other girls. She’d done the same to Mason years ago when he was interested in her.

So I didn’t understand why she felt the need to try to get his attention later. I didn’t say anything, though. More important things were happening that night.
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I didn’t get to see Jared until much later when I walked down the aisle with Mason by my side. When our eyes met as I walked toward the front, his lit up.

Sierra and Justin had chosen to have the wedding in our spacious backyard, which had a man-made pond we used for swimming, rolling hills, and gorgeous flower gardens with an assortment of colours and types of flowers. 

The late summer night was aglow with the soft illumination of fairy lights draped across the venue. The tranquil waters of the pond reflected the surrounding beauty, adding a touch of magic to the atmosphere.

It wasn’t hard to imagine myself as the bride walking to Jared, with Dad by my side instead of Mason. The air was filled with a mix of excitement and serenity as I made my way down the aisle, the floral fragrance lingering in the breeze. The anticipation of the moment hung in the air, a tangible energy that seemed to echo through the sprawling backyard.

That was until I locked eyes with Ben afterwards, and visions of walking to him flooded my mind instead. 

A fleeting moment of confusion clouded my thoughts, and I swore silently, willing myself to snap out of it. The vividness of the scene played out in my mind, but I shook off the intrusive images, focusing on the reality of the ceremony unfolding around me.

Not for the first time, I wanted to yell at the moon, which hung bright and huge under the dark August sky. 

Sometimes, it was easy to deal with, but the older we got, the worse it felt sometimes. The celestial body hung like a silent observer, casting its glow over the pivotal moments of the evening, creating an ethereal ambience as the night embraced the enchantment of the occasion.

All the adults had told us it would get easier, but I was finding the opposite, and I imagined it would be potent that night because of how much significance we were giving it that day because of the wedding.

People also always gave the eighteenth year significance. Everyone would likely be affected.

I was relieved when Mason and I arrived at the front, where I could try and collect myself. My eyes returned to Jared and remained there until Sierra arrived, holding her biological father’s arm as the music began.

The fae had a lot of similarities when it came to their weddings compared to the Mortal Realm. The only difference I could see (though I’d only seen weddings on TV) was the spells cast on Sierra and Justin after they kissed, having been pronounced man and wife. 

Beautiful small gold sparks swirled around them as they kissed before connecting into golden lines entwined around them like a ribbon.

When they broke apart, glitter burst into the air around them out of nowhere from spells Timmy set off, which rained down on everyone, and colourful fireworks burst overhead as he quickly moved around, drawing symbols in the ground.

Up and down the aisle, jets of colourful flames shot up as well from the middle. Timmy continued to impress me with all he could do. 

The atmosphere was charged with enchantment, and even though the night seemed to hold a certain weight, the magical display added a touch of wonder, transforming the backyard into a realm of dreams and celebration.

Ellen was glaring over at him, and I wondered when she would get past her jealousy of his powers. She was powerful, but for some reason, she got upset with both Timmy and Jerry because they were powerful, too. Would she be that way with her other three siblings, too?

Clapping, I gazed around at the audience and noticed Jessica and Jared locking eyes. The moon had drawn the two of them together, and usually, he didn’t stare that way at other girls when it did. The two couldn’t seem to break eye contact. I’d have to keep him distracted that night since I knew it would be stronger than usual.

However, I wasn’t able to get to him right away. Everyone in the wedding party had to take pictures together, which took a long time.

When I found him, it was darker out, and people were standing in groups, drinking, while waiting for the reception to begin. He was off to the side with Hank and Stan debating on whether they were going to try hard liquor that night.

I headed over to him and hugged him, feeling relieved when he hugged me back. Usually, I didn’t get insecure during full moons, but as the night wore on, the more potent the moon felt. I worried he’d be affected enough to want to be around Jess that night.

She wasn’t even invited initially, but Michael had brought her as his plus one. They weren’t dating, as Michael refused to date since Anne cheated, but they hung out quite a bit. I was hoping he’d keep her distracted that night.

“You okay?” Jared asked me, and I nodded, pulling away.

“If not, it’s your party tonight. You can cry if you want to,” Stan joked, and Hank punched him lightly in the shoulder, telling him his joke was dumb.

“What time does the real party start?” Hank asked me, and I shrugged.

“My parents want me to stick around for a bit after the dinner, but Justin and Sierra said after they cut the cake, we can go,” I answered. “I figure we should stick around. It’s nice they’re letting us go off and do our own thing.”

Ben appeared by Hanks’ side and draped an arm around his shoulder, his piercing gaze met mine

“Seriously? They are having their wedding on your eighteenth birthday! They should be letting you. There is no reason why they couldn’t have postponed until October, which worked better for everyone, even Sierra! Hornora was ready to give her the time off she needed! Even Justin said it would have worked better for him, but she had to have it today! No one is going to take her seriously, even if she’s married, until she proves she can be a good teacher. I know that sucks for her, but it’s the reality, no matter the realm. She’d face the same skepticism in the Mortal Realm, even if people were less harsh.”

As Ben’s gaze locked onto mine, his words resonated deeply, quickening my heart. In that instant, a rush of vivid fantasies swept over me, envisioning us in an embrace beneath the moonlight’s enchanting glow.

Ben’s recent transformation had made him undeniably attractive, his once-boyish charm now replaced by a magnetic allure. Memories of his past handsomeness contrasted sharply with his new air of maturity—a chiselled jawline and a hint of stubble on his cheeks exuded rugged masculinity.

This change intensified the tension between us, igniting curiosity about his potential prowess as a lover.

Conflicting emotions stirred within me—yearning mixed with apprehension. Yet, Ben’s transformation wasn’t merely physical; it radiated a deeper allure that captivated me. 

His evolved demeanour and captivating eyes spoke of a man who had left an indelible mark on my heart, fuelling a desire to explore our profound connection further.

I tore my eyes away, instantly feeling guilty as I remembered Jared, and muttered, “They asked permission.”

“As they should,” Ben responded with a hint of disapproval colouring his tone. “Am I the only one who thinks it’s ignorant for them to choose today?”

He wasn’t. All of my friends had commented on it, Mason being the most vocal, even Ernie, who was Justin’s best man, had made a comment about it, but I truly didn’t mind. If I’d told them I had problems with it, they likely would have moved it to sometime in October instead.

Thankfully, though, we could hear Carly calling out to everyone that dinner was about to begin, so that conversation immediately ended, which I was grateful for.

I took Jared’s hand and pulled him toward the tent they’d set up for the reception, planning to sit as far away from Ben as possible. I just wanted it all over so we could be alone together, and I wouldn’t have to think about how strong the moon was that night.
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Thankfully, the dinner portion and speeches didn’t take as long as I had worried they would. Ellen had told me the day before that it often took hours to get through the speeches and everything, but either it was from the wine I was drinking, or time went by fast because the next thing I knew, Justin and Sierra were having their first dance, and we could all eventually join them.

Soon enough, Justin had the mic and called for my attention.

“I’d like to thank everyone who was able to turn up at the last minute, despite us changing the date many times, but most of all, I want to thank my little sister, Amber, for allowing us to have it today. Not only is today a special day for Sierra and me, but it’s also a special day for Amber, who is eighteen today! This reception is dedicated to her! So join me in wishing her a happy birthday!”

My face warmed as the band they hired played: “Happy Birthday!” and everyone sang. I didn’t like having attention on me, though it was often unavoidable because I was a portal opener destined to connect all eight realms together, something Ben and I were close to doing, but our teachers had given us a break from doing the previous year after our hellish time during JS Year Four.

We hadn’t heard from the immortals since they’d burnt down the orphanage, killing seven hundred children, attacked the palace, and burnt half of it down, and then our school and cafeteria. 

They’d all fled, lying low it seemed, but we’d heard word through our allies they were planning something big.

Ben and I wanted to get the rest of the portals open during our SS Year Two. Mack was convinced he’d heard they were all hiding in the Light Magic Wielder Realm somewhere.

The cheers of “Happy Birthday!” echoed in my ears as the party continued. 

I smiled and thanked everyone for the well-wishes, but my mind couldn’t shake the weight of the responsibilities that were on the horizon. The celebration felt like a temporary reprieve from the looming threat of the immortals.

The vivid memories of the destruction they had caused lingered, and the mere mention of opening portals brought a mix of anticipation and anxiety. We were close to fulfilling our destiny, yet the emerging danger cast a shadow over our progress.

As the night wore on, I couldn’t escape the undercurrent of unease that accompanied the festivities. Mr. Yooper planned to take us outside the school somewhere to open the remaining portals for the fae in undisclosed locations so we wouldn’t have to be worried about getting sucked through again.

Carly had taken down Mrs. Carling’s spells, but who knew if another was back up. She wasn’t the only wand wielder, and more people at Foothills were discovering it was their secondary power. They could be working with the immortals and could put it back up at any time.

For now, I enjoyed not having to worry about the portals. People had left us alone the previous year, and I wanted it to remain that way. After my near-death, something everyone in every realm knew about, I’d been worried random people would be bothering me even more, but they’d all backed off for the most part after that.

People were much more protective, but we didn’t have to worry about finding reporters camping outside our homes anymore, which initially happened after that night’s events. At first, Ben and I had to change our numbers more than once, but no one had contacted us randomly on our faecomms since the beginning of the previous school year.

Sierra and Justin had worried they’d all be back that night, so there were guards outside watching, but there was nothing to report so far. I just hoped it would stay that way.

As embarrassing as the attention was, this was my night, too, and I wanted to indulge like many people my age, celebrating the fact that I was officially an adult. I could sip on the orange juice and vodka cocktail in my hand without worrying about getting grounded.

Dad had surprised me by presenting me with my first glass of wine that night.

“Just don’t go overboard, please. You’re eighteen now, but it’s no reason to go wild,” he had told me earnestly. “My parents did the same for me, which is why I allow it with my kids. Your siblings all behaved, and I hope you will, too. Your brothers have promised to keep an eye on things and intervene if necessary. Remember, we’re still responsible for anyone who drinks, so don’t forget that.”

So far, I’d never experienced blackout drunk, though I knew Jared, Ben, and all the other guys besides Michael had been there. I’d yet to succumb to vomiting from excessive drinking, and I planned to keep it that way, especially considering the moon was already amplifying my buzz.

“Ready to have our own party in the beach room?” Ellen asked, slipping her arm into mine as the song transitioned to a slow one. “Sierra told me we could go. They’ll swing by and see us before they head off.”

I nodded, hoping to squeeze in a little alone time with Jared. Maybe the moon’s pull on Ben wouldn’t be as powerful in the beach room. I followed Ellen’s lead and went back to the home, telling everyone that we were splitting off to spend some time doing our own thing.

“The boys are already up there. They were smoking a joint the last time I saw them,” Ellen told me, leading me inside. “Everyone has been sneaking off. We’ve just been waiting for the cue from Justin.”

“They’re not doing some kind of surprise party, are they?” I asked her, hoping that they weren’t.

I’d planned the party with them, but who knew what they’d done behind my back. The last thing I wanted was for people to hide, only to jump out and surprise me. We’d done that for Mason a week ago for his eighteenth.

“No. I promise. I knew you wouldn’t like that. No, there are just so many adults out here, it’s hot out, and we want to swim, and—well, Sierra and Justin had their moment, but it’s time to celebrate you now.”

Many people who hadn’t been at the wedding had joined the reception, and our entire downstairs was full of people, particularly people from school who Sierra and Justin knew. 

They called out to me, wishing me a happy birthday, and many blocked us from moving around. Getting fed up, I teleported Ellen and me into the beach room, where I saw people in our grade and the grade below us, including the royal triplets.

As we entered, the familiar sound of waves crashing against the shore greeted us. Laughter and the clinking of glasses resonated, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief in the beach room’s tranquil environment. This was the perfect place to unwind and, hopefully, escape the magnetic pull of the moon for a while.

“Why are Timmy and his friends here?” Ellen demanded when she spotted her brother standing knee-deep in the water with his moon mate, June, and a few people his age.

“They promised not to drink,” I assured her, thinking back to the conversation I’d had with Ellen’s brother earlier.

Timmy had begged me to let him and his friends come too, and while there were spells to prevent people under eighteen from drinking, I’d made him swear he wouldn’t anyway. There were so many minors here, if they found a way to bypass the spells, no one would know who drank.

Worrying, they would try once I was distracted, I’d lied and said I’d cast a spell on them all shortly after the reception started, and if they betrayed my trust, they would all smell like strong body odour for days.

Most people didn’t like to smell, but at fifteen, I knew they were all feeling awkward and insecure about their bodies as it was, so I imagined that threat would be enough to keep them from wanting to do anything stupid, especially on a full moon when everyone want to hook up.

Ellen muttered under her breath, something I didn’t hear. She was drowned out as people noticed me and shouted out birthday wishes while others sang off-tune.

Jared hurried to my side, asking Ellen if we could be alone. Shrugging, she let my arm go and walked off.

Jared took hold of my hand and pulled me over to an area on the beach where no one else was.

Most people were congregated in an area my oldest brothers had set up to serve drinks.

All three were already there, handing out drinks and watching over the people I’d invited. Mack shouted at two boys to get out of the water if they were going to fight with their elements.

“I know it’s too early to tell, but I think Jess is my moon mate,” Jared told me in a hushed voice, pulling me close as he gazed into my eyes. “I could be wrong, but I’ve never had such a strong pull to someone during a full moon. It’s intense as fuck.”

I nodded and told him I’d seen the two of them gazing at each other during the wedding.

“It’s probably just the magic in the air because of the wedding and your birthday, but it means nothing, okay?” He told me and kissed me hard, pulling me even closer. “Even if it turns out she is, it means nothing,” he said, pulling away a little to look me in the eyes again. “I just thought you should know. I can’t believe how strong it is, though.”

“It’s okay. I can take your mind off it, just as you always can for me. We’ll finish what Ellen interrupted earlier,” I responded and kissed him back.

If I had to be honest, I’d suspected this from the moment I saw them looking at each other. 

Since our JS Year One, he hadn’t looked at any other girl but me, even on a full moon, so it made me uneasy. I just hoped it would pass for him, and he’d forget about it by the next day.

It was hard enough with one of us meeting our moon mates, but it would be harder if we both did, and I didn’t want to lose him. I’d been with him since I was thirteen. I couldn’t imagine being with anyone but him.
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Though everyone was having fun that night, I didn’t want to be there, but had no choice because it was one of my best friends’ birthdays. It was also a wedding, but I imagined if I wanted to, I could have slipped out of the reception early if it wasn’t Amber’s birthday. I highly doubted Sierra and Justin would care.

Thankfully, everyone seemed to be having so much into their own activities, they weren’t paying much attention to me. They were all splashing around the water, hanging out on the beach, and drinking. It truly did feel like a beach party, even if it was in a portal room. Some people had fires going in pits they sat around.

It was easy for me to slip over to an area to sit alone and read through one of the many letters I’d received from my parents under the moonlight, something I hadn’t told Ben or the others about.

They’d been writing to me since the start of the summer, asking me to go home so we could talk. I’d tested it to ensure no magic was used and couldn’t detect any, but part of me worried it was a trap.

My parents had been very vocal since I was a young boy that they didn’t want me. They’d begged the Hoofers to officially adopt me so they wouldn’t have to worry about me anymore, but I’d left them a letterbox anyway on the small chance they’d want to interact.

Mom had in the beginning when I’d first started at Foothills, but she’d stopped after my first Christmas, and I’d never gotten a letter from home again.

Part of me knew I should tell my friends in case it was a trap, but the other part wanted it to be true that they wanted to be in my life again. I worried people would question why I’d want to talk to my parents after the way they’d treated me, but I couldn’t explain it myself.

The letters didn’t say it outright, but lately, they’d been asking about my life and if I was ever in the Mortal Realm. Mom’s last letter told me she had things set aside for me.

It was all so vague, though, that someone could have been coaching them to write them or threatening them to contact me. It was possible my parents were fae because of my telekinetic powers, but if they had magic, I had no idea and they wouldn’t either, so the letters could have been written out of fear for their lives.

All I wanted to do was go home and talk to them. The worst they could do was slam the door in my face. Any rejection they gave me now couldn’t be worse than what they’d put me through in the past.

The problem was getting away on my own to do it. At camp, I was now a counsellor, and I’d believed it would give me freedom to come and go, but it was the opposite. After what had happened to the school and orphanage, things were locked down even more at the camp, and not even counsellors could leave without notifying anyone, and they couldn’t leave alone.

Jared and Mason were counsellors with me, and it would be them who would go with me, but I wasn’t ready to confide in them. I didn’t want to sneak off, only to cause them panic.

However, I was the least of anyone’s concerns that night.

Still worried about becoming an alcoholic like my parents, I drank carefully. I’d only had a couple that night and didn’t plan to have too many more. The moon was strong enough that we didn’t need alcohol.

Making up my mind to sneak out to the Mortal Realm, I stuffed the letters into my pocket and turned to leave but was startled to see Ellen grinning at me. 

Thinking of an excuse so she’d leave me be, I smiled back at her and said, “Oh hey, I was going to go look for—” 

Before I could make someone up, she kissed me, interrupting me in mid-sentence.

Was I dreaming? How many times had I fantasized about this very moment? She pulled away from me, grabbed my hand, and pulled me to the exit in the portal room. I was too stunned to speak, so I allowed her to lead me out of the room while I wondered what the hell was happening. I waited until she’d taken us into one of the spare rooms before speaking.

“Why—”

“So no one will ask questions,” she replied before pressing her lips against mine once more.

“But why is this happening exactly?” I asked her, but she kissed me again in response.

Not wanting to ruin it, I kissed her back, figuring the time to ask questions wasn’t now. I didn’t know how far she would want to go, but I would let her take the lead.

Since the age of thirteen, I’d wanted this with her. She pressed against me, her hand sliding inside the waistband of my swimming trunks, and with one firm grip, she squeezed my cock, feeling its every contour and purposeful twitch. 

I trembled with anticipation as she explored my body with an intimate touch. I felt her grip tighten, and the shock waves emanating from her touch rippled through me. 

I decided at that moment that I wasn’t going to let my younger self down by pushing her away. I didn’t know why I was lucky that night, but thoughts of finding my parents were pushed away at that moment.
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In my opinion, it would be hard to forget that night for the rest of my life. 

Ellen had dragged me from the party to fuck, and as I watched her put her lime green bikini back on afterwards, my mind raced with questions.

“Are you going to explain what just happened?” I asked her, watching closely as she pulled her top carefully over her perfect, round tits. 

She winked at me, making my heart race faster and harder. Her skin shimmered with a dewy glow in the warm light, every inch of her radiating pure beauty and confidence. Sweat glistened on her collarbones, allowing me an almost imperceptible glimpse of the movement in her muscles as she dressed.

She smiled at me. “I’ve always been curious about you,” she answered. “And I’ve known since the day we met you wanted me. It’s the full moon. Anything goes.”

Well, I wouldn’t go that far, but most people did give in to the moon’s pull. It hadn’t drawn us to each other, though. She’d met her moon mate, and while they weren’t together, I knew Sam and Ellen went off alone most full moons, so again, why was she acting this way with me? 

She sat down on my lap, placed my hands on her waist and kissed me. She tasted like strawberry daiquiris.

“But Sam—”

“Sam was making out with Anne, so if they want to play that game, maybe we should too,” she responded.

I laughed, understanding now. Though because of Anne, I’d never have a girlfriend again unless it was my moon mate, I didn’t exactly resent my ex anymore. I struggled to hold grudges for a long time (unlike Ben) and had forgiven her. We’d dated each other out of lust, but we hadn’t loved each other. 

We’d been so off and on, and she’d paid for the consequences of cheating when her moon mate, Howard, had rejected her the year before. He didn’t want a cheater. So far, she had no prospects, though I was sure that would change once she was out of Foothills and no one knew her past.

“Well, if you ever want to fuck out of spite again, I am game, but I thought you didn’t believe in one-night stands after that Ethan guy,” I said.

Ellen threw her hair over her shoulder and glared at me.

“Do we have to talk about serious stuff right now?” She demanded. “I knew out of all the guys, you wouldn’t ask questions. It’s awkward with Stan and Hank, and Ben rejected me of all people the last time I asked him, but I knew you wouldn’t.”

Ellen had been a good friend of mine for years, but she didn’t seem like herself that night, and not in the way she was a couple of years ago. She was showing a different side of herself, though. And when had she tried to sleep with Ben?

She let out a loud sigh when I asked and stood up.

“I just wanted to forget seeing Sam kissing her! Why do you have to ask questions?”

“Well, what would you do if you were me?” I demanded. “You’ve never done this, especially with me. You have never looked at me like that until tonight! Wouldn’t you want an explanation if you were me? What if Hank suddenly wanted to fuck you?”

She used to have the biggest crush on him, but he’d ignored it, never showing interest back. So I felt he was a fair example in this situation.

Ellen didn’t answer at first. She just walked over to one of the dressers. She pulled open one of the drawers and pulled out a large black hoodie that looked similar to one I’d seen Brody, Amber’s stepbrother, once wear.

“Is this Brody’s room?” I asked her.

“Not anymore. His stuff is still here, but he mainly lives with Patricia and Mack,” Ellen answered as she slipped the sweater on. 

“Sam’s been rejecting me lately. He says he is just tired of fooling around when we both know what we want. During the last full moon, he rejected me again, so I went for Mason, but he didn’t want me, so I went for Ben, and he rejected me, too, because of Amber. Also, he claims he just sees me as a sister, but I don’t believe him. Not when it comes to me! All the guys want me unless they’re gay, so that’s understandable with them, obviously, but not guys like Ben, Hank, or Mason, who are horn dogs. If Jared were single, he’d want me, too. I’ve often wondered if he wishes he could be with me instead of her, but he’s stuck with her because he committed too young to her. However, everyone is rejecting me lately for some reason, but you won’t.”

Jared was one of my best buddies; we’d known each other for so long. If he didn’t want to be with Amber, he wouldn’t be. He lived in fear that she would choose Ben over him. 

He never brought up Ellen’s beauty around us or any other girls. I knew he noticed other girls, but he did his best to pretend not to. 

Ever since our JS Year One, when he and Amber decided to make their relationship official, he’d been doing everything he could to prove he wanted her because she’d been insecure about their relationship at first.

Jared’s commitment to Amber spoke volumes about his character. His actions were a silent testimony to the depth of his affection and the lengths he was willing to go to reassure Amber of his love. Even as he navigated the complexities of their relationship.

“Ellen, you sound so egotistical—”

She sighed and cut across from me, “I just don’t want a relationship with him yet. I’m not going to be like Sierra and Justin and marry as soon as I’m done school. I don’t want a relationship yet! I don’t get why he wants a commitment already.”

Clearly, I wasn’t going to get the answers I wanted, but she was confusing me. She sounded almost like girls like Lydia, who thought all guys wanted her, and Ellen always judged that type of arrogance. Why was she acting like this? Sometimes, she could have a major ego, but she was over the top at the moment, which annoyed me. Was it the alcohol or the full moon, maybe?

The air in the room felt charged with tension, and the confusion lingered as Ellen’s words hung in the space between us. 

The subtle shift in her demeanour left me questioning whether the alcohol had loosened her tongue  and I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to Ellen’s words than met the eye.

“Come on, let’s go for a walk outside,” I told her and stood up. “I’ll never reject you, but Ellen, you shouldn’t be doing this because you got rejected—”

“Don’t lecture me, Michael. I am going to be eighteen in November! I can do whatever the hell I want with whoever I want. If I want to fuck a bunch of guys, I will if Sam is going to be that way! I don’t want to hear about what I should or shouldn’t be doing!” She snapped. “But fine, I need some air anyway.”

I told her she was confusing, but she didn’t respond. She took hold of my hand, and we headed back downstairs, which was mainly full of older adults drinking.

I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact that I’d just had sex with Ellen Perenge. She was one of the hottest girls in our school, and she’d chosen me that night. And how had people like Ben or Mason rejected her? How had Sam? I didn’t understand how Ben saw her as a sister, either. 

Quite frankly, Ellen’s ego aside,  I thought he was insane. So was Hank, for that matter, who still didn’t think she was special. He’d rejected her when we were thirteen, and I’d thought he’d been an idiot back then, too. Those thoughts had intensified the older we got because she’d grown into such a gorgeous young woman.

We didn’t say anything at first as we headed outside. We went to the pond, where many people were swimming, including Justin, Sierra, Carly, and Ernie. We headed to a dying-out fire that people had abandoned. I lit the pit back up with my fire magic before we sat, feeling disappointed when she didn’t sit on my lap again.

“Sam and Ethan aren’t the only ones I slept with,” she said, gazing into the flickering flames I’d turned into a miniature dragon, which for some reason chased its tail.

“But I thought you didn’t want to do that,” I said. “And you know the alert spells probably went off. You’re still seventeen.”

“Look around you, Michael. There are so many people here they won’t detect who it was. And besides Sam, the first time was last March Break with Denver, and last summer I slept with S—” she paused, not taking her eyes off my dragon.

Why Denver, of all people? Out of anyone she could have been with, I believed he was the worst out of anyone. What was it about him and girls? 

I knew he was a siren, but still. He was an asshole. People judged Ben for cheating on his girlfriend back in JS Year Four, and while it wasn’t okay, it had just been a kiss. Denver slept with every available girl who threw themselves at him, whether he had a girlfriend or not. 

There were also people slut shaming Anne for what she did to me, but no one judged Denver. Ellen hated him, and it was stranger for her to choose him than it was for her to choose me.

“Who?” I prompted.

“Scott,” she responded.

I glanced at her with surprise. Not only because Scott was too old for her but also because he was with Carly. What was he thinking? 

I was judging him more than I was judging her. She was gorgeous, but she was seventeen, and he just turned twenty-seven. I stared at her before asking her what she was thinking about going for someone so much older. I’d be asking him the same thing later.

“He cheated on Carly?”

“No,” Ellen answered. “They were broken up at the time. And I told him I already turned eighteen. He doesn’t know my birthday isn’t until November.”

“But that’s still… men his age shouldn’t—”

Denver suddenly plopped down with us. Before I could tell him to get lost, he pulled out a joint, put it in his mouth, and lit it. He inhaled before passing it to Ellen, who didn’t protest.

I needed to find Scott; I needed to understand. For the moment, though, I wasn’t leaving her with Denver alone. She was vulnerable, and it was the full moon. She didn’t need to sleep with anyone else that night, least of all him.

We passed the joint around, talking in low voices about joining the party again before the adults saw us when I heard a female voice whisper my name from beyond the hedge of bushes near us.

A familiar smell of burning flesh, one I’d hoped I would never smell again, met my nose, and two people who were covered in flames fell out of the bushes in front of us, catching the bushes themselves on fire.

Ellen let out a high-pitched scream while I cried out in horror as I tried to put out the flames. I recognized them even if they were on fire. I suspected they were already dead, which was a small thing to be thankful for, but it was the only silver lining.

There, lying on the ground in front of me, were my parents.
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Ellen’s screams drew everyone’s attention. All I could do was stare down in shock at my parents, trying to ignore the heart-wrenching pain I was in. If only I had gone to their place, maybe I could have stopped it. I should have gone the first time I’d gotten a letter.

If I’d told my friends, maybe things would have been different. I didn’t even respond when Ben’s parents came over to pull us away. I shook my head as Mrs. Hoofer grabbed my hand to pull me back.

I couldn’t be here at the moment. I knew where I needed to go, so pushing her away, I used my air to propel myself up, and I burst into my dragon form, ignoring those shouting for me to come back. 

My destination was the portal that would take me to the Mortal Realm. If anyone was there waiting for me, they’d regret it.

There was more than one known portal into the Mortal Realm, but I took off for Ben’s, where I knew no one would be, and headed for the portal that would take me to Ellen’s place.

Once I was in her backyard, I couldn’t risk turning into my dragon form unless I was in the middle of nowhere, so I had to go on foot.

I didn’t make it very far before Ben, Mason, and Denver found me. I was just headed to a remote area in Ellen’s town when all three appeared in front of me.

“How the hell did you find me so fast?” I muttered, walking off before they could respond.

“It wasn’t hard to put two and two together,” Mason responded, hurrying to join me on my left, falling into step beside me.

“Ellen found one of your hairs on her bikini, so we used it for the spell to find you,” Ben added, catching up as well.

“I’m not going back until I see the house, and if anyone is waiting for me, I’ll fight them, so just go away,” I told them, wishing I could transform, but I could hear voices in the distance. 

Most mortals weren’t magical and didn’t think dragons were real. Someone would likely erase their memories or something. I was sure there were protocols for stuff like that, but I didn’t want to draw any attention to myself.

“Then we will come with you,” Mason said. “Probably not wise to become a dragon here, and we can teleport you there anyway. We’ll be back up, but Michael, you shouldn’t go alone if it’s a trap.”

They were probably right that it was a trap,  and now I wondered how legit the letters were. All along, they were probably hoping I’d go home, but why had they chosen to kill my parents? Why at the wedding? It meant there was a traitor there, which I was hoping the others back at Amber’s had guessed that. 

Someone would have had to bypass their guards, and someone who had known the wedding was there that night. The date had changed more than once, so it had to be someone we were close to.

Would it be another situation like Ellen’s grandmother? We certainly hadn’t seen that one coming. At times, I would think about it and still feel shocked by the fact she’d been the one behind it all along, but who would have at that party? There were likely hundreds of people there.

Ben knew where my old house was, so he teleported us all there. It didn’t look any different from the last time I’d been there. It was still a run-down one-story home with hardly any shingles on the roof, a dilapidated wooden front porch with weeds growing through it, and much of the white siding had fallen off. 

Perhaps it was a little worse than it had been five years ago, but it still looked as it did the day I’d been here one last time to get my stuff.

“Damn, and I thought my house was rough,” Denver said, taking in the long grass and overgrown gardens.

I chose not to respond with the snappish retort I had in mind. Instead, I headed across the lawn to the front door. I tensed up, waiting for someone to attack us, but no one came. The door was unlocked, but that wasn’t unusual.

We lived in a small town where people rarely locked the doors. Many of my old friends or neighbours slept with their main door open, with just the screen door locked in the summers, so while Denver wondered aloud if we should go in, given the door was unlocked, I didn’t give it too much thought. They’d rarely locked the door when I lived there.

The lights were all turned off, so I walked around, turning them all on while the other three stood guard. I didn’t understand why they had to bring Denver along. He could fight, but I didn’t want him there. Maybe he was the traitor; he’d been there right before whoever had delivered my dead parents.

If there was any danger, though, it wasn’t present yet. Once the lights were on, I could see how bad the inside had gotten in my absence. I used to try to clean up after them since they never cleaned.

The entire living room was full of trash from take-out packages; one wall had rows of stacks of pizza boxes to the ceiling. Various alcohol bottles littered every surface and the floor. There was at least a foot of garbage.

My house only had five rooms—a living room, kitchen, bathroom and two bedrooms. All the rooms but mine were in the same shape. 

My room was the last I went into, and I was surprised to see how clean it was. My dressers and bedside table didn’t even have a layer of dust. I could smell a lemony scent as if someone had just cleaned.

It looked the same as the last day I’d been there when I’d taken some of my stuff and left a letterbox for them. 

Sitting on my tiny desk was the yellow box I’d given them. Beside it was a piece of paper with a half-finished letter to me. My mom had started a letter, asking if I was at camp and if I could slip away to talk to them, but in mid-sentence, it stopped.

“She was going to write to you,” Ben said, coming over to read the letter over my shoulder. “What if they wanted to tell you something?”

“It’s not the first letter,” I admitted, pulling the letters from my pocket.

Mason and Denver hadn’t followed, which I was thankful for. I had a feeling Ben told them to stand guard, so I shut the door before handing them to him.

“I should have told your parents and you guys, but I was trying to process it all. I thought I had time. I thought—” I stopped in mid-sentence and shook my head as the image of my parents flaming bodies entered my head.

“Maybe it’s just been a trap the whole time,” I said instead.

Ben remained silent initially, engrossed in the task of inspecting the letters while simultaneously casting spells. 

Allowing him to focus, I took a moment to survey the familiar surroundings, where remnants of my past lingered. My artistic creations adorned the walls, a collage of magazine cutouts capturing moments frozen in time.

They truly hadn’t changed anything. I’d always wondered if they’d stripped my room clean the way Bernice once had with Amber’s room, but they hadn’t. 

My room stood untouched as if suspended in time, preserving the essence of my previous existence. It felt like I had never left, a snapshot of the past waiting for my return.

Growing up, my collection of toys was relatively modest, and when I moved into Ben’s place, I brought only a handful with me. 

However, most of my toys remained nestled in the familiar corners of this room. Among them, a battalion of miniature green soldiers held their positions on a shelf, frozen in time, as if patiently anticipating my return to resume the adventures I once concocted for them. 

The nostalgia-laden scene stirred memories of countless imaginative play sessions, and the tiny figurines seemed to preserve the essence of those carefree childhood days, ready to spring to life once more at my whim.

Many people in my old school had outgrown their toys by the time I left, but I’d still hung onto them as my imagination had been my only escape. 

Amidst the belongings of my childhood room, I confronted the remnants of a time when playing was more than just a pastime—it was a lifeline. The echoes of my old classmates dismissing my need for such comforts as I grew older were distant, drowned out by the significance these items held for me.

The little green soldiers, standing resolute on the shelf, were not just toys but placeholders for an envisioned war—a war I had meticulously planned during the anticipation of returning from camp at the age of thirteen. 

The sketches and plans for that imaginary battlefield were preserved on the second shelf, and a surge of emotions welled up as I revisited the drawings, each soldier with a carefully chosen name.

Determined to unearth more treasures from the recesses of my past, I delved into the drawers, discovering forgotten artifacts. 

While I had never considered myself an artist, creating comics had served as another form of escapism. Among the illustrations, I stumbled upon a poignant depiction of my desire for a better life, one that hinted at an adventure beyond the confines of my previous existence.

A particular comic, crafted at the tender age of nine, portrayed a yearning to discover a magical portal leading to a realm filled with new and exciting adventures. At that moment, the realization struck me: perhaps, on some subconscious level, I had foreseen the journey that awaited me.

“I don’t think the letters are a trap, Michael,” Ben spoke up, startling me. “I think they were genuinely trying to contact you. I think your parents were fae after all, but they didn’t cast spells. Their magic is just on these letters from handling them, but I’ve done a lot of the spells our teachers taught us, and no magic has been used in this room. Denver and Mason are checking the other rooms.”

Returning to Ben with a newfound sense of nostalgia, I acknowledged the need to revisit and pack everything in this room. The realization struck me with a twinge of surprise—I hadn’t anticipated how much I had missed the simple belongings that constituted my meagre possessions. 

Despite the absence of joyous memories associated with this room, every item within its confines had served as a silent companion, guiding me through the trials and tribulations of my past. It was a tangible testament to the strength and resilience that had carried me through those challenging times.

“Are we sure Denver isn’t a traitor?” I whispered.

“He’s an asshole, but he’s been screened and slipped truth potions over the years,” Ben answered. “But that doesn’t mean someone at Amber’s house isn’t a traitor. They’re looking into it right now. Denver just wanted to help you, Michael.”

I didn’t know what to say, but I felt they should recheck him. I didn’t like how they happened to turn up right after Denver smoked a joint with Ellen and me.

“Did you know Ellen slept with Denver?” I asked Ben, who shrugged.

“I think she’s been trying to make Sam jealous or something. A moon mate’s rejection messes with you. Ever since he rejected her, she’s been different. She tried with me once, but I’ve never seen her like that. I just told her I see her as a sister, but even if I didn’t, I couldn’t because of Amber.”

I shook my head as I listened to him speak.

“You’re insane. She came to me tonight, and I couldn’t resist, and I never will,” I said, trying to figure out how he didn’t see her like that. 

“You know you’re just inflating her ego when you say that? You complain that she has one and that it’s annoying, but then you act like she’s a goddess and say any guy who rejects her is an idiot. You contradict yourself a lot when it comes to her,” Ben said, and I rolled my eyes. 

Compliments did not inflate a person’s ego. 

“Well, you and Hank have always been idiots when it comes to her, though. That’s why I say it. Mason has been lately, too. He claims he hasn’t seen her like that since JS Year Four. She said she and Scott slept together, too,” I added.

Ben’s mouth dropped open now, and his face reddened with anger. The sudden revelation left him visibly taken aback, his expression transforming into a mixture of astonishment. 

“That’s not true,” he finally stated. “Scott wouldn’t— he better not have! I’m having a talk with him tonight! He’s nine years older, and he’s always worried Carly is too young at times, so why would he—? I’m going to kill him!”

He whipped his faecomm out of his pocket, then swore when he realized it wouldn’t work here. 

The fae were slowly getting the mortal’s phones more connected to ours as mortal technology improved more, but our faecomms were still useless most of the time out here. If it did work, the connection dropped, so it wasn’t reliable. 

I pointed out the letterbox to him before heading to my door. I wanted to take a few things with me. There were likely bags in the other rooms I could use. 

Mason and Denver were cleaning the living room, but I told them not to worry about it.

“I think they came in here and snatched your parents,” Mason told me, handing me the empty plastic black garbage bag he was holding. “It wasn’t fae magic used against them, though.”

“I think another siren was here,” Denver said , his voice laced with concern.. “Your parents weren’t sirens, were they?” He asked me, and I shook my head.

It was possible, but they wouldn’t have known if they were unless someone told them, but I could sense what Denver meant. 

There was magic in the air that felt similar to what Denver radiated, but it wasn’t my parent’s magic. Our teachers had taught us how to detect the difference between familial magic and others the year before at Ellen’s request.

“Why?” Mason asked him.

“Because siren magic was used here,” Denver answered. “Powerful siren magic. Chances are, one or more of the immortals are sirens. I think we should go. I think we set off alert spells, guys. Where’s Hoofer?”

Ben appeared in my doorway but didn’t say anything. He was holding the letterbox, still frowning. I wanted to take my stuff, so I hurried back into my room to grab as much as I could. 

I hated the guy, but Denver was probably right. We needed to go, but I didn’t have a lot of stuff. The others joined me, not even asking why. All three helped me fill the bag without a word, though Ben was writing back and forth, likely with Scott, through the letterbox.

Denver was freaking me out with how paranoid he was being. He kept jumping and looking up, his eyes wide as they darted around the room.

“You okay, bud?” Mason asked him.

“I feel really weird, like someone—a siren, maybe, is coming. I have chills going down my back every few seconds. It feels like droplets of cold water or something. I just think we should leave right—” the house shook.

Without hesitating, Ben grabbed my arm and teleported me out of there just as Mason reached for Denver’s arm. Ben took me to Ellen’s backyard. Mason and Denver arrived seconds later.

Several people were waiting. I recognized one man I’d seen at the school when we’d fought there. Fergus was there too, ready to grab Ben, but I turned into my dragon in a split second and blew flames at him, startling him.

“They shouldn’t have magic once here! How the hell did he change?” Fergus demanded after he leapt out of the way, just in time.

I pursued him as he ran around the yard, taking care not to set Ellen’s house on fire accidentally. Below, Denver, Mason, and Ben were fighting about a dozen people. 

I blew flames out at a woman who trapped Ben in a bush. As much as I hated Denver, I had to admit he was an intense fighter. I watched as he took down three people at once. How had they known we’d go there? Had they used tracking spells? Or was it just a good guess?
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The night, initially anticipated as fun, had unravelled into chaos. It seemed like disasters were our destiny, as if happiness and carefree moments weren’t meant for us.

Engaged in battle with Fergus and two others, I held out hope for our backup to arrive. A swift call for help to Scott had been sent, but the lack of details left him unaware of our exact location. To him, we might still be at Michael’s place. Time was of the essence; I couldn’t afford to provide specifics.

Thrown onto my back by a relentless adversary, Denver swiftly intervened, ensnaring the assailant in vines. His ferocity in combat was a revelation, impressing me despite my disdain for him. 

Running through the yard, he skilfully dispatched multiple foes, demonstrating a level of prowess I hadn’t expected. The guy who struggled at fight club now exhibited an unrestrained capability. Had he been holding back all this time?

It appeared he could overpower both Amber and me simultaneously, contenders in the competition for years.

Launching a formidable sheet of ice at an opponent, I watched as it struck with a resounding impact, rendering him incapacitated. The immortals, seemingly limitless, kept joining the fray whenever we subdued one of their comrades.

Fortune favoured us as our reinforcements arrived promptly. Despite Amber and Ellen’s absence, my siblings, along with Amber’s, and several schoolmates formed a formidable alliance. 

Jerry, surprisingly adept despite his youth, conjured phoenix flames of red, yellow, and blue, creating a blazing perimeter around us. 

The flames were strategically aimed at our enemies, incapacitating them without causing harm, a testament to Jerry’s reluctance to inflict fatal injuries. But someday, it seemed inevitable he might have to make that choice.

Engaging a vampire, Ernie exhibited precision and speed, combining water manipulation with a touch of darkness. The resulting spell sliced through the vampire’s arm, the raw energy of dark magic crackling in the air. A gaping gash materialized, a testament to Ernie’s skill.

Focused on Fergus, my prime target, I unleashed flames, propelling the fiery force toward him. An agonizing cry escaped me as a searing pain surged, my right arm bending backward with a sickening crack. The excruciating pain overwhelmed me, and I succumbed to unconsciousness as the world blurred into darkness.








  
  
  Ben

  
  







As I opened my eyes, a surge of alertness propelled me into a sitting position. The familiar surroundings of my bedroom greeted me, but a disturbing sensation in my right shoulder disrupted the sense of normalcy. 

A profound lightness engulfed the area, and a sharp cry escaped me as my gaze met an alarming sight—my arm was gone.

Closing my eyes, I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, a futile attempt to process the surreal situation. 

Upon reopening my eyes, the void persisted. My attempts to move the absent limb proved ineffective, yet strangely, I could sense its phantom presence.

What the hell had happened? My last memory involved a confrontation with Fergus, attempting to attack him before an unidentified immortal intervened, delivering a blow to my shoulder. Was this the consequence of that encounter?

The door to my bedroom creaked open, and Scott entered, his presence a mixture of concern and inquiry.

“What the hell happened to me?” I demanded before he could speak. “My arm—”

“It will be back, but it will take months,” he interrupted, walking over to sit in a chair beside my bed. “We had to amputate it. They hit you with some curse from the Sorcerer’s Realm. It basically killed it.”

“Arms can be grown back?” I asked.

Magic could do a lot, but I’d never heard of it bringing back a lost limb. As far as I knew, if you lost a limb, it was gone forever. 

Granted, I’d never done much research into healing magic, so perhaps it was a topic I’d never been taught. 

However, I remembered hearing of a kid losing their hand during a battle in Fight Club, and he never got it back. He ended up getting a prosthetic in replacement.

“There are potions in the Sorcerer’s Realm. Mack’s allies managed to deliver one for you. It just takes time to work. You’ll see it growing back, though; it should start within the next few days.”

How was that supposed to work? I was getting to the point where I could generate my magic all over my body, but as a portal opener, Amber and I usually had to hold hands and merge our magic as we worked on opening portals. 

Mr. Yooper wanted us to start right away because we’d been given a year off, but from what Scott was saying, it could take months before I had a functioning arm again. I slumped back into my bed. How had a fun night turned into this?

“But what happened, tonight? How are the others? How long ago was the fight? Why tonight?” I asked.

Scott’s response was accompanied by a nonchalant shrug, his demeanour casual as he addressed me.

“Our guess is they chose tonight because of the wedding. You’ve only been out for a few hours. Everyone is still at the Hudsons, trying to piece it all together. We were told you wouldn’t wake for at least ten hours. Otherwise, Mom and Dad would be here. They didn’t want to leave, but I said I’d stay with you in case you woke up. Everyone else is fine. Michael and Denver got burnt, but they’re healing just fine at Amber’s. They attacked us at the same time they attacked you guys at Ellen’s. They burnt her house down, so they’re all staying here or at the Hudsons for now. The immortals quite the arsonists, aren’t they?”

A pang of guilt washed over me upon hearing his words. This might not have happened if it weren’t for us. 

The frustration of repeatedly falling into their traps intensified. Despite our precautions with spies and alert spells, the immortals always found a way to catch us off guard. The consequence now was that Ellen’s family had lost their home due to them.

As my thoughts went to Ellen, I remembered Michael’s revelation and the fact I was furious with Scott for sleeping with a seventeen-year-old. 

One he’d known since she was six-years-old! Doing my best to forget my lost arm and the other events from that night, I focused on my big brother, someone who I wasn’t as close to as Barry or Sebastian but one I’d always respected. He was far too old to be going for someone my age.

My parents had talked to him about Carly when the news came out. She was nineteen, almost twenty, when they got together, and he’d just turned twenty-five, so they’d wanted to make sure both were ready for that kind of relationship, given that they were both at different stages in their lives. 

Carly had been in her last year of school while Scott had a career, and he’d been on his own for years.

Back then, I hadn’t given it much thought, but now that it was Ellen, it didn’t sit well with me. 

At the moment, she was vulnerable because of the events she went through during JS Year Four and the fact she and Sam weren’t getting along because he wanted a relationship when she didn’t. She’d been using guys to make him jealous. I worried Scott had taken advantage of her because of all that.

I’d be talking to her as well, but Scott should have known better.

“Speaking of Ellen, what the hell were you thinking?” I demanded.

“I told you in my letter back already that we never slept together. I’m with Carly, first of all, and we’ve never broken up. Secondly, I wouldn’t go for a girl her age, especially one I’ve known since she was six and babysat many times. Maybe once you’re back on your feet, you can ask her why she’s making up lies like that about me!”

He had said that, but I hadn’t believed him earlier because Ellen wouldn’t make something like that up. 

However, Scott always stared above people’s heads when he lied, but he didn’t break eye contact, so now I wasn’t sure what to think. But why would she lie about Scott of all people?

“Carly was nineteen when you two got together,” I reminded him.

Scott’s mouth dropped open as he stared at me. His eyes widened before narrowing into a glare that bore into mine, a storm of conflicting emotions playing across his features.

“So that means I only go for young girls? Go fuck yourself, Ben. Carly and I were hesitant at first because of the age difference! I initially rejected her more than once, and you can ask her. She’s the youngest I’ve dated. All my other girlfriends were my age, and if you recall, Daksha, my high school sweetheart, was two years older! Thanks, Ben, really!”

He stood up, his face going red. I watched as he paced back and forth, breathing hard. It was the first time I’d ever seen him so agitated, his usual composure shattered by the intensity of the moment.

“But why would she lie about that?” I asked.

“Maybe you should ask her!” He snarled.

He disappeared on the spot before I could respond, but before I could contemplate it, he was back, this time with Ellen, who was shouting at him that he was hurting her arm.

“You should warn someone before you teleport them,” she scolded, glaring up at him.

Scott let her go and folded his arms.

“Tell him the damn truth! What are you doing spreading rumours about me anyway!? I’ve been nothing but nice to you since you stumbled into our backyard when you were six!”

Ellen glanced around the room in confusion before noticing me. She let out a squeal and ran over to hug me.

“Ben! Are you okay? I’m so sorry about your arm! But they said it can grow back. When will it be back? You look lopsided without it.”

I gritted my teeth with annoyance, but I chose to remain silent. Perhaps she didn’t realize how rude her comment was, but I hoped I wouldn’t have to endure more remarks like that from people. 

Coming to terms with the fact that I had lost an arm was challenging. Aside from the pain and the strange phantom sensations, I couldn’t fully accept it. The whole experience felt unreal as if I were caught in a dream, and a part of me wished that the entire night had never happened, and the wedding was yet to take place.

“I’m fine,” I responded, trying hard not to show her how annoyed I felt with her at the moment. “And I’m sorry to hear about your house—” Scott clicked his tongue impatiently, his arms still folded across his chest.

“They were planning to set it on fire anyway. You guys going there was just a bonus,” Ellen responded. “Their plan was for us to come home to a burnt-down house, but then you guys turned up and went to Michael’s. We’re still trying to figure out why tonight, of all nights, after a year of almost nothing. I haven’t even had a vision, not even of ridiculous things. I wish I’d seen something, though.”

“I wish you’d explain to Ben why you lied about you and me!” Scott snapped, his face going even redder. “Do you realize how much trouble you could get me in?”

“Age of consent is sixteen,” Ellen responded.

“That doesn’t matter!” Scott shouted at her, his hands exploding into flames which danced and flickered around his hands like furious serpents. With a searing intensity, he advanced toward Ellen, who, in response, took hesitant steps backward. 

Her eyes widened with fear and apprehension as she instinctively raised her hands in a defensive posture. The room seemed to crackle with tension, the palpable heat from Scott’s flames casting an uneasy glow on the scene. 

Sensing the escalating confrontation, I intervened, clearing my throat to draw attention to my presence, hoping to diffuse the volatile situation.

“Ellen, Michael told me tonight that you said you and Scott slept together. Did you lie?”

“Of course she fucking lied!” Scott shouted.

“Is now really the time? You lost an arm—” Ellen began, but I was getting even more pissed off at her.

“Would you just explain yourself?” I snapped. “I want to hear it from you. Did you, or did you not, lie about sleeping with my brother?”

Ellen gulped nervously. She glanced at Scott, who was still glaring at her, his hands still engulfed in the flames, before glancing at me.

“Michael was interrogating me tonight, and Scott was the first person I thought of. I didn’t know Michael would go running to you about it. No, we did not sleep together. I just didn’t want to admit who it really was. I thought I’d have time to tell Michael it was a lie, but then all that drama happened. Denver is bad enough, but you’d all be furious if you knew who else I was with. I just felt put on the spot, and Scott was the first person I thought of because I’d just talked to him right before I went to Michael, and I was high and drunk. You’re both overreacting, especially Scott. I can’t believe you’d attack me with fire over that!”

I stared at her, totally baffled. Why did she have to tell Michael about anyone? Why not say it was just Denver? Honestly, I couldn’t care less who it was, as long as it wasn’t my brother. Naming Scott specifically felt unnecessary. 

I doubted our enemies were involved in whatever personal drama she had going on, so why drag my brother into it? 

Didn’t she realize the serious consequences for an older person accused of getting involved with someone younger, even if they were past the age of consent? It just seemed like a completely unnecessary mess.

“Get out,” I finally said.

“But Ben, your arm—”

“That’s why I want you to leave. The night has been bad enough, and now you’re making shit up about my brother. I can’t talk to you right now, so get the hell out! Go back to Amber’s. I don’t want to talk to you.”

Ellen gazed at me, her lower lip trembling slightly.

“But Ben—”

“Go!” I shouted.

Scott walked over to her and took her by the arm, and the two of them disappeared. I knew she was having a rough night, too, but I didn’t know when or if I could talk to her again. 

Ending a friendship wasn’t easy, and I didn’t know if I’d go that far, but for the time being, I didn’t think I’d be able to talk to her without losing it. She needed to get her shit together. Maybe someone cast a spell on her again. Maybe she was confused. It was all I could hope for.
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The night’s events kept repeating in my head, and I couldn’t sleep that night. Ben’s parents didn’t want him to have visitors besides Sebastian or Barry for a few days, so I was staying at the Hudsons while he recuperated as best as he could.

I hadn’t even seen what happened. I’d been in the air fighting against three immortals when we heard him shout out. 

Jerry, enraged, had changed into his phoenix form, and tried to set them on fire, but before he could, his house exploded, and we had to duck. The immortals were gone by the time everything cleared, and I could land again.

We all had to rush back to Amber’s anyway because there was a fight there, but the immortals must not have expected so many people to be there. They weren’t even there for fifteen minutes before giving up. Some people were injured, but there was hardly any damage to her place.

Many people had gone to another location to continue the party, not at all disturbed by the night’s events. 

I’d heard, for some reason, the Andrews sisters had left with Denver.

No one told me what they’d done with my parents except they were somewhere safe for now. They’d told us all to go to bed, and we’d discuss everything the next day, but they’d told me I could decide on a funeral if I wanted. I wasn’t sure what I wanted at the moment.

The day had gone from a happy wedding to me sleeping with the girl of my dreams, to hell. My mind kept going back to my parents’ flaming bodies more than anything. It seemed as if they wanted to talk to me, but now I’d never know.

That’s what bothered me almost as much as their deaths. They’d reached out to me, and it didn’t seem coerced. Unless the immortals had set it all up somehow, I’d never know unless we could capture one and interrogate them. 

Why had my parents kept my room so immaculate, though? That had to be a sign, given the shape of the rest of the house. They’d left my room exactly as I’d left it, and someone had clearly cleaned it.

It was just after five in the morning, and I doubted I’d sleep by that point. 

Frustrated, I swung my legs over the side of the bed just as my door creaked open, accompanied by the click of the lights coming on. 

Mason greeted me with a subdued smile as he stepped into the room, Amber and Jerry following suit. The weariness etched on their faces, shadows lingering beneath their eyes, hinted at the lack of sleep they likely endured.

“You okay?” Mason asked me, and I shrugged, not knowing what else to say besides the snarky comment I was thinking of. 

Of course, I wasn’t okay. I knew he meant well and likely didn’t know what else to say, so I let it go.

“What about you two? What about Justin and Sierra?” I asked, sitting on a red couch in the room.

The last I’d heard, they’d been debating about whether or not they should go on their honeymoon. Justin felt they should hold off until October, but Sierra wanted to go now. 

She believed since no one had died besides my parents and Ben had the worst injury, they should go.  I’d told Justin it was fine and figured they should try and enjoy their honeymoon. Just because their reception was ruined, it didn’t mean their honeymoon should be too.

“They finally left an hour ago,” Amber said, coming over to sit with me. “Ben’s apparently awake and fine, though still in shock about his arm. I can’t blame him for that, and it’s good to know it can be grown back. Magic is a wonderful thing, that’s for sure. It could never happen in the Mortal Realm.”

“Apparently not here either. It’s a sorcerer spell,” Mason replied, coming over to sit with us. “But how the hell are you two going to get the portals for that realm and the Light Magic Wielder Realm open? You still need to make all realms connected after that.”

“We can’t do much, so Mack’s allies are going to have to help out more with that. Can’t one of them try it? Ben and I aren’t the only portal openers. There are hidden portals all over the eight realms, so why can’t someone else step up for now? I’ve been saying it for the past year! I know Ian has been trying, but what about the others?” Amber responded, crossing her legs and folding her arms.

“Because they’re struggling,” Mason said. “There’s a whole team trying. They’re harder to open for them than they used to be,  and it was already a struggle. Ian found out they put up portal detection spells in most realms, so they must be careful. Foreign spells can be detected near them, especially fae spells. A lot of their hidden portals are now closed.”

Jerry, who had been quiet up until that moment, spoke up. “I’ve been wondering lately if there are people the opposite of you and Ben. Like portal closers.”

I’d been listening to them but still lost in my thoughts up until that point. If portal openers existed, surely that meant there were people who could close portals.

Amber glanced at him. “Portal openers can open and close them. We can also make it hard to open them. Odds are they have portal openers on their side. How did they get the idea for other realms in the first place? My guess is from portal rooms. They must have immortal portal openers, and whoever it is, is probably closing them.”

We’d known there was a chance they had portal openers too, but I’d never thought hard about it beyond that they’d had one to access the school. 

She was likely correct. Someone on their side was closing them. But she was also right that we had other portal openers. They could step up and try, even if it was harder. They’d managed it before Ben and Amber. Mack’s friend, Ian, could open portals. 

“Why are they just relying on you two now? I never thought about it until now, but up until five years ago, they had to do it themselves,” I said.

It was Mason to answer him. He sat forward as he gazed at me. 

“Ben and Amber can open portals in a matter of minutes. Most known portal openers can take weeks or months. Sometimes, it can even be years. Ask Ben’s dad how long it takes him. Sometimes, it can take him up to a week unless there is a portal there already. We will be learning about them this year. All the ones we are finding would have taken forever to make and to keep open. The reason Ben and Amber are famous for it is because they can open any portal quickly. They also have all the powers to close them permanently, open them permanently, likely locate hidden ones, basically any spell that has to do with portals, they can do it all. There’s a reason why the realms weren’t connected and why we’ve been struggling. Ian, for example, took nearly a month to get his into the sigil one. It’s why getting into the Shapeshifter Realm was hard. Their universal spells aren’t too well known outside their realm, and they don’t know fae spells.”

“Speaking of the Shapeshifter Realm,” Amber said, reaching into the pocket of her jean shorts. “What was this doing in my kitchen trash?”

She pulled out a folded piece of paper that had once been crumpled and was now stained by some unknown blue substance. She tossed it into my lap, and I picked it up and looked at the folded letter.

I slowly opened it without answering, taking in the words inviting me to try out for the dragon school: Wyrm Academy of Chaleur Vive Flammes. 

It was a school for English and French students in their mirror country of Canada, which was why the name contained English and French words.

Now that more realms were connected, schools were experimenting by inviting students from several schools in the connecting realms to attend each other’s. 

I was among many selected to attend Wyrm Academy in the Shapeshifter Realm.

Before the night’s events, I’d been eager to go. I would miss Foothills and my friends, but I wanted to give it a try. It was something new, and Foothills didn’t have that many dragons. And while I was friends with a few, I’d always wanted to fly the night skies with many all at once. 

I’d witnessed them flying overhead in the Shapeshifter Realm, but I’d always been wary about joining them. I didn’t belong in that realm after all, but things would be different if I went to school there.

Tryouts were the week before we started school, but I felt with what happened to Ben, I should go to Foothills to help him out. We were roommates, and he’d likely need help with certain things, but I also worried about what could happen at Foothills. 

After Mrs. Carling, we had to expect more spies to be there, and I wanted to help if things went bad again.

“I can’t go now,” I told her.

“Of course you can! You have to! Now more than ever!” She exclaimed. “We need more dragons on our side! We have plenty of wolves, but we need other shapeshifters overall! You’ve wanted to go since you found out about it! You’ve talked about it all year.”

My thoughts were still on Ben, though. His family had taken me in, no questions asked. They’d taken in other students to help out, but I was the only one they’d adopted officially. He was my roommate at school, and I felt like I was abandoning him.

None of our close friends lived in Earth Territory. He was going to need some help until his other arm grew back. I wanted to be there for him if he needed it.

I explained my reasoning to Amber and Mason, who exchanged looks.

“Don’t worry about Benny boy. He can take care of himself. We will take care of him if he asks us to, but you have to remember that we can’t force it on him. He will get offended,” Mason said. “No one checks after the initial bed checks, and we signed up to be Head Students anyway. I’ll just sneak over and stay the night if he needs me. All the guys will. I can teleport to him as soon as he asks. I guarantee he would be upset if you turned this opportunity down.”

There was truth to that, but it felt wrong, like I was abandoning him after his family had helped me. Since the day his parents met me at camp, they’d acted like true loving parents, and now I was leaving their son behind when he needed me the most.

“Ben will tell you that’s all nonsense,” Amber added. “And I will tell him as soon as he’s up for visitors.”

“No, don’t,” I responded, not wanting to stress Ben out.

Ben brooded and stressed about things as it was, and if he knew I was considering turning this opportunity down, he’d stress more and would likely mess up his healing. I wouldn’t be responsible for that.

“I’ll go, but I feel like an asshole,” I continued. “He’s going to need us more than ever. You know what he’s like.”

“And he will be worse if you don’t go,” Amber pointed out, laughing a little. “Look, you’re not being selfish by going, Michael. All the Hoofers would tell you that. I bet I could get Barry here to yell at you—”

“—or Sebastian,” Mason added. “Maybe we should get them—”

Jerry cut across from him. “—don’t forget Brenda! And she’s scary when she’s mad.” 

They were truly not going to leave me no choice, but I did want to go. I didn’t want to regret turning this opportunity down either, and I’d never get it again. 

Yooper and Hornora had already told me at the beginning of the summer that I wouldn’t get another chance.

“I’m going to go. We don’t need them worrying about me. You guys have made your point. Tryouts are next week, so I’ll go. The Hoofers are already stressing about Ben and now Ellen’s lies, so I’m not adding onto it.”

“Ellen’s lies?” Mason and Jerry asked together, and I was surprised to learn no one had told Mason yet. 

Jerry was thirteen, so it made sense for him, but why didn’t Amber, who told Mason everything, tell him?

Amber thankfully explained everything to them.

I knew it wasn’t malicious, but I also knew it was messed up and understood the anger the Hoofers all had for her. From what I’d overheard while I packed a bag for the next few days, Barry had to talk Brenda out of coming over to yell at Ellen.

They’d all been looking out for her since she was six, so I knew the family felt betrayed and would likely be angry with her for a long time.

“You don’t think she’s… well, maybe she found Ethan or someone else is messing with her again?” Jerry asked once Amber was finished.

Apparently, Ellen had been truthful with him about that. I was surprised, given that she treated Timmy like a little kid and scolded him for swearing or talking about sex. 

She’d slapped him across the face at the end of the school year for swearing, which caused the two to fight with their elements. I’d secretly been cheering on Timmy because I hated how she treated him. 

She often resorted to violence with her brothers, and it didn’t sit well with me, given my upbringing. I’d never tell her, but I believed it was why they pranked her. Maybe someone else had told Jerry.

“I think she’s just naive, and she wasn’t thinking,” Amber said. “She gets regular checks for that. Besides, she hasn’t found Ethan yet. I tried talking to her about it, but she locked me out of the room because she’s really upset. Ben didn’t exactly end their friendship, but he told her in a letter he didn’t want to hang out with her when we went back to school. Mr. and Mrs. Hoofer told her she isn’t welcome there for a while, though the rest of her family is. I’ll try to talk to her tomorrow—or today, I guess.”

I doubted Ellen was under a spell again. She wasn’t herself, but she hadn’t been for a long time because of what her grandmother did, and then Sam rejected her. 

However, unlike last time, she wasn’t as snappish with everyone. She didn’t lose her temper easily. She was just more quiet and didn’t smile as often.

The previous school year, she’d hung out with Amber or Charlene more than the rest of us. 

Sometimes, they even hung out with Melanie and Rachel, which was odd. We hadn’t hung out as a group as much, and I wasn’t sure if it was because we were getting older or because of all that happened.

Often, it was just us guys while the girls did their own thing, or they hung out with Delilah and Charlene or Tara, Natalie, and Lydia. Jared seemed to be the one bridging us all together, but most of the time, he and Amber hung out alone. 

At times, I missed the group we’d formed back in JS Year One. I wanted to be friends with them all like we were then and wished things could return to how they were.
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I’d fucked up, and I didn’t know if I could ever fix things with Ben, or his family. More than half his siblings had written to me, calling me every name in the book, and his parents had told me I wasn’t welcome at their place anymore.

When I’d named Scott as someone I’d slept with, I hadn’t thought of the fact he was twenty-seven. He’d always seemed closer to our age than his late twenties, and I’d just thought of him because he was the first I thought of.

I couldn’t blame Michael for wanting to know why I’d wanted to have sex, I should have expected questions, but I’d assumed he’d be too excited to care about why I came on to him suddenly. 

He’d wanted me since the day we met, so I knew it wouldn’t be hard to persuade him, especially once he learned Anne was with Sam, but I’d messed everything up.

I’d just wanted Michael to stop asking questions.

I didn’t want a relationship with Sam quite yet. It wasn’t just the commitment I wasn’t ready for yet, but the fact he was a prince, which meant all eyes would be on me even more. 

I didn’t want to be a princess. It was bad enough as it was because everyone knew I was a powerful seer. I’d been framed for kidnapping the future queen, and I’d been wanted in every realm for it. People knew the truth now, but it still brought a lot of unwanted attention. What would people think once I married Sam?

The year before, many of the JS Year Ones kept staring at me everywhere I went, whispering about me. I’d hated it. I’d finally gotten them to back off by challenging them to fight me in Fight Club, and they stopped.

Sam and I knew we were going to end up together, so why couldn’t we just have fun until we took that step? We had the rest of our lives to be in a relationship. Instead, last year when we had a New Years party, he’d told me he didn’t want to hook up with me anymore.

“Until you’re ready to make a commitment, stay away from me,” he’d said, pushing me away when I climbed into his lap.

Though people weren’t drawn to just one person anymore after meeting their moon mate, the moon still made us want to hook up with people if we were still single, and they always seemed more attractive than usual. 

Michael was cute, but something about the suit he’d worn at the wedding had made him hot, and I couldn’t stop thinking about him, especially once I saw Sam and Anne together.

Since Sam had rejected me, I’d had to witness him making out with girls during the full moon, including friends of mine, and he didn’t care how upset it made me. 

“You don’t want to make a commitment, so you can’t get jealous,” he’d tell me, which felt manipulative. 

Like he was punishing me by not choosing to be his girlfriend yet.

I’d like to say I was more mature than him, but I’d been playing his games back lately, especially when he went for girls I was friendly with, including Lydia, who’d actually turned him down and came straight to me.

Lydia could still be a nuisance, but she was much better than she used to be. Ever since Grandma had used her to betray the Campbells, she’d calmed down a lot. 

She still had her moments, though, which was why I’d been surprised that she hadn’t gone for Sam, especially since I knew she and many other girls were jealous I was mated to a prince. I knew both Tara and Lydia had a crush on him, but neither was comfortable with going after someone’s moon mate.

Lately, I’d been thinking about talking to Sam to see if we could come up with a happy medium that could ease the tension between us. I figured the wedding would be the best night to do it, given it was a full moon, Amber’s eighteenth birthday, and we were celebrating a wedding. 

I knew we’d be drawn to each other more than usual because we were celebrating two different events on a full moon, but he’d gone for Anne when she showed up for the reception and party. Both were an open invitation, so a lot of unexpected people turned up.

The rejection from my moon mate that night had been hard to take, and I’d drank more than I’d promised my parents I would, but people were also passing around joints, so I hadn’t been thinking, and it was why when Michael questioned me, I’d said Scott. I’d just seen him shortly before I confronted Michael.

However, I should have been careful because I’d upset my second family. I could have ruined Scott’s reputation and broken him and Carly up. I had no idea how to fix things.

For days, I’d been avoiding everyone, even Amber. I didn’t want to see the judgment in her eyes, though I knew I deserved it. 

It was days before I ventured out of my room, hoping to make it to the beach portal room in peace, but Amber and Mason stepped out of it just as I was about to go in.

I’d been planning to write back to Mack about something he’d proposed to me the day of the wedding, telling him yes, but I knew it would have to wait now. Neither would let me go back to my room without an explanation. Simultaneously, they folded their arms as they glared at me.

“You can’t avoid this forever, Ellen,” Amber told me. “So why don’t you tell us what happened?”

I hesitated, not wanting Mason to be part of this conversation but realizing she’d probably confide in him regardless. 

They were close, maybe even closer than she and I. With a resigned sigh, I suggested we head into the portal room for our conversation.

Once inside, stretched out on the beach-like floor, I divulged every detail. The gentle sound of water lapping against the shore provided a rhythmic backdrop as they listened in silence.

“They’ll probably understand once you talk to them,” Mason said. 

“I doubt Ben will end things,” Amber added, putting an arm around me. “He’s furious still, but once you explain everything, he will probably be open to forgiving you in the future.”

“It doesn’t matter. I feel like we’ve been drifting for years anyway,” I responded, shrugging. “Of course, I don’t want to end our friendship, but he pulled away years ago. Even before Foothills.”

It was something I could never figure out. When we were kids, I spent most of my time at Ben’s because Jerry and Timmy had been nightmares, especially Timmy. I hated being around them to the point I’d stay over at Ben’s overnight.

How many times had I spent the night in his room? He’d offer his bed to me while he’d take the floor. Often, Stan and Hank would join us too. He never cared if I was in his room alone. He’d often find me in there, not surprised, even if his parents hadn’t warned him.

One afternoon, shortly before we’d met Michael and Jared, something had changed. Ben had come into his room in a bad mood because Barry had attacked him again, trying to get his other elements to emerge and prepare him for Foothills. 

He’d snapped at me for being in there, and after that day, I was never allowed in there alone again. For the rest of the summer, he had sleepovers without me, and after school started, Amber and I were given a room to stay in together. We always had to knock if he had the door shut when before, he didn’t care.

Mason couldn’t hold back a snort of laughter once I recounted the part about Ben distancing himself from me ages ago.

“Ellen, he was thirteen and just going through puberty.”

“Yeah, so?” I asked.

“So he just realized you were a girl, and he was embarrassed because you probably saw something in there he didn’t want you to see. I remember they all said you got beautiful overnight, and they all felt awkward around you. I know you were four friends, but they were three boys noticing girls for the first time, and there you were, a girl they’d never noticed until that summer. I doubt you want Ben or any of the guys walking into your room just in case your underwear is out or something.”

“Yeah, but it’s different when it’s a girl,” I said, knowing I’d have been mortified at thirteen. Now, I didn’t care as much. 

The boys often hung out in our dorm because we had the best dorm. They’d probably seen something we forgot to put away. I didn’t think boys got embarrassed by that kind of thing.

“I can’t speak for all, but I do!” Mason said when I explained my thoughts. “I don’t think Denver cares, but I don’t want a girl seeing my boxers.”

“But a lot of guys wear their pants at their knees,” Amber pointed out, which was what I was thinking.

Many guys at our school walked around with their asses hanging out, not at all caring if we saw their white and yellow polka-dot boxers, so the thought of Ben getting embarrassed by that had never occurred to me. He wasn’t someone who wore his pants like that, but because of those guys, I believed none of them got embarrassed. 

There was a chance his boxers or something had been out, but I couldn’t remember if that was the case that day. 

His mother always left their freshly cleaned clothes near their beds to put away, and many times during our childhood, I’d see Ben’s boxers folded up in a neat pile, but I’d never thought much about it because I had brothers. 

“Not all of us wear our pants like that,” Mason said. “The point is, Ben probably just noticed you were a girl, and he got embarrassed. Twelve and thirteen are such awkward ages. I hated my body at that age, especially with all the pubic hair I suddenly had-” 

I cringed as he said that. Hadn’t he heard of too much information? Apparently not, it got worse as he continued.

“-the boners I’d get. I was terrified the first time I got a wet dream. Thought I pissed the bed. My best friend Claire blossomed overnight, and I was caught off guard. Hell, we took baths together.”

“But not until you were thirteen,” Amber said, glancing at him, skeptical, while I fought back the urge to share my first period story to make him as uncomfortable as he was making me. 

Why wasn’t it bothering Amber? She was laughing and acting as if this was a normal casual conversation.

Mason’s laughter echoed through the room. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he responded.

“No, I doubt we did past age three, but I just mean that I never thought of her as anything but a close playmate I once bathed with. We grew up so close, and even when I wasn’t allowed to hang out with my friends as much because of Mom, she was always there. My brothers used to take me to carnivals, and she was there one day during the summer. She didn’t seem like the Claire I always knew. It had been months since I last saw her because she went to another school, and Patricia was getting worse. So she was like a stranger to me. She was someone who used to sleep over in my room when she wanted, but I never invited her over again after I had a wet dream. Well, I never got the chance, anyway, since I left my realm a few months after.”

He’d told me about Claire when we’d dated, and I wondered if he was onto something. Stan had a crush on me, I’d had a crush on Hank, and Ben had struggled with puberty the hardest out of all of us, especially in JS Year Two, when he’d had acne the worst out of everyone. 

So had Amber, but not as bad as Ben. He’d walk with his head down, trying to hide his face. He’d grown his hair out to hide his face better.

“So you’re saying because I’m a girl, he pushed me away?” I asked. “Just because his boxers or something might have been out? Or possibly, he had a wet dream the night before? He was mad that I was on his bed.”

Mason shrugged. “Likely, yeah. I could be wrong, but Hoofer has always been an insecure one.”

“You’d be embarrassed too, though,” Amber told him, laughing.

“Well, I was pretty damn insecure at thirteen, too,” Mason said, before looking at me, “especially with the way our mother treated me. If Claire had seen my boxers, I wouldn’t have left my room for days. But we’d seen each other half dressed for years before we thought about all that. All I’m saying, Ellen, is that it’s more than likely embarrassment because he was just going through puberty at the time, and he was coming to terms with it, and you blossomed into an attractive young woman overnight. We all got used to it eventually, but come on, I’m sure you remember what it was like for you! Twelve and thirteen were awkward ages, and I am glad I’m past all that. Even fourteen was for me. I am willing to bet it was not anything personal against you, Ellen.”

It seemed ridiculous to me, but my mind went to Jerry. For the past year, he’d been very insecure and private when he hadn’t been before. He’d lost it on Sally for walking into his room unannounced when he’d been changing during March Break. 

He’d yelled at me for sitting on his bed one morning a few days before the wedding to the point he was almost hysterical. I’d never seen him lose it like that before. He never used to care. When he was five, he went through a stage where he’d run around outside naked. 

“Guys get embarrassed too,” Mason told me after I brought my thoughts up. “I never thought I’d have to explain that to someone. Anyway, Ben has always seen you as his best friend and sister, which is why he feels so betrayed now. Just give him time, and maybe avoid him at school for a while.”

I wouldn’t have to, though. Mack had learned that in the Mortal Realm, there were mermaid schools in areas mortals didn’t know about. There was one near a mountain near Vancouver Island that none of the mortals could see. They wanted me to check it out for at least the first term, and I wanted to now more than ever.

I hesitated before telling them about it. It was there I was hoping to see Ethan because his family only vacationed in California like mine did. His family lived in Canada, and all Canadian mermaids attended the same school. More than likely, I’d find him, and we could finally talk.

The main reason was to get more allies, but I was also interested in a school just for mermaids.

Mermaids attended primary schools before they manifested their powers, engaging in education from the ages of six to twelve—or until their transformation. Post-transformation, they worked alongside their pods in a training capacity, the purpose of which remained a mystery to me. 

This routine continued until they reached the age of seventeen. Afterwards, they pursued further education in college or high school, or whatever they called it in their aquatic society, until the age of twenty.

Mack had no idea what it entailed, but I’d been accepted to attend if I wanted after he talked to one of their leaders. I was intrigued and wanted to know what they learned in a mermaid school.

“I won’t be going back to Foothills,” I told them. “At least not at first. I was invited to go to a school for mermaids. I’ve decided to go. I was going to anyway, but I need a break from Sam, and it will give Ben time to cool off.”

Amber stared at me with her mouth open. 

“When did you plan to tell me? I thought we were going to sign up as Head Students together! Jerry is starting this year, and we agreed to keep an eye on him together. We didn’t sign up for cheerleading last year, but we were going to this year.”

I shrugged before responding. 

“Things change, and this is more important than cheerleading. I feel like some time away can do me good. I don’t want to be a Head Student anyway. Jerry already told me he doesn’t want me to because he thinks I’ll boss him around like always, but I’ve never bossed them around or told them what to do. I never do. I signed up because you guys wanted to.”

Amber nodded, but I knew she was disappointed anyway. We’d talked non-stop for years about what SS Year Two and Year Three would be like.

As long as we didn’t come back falling down drunk, the teachers tended to look the other way if anyone eighteen or over had a few drinks in town. 

We could also go to town when we wanted after classes without signing up. Head Students had even more privileges, and Amber and I had spoken of doing everything in our last two years, but that had been before the events of our JS Year Four.

What had appealed to me back then no longer did. If I had to be honest, I just wanted school finished and wished it was set up the same way as mortal schools were. 

I could have been done with all of it if we were mortals because I had no plans to go to college, but fae preferred sending their kids to college at twenty instead of eighteen.

From what I’d heard, their school systems were like mortals in the past until they’d decided to have kids start high school at thirteen instead of eleven. 

I liked the mortal system better, at least in Canada. They only had to deal with four years of High School as opposed to seven, like the fae. If I was a mortal, I’d have started High School at fourteen and finished at eighteen.

I didn’t believe in dropping out of school, though. As much as I detested homework and classes, I’d made it this far. I could live through two more years, especially if I was going to a school for mermaids.

“I’ll be back at Foothills,” I reassured her. “So don’t give my side of the room away,” I joked, hoping to lighten things up. 

“I know, and it’s an awesome opportunity, but I’ll miss you,” Amber told me. “It was hard without you in JS Year Four.”

“But this time, we can still be in contact,” I told her. “We will write every day when we can. But I’m excited to go. I never dreamed there would be a school for mermaids. I’m curious.”

“And absence makes the heart grow fonder, so you never know. It could spice things up with Sam,” Mason said, laughing.

It was odd to think we’d once dated, and we’d thought we were in love. It had taken a few months to get over him, but I no longer saw him that way, and he clearly didn’t with me, given he’d rejected me when I’d gone to him to see if he wanted to fuck. 

It bothered me that he didn’t anymore, though. It was one thing for me to move on, but when would he get the chance with another girl as pretty as me? He wasn’t bad-looking, but I could do better than him. Sam was evidence of that.

Lately, I’d noticed Mason seemed to like Jess a lot. He was always staring at her or flirting with her. If he still found me attractive, he hid it well. He treated me the way Ben, Jared, and Hank often did. 

That often confused me, too, especially with Ben and Hank, who were both single. Jared made sense because he was taken. 

If he were single, he would go for me. I’d seen the way he looked at me when we first met. He’d only gone for Amber because he felt sorry for her because she was insecure. Now he was stuck with her because she struggled to believe anyone loved her. 

If he broke up with her, she would jump to assumptions. I was sure deep down, he wished he could have me instead. I’d never understood the other two, though. Hank was bisexual, and had gone for Stan once, so why not me? 

Though I wasn’t in love with him as much as I had been when I was thirteen, I still wanted him, and it got to me he didn’t want me when he should have. Often, I thought I saw him staring at Amber of all people.

Not that she hadn’t gotten pretty, or what she was ever ugly, I’d never seen anyone blossom as much as she had over the years—puberty had been very kind to her, but I was still the better looking one.

If Hank and Amber ever hooked up, I’d lose it—thankfully, there was no danger of that happening because if things didn’t work out with Jared, she’d probably go for Ben.

“Then let’s make sure we have some girls’ nights before we go. School doesn’t start until September sixth this year because that’s the next full moon, so we have time,” Amber told me.

I had a feeling she wanted to talk to me without Mason too, and a sleepover would be the perfect opportunity. I agreed because it’s what I wanted as well. 

I wasn’t starting school until the seventh of September anyway, which was right after the Labour Day weekend in the Mortal Realm, so we had time.

“Definitely sounds good to me. I’m probably staying here anyway since I’m no longer welcome at the Hoofers, but we will plan for that weekend without the guys, especially your annoying brother,” I added, shoving Mason gently in the shoulder.

He retaliated by hitting me in the face with water. The next thing I knew, the three of us were playing, fighting with our elements, laughing for one carefree moment.
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My steps came to a halt as I stared at the colossal building before me, taking it in. It didn’t boast the appearance of a traditional castle, but it shared certain features—turrets and towers—that echoed the ones I’d seen before. 

However, it was only two stories high, with expansive light blue walls stretching seemingly for miles from where I stood.

Envisioning a school for dragons, I anticipated it would be sizable, but this place rendered Foothills as nothing more than a modest shack in comparison.

While not exactly disappointed, my mental image of a school like this leaned more towards a castle perched atop a lofty hill or mountain shrouded in clouds. 

Yet, the surroundings betrayed my expectations, flaunting a flat landscape devoid of hills or mountains, although a vast lake stretched to my left.

In the skies above, dragons of every conceivable colour engaged in various activities—some engaged in playful skirmishes, while others released bursts of fire as they soared. What truly captivated me was the revelation that these dragons extended beyond the typical green, brown, black, or red shades we were accustomed to at Foothills.

Unlike our realm, where dragons stuck to conventional hues, these dragons exhibited shades like pink, silver, or gold. The unnatural vibrancy hinted at a magical influence, and it was something I would need to figure out if I secured a spot here.

Mack and Ian had dropped me off here, but they weren’t allowed on the grounds, and they’d taken off right away, so I didn’t have anyone to direct me where to go, but ahead of me, several people my age were making their way to the double red doors which were wide open, so after recovering from my shock, I made my way to the doors.

As I stepped inside, my eyes widened at the sight of an immense, empty room with marble walls and a matching light grey floor. 

The expansive space seemed to echo with grandeur, and above me hung a colossal grey stone chandelier that dominated most of the ceiling, radiantly illuminated by hundreds of candles. 

I found myself gazing around in awe, soaking in the surroundings, until a voice called out, urging me to move along. Strangely, I couldn’t discern the source of the voice.

“Continue to the courtyard. Follow the arrows!” They told me.

Until that moment, I hadn’t noticed the black arrows pointing to the left toward a corridor with the same grey colour. 

It struck me that they were going for a castle vibe, making the place resemble one, yet it left me puzzled as to why they didn’t opt for a genuine castle instead of this hybrid that seemed part school, part fortress. 

The corridors proved to be labyrinthine, each turn marked by arrows pointing left, right, or straight, making it easy to lose my sense of direction. After what felt like a substantial walk, I finally emerged into an expansive courtyard adorned with the lushest green grass I had ever laid eyes on.

Hundreds of students from around twelve to my age stood in groups. Were they all here for tryouts? Walking over to one of the many stone benches that were spread out throughout the courtyard, I sat down before I pulled out my invitation to read through it again. 

According to the invitation, there were only about a hundred people trying out, but I was estimating about a thousand people there.

“You must be new!” 

I was startled at the unexpected voice and turned to find a stunning girl around my age. She had long straight black hair that cascaded down her shoulders and piercing blue eyes. 

Her grin was contagious, and I was at a loss for words. While I had encountered many beautiful girls, having Ellen as my standard, this girl made her seem almost plain in comparison. I sat there, gaping in awe at her beauty.

“How—how do you know?” I asked when I was able to speak.

“I’ve never seen you before,” she responded, her smile widening as we gazed into each other’s eyes.

I quickly looked away, my heart pounding, as I attempted to push aside any thoughts of us going off alone somewhere. Why did tryouts even matter when someone this pretty was talking to me?

“I was invited to come here for a year. I’m here for tryouts,” I explained, refusing to make eye contact again.

I despised how drawn I felt to her. It wasn’t even a full moon, but I’d experienced the pull of the moon before, and this sensation was exactly like that, though much stronger than any time I’d ever felt it.

“You must be one of the exchange kids, then. Usually, tryouts are for the first years, but I’ve heard there are about a dozen of you-” she broke off as a girl with long straight blond hair around our age walked past and began taunting her, but she wasn’t the only one.

Several of the older kids started barking at the girl and calling out remarks about how ugly she was, and I felt instant annoyance as the blond girl ducked her head and walked even faster. I was sure I’d seen her eyes shining before she looked down.

“Stop it!” I hissed at the girl beside me, who was laughing so hard, she, too, was crying. What the hell was wrong with her? Not even Lydia acted like this anymore.

“What? Did you see her face? She didn’t have her usual concealment charm on. She’s one of the ugliest people I’ve ever seen.”

After seeing how much it affected Amber, Mason, and a few others at our school, I hated when people attacked others for their looks. 

Just like most people, I noticed looks, I was only human, after all, but that didn’t mean we had to be rude to people about it. 

Even if I didn’t like the person, I refrained from commenting on things like that. I’d attacked Denver the year before for making fun of a boy in JS Year Two for being overweight.

Perhaps the girl wasn’t the prettiest (I hadn’t seen much of her face before she looked down), but did that mean she deserved to be taunted and humiliated like that? I’d been told that bullying wasn’t condoned in this world the way it was with the fae, but I didn’t see anyone sticking up for her either, and if there were adults around, they weren’t sticking up for her.

What I did witness was a spectacle where people eagerly joined in, and the courtyard echoed with their jeers aimed at the girl. 

She quickly retreated before transforming into a large, bright red dragon and soaring into the sky. In my opinion, they were all too old for this. 

None of the younger kids were partaking, and those engaged in it were roughly my age.

“What the hell did she ever do to you or any of these people?” I demanded, watching as her form grew smaller the further she flew off.

“What’s your problem? Aren’t you fae? We’re only inviting fae exchange students this year, and we know all about your world. Fae are encouraged to be bullies, so why are you getting on your high horse? I’ve heard what they let you get away with at your schools,” the girl responded shrugging, not at all ashamed of herself for being so rude.

She wasn’t wrong about that, but I’d never been okay with it. I’d been questioning it ever since I’d seen Tara, Lydia, and Natalie hold down Amber to wash her hair while everyone watched. I’d tried intervening back then, but my friends stopped me. 

“Fae are naturally aggressive, and the people who run things have a backward view that includes bullying,” I responded, trying my hardest not to lose my temper on her. I took a few deep breaths trying to get a hold of myself.

She wore an infuriating smirk, and it was getting to me. She’d gone from one of the prettiest girls I’d ever seen to a very ugly one in just seconds.

We’d been told for years that it was the way of fae, but the older I got, the more I disagreed with it. As a kid, I’d been too cowardly to speak up. I was excited to be invited to a magical world and felt like a guest there, but in my opinion, things needed to change.

Now that we were opening portals and inviting people from other realms, I felt we had no choice but to run things differently. 

Most mortal fae, from what I’d seen, didn’t fight the bullying because they believed that people should be thankful because they were getting invited to use their magic. The teachers also forced parents to let their kids go.

But many parents in other realms with magic likely wouldn’t be okay with it. Since they had magic in their realm, they didn’t realize how exciting it was to possess such a gift, and magical folk could also detect if magic had been used. 

Most fae wouldn’t want to risk the wrath of magical parents in other realms who found out they’d been tricked into letting their kids go to our schools where they were bullied.

We had Fight Club, something most fae enjoyed. We could work out our differences in the club if we wanted, but our teachers believed that the bullying led to students wanting to challenge each other enough to fight, but I believed there was another way besides having us be rude to each other to the point we wanted to hurt each other. 

I was fine with fighting out disagreements, and I loved Fight Club. It did feel good to let out the aggression, but did that have to include harassment for no reason?

As I explained my thoughts to the girl, she just shrugged again, still seeming not to care.

“Okay, what if she kills herself then?” I demanded, thinking of a case I’d heard about recently when I’d gone home with Ben’s parents to clean out my house.

“Why would she?” The girl asked, and I stared at her, wondering how clueless a person could be.

“Because of people like you who make fun of her? Seriously, would you be satisfied if she got to the point that she couldn’t handle it anymore? Because it happens,” I responded as my thoughts went to the young woman who’d committed suicide recently in my town. 

She’d been twenty-five, and from what we heard, she’d held out hope that once she was an adult, people would back off and leave her alone, but they hadn’t. 

Since the age of twelve, people had been making fun of her for being unattractive, and one of the reasons I’d focused so much on it was because of how bad Amber had gotten it during our first couple of years we were at Foothills.

I wasn’t sure what the young woman looked like. I hadn’t seen her picture, but people had bothered her for years because they believed her face was ugly, and it got even worse when she was an adult. Something that didn’t sit well with me. 

I knew some adults were pieces of shit (my parents were proof of that), but not one of them felt the need to back off? Not one of them felt the need to stick up for her? What was wrong with them?

They’d had the same response as the girl beside me. 

“Well, did you see her face? It was ugly.”

So what? That meant the person deserved to have multiple people bother them about it? From the sounds of it, many people did have remorse. Not everyone had the same reaction as the one I’d encountered, but why did it take the woman to end her life for people to realize it was wrong?

My old town was now having anti-bullying campaigns in schools and workplaces because of it, so they were addressing it at least, but why hadn’t anyone stopped it before? From the stories I’d heard, the woman went through thirteen years of harassment for her looks before she gave up, and no one cared. 

It was why the way the fae ran things bothered me even more lately and why it bothered me to witness it now.

As far as I could see, the girl hadn’t done anything wrong, but a couple dozen people in the courtyard had felt the need to make fun of her just because she might not have been that pretty.

The girl beside me remained quiet as I ranted about it. I was there to make allies, but I didn’t care at the moment if she was one or not. If she chose to turn her back on our cause because I stuck up for someone, she wasn’t someone I wanted to be part of our group anyway.

“People don’t choose their facial features, and they shouldn’t be made to feel ashamed because of it! You want someone to hate herself just because she doesn’t live up to your standards of beauty!” I ended with a snarl.

I got up abruptly, ready to walk off, but the girl called out for me to wait.

“Why?” I demanded, turning to face her.

“You’re different,” she responded. “I’ve heard girls go on about that, but not guys-”

“Not all guys are bullying assholes!” I shouted, doing my best not to lose my temper even more. I felt ready to transform and worried I’d hurt her.

“I never said you were. I’ve just never heard a teenage guy say things about like the standard of beauty and stuff. Of course, I don’t want her or anyone to commit suicide,” and she shrugged. “I just never thought of it, but Tilly is a tough cookie. I doubt she would kill herself.”

“You realize if someone does make that decision, it doesn’t make them weak, right?” I asked, annoyed with her response. I clenched my fists so tight my nails dug into my palms as I glared at her.

“I never said that either. My uncle did it for some reason before I was born, but my family has always honoured his memory. You’re twisting my words. I just don’t think Tilly would do that. She’s always brushed that stuff off.”

“But you don’t know if she will,” I retorted. “Has she ever done anything to deserve that type of bullying, or do you just do it just because you don’t think she is pretty?”

“No, she’s a nice girl, but I don’t think you got a good look at her face. If someone thinks she’s pretty, they’re one of a kind. She’s extremely ugly.”

“So that means she deserves to be treated like that?” I asked, but this time I didn’t wait for her response.

I harnessed my air magic to ascend into the sky, preparing to transform. 

The pressure inside me was building up, fuelled by thoughts of Mason, Amber, and the recent tragedy involving the woman who had taken her own life. Whether Mason or Amber were deemed attractive or not didn’t matter—they certainly didn’t deserve such treatment. 

Amber had been awkward at thirteen and fourteen, just like any kid going through those years. I, too, hadn’t been a standout at that age and considered myself an average-looking eighteen-year-old guy. Mason had never been ugly. The question lingered: Why did people care about others’ appearances, and why did it matter?

Unsure of when the tryouts would commence, I couldn’t bear to be in the girl’s presence any longer. Despite her cruelty, I still felt an inexplicable draw towards her, and I needed to distance myself. My hope was to avoid her as much as possible from that point forward.
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Tryouts didn’t happen until over an hour after I’d left the girl behind, but soon enough, people filled the huge stone steps that had emerged from the ground, lending an air of mystique to the unfolding spectacle.

As the prospective participants gathered in the centre of the courtyard, I couldn’t help but notice the diverse mix of contenders. The majority, appearing to be around the tender age of eleven or twelve, amounted to a staggering hundred or so. 

In stark contrast, a select group of roughly two dozen older adolescents stood apart, exuding a seasoned confidence.

The school, shrouded in mystery, had been a mere enigma until that moment. The sparse details I had gleaned offered little insight except for the promise that, if chosen, I would be catapulted into the final year.

From what I learned, listening to the conversations around me, it was a school for eleven-year-olds to eighteen-year-olds. Each grade had eighty to ninety students each, so my estimation had been off by a few hundred for how many people attended.

Did the student body vote as they did at Foothills? It seemed that way since we had to have an audience, but perhaps they were just there to watch. 

No one had said what we were supposed to do. How did a dragon win tryouts? Was it how we flew? The amount of fire we produced? It couldn’t be from our sizes, given I’d seen dragons of all sizes.

Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long to find out. They let the younger students go first. They had to go through a series of obstacles in their dragon form and were graded by how they flew and how they used their fire. We didn’t get to watch any of it, we older kids were sent to stand in a small room off the courtyard, but we heard the announcements before the room was engulfed in complete silence.

I’d been hoping to hear some of the commentary, at least, but I still felt confident about it. The obstacle courses in JS Year Four had been brutal enough, and this sounded like the same thing. 

Dragons had thick skin, so I didn’t think any of us had to worry about getting hurt. It took a lot even to cut us open or burn us, and I relaxed as I took out a folded letter from my pocket.

I’d read this dozens of times since the end of JS Year Four. 

Someone had sent me an anonymous letter, a potential ally, but we hadn’t heard anything from them since, and our wolf allies had refused to tell us who it was. 

Now that I was in the Shapeshifter Realm full-time, I was hoping to find out who it was. The person was from the Sorcerers Realm, but she could clearly access this realm and the fae one. 

Ian’s place wasn’t too far from the school, so I was hoping during my free time, I could get the wolves, or possibly their dragon friends, to help us find the portal. For people who wanted to help us, they remained tight-lipped about the portal.

I’d tried various spells on it, hoping to reveal a hidden message, and so had Jared, who’d discovered he had sorcerer magic, but he couldn’t detect anything, and neither could anyone else. 

As I waited for my turn, I played around with it, utilizing spells from the Shapeshifter Realm, but none revealed anything. It was just a vague letter that confused me each time I read it. Why couldn’t the person just reveal themselves to me? Had they been in danger? 

Thankfully, I was one of the first older students called out after about an hour, so I didn’t have to wait too long, worrying about tryouts and the letter. As I headed into the huge courtyard, I expected to be greeted by a chorus of boos, but it was silent.

Following instructions, I seamlessly transitioned into my alternative form, taking flight into the expansive sky. Across from me, a digital screen boldly displayed triple zeros, the colon punctuating the silence after the first zero, indicating what I presumed to be a countdown timer. The atmosphere crackled with a palpable tension as I prepared for the challenge ahead.

From the ground below, a teacher’s voice pierced through the air, directing me to navigate through the airborne obstacles.

“You must fly through a twisting and narrow course against the clock, testing your speed and aerial manoeuvring skills. You’ll lose marks if you hit any obstacles with your body, especially your wings. Only the top fifteen students will have a place here. The student before you, got through it in a minute and thirty seconds. We expect you to do just as well or better. If you go over two minutes, you’re immediately disqualified!”

As the timer ominously displayed two minutes, a nervous breath escaped me, adding to the mounting tension. At first, the vast expanse seemed devoid of any challenges, but then, like a surreal apparition, hoops materialized in front of me, suspended in the air. 

Their dimensions appeared dwarfed in comparison to my form, and a surge of uncertainty clouded my mind. How was I supposed to navigate through them without brushing against their edges? Swiftly, I pushed aside those negative thoughts, focusing on the imminent task.

To my surprise, the challenge unfolded with a smoother grace than anticipated. I effortlessly glided through all six hoops, their presence proving less daunting than my initial apprehensions. 

As the seconds ticked away, additional obstacles materialized abruptly, but my honed skills, developed through experiences like navigating JS Year Four and engaging in elemental sports and skirmishes, kicked in. The ability to move swiftly and with precision became my ally.

Just as I exited a narrow, transparent corridor of airborne panels, a faux dragon lunged at me. 

Instinctively, I ascended just in the nick of time, narrowly evading a fiery assault. The crowd erupted in a cacophony of cheers and applause, signifying the end of the challenge. 

A resonant ding echoed, and I glanced at the timer, realizing that I had successfully navigated the entire course in just a little over a minute. The triumphant roar of the audience mingled with my own sense of accomplishment, marking the completion of a test that had demanded both skill and speed.

“That was the best time so far! Let’s see how you do with the rest!” A man from below called while the other teachers shouted enthusiastically. I had to admit, it was nice not to get booed, unlike at Foothills. I liked having the audience on my side.

The subsequent challenge thrust me into the responsibility of transporting a dozen faux dragon eggs from one imposing nest to another, with the caveat of completing the task within a strict two-minute window and without causing any damage. 

Surprisingly, the assignment proved even more manageable than the previous one despite the unexpected obstacles that materialized to disrupt my course. I glided through the air, manoeuvring effortlessly to counter each surprise hurdle.

A sudden burst of flames erupted unexpectedly, but my reflexes were finely tuned. With a deft movement, I soared gracefully above the fiery obstacle, undeterred. As I successfully delivered the final egg to its destination, a sense of ease settled over me.

Yet, as I surveyed the challenges, a lingering question echoed in my mind. Did anyone find these trials truly challenging? My time at Foothills had equipped me with a resilience that seemed to render these seemingly formidable tasks almost mundane. 

The absence of astonishment or fear left me with a tinge of disappointment as if the ease with which I completed the challenge diminished its significance. 

A swift glance at the timer revealed that I had effortlessly transported all twelve eggs in a mere fifty-six seconds, a feat that, in any other context, might have been considered remarkable, but at that moment, it left me yearning for a more substantial test of my abilities.

The final challenge plunged me into an unexpected realm of darkness, shrouding the once-sunny afternoon in an impenetrable black. 

The familiar sounds of the audience persisted, though their faces were now hidden from view. In this enigmatic void, my task was to ignite as many torches as possible with my dragon fire, swiftly transforming the stadium into a luminous spectacle. 

The catch: failure to illuminate the space adequately meant a failed challenge.

The inherent unease stemmed not from the darkness itself but from the inability to see the torches or the faces of the audience. A nagging concern loomed—what if I accidentally burned someone? The reassurance that the torches were enchanted, emanating a magical signature discernible by dragons, did little to dispel my disquiet.

Locating the first torch took a few suspenseful seconds, my dragon senses attuning to the magical resonance. Once initiated, a rhythm developed—a dance in the dark as I swiftly located and ignited each torch. 

The process triggered a peculiar sensation in my stomach with each approaching torch, akin to the exhilaration of speeding over hills in a car during my childhood. 

My parents, in their fleeting moments of owning a car, used to indulge my love for the sensation. Each ignited beneath my dragon fire elicited a similar rush, a visceral pleasure that propelled me forward.

The field below gradually appeared as dozens of torches flared to brilliance, illuminating the previously veiled stadium and its unseen spectators. A piercing whistle signalled the conclusion of the challenge, abruptly extinguishing the newfound radiance. 

While I had taken a bit longer with this task, the timer hovered just below one minute and thirty seconds. The darkness had been conquered, replaced by the ephemeral glow of success in the twilight of the enigmatic trials.

Everyone was clapping and cheering. Once it died down, below me, each teacher shouted out their score, which was scored out of ten, something one of the teachers told me from below.

Although I knew I’d done really well, I was still nervous about it, especially since a lot of people still had to go, and there were at least thirty of us altogether. 

Only about five people had gone before me. Thankfully, my lowest score was a six, while the rest were nines and tens, but it still didn’t mean anything. Why did one teacher think I only deserved a six because of how I did the egg transfer one? 

It was my best out of the three. No explanation was given, and I worried it would count against me.

After I was given my scores, I was told to join the others in the stands to watch the rest, so I flew over to an area with the least amount of people before transforming into my human form once I was close enough.

I sat in a top stone seat as far as everyone as possible to take the note out of my pocket again, wanting to study more, though I wasn’t sure what else I could get from it.

After a while, I placed it in my pocket to watch the tryouts. Some people were doing really bad, particularly with the egg challenge, and I couldn’t figure out how. The whole thing had been too easy, in my opinion, so why were they struggling?








  
  
  Michael

  
  




Once everyone went through their tryouts, they called out the names of those who made it, starting with the first years. 

I sighed with frustration as they called each person to fly into the air if they’d made it. Wouldn’t it be easier to let everyone know who didn’t make it?

Just as I was about to pull out the letter again, I noticed out of the corner of my eye the girl who’d been made fun of earlier. Getting up, I walked over to her and sat beside her.

She didn’t even look unattractive to me, so I wasn’t sure what the others saw that made them think she was ugly.

“I wouldn’t sit with me. You saw them all earlier. You won’t find any allies if they see you with me, Michael,” she said, refusing to look in my direction.

My thoughts went back to earlier when I’d told the girl I’d met off for it. Having known Lydia and Denver for so long, I knew spiteful people would spread what had just happened around. She was more than likely well-known around the school.

Before I could point this all out to her, I thought of the fact she’d used my name.

“How do you know my name?” I asked.

Her initial response lingered in a silent observation. With focused intent, she observed the younger students one by one as they gracefully ascended, taking flight around the courtyard. 

Their aerial displays unfolded, each seemingly vying to outdo the others in a spirited showcase of skill and vitality. The air hummed with the collective energy of youthful enthusiasm, and she absorbed the spectacle, a discerning observer amidst the unfolding exhibition of fledgling talents.

“We’ve been in contact before. I heard you might end up here through the media and the wolves. I just didn’t think we’d meet or that you’d talk to me,” she answered, still refusing to look at me.

A frustrated exhale escaped me through my nostrils as I grappled with irritation. She was confusing me even more. Why couldn’t people ever be straightforward? I’d never seen her before in my life.

“Why can’t you just tell me? Who are you, then?” I queried, making a conscious effort to conceal my mounting annoyance. 

Balancing my desire for answers with the awareness of her vulnerability, I aimed to tread lightly. 

The memory of her past mistreatment lingered in my mind, a cautionary reminder not to inadvertently replicate the actions of those who had caused her harm. My words hung in the air, a plea for transparency tempered with the delicate dance of understanding her hesitance.

“I sent you those letters in the woods at your school,” she explained. “Regina brought me over. She just wanted to talk to you and Yooper, but I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want you to—I just felt it was easier.”

As she confessed her reluctance and the perceived ease of communicating through letters, I retrieved it from my pocket. Unfolding it, I presented the tangible connection to our previous cryptic exchanges.

“You mean this one?” I inquired, holding up the letter as a tangible representation of the clandestine communication that had initiated this enigmatic encounter. 

She finally glanced at me before looking down at the letter, and nodded. The very person I’d wanted to talk to, and she was here. I hadn’t expected to find her here given that she was supposed to be from the Sorcerers Realm, which I told her.

“Dragons exist in our realm, too. We’re just extremely rare there. My fake parents managed to get me in here,” she answered. “They have a hidden portal not too far from here. I spend most of my time here, but I go home on weekends and our holidays.”

She then explained that she’d been coming here since she was eleven, and the kids had made fun of her from the start. One day, she took off because they were making fun of her for not finding a date to a dance.

She’d meant to go for the portal but got lost and ran into Regina and the other wolves.

“They knew I wasn’t from this realm. They have this guy who can smell magic. Regina has been a friend since. For some reason, none of them have ever cared about my looks.”

“You’re not even unattractive, but not everyone is like that anyway. Only childish people make fun of looks,” I responded.

“It’s a concealment charm,” she answered. “But I don’t want to talk more about that. I don’t need your pity. I can get the information you need, but if you want allies like Kelly, you should keep your distance—”

Assuming Kelly was the girl I’d met earlier, I interrupted to tell her that Kelly wasn’t the ally we wanted. Everyone in our group wanted Tilly since she had the most valuable information so far, even if it had been vague. 

If she could help us out and tell us their next plans, she was the one I wanted to hang out with.

I gazed at her as I spoke. “Look, one of the immortals murdered my parents, and while they did some horrible things, and I’m not sure if I forgive them, now I can’t talk to them! They were writing to me, and I missed the chance to see them one last time. We didn’t see it coming! We need you if you know anything.”

Tilly looked away and didn’t say anything, so I pressed on to see if she knew anything. Had she known they were going to attack the wedding?

“I knew there was a chance, but the last I heard, the wedding was supposed to be in October. I didn’t know about your parents, though, I swear. But…” and she paused, but I told her to go on.

She continued, explaining how they had a meeting once a month at her house, and they’d already had August’s meeting, but they’d have another sometime in September, sometime after the school year was supposed to start.

“We could sneak over, but I’ll only help you if you stay away from me,” she told me.

“Why? I’m not here for popularity; even if I feel drawn to Kelly, I don’t want to talk to her. When is the next full moon anyway? That’s how it feels.”

Her laughter, a spontaneous release, echoed in the air, accompanied by the warmth of a genuine smile. 

Despite the concealed features that veiled her true expression, the authenticity of the moment was unmistakable. I found myself wishing to witness the unguarded beauty of her genuine smile, convinced that any perceived flaws were inconsequential.

I refrained from expressing my thoughts on her appearance, understanding the importance of patience and tact. 

Ellen’s vehement reaction to unsolicited advice about personal choices served as a vivid reminder of the delicate balance needed in interpersonal dynamics.

“It’s just a spell. It will be over in a day. I’m surprised she did it so quickly to someone. Usually, she waits,” Tilly explained. “Don’t worry, you’re not sun mates—or maybe you are. She wants you to lust after her.”

I grimaced at that. We’d been told there was no such thing as love spells or potions. They always backfired, but that was for my realm. Maybe it existed in other realms.

“It’s not a love spell,” Tilly explained when I asked. “It’s an obsession spell for procrastinators to get things done, and it’s not meant to be used on people like that, but of course, some people do, but only horrible people use it like that. No worries, it wears off soon enough.”

She stood up and told me it was better for both of us if we didn’t interact in public because she needed to seem neutral, and if I wanted to have the ‘right’ kind of allies, then I needed to stay away from her.

I stared after her, feeling confused as she shouted out that I was a jerk and not to talk to her, winked at me, and then walked off quickly.

Shaking my head, I thought of Mack, Ian, Mr. Hornora and Mr. Yooper. After leaving here, I’d have to talk to them before returning to camp. I had no idea what had just happened, but I was a little wary about doing anything with her quite yet in case it was a trap.

Deep down, I felt she could be trusted, but I worried it was too good to be true that I’d found the one person we were looking for right away. 

Perhaps they’d set up the whole bullying thing to get my attention. I’d been very vocal about it for the past year. Perhaps the other side had heard. Why else had a girl like Kelly noticed me right away? Maybe they were hoping I’d stick up for Tilly.

Sighing, I hoped they’d hurry up and get through all the students who’d passed so I could go. Across the courtyard from me, I could see Kelly with several people our age staring at me, which increased my paranoia.
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I had gone to school without Ellen once before, a couple of years back, but this time it felt different. She had always been my companion on the first day, but this year marked a divergence in our paths. While I was genuinely excited for the opportunities ahead of her, I couldn’t deny that I would miss her.

Yet, there was a silver lining this time. The dormitory wouldn’t feel as desolate. Many of us left our belongings there over the summer, and Ellen was doing the same. 

The sight of her stuff would offer a comforting reminder, and I could take solace in the knowledge that she would return eventually, even though the thought of her being at her school alone stirred some concerns. I learned that Stan had also been invited so that she wouldn’t be completely on her own.

Though she’d been living at my house, I’d set up my room for our sleepover anyway. She’d be staying in my room, and it would be just the two of us without anyone else bothering us. 

Long ago, I’d made a ‘keep out’ sign I hadn’t needed to use since I was sixteen, but I’d hung it on my door the weekend before we were all due to go to school.

My parents also provided us with as many snacks as possible for it. Ben was having his own sleepover with the guys, so I doubted we’d be disturbed as Mason and Jared would be at Ben’s, and my siblings would let us be, but for nostalgic reasons, we treated the weekend the way we would when we were younger.

On Friday, Ellen even came in with her duffle bag the way she usually would. 

“The little ones are still around anyway, even if Mason isn’t,” Ellen told me, meaning Anthony, Damien and Sally. 

Her parents had chosen to stay with us to keep an eye on Ellen, which meant her youngest siblings were with us, though Jerry and Timmy were at Ben’s. I doubted her younger siblings would bother us, though.

Ever since Mason and I had confronted her in the beach portal room, we hadn’t really talked. She still kept to herself these days, which was why I worried about her being away alone. 

Stan didn’t count since things had been awkward between them for years. He’d promised to look out for her, but I worried about her finding Ethan without us. She would never confide in Stan. What if Ethan caused more problems for her? She was ready to forgive him, but I wasn’t so sure she should.

We didn’t really talk until later in the night. Ellen was all for making everything as normal as possible, so we watched chick flicks from both the Fae and Mortal Realms while pigging out on pretzels. 

A movie called Mean Girls had come out earlier that year, but neither of us had a chance to watch it until that night because it was a mortal movie. Ellen had gone to the Mortal Realm to rent it so we could see it.

“You look similar to her,” I told Ellen as we watched Karen talk about how hot her cousin was.

“I guess,” Ellen responded, sounding as if she didn’t agree. “Her eyes are bigger and prettier. I wish mine looked like that. Definitely not as dumb as the character, though. The actress is prettier than me, though. We should watch Parent Trap next.”

“Why?” I asked.

The Parent Trap had been one of my favourite movies growing up, but I hadn’t seen it in years. 

“Because of Lindsay Lohan,” Ellen said. “It’s kind of cool to see her growth.”

I glanced at Ellen feeling confused until she explained that Lindsay Lohan had been in that movie, too. It was something I’d never thought of, but I didn’t know much about celebrities, and I hadn’t seen The Parent Trap since I was fourteen, so I hadn’t connected the dots.

“Wait, so she has a twin then?” I asked.

“No, she played both characters,” Ellen answered, laughing. “I thought everyone knew that.”

“I thought they were real twins,” I responded, wanting to watch it now, too. 

Though I admired the actress even more for playing both roles, part of me was disappointed they weren’t twins in real life, even if I couldn’t explain why.

“Nope, she played both. I was shocked when I saw the credits years ago because she did a good job. But I like reading the credits even if no one else does. I’m not like Ben, who doesn’t have the patience for it. He used to get upset with me when I wanted to watch them.”

She let out a small sigh as she said that. Ben still didn’t want anything to do with her, which was no surprise to anyone. 

He could hold a grudge for a long time. I knew from experience, given he’d hated me for spraying him in the face when we first met. 

It took months for him to forgive me, and what Ellen had done was far more serious. He likely wouldn’t talk to her for a long time since he struggled with forgiveness, and I knew the entire Hoofer family felt as if Ellen had betrayed them. 

I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Ben about it yet, but he was likely feeling the betrayal the most.

“I’m sure you and Ben will be fine eventually. He’s just going through a lot right now,” I told her, and she shrugged.

“I don’t want to stress about Sam or Ben right now. I just want to have a fun girl’s weekend where we don’t worry about boys. I just don’t understand why they’d reject me, especially Mason. He was in love with me for years, and suddenly I’m not good enough for him. He knows I can do better than him. He should be thankful that I paid attention to him in the past, let alone now.”

I’d been trying my best to be on her side through all of this. Considering Ben was my moon mate, I understood the pull, even if I hadn’t faced the rejection of a moon mate. 

From what the others were saying, when a person got rejected by their mate, it could make them act irrational, but Ben hadn’t done any of that. He’d been dumb enough to kiss me once, but he’d owned up to it right away. 

Other than that one moment, he’d been good. Besides the wedding, where we barely interacted, we did everything we could to avoid each other on full moons. 

Though a lot of girls were still wary around him because of what he’d done to Regina, they hung out with him on the basis that he knew it was just a full moon thing, and he seemed fine with it.

He told us all he wasn’t going to get a girlfriend until he was done at Foothills. He was taking some time off of school to go underground, but he had plans to go to college, and he was hoping he’d meet someone there. 

With Ellen, ever since Sam had rejected her, she’d been acting odd and a little arrogant. She had good self-esteem as opposed to me, and she constantly belittled the guys who rejected her. It bothered me to hear her say things like that about Ben or Hank, but it was going too far when it came to Mason, and I told her as much.

Mason was very attractive and could get any girl he wanted, and I didn’t want to sit there and listen to her say he couldn’t. She knew he had the same background as me. The two of us were getting better with our insecurities as the years went by, but I worried it would set him back if he heard her saying things like that.

“You realize you’re talking about my brother, right?” I asked her. “You’re gorgeous, but you’re not immune to rejection. You hate people like Lydia or Denver who think they’re God’s gift to people.”

Ellen glared at me and sighed. “Do we really want to fight before we’re about to go to separate schools?” 

“If you’re going to talk shit about my brother, we will be,” I said. “You never respected him when you two dated, and I get it’s because you were under a spell, but what’s your excuse now?”

Ellen’s face reddened, and she stood up angrily before going over to toss her things into her bag. Did we really have to go through the dramatics? 

“Of course, you wouldn’t get it. You’ve never been rejected!” She snarled. 

Never been rejected? Had she forgotten that everyone had rejected me for the first thirteen years of my life? My own mother, or at least the person I thought was my mother, had rejected me. Living with three people who despised my existence was a reality I knew all too well. The scars lingered even with the reconciliations with Carly and Sierra years ago.

Public humiliation wasn’t foreign either. In seventh grade, three boys fought over who had to be my date to the dance, and not a single person stood up for me.

Classmates at my old school and many at Foothills initially turned me away. She, of all people, should know this! She was the first person not to reject me, and that significance wasn’t lost on me.

“Seriously?” I demanded.

“Yes! Seriously! You have Jared, who has been in love with you for five years, and Ben! Mason and Ernie were literally going to exchange their lives for you! Even if you chose Jared because you were already together, you still rejected your moon mate, but he still wants to be around you!” Ellen shouted. “Sam won’t have anything to do with me unless I’m willing to commit to him! I’m not ready for that yet!”

“Just because Sam is acting ignorant and manipulative doesn’t mean you get to take it out on everyone else! Talk to him like the adult you claim you are instead of behaving childishly!” I shouted back, trying hard not to lose my temper even more than I already was. 

It was getting to the point I was ready to fight with her with my elements, and we’d never reached that point in our friendship. I’d never gotten to that point with any of them, except maybe Ben in JS Year One, but he’d been a petty brat back then, and even he’d admit he had it coming. We weren’t friends back then anyway.

She wasn’t under any spells this time. We’d checked frequently after the wedding just to be sure, but this was all Ellen. She was upset just because things were tense between her and Sam, and it was understandable because I agreed with her. 

He was being a bit manipulative. If she wasn’t ready to be in that kind of relationship, it wasn’t right for him to purposely make her jealous.

On the other hand, he had the right to see other people, and she couldn’t get upset about it. He just had to express it better. They were acting like a pair of twelve-year-olds instead of eighteen-year-olds. 

All their problems would be solved if they just talked to each other instead of playing stupid games.

Ben could still be petty and immature, but not once had he tried to make me jealous. He’d been the complete opposite, telling Jared and me from the start not to let it cause a wedge in our relationship. Ellen was usually better than this.

“As my best friend, I’d think you’d be more supportive,” she said, her voice shaking. She was blinking back quickly, her eyes shining.

“I’ve tried, but you’re talking shit about our friends and my brother for rejecting you! I just don’t want to sit here while you bad-mouth my brother! Hank and Ben also have every right to feel the way they do. You’ve been over Hank for years, but I swear you’ve never forgiven him just because he wasn’t interested in you. Don’t you think it’s time to check your ego, Ellen? You constantly talk shit about girls like Lydia or Natalie for saying things like that, but how are you any better, right now?”

Ellen didn’t respond. She just stormed from my room, tears streaming down her cheeks as she went. I considered going after her but felt I’d done nothing wrong. I hated that she’d be gone for a few months and we were now fighting, but if I chased her, it would just tell her she was right. As usual.

She was my best friend, and I loved her, but I was getting tired of her ego trips when it came to things like this. Sam had once put his arm around my shoulders and kissed my cheek before I could stop him. 

It had been completely platonic, and she’d lost it on me for going after her moon mate, saying he’d never choose me over her, though I’d done nothing. 

He’d done it randomly last year out of nowhere when I’d been talking about Bernice and her death, but Ellen had no problem going after my moon mate.

Since I was taken and had no say over who Ben went for, I’d never said a word, but it had always bothered me that she’d gone for him. 

If they fell in love naturally, that was one thing, but I didn’t like how she’d gone to him for a random hook-up when she’d declared, prior to that, that  a best friend’s moon mate should be off-limits after Sam kissed me. 

Why was it okay for her to go for Ben? Then bitch about his rejection to me when she knew how much I struggled with that connection? Sometimes, it felt like she didn’t understand other people’s perspectives.

But I never held it against her because I was with Jared. It would be ridiculous to get angry with her, even if it bothered me deep down. I wasn’t petty like that, and I knew she was hurting, so I just moved on with my life since I understood her. 

At the moment, I couldn’t understand her when it came to this. Upset, I went over to the DVD player to stop the movie. All I had wanted was a weekend with my best friend before we went our separate ways.

After I put the movies away, I wrote to Ben through my letterbox to see if I could go over there instead. They wanted to have a boy’s night, so I didn’t want to disturb them, but I wanted Jared and Mason at the moment. Thankfully, they didn’t seem to care, as Ben wrote back almost immediately, telling me I could go over.

My parents weren’t home, but I didn’t have to check up anymore anyway, which felt a little odd, but after packing an overnight bag, I teleported to Ben’s. 

I had no plans to tell them about Ellen that night, though I would tell Sam later because I was hoping he’d help resolve things between the two of them.
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Furious, I went straight to the room I was staying in at Amber’s and slammed the door behind me. It wasn’t Amber I was truly angry with, and I’d have to talk to her before we all left for school, but it always bothered me when she automatically sided with Mason.

He could never do anything wrong in her mind. When it came to him, she always got so defensive, and it got on my nerves. If we got into fights about anything, she took his side before mine every single time, and I was her best friend first. It annoyed me how he seemed to come before me. 

She was that way with Ernie now, too. Ever since the two of them had been willing to sacrifice themselves for her, she acted like they were both so perfect with no flaws. It wasn’t the first time she’d taken Mason’s side over mine, and it likely wouldn’t be the last.

He and Sam were the ones I actually was mad at, so after stewing in my room for about ten minutes, I got up, a destination in mind instead. I was going to crash their little boys’ night party.

Hurrying downstairs, I found my parents talking in hushed voices. 

“I’m going out. I’ll be back soon,” I told them. 

“Where are you going?” Mom asked before I could take more than a few steps.

“Ben’s,” I answered.

“Ellen, you know you’re not welcome there right now,” Mom told me. “No need to start more conflict between them and you.”

“I just need to talk to Sam and Mason,” I responded. “I’ll be back-”

“No, Ellen. We forbid it,” Dad interrupted. “They’re still very upset with you right now. Just stay here. Just go have your girls’ night with Amber.”

But I wasn’t in the mood to continue a girls’ night with her, even if I knew she was right. She’d said some hurtful things anyway, and I wanted her to feel guilty first before we talked. 

What did she mean I needed to check my ego? Just because I wasn’t insecure like her didn’t mean I had an ego. She was the one who needed to get over her childhood. 

All of us had done everything we could to make sure she lived when my grandmother tried to kill her, but she still doubted people could love her. It was annoying as hell, but I pushed those thoughts away as I thought over my dad’s words.

“What do you mean you forbid me, anyway? I’m an adult now. You can’t tell me what to do anymore,” I told Dad. 

“First of all, you’re not eighteen yet, and secondly, as long as you’re under our roof, you’ll do as we say,” Dad told me. 

“We don’t have a house right now, though,” I pointed out though I regretted it because Mom stood up.

“Ellen, you will still do as we say, even once our house is built! I don’t care how old you get! As long as you depend on us, you will follow our rules. If you don’t like it, you can move out!” She shouted.

I stared at my mother, shocked. She’d always said we could stay at home as long as we needed to, and she wouldn’t kick us out, but now she was basically doing that. Did she want me to be a high school dropout like she was? We only had money because Dad came from money, and my grandparents on her side must have had money too. 

She’d always worked in factories or restaurants, and while those weren’t bad jobs for people who wanted them, she was miserable because she wished she’d remained in school. Did she want me to hate my job? Was she jealous that I’d probably do better than her in life? She often mentioned that I was prettier than her, so maybe she did envy me.

“Do you want me to be a high school dropout? You’ve always said you want me to do better in life than you did,” I protested.

“I do, Ellen, but you seem to think that you can disrespect us just because you’ll be eighteen. Sometimes I regret sending you to that school because you say such hurtful things to us or your brothers, but Timmy never acts like that. We want to treat you like an adult, but there will still be rules while you still depend on us. Once you get a job and can take care of your needs, you can do what you want, but don’t forget you still need us to pay your tuition for the next two years,” Mom answered. “Lately, you have been making stupid childish decisions, and we can’t trust you yet. Lying about sleeping with a grown man is an example of that! You shouldn’t even be having sex yet! It’s not a good choice! Neither is going to Ben’s when they specifically said you aren’t welcome!”

Angrily, I turned on my heel and headed back upstairs. It felt like I was never going to get out from under their thumbs! 

None of my friends had curfews anymore, but as usual, my parents, mainly my mother, wanted to keep me as a little girl forever. I was fed up with it. 

Perhaps one of these days, they’d be the type of parents on talk shows complaining that their eldest daughter never visited them, and they didn’t understand why.

Amber had a secret portal to Ben’s in what used to be Kellen’s old room. Only her parents, his parents, and Mason knew about it. They’d set it up just in case any of us needed a quick escape, but they kept it secret just so people wouldn’t blab. Amber rarely kept anything from me, so I was in the know about it.

After putting my ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on my door, I hurried to Kellen’s old room and hurried through the portal. It took me into Ben’s backyard, but it was way in the back where not many people would look.

Ben’s backyard unfolded as a sanctuary of enchantment, standing out as one of the most captivating outdoor spaces I had ever seen. Its deceptively modest size belied the hidden treasures it cradled, concealing secret and breathtaking gardens within what, at first glance, seemed like ordinary tall bushes.

A closer look revealed the true magic that lay within. Each unassuming tall bush contained inside a unique garden, some featuring tiny ponds that glistened under the sun or moonlight. All had small openings to access them.

Delicate benches, thoughtfully placed beside these miniature paradises, beckoned visitors to lose themselves in the beauty that enveloped them. 

The backyard wasn’t just a physical space; it was a canvas of wonder, waiting to be explored and appreciated.

Ben’s mother had meticulously crafted this backyard oasis, originally designed for Mr. Hoofers’ company parties. The thoughtful layout catered to both the need for communal spaces, perfect for Mr. Hoofers’ company gatherings and the desire for intimate hideaways. 

Families seeking a quieter experience could find solace in the secluded areas, shielding themselves from prying eyes during picnics. However, the majority still gravitated towards the communal spaces, leaving the hidden nooks primarily as a sanctuary for teenage couples seeking a moment of privacy amid the lush beauty of the secret gardens.

As the portal whisked me into one of these seemingly ordinary bushes, I found myself in a charming oasis nestled within its confines—a tiny goldfish pond at its centre. 

This spot held a special place in Amber’s heart, a cherished retreat frequently shared with Jared. The tranquility of the pond and the surrounding greenery whispered of the reasons behind her choice for this hideaway.

My journey through this enchanting yard was abruptly interrupted as I ran into Scott, the very last person I wanted to encounter. 

Mrs. Hoofer followed closely behind him, and the presence of a roaring fire in the pit suggested that they had likely been hanging out in the backyard. 

Despite the fae’s non-celebration of Labour Day, the Hoofers traditionally hosted a grand party during the weekend, bringing the magical allure of the gardens to life for those in the know.

“Ellen, you know we don’t want you here-” Mrs. Hoofer started, but Scott held up a hand.

“Let me talk to her,” he told his mother.

“Ben doesn’t want to see her right now,” Mrs. Hoofer said.

“I just want to talk to Sam and Mason before I leave for my school,” I said.

“You could have sent them a message, dear, but I’ll go get them. I don’t want you disturbing Ben,” Mrs. Hoofer told me as Scott put a hand on my shoulder and led me from the rest of the family. 

The rest of the Hoofer kids were there, except Ben, and they were all glaring at me. So I didn’t fight it.

Instead, I apologized as we walked off. He took me back toward the portal, so I wondered if he was going to make me go home. However, he led me to one of the bushes next to it.

“Mason told me,” he said once I finished explaining myself. “Ellen, I don’t think you realize how much trouble you could have gotten me in. I’m not sure about the Mortal Realm, but here in this realm, we take predators very seriously. Men my age shouldn’t go for girls your age. We have laws in place to protect people your age from people my age.”

“But the age of consent is sixteen,” I stated. 

“That answer tells me that you still don’t know how our world works. Although, I would hope mortals would protect people your age too. That doesn’t matter in our world. No seventeen-year-old can consent to sleeping with someone over the age of twenty-five properly. Even Carly and I were pushing it because she was nineteen. Initially, I rejected her because I felt she was too young, but you know how that went. No one would hold that against me, but a seventeen-year-old? And they’d wonder about me because of Carly, even if she’s the youngest I’ve gone for. But think about how that would look through an authority’s eyes. First, I went for Carly when she was nineteen, and then you when you’re seventeen?”

I nodded, seeing his point a little, but all Carly and I had to do was stick up for him. So would the rest of his family. If my lie had gotten out, I only had to tell people the truth. Everyone would back me up.

Scott laughed when I said this and explained that things weren’t that simple. In cases like that, they were seen as guilty before innocent, and he’d have been thrown into jail because the evidence was against him.

“We take child predators very seriously, Ellen. And people who are between sixteen and eighteen are seen as vulnerable against people my age. There are people who wait for kids to be legal. Can you honestly tell me that you think someone in their late twenties is appropriate for someone between those ages?”

I grimaced at that. I’d never thought about it, but it was gross to think about. However, once again, I hadn’t even thought of Scott as someone in his late twenties. He stopped me in mid-sentence as I explained myself again.

“I know. It’s fine. You were naive, and you weren’t thinking, and I’ll talk to the family for you… although Ben is a champion grudge holder, I wouldn’t expect him to forgive you, especially after you told him he looked lopsided, but the rest of us get it. Even Mom and Dad. They’ll forgive you once they know I have. I get it, it was a full moon, and you were drinking. At your age, you still can’t handle alcohol. It’s just something to be aware of, but we’re good,” Scott said, holding his hand out for me to shake.

At least one person wasn’t upset with me anymore, but I couldn’t say the same for the others yet. 

Only Sam came down to see me, informing me that Mason was furious because he’d gotten what I’d said out of Amber, who I hadn’t known was even there, which irritated me. So she could leave without telling anyone, but I couldn’t?

I led Sam further into the yard near the woods behind Ben’s house. He explained how they could tell something was bothering Amber, and Mason eventually got her to speak, but I didn’t care about that. Mason was the least of my worries at the moment now that I was with Sam.

Though the day of the full moon was the strongest, the days leading up to it and after could be strong too. the full moon that year was September 6th, which was Monday, and it was a Friday night.

“I don’t care about Mason right now,” I told him. “I just want you and me to come up with something that makes us both happy. I thought Ben and everyone else was being dramatic when they said a moon mate’s rejection messes with you, but they’re not. You have no idea how it feels.”

Sam laughed and told me he knew exactly how it felt, and he explained he felt it too because we weren’t getting along at the moment.

“Then what do we do?” I asked. “I don’t want to be a princess, and I don’t want to be committed to someone I’m supposed to be with forever when I’m not even eighteen, yet. All of it scares me, Sam. I’m still struggling with trust after Grandma turned out to be a double agent. I’m also not going to be like Justin and Sierra!” 

“I’ll renounce my claim to all of it, and we can wait until we’re in our thirties to be married if need be. I just don’t see the point in prolonging things if we’ve decided we will be together,” Sam responded.

But I didn’t want him to give up his title for me either. 

“Look, why can’t we agree just to talk about this at Christmas?” I finally said. “Maybe Mason is right about how absence makes the heart fonder. I just can’t be in that kind of relationship right now.”

Sam sighed and folded his arms. “I still think this is about Ethan, but fine. I just don’t understand it, Ellen. You’ve said you’ve chosen me, so I don’t understand why we are waiting. You used to bitch and complain all the time that you couldn’t date when everyone else could.”

He wasn’t wrong about that, but I knew more now than I did at thirteen. I used to think it was the end of the world, but all of it had led to disaster since the summer before JS Year Four. 

I should have just listened to my mother and not tried to grow up so fast. Nothing had gone right for me when it came to dating or sex. If only my seer powers had told me I was better off when I was thirteen.

“Look, I’m sorry, Ellen. I just really like you, and I just want to see if there is more to it than the moon,” Sam continued. “But I don’t want you to feel pressured either.”

“Then stop trying to make me feel jealous,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you at the wedding, but you went for Anne instead. I don’t appreciate you manipulating me like that.”

We talked for a little longer, and after coming to an agreement, I felt lighter, as if the weight of his rejection had been lifted, which was a relief. 

Sam returned to the house, but I remained behind, planning to go back through the portal. However, just as I turned in that direction, I heard someone call my name from the forest.
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As I prepared to use the spell to amplify my voice to call out for help, I froze as I saw a face I hadn’t seen in two years. Ethan. How had he found me here? Just as I strode forward to ask him what he was doing, Fergus suddenly stepped out from behind a tree.

“Wait, I’ve cast a truce spell,” he told me, putting up his hands as I was about to cast the spell. “I was expecting to talk to one of the Hoofers, but then I saw you and summoned a certain friend of yours here.”

As I tried to cast it, I found I couldn’t do anything; I couldn’t even use my elements. I tensed up, wishing Sam hadn’t gone off. I could only hope someone would come this way.

“You can’t use magic. We’re on neutral ground for ten minutes. None of us can cast spells,” Fergus told me as he watched me try.

“You can’t kidnap me,” I said. “Charlene told you that you can’t. You can’t kidnap anyone from our side.”

“I’m not here to kidnap anyone,” Fergus responded. “I’m just here to talk. The truce spell is up more for my protection than yours. I can’t access that yard, and I can’t teleport. Your people would have me down in seconds.”

What would he want to talk about, though? This was certainly a first with them. But I highly doubted that he was here with good intentions either. 

I squared my shoulders and mustered up the courage to confront him, my voice steady but with an underlying tension. 

“What do you want?” I asked, determined to mask the unease creeping up within me. I aimed for a gruff and intimidating tone, hoping it would serve as a shield against the fear threatening to surface.

In that moment, my eyes involuntarily flickered towards Ethan, a silent exchange of worry passing between us. His glance back at me mirrored the trepidation gnawing at my own resolve. I couldn’t shake the nagging suspicion that he might be entangled in this situation against his own volition. 

Questions raced through my mind—was he here of his own free will, or was some external force manipulating him? The fear in his eyes fuelled my determination to get to the bottom of the mystery, adding an urgent edge to the already charged atmosphere.

“Michael’s parents were just a warm-up,” Fergus told me. 

“Really? So murdering all those orphans and burning down our school wasn’t?” I asked.

“That was your grandmother and her team. Most of us are furious about the orphanage. Most of us didn’t approve of that, and they weren’t supposed to wreck your school or cafeteria. They were supposed to cause a distraction so we could get several of you from Hornoras office. Those fires ruined our plans. The only place they were supposed to attack was the palace. Your grandmother led all the attacks before this. She was desperate because her cover was blown, and she knew I’d punish her severely for that,” Fergus said.

Even after all these years, I still felt no remorse for helping to kill my grandmother. She’d had it coming, but this man was toxic and abusive. What he just said about punishing her didn’t sit well with me.

I just couldn’t understand why she didn’t see that. She was better off without him, but she’d chosen to kidnap and frame me to impress him. And for what? This man was just plain evil. I couldn’t wait to be the one to take him down. Perhaps that was the reason for the truce spell. He knew I’d fight him if I could.

“What is it a warm-up to, exactly?” I asked through gritted teeth. “You burnt my house down! Grandma is dead, so who will you blame that one on?”

Fergus erupted into laughter, the sound reverberating through the night air. His amusement was so intense that even beneath the soft glow of the moon, I could discern the telltale signs of his face reddening. The moonlight played on his features, emphasizing the unrestrained joy that had taken hold of him, creating a scene where laughter and moonbeams danced in unison. 

It was a moment that etched itself into the canvas of the night, casting a surreal glow on Fergus’s contagious mirth.

“I’ll take the blame for that one,” he said through his laughter. “You killed my moon mate, and that was my own personal form of revenge. The portal opener’s brother helped, so we crashed his wedding. Any of you who helped kill her, including the two Campbell boys, are on my own private list. Michael’s parents were to show all of you that we’re still out there. But we don’t have to keep killing people or setting buildings on fire if you will all cooperate. We don’t want to keep killing people-” I snorted at that. They’d planned to make the realms have a war so they’d have smaller populations. 

Fergus continued speaking as if I hadn’t.

“You can send the message to everyone. You’re close to the prince. It is time you let the immortals take their rightful place as leaders. We are the first magical people, and we are hard to kill. We should be the leaders instead of having to hide out—”

I cut across him to ask him why they thought they had to hide out. We were all magical people, except for those in the neutral realms. It wouldn’t be hard for us to believe that there were people who lived forever. 

Phoenixes had long lifespans, so why wouldn’t there be people who were truly immortal? They’d chosen to hide in the first place. Why wouldn’t they have been open the whole time?

“Because people wanted to fight us when we were in the open,” Fergus said. “The world was a different place thousands of years ago. They drove us into hiding because they wanted our immortal powers, and each time we tried to take charge, they would fight us and try to kill us. There used to be many more of us, but non-magical and everyday magical people came after us. Your side isn’t as innocent as you think. The immortals and common magic folk just cannot co-exist together without us being in charge. Otherwise, there are wars. So we went into hiding until the right moment.”

“After you killed one hundred thousand innocent people, you mean?” Ethan, who had been quiet until that moment, asked. 

“The sacrifice had to be made so we could be in control. We emerge every one thousand years to take over, but each time, you all refuse to cooperate. We believe there is a final fight between us, which will decide who rules once and for all in the end. There’s a reason you’re all getting powers not seen in thousands of years. As you know, because of your vision, it was ten thousand years ago to the day on the new millennium, so that tells us something is happening.”

“So we can kill you all once and for all?” I asked, wondering how he didn’t see it. In my mind, the universe was sending a clear message, a cosmic revelation of who should rightfully take charge so that we could coexist harmoniously.

“So that once we sacrifice those powers, you’ll all forever have weak magic. You’ll all have to be under our rule whether you like it or not. We will finally be at the top again like we were when we first developed magic. You’ve all been in charge for too long when we should be. It’s disrespectful if you think about it,” he responded, rolling his eyes.

But if people hadn’t submitted to them back then, I didn’t understand why he thought they could do it now. We had more robust technology in all the realms, and the magical populations were much more prominent. 

Their plans to make the realms hate each other to the point we had wars may have worked if we hadn’t found out, but it was too late. 

They’d tried taking over the dark magic wielders to make their realm corrupt. It was the easiest place to operate since everyone thought they were evil, but the dark magic wielders had taken their realm back.

I hadn’t been there since I was thirteen, but from what Mack last reported, besides if a seer was watching, it was now one of the safe realms to go to. They’d use dark magic to ward all immortals out using blood magic from some of the immortals who’d died at Foothills.

Everyone knew the truth; this was now a very different war than they intended. We planned to get the non-magical people involved if we had to.

It was why several of us were going underground after we completed school. If I liked the mermaid school enough, I planned to stay to meet with non-magical people. 

It was against the rules, but it needed to be done.

“I’ll pass the message along, but we’re not going to listen. People should get a say in who leads them without threats. Maybe you should work on talking to all the governments instead. You’re more corrupt than they are. You threaten, kidnap, and murder people if you don’t get your own way. Gee, I wonder why they don’t want you leading,” I said, sarcastically.

However, Fergus, in response, merely shrugged, his nonchalant gesture casting doubt on whether he had truly absorbed a single word I had uttered. It was as if my words had evaporated into the night air, leaving behind an unyielding wall of indifference.

I couldn’t shake the suspicion that these conversations, this cosmic clash of ideologies, had unfolded countless times before in the annals of their existence. The rhythmic repetition of their actions every thousand years hinted at a cycle that likely included discussions like the one we were having.

“You’ll change your mind, but the ten minutes are almost up, and I know the mermaid boy here will attack me, so I need to get a head start,” Fergus told me.

Ignoring Ethan’s pleas to wait, I chased after Fergus as he bolted, a determination to confront him surging through me. 

The urgency to thwart their plans fuelled my sprint, my focus solely on catching up to him before my magic returned. I could feel the power beginning to course through me, and I yearned for the opportunity to use it against him, to halt their ominous agenda.

His footsteps echoed not far ahead, and I continued to tune out Ethan’s calls behind me to come back, fixated on my pursuit. As the distance closed, I readied my magic, preparing to ensnare him with a vine and put an end to their malevolent designs.

Just as I was on the cusp of casting, an abrupt and searing pain shot through both my eyes, a cruel interruption that brought me to my knees in agonized screams. Darkness enveloped my sight, leaving me disoriented and vulnerable. 

I felt a pair of hands on my shoulders, and my initial instinct was to resist until I heard Ethan’s voice offering reassurance.

As my vision slowly started to return, the world remained a blurred tapestry. The stinging sensation persisted, a reminder of the unseen attack that had incapacitated me. 

Ethan’s presence became a grounding force, his words a lifeline as I grappled with the aftermath of the unexpected assault, both physically and emotionally.

“I don’t know,” Ethan answered when I asked what I’d been hit with. “Let’s just get you back to your friends. Let’s just hope more aren’t out there.”

Ethan’s steadying hands helped me regain my footing, and I clung to him for support as he guided me back toward Ben’s. Each step was a challenge, and I couldn’t shake the lingering sting of pain. Another cry escaped my lips as I felt another, and in the hushed aftermath, I heard Ethan’s sudden yelp.

Swearing under his breath, Ethan swiftly cast protective spells around us, creating a shield against the unseen assailant. 

The air crackled with magic as he worked to fortify our defences, and I couldn’t help but feel a mix of gratitude and vulnerability. 

In the midst of the protective aura Ethan conjured, I leaned on him for both physical and emotional support. As my vision fully returned, relief washed over me. 

“I think they set up traps in here,” I remarked, scanning our surroundings for any signs of danger. “I don’t think anyone is out here.”

Ethan remained silent. His response conveyed through action. He extended a hand, and a soothing neon blue light emanated from it, illuminating our path. The unspoken understanding hung in the air as we made our way back to Ben’s, the weight of the recent encounter lingering between us. 

In the quiet journey, the pulsating glow from Ethan’s hand served as both a beacon and a reminder that the threat, though momentarily thwarted, still loomed in the shadows, urging us to remain vigilant.

“Where have you been?” I finally asked him. “I’ve been looking for you anytime I go to California.”

“I haven’t gone back. I’ve always felt like shit about all that,” Ethan said. “For the longest time, I avoided everyone because of whatever spell she put on me. I offended everyone in my pod, so I finally went off alone until I was sure it faded. I’m truly sorry about that, Ellen. I never wanted to use you like that.”

I nodded and told him that I knew and understood. We’d all been looking for the spell she’d used on us, but we’d yet to find it. We guessed they’d created it, and it was top secret, or else it was an ancient one long lost to modern magical people.

Ahead of us, I could hear voices, and I tensed up, preparing to use my elements, but relaxed when I saw several of Ben’s siblings and Sam.

“There you are! We heard you screaming!” Sam exclaimed, running over to me. “What happened?”

I explained what happened from the moment Sam left until moments ago. No one said anything as we entered Ben’s yard, and I sighed in relief, knowing I was safe again.

“So, in other words, their plans aren’t going well,” Barry said. “Not that they ever have, but if they’re here negotiating, they’re clearly running out of ideas.”

“Which means they’ll get desperate and murder more people,” Brianne said. “We have to find their hiding spots, and we need more friendly immortals.”

“We need Ben and Amber,” Scott spoke up. “Let’s face it. They’re hiding in really well-hidden portal rooms. Ben and Amber are the only two who truly know portals. Other portal openers can help until Ben is back on his feet, but they need to detect hidden portal rooms, not just open new ones into realms.”

I tuned them out as they spoke. Ben and Amber were more than likely the solution, but we needed more than finding the hidden portals. 

Glancing at Ethan, I wondered if I could talk to him privately before he left. There had to be friendly immortal mermaids, and I hoped he could help me find them. While the others searched for more descendants, I figured it was time some of us searched for immortals to help us while meeting with non-magical people along the way.
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The new school year had dawned, and this time, I found myself wearing the mantle of a Head Student. It was a role not many sought after, but I had volunteered, partly to keep an eye on Jerry and partly for the freedom and responsibility it bestowed upon me. 

Beyond the immediate reasons, I couldn’t deny the potential boost it would give my future college applications.

Standing alongside Mason, we awaited the arrival of the JS Year Ones to Water Territory. As we stood there, Mason regaled me with tales from his last few weeks at camp, painting a vivid picture of behind-the-scenes parties and the various escapades that unfolded.

“Jess was there?” I inquired, surprised by the revelation, my curiosity piqued as to why they hadn’t mentioned her presence. 

I couldn’t help but wonder if Jared deliberately kept it from me, perhaps not wanting me to stress over their interactions.

“Yeah, but it was awkward between them because of how strong the connection was,” Mason explained, his tone carrying a mix of empathy and amusement. “Jess got drunk and confessed everything she imagined to me—something I never asked for, by the way. But she’s worried you’ll hate her for it. I reassured her that you wouldn’t care.”

As some JS Year Ones crossed the bridge to Water Territory, our conversation was momentarily set aside to check them off.

Jerry’s unexpected presence in Water Territory—a result of his impressive water tornado demonstration at the lake—caught my attention. 

Despite his phoenix powers, the unanimous vote had placed him with us, a decision Mason and I had actively lobbied for. It offered us a better chance to keep a watchful eye on him.

Once the last students arrived, the plan was to join the rest of Water Territory for the Welcome Back to School Assembly. However, my reluctance to participate in the usual proceedings overshadowed any sense of obligation.

I’d always been good at earning demerit points back, and apart from the time in JS Year One when we’d gone to the Dark Magic Wielder Realm. I’d never been grounded to my dorm. 

I didn’t care if they grounded me for a weekend. They wouldn’t take my head privileges away because they’d been desperate that year for people. Everyone hated the job because it meant they had to be narcs. So I wasn’t concerned about that either.

Mason had promised to fill me in, but I decided to head over to Fire Territory, hoping to catch Jared before the start of the school assembly. It was a common practice for him to skip the initial gatherings, and he had never faced any consequences for it.

As I entered his dorm, I found Jared sitting at the common dorm table, his face buried in his hands, elbows resting on the table. Concern etched my features as I approached him. 

“You okay?” I inquired, making my way over to him.

He looked up at me, his eyes revealing a mix of emotions, and then abruptly stood up, rushing over to envelop me in a tight hug. 

His intense kisses conveyed a sense of urgency as he held me close. The unexpected embrace left me momentarily taken aback, and I couldn’t help but sense that something more profound lingered beneath the surface of his actions.

“I just worry if I do meet my moon mate,” he finally responded. “It was intense that night, and I just worry, and I have no idea how you’ve done this for two years.”

I wanted to tell him it got easier like people told me when Ben and I were mated, but it hadn’t. It felt like it was getting worse, and I often wondered if it was because of our generation. 

However, I kept reminding myself that Gloria, my stepmother, had gone back to my father and remained with him to this day. 

Jared and I had been together for so long. We could fight it if he met his.

“We’re almost done with school, too,” Jared said when I told him my thoughts. “It will likely be easier when we don’t have to see them as much. We just need to get through the next two years.”

I took Jared back to my dormitory since I would have it to myself. One of the benefits of being a Head Student was I was in charge of curfew checks now. 

None of the Head Students ever did a second check after the initial one, and I planned to keep up the tradition. 

Shortly after midnight, Sierra stormed into my dormitory, arms folded, and a fierce glare directed at me. 

“I thought I’d find him here,” she declared, her tone sharp. “Get back to your dorm, Jared. These nighttime sleepovers end now.”

I was caught off guard, and my immediate response was, “What the hell?” 

Standing beside me, Jared regarded her with raised eyebrows, equally surprised by the abrupt intrusion.

Sierra remained unfazed. “Well, unless you two want to start off with negative demerits and every weekend in your dorms for the next six weeks, I’d suggest he leaves now.”

Jared muttered a frustrated “Whatever” and attempted to lean over to kiss me, but Sierra swiftly intervened with a spell, forcing him back. 

My irritation flared. “What are you doing?” I demanded, glaring at her.

“The student handbook says you shouldn’t,” she replied matter-of-factually before instructing Jared to leave once again. 

He shot her a glare and exited the dorm. I stared at my sister, a mix of disbelief and resentment swirling within me. It was as if the version of her from our earlier years, the one I had endured during the first thirteen years of my life, had suddenly resurfaced.

“Sierra, what the hell?” I repeated.

“I am Mrs. Hudson to you!” She responded.

“Is this a power trip or something?” I asked her. “Seriously, why are you acting like this? You were a Head Student for the past two years, and you did what you wanted. Hell, you and Justin stayed in each other’s dorms all the time shortly after you came here. What gives?”

Sierra sighed, but the glare persisted as we faced each other. She began to explain, “Look, Amber, you don’t know the hell people in JS Year Three and up were giving me last year—”

“Considering that I fought a lot of them for it, I do—” I started to interject, but she continued talking, dismissively ignoring my attempt to contribute to the conversation.

“—I was literally hired fresh out of school. Most teachers need a college education, but because I’m the most powerful light magic wielder, they skipped a few steps to get me in here. There’s more pressure on me now. Yooper used to be the youngest teacher, but now I am, and I’ve taken on some of his workload since I don’t have many students. This is part of my job. Yooper never cared about the curfew checks when he did them, but I am taking it seriously. Everyone thinks I’m going to give you favouritism, so I’m sorry, but I have to prove them wrong. If you cared about me or me having this job, you’d understand.”

Her words hung in the air, but understanding was the furthest thing from my mind. She had targeted me specifically for this scrutiny, using it as a means to prove a point. There had to be other ways to show she wasn’t playing favourites.

“So you’re basically making an example out of me,” I retorted, my frustration bubbling to the surface.

“I need this job,” she asserted. “You know it’s been my dream since I was a little girl to be a teacher, and it practically fell into my lap! I can’t blow this for myself, just for you. I’m sorry. It’s not just you, anyway. I’m seriously not coming after only you. I made many dormitory checks before I got here and kicked people out. Everyone bullied me and said I would be an incompetent teacher. Well, you’re all about to see the opposite. Things are about to change around here, big time. The moon parties, for example? They’re done. Oh, and you can serve breakfast for the rest of the week, and you’re grounded to your dorm for the week for skipping the assembly to make out with your boyfriend.”

I stood there, my mouth agape, shocked by the sudden turn of events as Sierra left the dormitory. The weight of her decisions, both personal and professional, hung heavily in the air, leaving me grappling with a sense of betrayal and frustration.
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As the weeks unfolded, I found myself yearning for the carefree days of summer, though not for the conventional reasons most people cherished summer vacation. What was supposed to mark my first year of freedom at Foothills had transformed into a dull and monotonous experience.

The teachers in SS Year Two told us on the first day that, now that we were officially adults, we carried more responsibilities and were afforded greater freedom. 

The mantra was clear–they didn’t care about our activities as long as we remained responsible. It was the same approach of many colleges in other realms that commenced at age eighteen.

Despite this overarching sense of freedom, Sierra, for reasons beyond my comprehension, seemed to hone in on the two oldest years. 

While she did exhibit a degree of annoyance towards the younger students, she devised a peculiar rule for us that mirrored an old policy from my previous primary school for students in grades six to eight. 

Couples, regardless of age, were required to maintain at least six inches of distance between them, and kissing was strictly prohibited.

Sierra had been enforcing this rule with a heavy hand, handing out punishments such as grounding or mandatory cafeteria duty for even the slightest display of affection. 

Jared and I had already faced two rounds of grounding for daring to share a kiss. The other teachers remained conspicuously silent on the matter, reluctant to challenge Sierra’s authority. 

The result was an atmosphere of suppressed frustration among the older students, questioning the need for such stringent regulations.

“There, look, right here!” Denver said as he poured over the thick student handbook with Jared, Hank, Mason, Charlene and Sheila at the table, we were at in the library in late September. 

“I’m just summarizing, but it clearly states that while PDA should be kept to a minimum, the school understands that teenagers will get into relationships, and relationships are allowed! And it states right here that those eighteen and over should use discretion, but they know we are adults, and they’re not going to enforce strict rules on us as long as we don’t have sex on school grounds! But those spells prevent us anyway. Where the hell is she getting these rules from anyway?”

“And moon parties are allowed as long as we are responsible!” Hank added, pointing to another section in the book.

Ben joined us moments later, but his focus was on me. The others didn’t even look up as they continued reviewing the handbook. 

Most of us hadn’t read it until then, but given how Sierra was going on a power trip, people had been reading it more. Most of her rules were just nonsense. Since when was holding hands PDA?

While they’d been going through the book, I’d written two separate letters but debated on sending them. Carly, after all, had always taken Sierra’s side while Justin was her moon mate and husband. They’d probably just tell me that she was doing her job and to just listen or something.

So Ben was a welcome distraction as he pushed his faecomm before me.

“I’ve already talked to Yooper, and if you’re up for it, I want to try opening the portals tonight, but Scott and Mason also had good points. You and I are the best portal openers and can do all portal spells.”

I gazed at him. Of course, I was up for it, but it was him we were worried about. His arm was already slowly growing back, but anytime we’d made portals together, we had to hold hands to merge our magic while pushing it out our other hands. The teachers had already told him not to force magic out of that arm yet.

“No, we’ve just thought we had to,” Ben responded when I pointed this out. “It made it easier when we were younger, but Amber, we can radiate magic from all over our bodies now where we want. Come on, they’ve started teaching that to us in our elemental classes. Look,” and he pointed to his faecomm.

I read through the passage he was showing me on a website containing information about portal openers, mainly ones like us, who had to work together to open portals. 

From what I was reading, by their eighteenth year, portal openers could open portals almost by will as long as the two or more cooperated and were in tune with each other. Given that we were moon mates who got along, we already had that part covered. 

“I’ve been researching mending since the day after they attacked the wedding, and from what I’ve found from various sites, we don’t have to wait for my arm to grow back. We just have to work on radiating the magic from our bodies together!”

“Well, I’m up for trying as long as you are,” I declared, rising from my seat and swiftly stuffing the letters into my pockets before gathering my letterbox and school books into my bag. A quick scan of the library assured me that Sierra wasn’t in sight.

Taking a moment longer to ensure the coast really was clear, I approached Jared and planted a kiss on his lips. 

After sharing our destination, he nodded in agreement, reciprocating the kiss before we set our plan into motion. The quiet rebellion against Sierra’s restrictive rules added a hint of thrill to our mundane routine, a small act of defiance in the face of the stifling regulations imposed upon us.

“Don’t worry, we are writing all this down and presenting it to Sierra,” he told me before Ben and I left the library to meet Yooper in the sun beach portal room.

“She’s always been a selfish one,” Ben muttered under his breath as we walked down the hall, and I gathered he was talking about Sierra. I glanced at him, curious about his perspective.

“How do you figure? Don’t get me wrong, she’s annoying me with all these stupid rules, but you and I both know that she’s doing it because everyone made fun of her last year. She’s just trying to make a point. She’ll stop once people see she means business. It won’t be like this forever,” I reasoned, offering a more empathetic view.

Ben let out a small scoff in response. “Oh, come on, Amber,” he said. “I’m saying this in the nicest way possible, but you are too desperate to be liked. It’s understandable, but you’ve forgiven so many people, myself included, when you shouldn’t have. I’m embarrassed to think about how I used to be and how I treated you in our first year. You just forgave me when you shouldn’t have. I’m not complaining, but your desperation for people to like or love you makes you overlook flaws others wouldn’t.”

His words echoed sentiments I had heard before, mainly from Jared and Mason. It wasn’t easy for me to hold a grudge for too long, and Ben was right—my desire to be liked stemmed from a long-standing craving for love and friendship. 

On the other hand, he came from a loving home with seven older siblings who cared deeply for him, even if their upbringing had been tough by fae standards.

I forgave him when we were in JS Year One, understanding the pressures from his family to toughen him up for school. 

Despite his attitude at the time, I empathized with the challenges he faced during our initial encounters.

As I explained the reasons behind my forgiveness, recounting our first day of school when all of Ben’s siblings, even his parents, had been on his case for failing the obstacle course they set up for him before he came here, Ben chuckled.

I recalled how he had hoped to impress his family that night by excelling at the challenges, only for me to outperform him and then spray him in the face inadvertently.

Ben’s laughter filled the corridor even louder now before he spoke.

“That’s what I mean, Amber. Michael has been saying for years that just because a person has struggled, it gives them no right to take it out on others. If I ever have kids, I will not push them the way my family has with me, but it still gave me no right to lash out at you back then or to ignore you for months. I was an asshole to you, plain and simple, and you just forgave me. I get you want love from friends and family, but don’t let people walk all over you so that you can have it. They’ll just do it to you more.”

“And what does that have to do with Sierra and her supposed selfishness?” I inquired, seeking to understand the connection between Ben’s earlier remark about Sierra.

He sighed before responding.

“She has always put herself first. I give Carly and Sierra credit for admitting their mistakes, but it took Bernice turning on Sierra and Carly for them to realize it! They were fifteen and sixteen! They were old enough to know better. They’ve even admitted they treated you like shit for years because it kept Bernice off their backs!”

He shook his head and then continued.  

“My siblings may have been a bit brutal on me to force my elements out, but they’d never do that. If you hadn’t run away, they’d have kept it up. Sierra has said more than once they likely would have. Sierra chose to have the wedding on your birthday when it would have worked better for everyone to have it next month! But she insisted because she wanted to be married when she returned as a teacher.”

Ben glanced at me as he continued talking, gripping his hands into fists.

“It’s all about what Sierra wants! Sierra is now so desperate for people to see her as an authority figure that she’s forcing these stupid rules on us and making an example out of you! Somehow, the JS Year Ones have more freedom than us! I saw her ignore Jerry, who kissed some girl, but apparently, I was wrong to kiss Erica! It would be one thing if she were enforcing those rules for people in JS Years One and Two because they’re children who are just starting to date, but she’s not! She’s doing it to the JS Year Fours and anyone in SS Year One to Three. I don’t give a shit if every person in those grades made fun of her. She is abusing her authority! This isn’t about being seen as a good teacher. It’s a power trip against people who bothered her!”

I chose not to respond to Ben’s words because I once again understood Sierra. While her actions weren’t justified, I couldn’t ignore the fact that she had been subjected to severe bullying. 

Most of my fights in Fight Club during the previous year were in defence of Sierra, as people from JS Year Three and above relentlessly attacked her, deeming her unqualified for her position. 

The brutal nature of these encounters even led to Ben taking an ice brick to the face when SS Year Two boys assaulted Sierra, convinced that her teaching position was a result of favouritism due to my portal-opening abilities.

Despite Sierra’s current overreactions, there was an underlying issue of bullying in the school that needed to be addressed. 

Michael, Mason, and I had discussed plans for the school and Fae Realm reforms extensively. It was a cause I intended to champion once I finished school, fuelled by my frustration.

Witnessing some JS Year One boys mocking a girl for her appearance triggered a swift response from me. 

I imposed a three-week dinner duty and deducted thirty demerit points, effectively grounding them. 

However, Hornora deemed the punishment too severe, insisting that the girl should stand up for herself. He reduced the dinner duty to one week, and decided they shouldn’t lose demerits, showcasing the school’s inadequate response to bullying.

As a Head Student, I realized my position provided no voice, while Sierra wielded authority to punish seemingly trivial offences. I just wanted a compassionate school environment.

“That’s exactly my point. She is selfish as hell,” Ben said as we entered the sun beach portal room after I pointed this all out. “Look at how she is repaying us.”

Yooper entered moments later, his face red and his breathing heavy. I didn’t think he saw us because he kicked the sand multiple times before using various elements against one of the many target boards in the beach room, shouting out profanity as he did so.

“Sir, are you okay?” Ben asked timidly, approaching Yooper slowly.

“Sierra is a nightmare!” Yooper exclaimed, frustration evident in his voice. He unleashed an ice ball at the target with force before turning his gaze to me, lowering his voice to continue.

“She’s part of this world out of the kindness of our hearts; she’s a teacher for the same reason, but does she appreciate it? No. Instead, she calls a meeting for the staff to discuss how we need to go forward with dealing with people in your grade and SS Year Three. We have explained to her daily that we don’t believe in giving you too many restrictions as long as you’re responsible. We don’t usually have problems with people your age because none of you want to be seen as children anymore. We’ve found that the fewer restrictions we put on you, the less likely you are to act out. The two oldest grades are usually the easiest for us to deal with, while the junior years are the hardest, especially the first two. But because we all disagree with Sierra and the stupid rules she’s trying to implement, she’s written a letter to the school board about each of us, full of complaints.”

Was he in trouble then? Thankfully, he shook his head and finally smiled warmly for the first time when we asked. He explained that the school board was on their side but told them to let Sierra figure it out for herself because it would eventually backfire on her. 

They believed because the teachers had all lobbied hard to allow her to start there with no college education, they had to reap what they sowed until she calmed down.

“No one on the school board is going to take the opinion of a twenty-year-old fresh out of school seriously, but they refused to step in for us and told us if she keeps writing complaints about us to them, it will be us, they come after, not because they agree with her, but because we insisted on letting her in without a proper education. We’re all just furious because we feel it’s a betrayal after everything we did for her. Hornora didn’t have to let her and Carly into this school, but he did. We just feel like how she’s acting is disrespectful, especially with how she carried on with Justin all over this school. You know how many times I walked in on those two?”

“Can’t you just tell her that she can’t change the rules?” I asked him, and Yooper laughed. 

“There’s a reason I’m furious, and I’m sorry you two saw that. I didn’t think you’d be here yet. It’s just been non-stop drama every single damn day in the staff room because of her, but we can’t fire her or write her up because we invited her here, and technically trying to change the rules isn’t a fire-able offence. We’re just all stuck at the moment. We’re stressing enough about the immortals. We don’t need this.”

Perhaps sending the letters to Carly and Justin was a good idea. Maybe they’d be able to talk some sense into her, but before I did, I would try to have another talk with her after my Light Magic class in a few days. 

We only had the class once a week, and we had it with kids from JS Year One to SS Year Three because there were only a couple dozen of us altogether, so it was easier for her since we were all starting at the basics. 

The conversation was dropped, and instead, Yooper worked with us on making portal rooms with us in the beach room before he took us out of the school to town. 

We were going to try to open a portal to the Sorcerers Realm that night, but first, Yooper wanted to be sure we could do portal rooms together at will without holding hands. 

The SS Year Twos had started portal-opening classes that year, and Ben and I were already at the top of the year when we worked on our own.

I was hoping Yooper would do this with us more because I found portal-opening classes boring. After all, they were so basic for us. We’d learned how to open most portals on our own when we were thirteen. 

I wanted to help the other students out instead since the class was useless for me, but Mrs. Mackerson insisted I do my own work instead because I needed to be graded, too. Why couldn’t I do both? 

Tara had made significant progress the other day with my help, so I was sure I could help anyone else struggling. 

I wasn’t a fan of Lydia, but I knew I could help her open a portal properly. However, I’d gotten in trouble for helping because we’re fae, and Lydia needed to figure it out.
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After an hour of collaborative effort, we successfully opened and closed portals without the need to physically hold hands, relying solely on our combined will and magic. 

Buoyed by this achievement, Yooper decided it was time to take our practice to the mortal town accessible through the village near the school and attempt to enter the Sorcerers Realm.

On the way, we picked up Jared, anticipating he might be able to help. While there was a possibility of encountering other sorcerers, Yooper believed Jared’s unique powers could provide insights into why the other side sought him out.

After ensuring no magical person had performed spells in the abandoned house we were taken to for a long time, he had us begin. With the stage set, we began our attempt to open a portal to the Sorcerers Realm.

Working in tandem, Ben and I focused on connecting our magic without physical contact, replicating our success back at the school. This time, the process felt considerably easier, likely a result of our prior experience. Jared, possessing sorcerer powers himself, guided us.

As our magic seamlessly melded with that from the Sorcerers Realm, I sensed warmth spreading through me. 

Although I initially attributed it to magic, I gradually realized it was the connection between Ben and me that infused the enchantment with a unique strength. The warmth had been present when we touched physically, but now, as our wills synchronized, it felt even more potent.

Jared frowned as Ben commented on this but chose to remain silent. He continued to assist us until a blue light and a zapping sound signalled our success—the portal to the Sorcerers Realm had been opened.

“Holy shit,” Jared whispered.

“Let me go through first,” Yooper said before any of us could move. “I refuse to let any of you get stuck in another realm again. Just remember, don’t use anything but your Sorcerer’s powers once we’re there. Mack heard the immortals have spells up to detect you or anyone close to you if other magic is used.”

He entered the portal first, leaving us behind to secure and make the portal accessible only to us. Soon enough, his arm emerged through the portal, signalling us to follow.

Stepping through, I was momentarily taken aback by the stark contrast of the Sorcerers Realm to our own. 

Each realm had its distinct characteristics; the Shapeshifter Realm, for example, resembled an environment from the 1800s with a blend of modern technology. In contrast, the Sorcerers Realm projected a futuristic ambience.

The scenery before me unfolded like a vision of what people from a century ago might have imagined the world to be a hundred years in the future. 

The city scape exuded a sense of futurism, with flying cars hovering above and sleek, round, towering buildings reminiscent of the Jetsons. 

Holographic displays adorned the landscape, transforming billboards into captivating spectacles of light, painting the city with a dazzling array of colours and images. The Sorcerers Realm felt like a journey into a world where technological wonders and magical prowess seamlessly coexisted.

“It’s amazing to see how each realm evolved, isn’t it?” Yooper asked. “Ten thousand years ago, we were all together in one place. Even the portal room they built to trap your ancestors had people who evolved differently from the rest of us, and they were mixed magic. I just wonder if we’d all stayed together how things would look. Our powers combined probably would have made an incredible world. It’s a shame, really.”

“The population sizes might have been a problem, though,” Ben said. “Each realm has about the same amount of people in each. A lot of people might not have been born.”

“It would have evened out properly,” Yooper said. “Do you feel anything, Jared?”

“Not really,” he answered. “I honestly think I just have the magic in me. It feels strong, but I don’t think I have special powers like the rest of you.” 

Jared held out his arms, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath—a practice we had been taught in previous classes to connect with any potential secondary powers we might possess. The teachers believed that visiting other realms enhanced the sensitivity to these powers, asserting that anyone could potentially tap into them.

After Jared opened his eyes and shook his head, Yooper responded with a casual shrug. “We’re learning that sometimes secondary powers take time to emerge, though,” he explained. “Maybe you’re right, bud, but you never know. I think we should keep that portal permanently, and then open a main one further from the school. All we need to do is open permanent ones to the others. Once we do, I think the magic will flow better, and the secondary powers will emerge. For now, I wouldn’t rule it out. Let’s just get this portal strengthened here, and then Ben and Amber can make one open to the public. You’ll be able to come and go when you want now.”

Jared’s magic felt particularly potent in the Sorcerers Realm, and the prospect of exploring this fascinating realm together excited me. 

After Ben and I strengthened the portal, leaving a trace of magic for us to detect it, Yooper insisted on our return through the portal. From there, we teleported to the nearest city to set up the portal in an abandoned factory. 

Yooper and Jared stood guard while Ben and I, working together, attempted to open the portal within the confines of a building.

If that proved unsuccessful, Yooper suggested the option of constructing a protective structure around it. He emphasized the importance of learning how to locate abandoned buildings in the accessed realm, a skill vital for portal openers to ensure their safety.

Just as we were on the verge of opening the portal within the building, Sierra’s abrupt entrance disrupted our focus. Her narrowed eyes were fixed on Yooper as she strode into the building, an unexpected intrusion that caught us off guard.

“There you are! I wasn’t finished talking to you. Why are you all here?” Sierra demanded.

“How did you find me?” Yooper asked her.

“The finding spell,” she replied. “You didn’t let me finish my new moon mate initiative—”

“Moon mate initiative?” Jared inquired.

Yooper rolled his eyes. “Just something ridiculous. Sierra, we’re a bit busy here. We’re just trying to get a portal open into the Sorcerers Realm. Can’t this wait?”

Intrigued, Sierra nodded and stood back, falling into silence. Ben and I refocused on the task at hand and successfully opened the portal. Once it was open, I took Sierra by the hand and pulled her through with me, hoping for a moment of camaraderie.

We found ourselves in a small abandoned home. After leading her outside, she gasped with surprise. The town we were in seemed less busy than the bustling city we had been near. Flying cars were still present, but the atmosphere was more relaxed.

“This is so cool,” Sierra exclaimed, her attention captured by the surroundings. I noticed a paper in her hand and took it from her, reading what she had written.

Yooper was right; it was the most ridiculous thing I had ever heard. Sierra’s new initiative proposed that students could only date if they were with their moon mates. 

Any other school-aged couple had to break up. The absurdity of the proposal left me speechless, wondering how such an idea could be taken seriously.

“What the hell is this nonsense, Sierra? Why are you so against people dating?” I demanded.

“I’m not against people dating,” she responded, tearing her eyes from the overcast sky to glare at me. “I’m against kids getting hurt from dating people outside their moon mates. I just think when it comes to teenagers, it’s too much for them to handle. Some adults aren’t mature enough for it, so how can teenagers be? I just want to protect people who might not understand what they’re getting into. Look at what happened to our families! Your dad walked out on us! I don’t want other children to grow up the way we did.”

“No one is having kids anytime soon if they are careful, though,” I said. “Why does it matter if kids aren’t involved? If a couple wants to take that risk, that’s their decision. You think Jared and I should break up?”

“It’s inevitable,” she responded with a shrug. “He had a false alarm with Jess, didn’t he? I saw how much it stressed you two out. He’s still stressing about it. You guys will grow apart.”

“You’re so damn ignorant. Amber and I are as close as ever, so shut your mouth and keep it shut when it comes to our relationship,” Jared retorted through gritted teeth, his frustration evident.

Sierra let out a deep breath, the furrow of her brow revealing her irritation. 

In a sudden outburst, she conjured a vine, sending it spiralling towards Jared and tightly wrapping it around his wrist. Jared tore it off swiftly, shooting her a glare. Sierra, however, closed her eyes and took several deliberate breaths. It was a ritual, a coping mechanism from her childhood to regain composure.

When she opened her eyes, she looked first at Jared and then at me. The air between us was charged with unspoken tension,

“Look, I get you guys think I am being bitch for this, but—”

“Yeah, you are! You’ve been nothing but a bitch on a power trip for weeks! You are doing a terrible job as a teacher so far. Even the other teachers think so,” I interrupted her, and her face reddened. 

A rapid blink followed, her eyes shining as if on the verge of tears. The confrontation had exposed a vulnerability beneath her authoritative facade, and the weight of my words seemed to leave an impact.

“You know what?” She asked.  “Your dad loves me more than he loves you. He never wanted you! He walked out on you when you were a toddler and didn’t check in on you for ten years. He rejected you when you went to him five years ago, but welcomed me with open arms—”

“What the hell is wrong with you, you dumb cunt?” Jared demanded, just as Ben shouted at her as well.

“Fuck! Sierra! When you used your earth magic, you set off one of their alert spells. It’s detected the portal!” Yooper shouted out in fear. “We’re not supposed to use anything but sorcerers magic, and you have none!”

Yooper raised his hands, instructing Ben, Sierra, and me to use light magic to create a protective shield around us. 

Ben and I cooperated seamlessly, but Sierra was too preoccupied with yelling at Jared, berating him for using a derogatory term and threatening him with detention in the cafeteria for the rest of the term.

While I shared Sierra’s disdain for the term, this wasn’t the appropriate moment, and her behaviour was escalating the situation. 

She forcefully pushed Jared with her air, and despite his resistance, he was propelled into the air before crashing onto the grass about ten feet away from us. 

The impact echoed the tension in the air, leaving a profound silence in its aftermath. 

Ned, the immortal with blond hair who’d been a burr in our side for years, let out a triumphant laugh as he suddenly appeared and shot a spell at Jared while Sierra tried to stop it with light magic, but she was too late. 

Jared let out a gagging sound before throwing up blood. His head cracked backward with a sickening snap, and his eyes rolled up in his head. The air was filled with my high-pitched scream, but life was already leaving his body as I desperately tried to help.

Furious, I turned to Ned, trapping him in vines, as Ben ran over, attempting to sacrifice himself for Jared. 

Though Yooper instructed him to stop, Ben pressed on. Ben and I lacked sufficient enough dark magic, and the spell retaliated harshly, sending buzzing shocks through him which caused him to tremble as a white light travelled up his arm.

He cried out, shaking his hand, now a bright red colour, and covered with blisters from the repercussions of the powerful magic.

My thoughts went to Mrs. Carling as Yooper and I strengthened our hold on Ned with thicker vines. Lightning had killed her when Ernie and Mason had tried to sacrifice themselves for me, and while there wasn’t a storm, there were power lines above us. Surely, any kind of electricity would work on immortals.

While Yooper and Sierra strained to hold him down, I narrowed my focus on taking control of the power lines. In Air class, we’d eventually learn how to conjure electrical storms, but toward the end of the previous year, we’d received preliminary training on manipulating electricity with our air magic.

I seized control of the power line, tearing it apart with magic. Ensuring the severed lines hit Ned, I harnessed the electricity coursing through the live wire, intensifying its power.

Recognizing my intent, Ben rushed back over to lend his support, and together, we channelled the electrifying energy into Ned. 

It had already begun, but our collaborative efforts elevated the intensity to the point where Ned lit up with a flash of brilliance, accompanied by a deafening zapping sound that reverberated around us.

Nearby, people were walking over to watch, so Sierra and Mr. Yooper had to ensure they all had protective spells around them so they wouldn’t get electrocuted if any of it went through the ground.

By the time we were done, nothing was left of him but burnt flesh. Other immortals could have been around, but Sierra had thrown up a protective shield around us, and unless any light magic wielders were around to break it, we were safe.

Mr. Yooper helped us shut off the electricity, though Ben and I struggled, so he did it alone as the two of us ran over to Jared, who looked lifeless. I touched him, feeling for a pulse. I let out a scream when I couldn’t find one.

He was gone! Furious, I turned on Sierra, whose eyes were filled with tears as she gazed down at him. 

“I’m so sor—” she began, but I hit her hard with a gust of wind, giving as much force as possible so she fell over.

“He’s dead because of you,” I told her as I walked over to where she lay. “Your selfish and stupid actions led to all of this! I hate you. You’re as dead to me as Jared is.” 

I turned and fled to the portal, with Ben rushing after me, calling for me to wait. For what? Jared was dead. There was no bringing him back like Mason and Ernie had with me.
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As I headed towards Amber’s dorm to check on her, Mason abruptly rushed over from the same direction, his face unusually pale, and dark circles beneath his eyes suggested a lack of sleep.

“We need to get Ellen and Ernie here, I think,” he said to me. “She’s not getting any better. She just lays in her bed and stares at the ceiling.”

“It’s just been a week,” I reasoned. “She’s not going to get over it overnight. I’m still coming to terms with his death, so she’s not going to anytime soon.”

I kept hoping it was just a dream or some miracle would happen and he’d show up, but Jared was dead. We all believed he must have had some kind of gift the immortals didn’t want emerging, so they’d taken care of it. They couldn’t kidnap him because of Charlene’s command, so instead, they took his life.

The whole school was mourning his death, though most people didn’t know the details. For whatever reason, the teachers had covered up Sierra’s part in it, and she was still a teacher, even if in my opinion, getting a student murdered should have been enough to get her out of here, especially since she’d gotten defensive about it at first.

She had no excuse. Instead of trying to protect us, she’d shoved him and put him in harm’s way.

She walked around with red eyes and stopped with her power trip, so she must have felt guilty for how her actions led to it, but I still couldn’t forgive her for it, no matter how bad she felt. He’d be alive still if not for her.

Given my connection to Amber, I’d felt her pain when it happened, so my first thought was to save him, but it backfired on me. 

All I’d accomplished was getting a second-degree burn on my good hand, which the menders had healed, thankfully. 

At first, I’d been paranoid I’d lose use of another part of my body, but it was as good as new. There weren’t even any scars.

Now, oddly enough, the connection between Amber and I had dulled. The moon mate connection was still there, but I didn’t feel the incessant need to be with her all the time. It made it easier to visit with her because I felt the same way I had before the moon had mated us. All I wanted was to be there for my friend.

Just as we neared Water Territory, we noticed Denver, Michael, and Charlene approaching us.

Other than the brief period after her rescue, Charlene seldom had a hair out of place. As a member of the royal family, she consistently strived to maintain a polished appearance, as did her brother and sister. However, in the current moment, her usually immaculate hair seemed untouched by a brush, her complexion was pale, and her clothes bore wrinkles.

Despite the dishevelled appearance, Charlene didn’t look bad. On the contrary, this departure was oddly hot from her usual poised demeanour. 

It was a striking deviation from the typical image of someone who consistently appeared as if they had just stepped out of a photo shoot.

She barely knew Jared, though, and while I knew that the news of his death had affected the student body, most people were starting to move on.  She was closer to Ellen out of all of us, so I wondered if her appearance was unrelated.

“You all right?” Mason asked Charlene while I greeted Michael, who must have just arrived from Wyrm Academy.

From the sounds of his letters, he was taking Jared’s death hard, too, but he’d known him since they were little boys. The two of us had been writing a lot over the past week. However, he looked fine. His expression was neutral as he greeted me.

“No,” Charlene answered. “I think it’s my fault.”

We all gazed at her with surprise, even Denver, who was usually very stoic. His eyes were wide as he stared at her.

“But you weren’t there,” I responded. “How could it be your fault?”

“I think my powers backfired on me. Jared wasn’t the only casualty, although he’s the only one who died,” Charlene replied, and she closed her eyes and sighed when we asked her what she meant.

She gazed at each of us in turn before continuing.

“I’ve been trying to will Sierra to quit on her own accord since the start of the year,” she explained in a low voice, now staring at the ground. “I didn’t want her fired, but you knew what she was like. I wanted her gone. So, instead, I willed for something to happen to make her want to quit. Sam fell from the balcony in the gym during one of her lessons, two of the Year Ones were burnt, and I’ve heard many other stories of students getting hurt. I just heard Sierra in Hornora’s office telling him that she quit because of all of that. Mack warned me that my powers could backfire! I think it’s because I’ve been trying so hard to get her to quit that Jared died because of it! She feels that she’s an incompetent teacher because students have been hurt on her watch, and one died. I willed her to quit because she felt incompetent!”

I had no idea what to say to that as I gazed at her. Perhaps it was her fault, but she’d just been hoping what the rest of us had been hoping, that Sierra would realize she wasn’t ready to be a teacher and quit to get a real education.

While I’d never bullied her (I’d stuck up for her the year before), I’d been against her taking the job fresh from school, too. It felt like she got everything handed to her while the rest of us, especially her younger sister, had to work for it.

Mr. Yooper was right; they didn’t have to let Sierra or Carly in, but they chose to because they came into their elements. Many schools allowed late admittance, but they did it as a favour to mortals because we wanted them in our world if they were magical. It benefited us as much as it did them.

She had been given a place here with no performance. They’d given both Carly and Sierra a break when they did their JS Year Fours because they were late admittance. 

They still had to do the obstacle courses, but they were given leniency over the rest of their classmates, and it had been the same for their SS Year Threes, too, but Ernie, Brody, and Mason who were late admittance weren’t given any.

Then, Sierra was given a teaching job right after she finished school. She’d been married to her moon mate on her sister’s birthday, despite the fact she could have chosen any other day. She overshadowed Amber once again.

Everything went her way without a struggle, which was why she should have gone to college to get the job. Brody, who was in line to be the Dark Magic Wielder teacher, had to go to school for it. 

Why did Sierra get all these opportunities when she hadn’t earned it? I was tired of seeing everything handed to her on a silver platter when she’d treated Amber like crap for thirteen years. She’d had such an easy life compared to others like Michael, the Campbells, and Amber.

I often felt even her relationship was handed to her. Justin was her first and only relationship. She’d met her moon mate the moment she came into our world.

Could I really be upset with Charlene? Especially if it was just a coincidence? Her powers had been useless so far when getting the immortals to come to us on their own accord, so why would they have worked this time? Every morning, she willed them to come to us to surrender, but it hadn’t happened yet.

“It might just be a coincidence,” I told her. “It’s no one’s fault but Sierra’s.”

“It’s no one’s fault but the person who killed him,” Michael retorted angrily, causing me to step back in shock as he glared at me, his palms out, as if ready to attack me with his elements.

“You guys all want to blame Sierra,” he continued. “From what I heard, yes, she was a nightmare on a power trip, but do you want to bully her into feeling horrible when she already does? Don’t become the bully, Ben. Sierra acted like that because this stupid school allowed the students to bully her last year relentlessly! She was just trying to prove herself as a teacher! Albeit, she did it wrong, but she was learning! Jared is dead due to bullying!”

“Yeah, I mean, the fact she’s in there quitting shows she’s owned up to her part in it,” Mason added. “You know, she could still be walking around on a power trip pretending it wasn’t her fault, but she felt bad the moment it happened, and now she’s quitting. It’s something Amber is going to have to come to terms with eventually, too, but Michael has a point, Ben. Do you want Sierra to feel even worse? If people knew the truth, they’d attack her even more. Would you be satisfied if people harassed her over it? Don’t get me wrong, I am furious with her, and I don’t plan to talk to her for a while, but we need to be responsible about how we handle our anger with her. Otherwise, we’re no better than her.”

I had no response to that because, of course, I didn’t want a bunch of people bullying Sierra more. In her shoes, I’d feel awful as well, and perhaps her quitting was owning up to her negligence. However, it was still hard not to be furious with her.

“That being said, you should keep what you just told us to yourself, Charlene,” Michael said, looking at Charlene. “You know what people are like, and you’re the future queen.”

Charlene folded her arms, casting a haughty gaze at him—the kind of look she typically reserved for moments when she was gearing up to deliver a stern lecture.

“And what kind of queen would I be if I took my place but kept that secret? My people have the right to know the truth. I don’t like government cover-ups, and if my powers caused someone’s death, the people have a right to know. There’s a lot of stuff my father and many others did before him I don’t agree with. Someday, I want to change the many backward things this government does to lead our people, including covering things up. Look at how Ellen and I hid after our rescue because we didn’t want people to lose faith in my family or Ben and Amber. How is that okay? Once we knew the truth about Mrs. Carling, we should have nipped it in the bud. Instead, Amber almost died, and three innocent people did die. Being held prisoner and then having to be on the run opened my eyes to how corrupt the whole thing is in all realms. I’m not going to start my time as queen with a lie.”

The more I got to know her, the more impressed I felt by her. Knowing all that, I wanted her to be my queen someday. When we’d first met, I thought she’d been a spoiled princess who would lead our country into the ground, but perhaps she was the type of leader we needed after all.

“But shouldn’t you be sure first?” Denver asked Charlene. “If you asked the student body if they wished Sierra would quit, every hand would be up. People will come after you and your family if it gets out. They’ll see you as too dangerous to lead people.”

“The fact she is in there quitting because of her own incompetence tells me what I need to know,” Charlene said to him with a small smile. “Sierra was given that job, so she had a right to it, even if she didn’t go to college. It was wrong for me to will her to quit no matter her actions. It’s like Michael said. She was learning, and if given the chance, she probably would have figured out on her own that she was going overboard. There isn’t much information about my powers, but my father, Ian, and Mack have been searching. They’ve found some ancient texts on it, and we’re still deciphering some of it because the language spell doesn’t always work on older languages. The context I’ve been given, though, is what I did was very wrong, and so it backfired. It’s not okay to force someone to quit! It took an innocent life because I was willing it hard the day Jared died. Sierra put me on cafeteria duty for two months because she caught me making out with my boyfriend. I was furious with her because she wrote Dad, too. He told me I had to obey her rules because she was a teacher. It’s not hard to put two and two together. Jared is dead because of me. I’m already set to make an announcement later. If people don’t want me as their queen, so be it. They have a right to make that choice. As much as I want it, I don’t want to be the cause of another person’s death. Sam and I have always believed Delilah should be queen.”

But I thought Charlene should be queen, and I told her I’d help her later with her notes for the announcement to help win our people over to her side, but she didn’t respond. I still believed it wasn’t her fault Jared was gone. 

My mind still wanted to blame Sierra even if Ned had been the one to do it. If she would have just used her magic to protect us, he wouldn’t have gotten to Jared. She shouldn’t have pushed him. There was a rule that teachers weren’t allowed to attack students.

Sierra had been out of line that day, so it was hard for me to be as forgiving of her as I was with Charlene. 

She’d just willed Sierra to quit. She hadn’t made her push Jared where Ned had access to him. Sierra had set off the spells. Yooper had warned Amber and me only to use the spells for the portals or sorcerers’ spells just in case our magic was detected.

Instead, she’d been cruel to Amber for no reason. I was still furious with her for what Sierra said to her in the first place.

We continued on to Amber’s dorm. Glancing at Charlene, I wondered if I should tell her that confessing to Amber about her part in it wasn’t a good idea at the moment. If she was anything like Mason had said she was, then she wasn’t likely in the place to hear, and her hatred for Sierra was evident anytime she spoke of her.

However, when we reached her dorm, it was to find the door open, and she was dressed and using her elements against a target board she’d set up in JS Year Four. Mason glanced at her with wide eyes and mouth open.

“I just left you not even fifteen minutes ago. What’s happened?” He asked her, and she glanced at him.

“You’re right, and I just got off my faecomm with Ernie. I need to live for Jared and avenge him. You guys didn’t try to sacrifice yourselves for me to just lay in bed. I’m joining Fight Club—”

“Well, I didn’t mean you needed to do it right now,” Mason told her. “I wasn’t trying to guilt you out of bed.”

“I know, but you’re right,” she answered. “Jared would want me to keep fighting, so I’m going to.”

“I’m around for a couple of days,” Michael told her.  “We can spar for a bit if you want to. I miss it at Wyrm Academy. We have something similar to Fight Club, but I miss fighting with my elements. It’s not allowed there. I’ll tell you all more later, but we can go now if you want something besides a target board.”

Amber agreed, and after giving us a quick nod, she took off with Michael. Two years ago, she’d lost herself in Fight Club because of Ellen, but this time, I believed she’d be into it even more, especially since she wasn’t cheerleading that year. She’d have a lot more time to devote to the club.

As we left the dorm, I turned to Charlene and told her again I’d help her with her speech later, but she smiled and told me it wasn’t necessary.

“I have to face the consequences of the choice I made,” she said before hurrying off.

Deciding to wait for Michael back at our dorm, I made my way in that direction, increasingly annoyed when Denver joined me. I quickened my pace, hoping he’d catch the hint and fall behind. However, he managed to keep up with my stride.

While I generally tolerated him better than most, my current mood didn’t leave room for any potentially irritating remarks he might make. I wasn’t in the mood to snap at him, so I continued to walk briskly, hoping for some solitude.

“I’ll only be thirty seconds,” he said after I told him to go away. “Ben, don’t try to go for Amber. Let her come to you.”

I paused to stare at him in disbelief. Did he really think I’d try to go for someone who’d just lost her boyfriend of five years? 

Jared had been one of my best friends. I wouldn’t disrespect my bud like that. I wasn’t like Denver. He had no boundaries and was the one who needed this lecture, not me. Most of us believed he’d try to hook up with her immediately.

“I’m not an idiot, you know,” I responded. “Maybe you’re just projecting what you’d do.”

Denver rolled his eyes. “Ben, I’m just trying to give you solid advice here. Look up moon mates if you don’t believe me, but it’s going to draw you to her eventually because she’s vulnerable. Right now, you’re probably both numb to the connection, but when it comes back, it will be back in full force. I’m just telling you to run in the other direction if it does. You have to wait for her to heal and then wait for her to come to you. She still may not, so it has to be her choice to follow the moons call first, not you. Moon mate connections can backfire under normal circumstances. I’ll leave you alone, but you may want to learn something about them.”

He hurried over to the water to dive into it, sprouting a black tail as he disappeared into its depths. I often thought he should have gone off to the school for mermaids with Ellen instead of Stan. It felt strange without him, and Hank felt his absence even more with Jared’s death.

Maybe Denver knew what he was talking about, though. I’d never looked into the connection much. As a young boy, I’d accepted that I’d meet one someday, and after Amber, I’d tried to avoid those conversations, though they came up often.

The information likely was on my faecomm, but I decided to head to the library. The internet tended to have modern information over historical information, and I wanted to immerse myself fully into it. Also, I preferred opening a physical book over reading on a tiny screen. 

They really needed to expand the screens. If I could build one, I’d make the whole thing bigger for better viewing and to make it more user-friendly. 
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After spending hours in the library poring over books about moon mates, I learned a lot I didn’t know about, especially the fact that the connection could backfire under certain circumstances, especially if a moon mate lost someone they loved to death.

In a nutshell, if I pursued Amber when she wasn’t ready, it would backfire, and I’d be cursed to be alone forever. 

Any relationship I had wouldn’t work out for me. There were other circumstances, too, in the case of enemies being forced to be together, and I wondered if that was why Sebastian’s had rejected him. 

If they’d gotten together and had a kid, the kid was doomed to fail in love, which I found harsh and ridiculous. There had to be a way to override that if it was true. Why should the child pay just because their parents were selfish?

After gathering as many books as possible, I returned to my dorm with my bag slung over my good shoulder, lost in thought.

As a young boy, I’d always thought meeting your moon mate meant you’d have a happily ever after. Most of our kid movies, books, and shows depicted that. We even had our own version of the mortal children’s story about Cinderella.

It wasn’t until Sebastian met his that I found out people didn’t have to be with their moon mate. All the adult couples in my life were with theirs, and most people held out for theirs. One of my father’s good friends had waited until he was nearly sixty to get into a relationship just so he could be with his moon mate, which had been bizarre to me, even as a young boy.

I planned to take dating seriously in my twenties. I believed that if you got to a certain point in adulthood and you still hadn’t met one, you were better off getting with someone else instead of waiting until you were in your sixties. 

Many couples, such as my brother Barry and my sister in law, Tasha, who’d married last year weren’t moon mates.

Now I knew the whole concept was more than just happily ever after. Since Jared’s death, not once had I thought of going for Amber, but now I understood Denver’s warning more and appreciated it.

Perhaps he was a good guy underneath all his obnoxiousness, as Mason often said. I knew he had a list of girls he wanted to bang, and Amber was on his. 

He could have taken advantage of her grief, but instead, he was warning me to steer clear of her and our connection. I warmed up to him considerably for that.

My dorm was still empty, though I was sure Michael would join me eventually. I missed having him there. I’d gotten used to having him as a roommate during the school year, and I hoped he’d return for our last year.

His last letter told me he didn’t want to come back. Apart from one incident with a girl at Wyrm Academy, people weren’t bullied very much, and if they were, the teachers stepped in.

It’s nice here, he’d told me in his last letter. There is no booing for tryouts, and people don’t go out of their way to get under your skin to make you fight. Dragons have battles, but we sign up for it with no tension between us. I’m not sure I can stomach another year of Foothills.

Michael didn’t enter our dorm until a couple of hours after I did. He gazed at the book I was reading about moon mates and frowned.

“Why are you reading a book about moon mates, Ben?” he asked with raised eyebrows. “It’s barely been a week since Jared died.”

“No,” I answered without hesitation, annoyed that those were his first thoughts.

I quickly explained what Denver told me, leading me to read books about moon mates. “But do you really think that low about me?” I demanded, glaring at him.

“I’ve just heard moon mates mess with your head. Look at Ellen and Sam. It’s not you; it’s the connection I worry about since he’s dead now, and you’re no longer a rejected mate.”

I hadn’t thought of that before he’d said it, but he was right. Perhaps that’s why I felt numb to the connection. My mate was now single, which meant unless she openly rejected me, as opposed to being in a relationship, the connection no longer sensed me as rejected.

“Where were you anyway?” I asked him after I explained that I felt nothing but numbness to the connection.

“Mason’s trying to console Jess,” Michael explained. “I tried to help, but I haven’t met my moon mate yet, so I couldn’t offer many words of comfort to her. She feels guilty because of Amber and Mason. She and Jared didn’t really hang out over the years, but the connection and his death are getting to her.”

I stared at Michael, feeling confused. Hadn’t they said it was a false alarm? Amber and Jared were worried at Justin’s wedding, but the next day, Jared said the connection was gone, and neither had said differently since.

“Jared lied to Amber,” Michael explained when I asked. “He was worried it would mess up their relationship if they both met their moon mates, so he pretended it never happened. Jess is dating Mason. They started to date over the summer at camp; it was why I brought her as my plus one. He brought Shelly Andrews just because they wanted to keep their relationship secret at first. Anyway, Jess really likes Mason, and she didn’t want him to lose another girl to her moon mate. She also didn’t want to hurt Amber, so she went along with it.”

Given that mine nearly died a couple of years ago, I wondered if I could help Jess. I worried I wouldn’t be able to because in the end, I hadn’t lost mine, but I knew too well what she was feeling. It took months for it to go away, and I imagined for her, it was worse than how I felt.

“Don’t ever tell, Amber,” Michael said. “Jared said he didn’t want her to know, and out of respect for my oldest friend, I don’t want to change that. Only Mason and Jess know. Amber is probably better off not knowing. Don’t tell Ellen, either. She’ll have a hard time keeping that secret.”

“I don’t plan to tell Ellen anything for a long time, anyway. Why would I tell her that?”

While everyone else had made up with her, I still felt intense resentment for her. It made it even worse that she hadn’t come back. She couldn’t return when one of her friends had just died? She couldn’t come back to see Amber? Michael was here, and Stan was returning the next day. Jared’s funeral was in two days, and she wasn’t even here.

“You’re seriously still hanging onto all that?” Michael asked, and I glanced at him incredulously. Was he serious?

“She could have ruined Scott’s life if she’d told more people that lie,” I stated.

“And he’s forgiven her. Even Brenda has forgiven her,” Michael answered. “She didn’t plan to tell anyone else but me that, and she eventually planned to tell me she’d lied. She felt put on the spot.”

“He’s my brother; we’ve done so much for her since she was six. She’d have been clueless about the Fae Realm without us, but we took care of her and made sure she could grow up in both worlds. My parents saw her as another daughter, and what does she do to pay us back? She makes up a lie about my brother that could have put him in jail. They’re strict about that in this realm. He’s not your brother, so maybe you don’t get it.”

Michael sighed and came over to sit on the edge of my bed, glaring at me. I set the book aside, not wanting to fight with him. We’d already lost Jared, and I didn’t want to have another friend I wasn’t talking to at the moment.

“You realize Scott’s my brother, too, right?” Michael asked. “Your family adopted me, which means you’re my brother, and so is Scott. But maybe you just don’t see me that way. I’ve always wondered. Ben, I have no family now without you guys. I appreciate everything you’ve all done for me. Of course, I care about Scott, and it bothered me she’d lie like that, but she would have said anyone that night. It just happened to be Scott. It was a careless mistake. I should have talked to her more before telling you.”

I sighed, no one understood my perspective, or maybe they didn’t want to. Ellen should have thought before she spoke. 

“You can’t make careless mistakes like that,” I retorted. “It’s someone’s life and reputation. I know it wasn’t intentional, but Ellen has always done ignorant things without thinking! Look what happened the night Fergus went to my house! Instead of getting someone, she talked to him and then chased him. They’ve already shown they don’t care about taking lives. Ned killed Jared in less than a minute! Considering they showed no remorse when it came to murdering all those children and attacking our school, she was an idiot!”

Maybe I’d been stubborn about holding grudges against people in the past, but this was completely different. It was childish and petty back then, as the others often used to say, but this was my brother she could have ruined.

Michael was right when he said he was my brother, too, and I felt bad forgetting that for a moment, but he was as bad as Amber when it came to forgiving people. He’d wanted to forgive his parents, who didn’t deserve it, and they’d physically hurt him. He was so desperate for love and a family that he didn’t respect himself.

Being drunk and getting rejected by her moon mate was no excuse. Ellen should have given it more thought if she wanted to make up a lie, but I still believed she shouldn’t have mentioned anyone. 

If I were her, I would have told Michael to mind his own business, or I simply wouldn’t have mentioned anyone but Denver.

“It’s not just this thing with Scott. What kind of person missed their friend’s funeral?” I asked. “Have you heard anything about when she will be here? I haven’t!”

“Ben, no one knows where she is. We can’t reach her,” Michael told me, raising his eyebrows.

“Wait, what do you mean?” I asked, feeling confused. I’d overheard Amber telling Mason that she’d written to Ellen a week before Jared’s death about Sierra to see if she had any advice. “She’s at the mermaid school, is she not?”

“She was granted permission from both schools to go on a mission with Ethan,” Michael explained. “She didn’t say where she went, just that in their second term, they normally go on missions, but they were given permission to go this term. They’re not allowed to reach out to any of us until they’re back. Unless she’s had a vision, she doesn’t know about Jared.”

Of course, no one had told me because I’d requested not to get any news about her. If it was top secret, they wouldn’t go around telling people anyway. In spite of myself, I couldn’t help but wonder where she’d gone with Ethan. 

Why would she want to go anywhere with him? He’d used her for sex and then ignored her after. I knew it was because of a spell, but couldn’t he have written to her when it wore off to explain things? I knew she still struggled with that and felt insecure because of it. How could she forgive him?

“Because not everyone is like you, Ben,” Michael responded, sighing when I asked. “Maybe it’s because you grew up sheltered and happy. It’s not easy for you to understand why people would want to forgive people.”

“Not when it comes to what Ellen did,” I answered. “And especially Sierra. You’re trying to make excuses for both of them. You’re a hypocrite because you claim there’s no excuse for lashing out, but then you forgive people like Sierra. Even if you can forgive Ellen, how can you forgive the person who helped murder your best friend?”

“Because I can see the big picture, Ben. I’m furious with Sierra for her part in it, but Ned killed him. Yes, her carelessness and power trip led to it, but we’ve known her for five years. Without the bullying, she wouldn’t have acted like that. I’m not excusing her actions at all. However, I can forgive her.”

Michael was a fool, though, but I didn’t say this. After seeing Jared get murdered in front of me, the last thing I wanted was for Michael to leave while we were angry with each other and for him to get killed. 

Since the day it happened, I hadn’t wanted anything to do with Sierra. She had so many options but chose to go on a power trip. There was no excuse for how she behaved; nothing anyone could say would persuade me. I was there. I’d seen the life leave him.

Almost every night, I’d been dreaming of that moment. I was sick of seeing my friend murdered almost every night. It didn’t exactly put me in a forgiving mood. 

She also knew we couldn’t use anything but sorcerer magic in that realm because the other side had portal detectors that would pick up our spells. What had she done? Used earth magic for no reason, which had alerted Ned to us.

Michael grabbed one of the books I’d brought back about moon mates and went to his bed. I deeply cared about him and Amber, but I often felt their backgrounds made them people pleasers.

As I picked my book up, my thoughts went back to Jess. I figured I’d talk to her the next day, although I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to help either.
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After spending a few days in the Fae Realm, it was a relief to get back to the Shapeshifter Realm. Not only because being at Foothills reminded me too much of Jared, but the atmosphere was different too. It was much kinder here.

It was nice to see everyone again, but the bullying was as bad as ever there, while here, it wasn’t tolerated. 

I’d tried to reason with Hornora about it, but as usual, he’d gone on about how fae were tough, and if they couldn’t handle it, maybe it wasn’t the realm for them.

I agreed that Sierra was responsible for herself, but he couldn’t look past that, or at the reason for why she’d acted that way. 

All he’d say on the matter was that she was a grown woman, and she should have handled it better because she’s a fae, and fae don’t let bullying get to them.

For an empath, he certainly wasn’t a compassionate person. The principal here, Mrs. Giles, was a nice woman who enforced anti-bullying rules, especially when it came to the fae.

However, it made me question if Tilly truly did get bullied as much as they made it look. I worried our meeting was too coincidental.

Ever since the truth about the descendants had come out, any that was known about had featured in the paper. It wouldn’t be hard for anyone to look me up, especially with how much better the internet was getting.

Even in the Mortal Realm, it had improved quite a bit since I’d been thirteen. I worried at times that anyone’s information could be easily accessible.

Many of the stuff in the gossip section of our school website had made it to news outlets, so it wouldn’t surprise me if, someday, things found on the internet could be used against people. Even twenty years in the future.

It didn’t sit well with me how the moment I arrived, the most gorgeous girl I’d ever seen bullied the one person I was looking for while talking to me. 

It was why I sought Tilly out to see what kind of games she was playing once I returned to the school. The seniors were granted courtyard time in the late evenings, and no matter how much she tried to avoid going there (something she’d told me once when I asked), she usually ended up there. 

I’d given up on trying to talk to her after the second night of term. The last thing I wanted to do was bother a girl who didn’t want to talk to me. So I did as she wished and avoided her.

However, I could no longer do that. She had sought me out a year ago, and I wanted answers. What if Jared’s death could have been prevented? She’d told me we could spy on her parents, but we hadn’t yet.

It was a full moon there, so I figured it would be harder for her to resist flying that night.

This time, it wasn’t hard to find her. She was sitting alone on the stone steps, so I swooped down to join her after flying a few laps with the others.

On my first night there, I learned they had their own form of basketball, but they played in their dragon forms with a fireball. 

It took a lot of fire to damage a dragon in its form, so we used our wings or tails to try to get a fireball in the basket before it disappeared. 

It was challenging because the fireballs didn’t last longer than a few minutes. It was fun, though, and I’d been joining in since I learned of it. Part of me wanted to play to forget about Jared, but instead, I confronted Tilly.

“I want some answers,” I said, stalking over to her. “Stop blowing me off. My best friend is dead because of those people!”

She rose from her seat with a deliberate slowness, and we converged in the centre, yet she avoided locking eyes with me.

“I was expecting you,” she told me and beckoned me to follow her. “It’s a full moon tonight in my realm, too. They’ll be having a meeting in less than a half hour. We need to go now.”

Following her, I asked how we were going to get there. She lived in another realm, and we weren’t allowed to leave school property after a certain time.

How did she expect us to get out of there? She guided me to the stairwell. We descended only one flight of the cold, stone steps before she halted and produced a vial of vivid yellow liquid. Pouring some into the palm of her hand, she threw it up into the air.

Droplets of the liquid landed on me, and suddenly, everything around me vanished. It felt like I was suspended in the air before my feet gently met an unseen ground.

I gazed around and noticed we were close to the werewolf village near Ian’s place.

Tilly didn’t give me a chance to take in my surroundings. She seized my hand without hesitation and whisked me between two towering trees.

Blinking in confusion, I found myself in a completely different place. 

The air was warm, and the sun cast a golden glow in the mid-afternoon sky, free from any clouds. My mouth fell open in astonishment as I spotted cars soaring above us.

“We’re in my realm,” Tilly explained and nodded at the nearby house. “That’s my house. They’ll be having a meeting tonight.”

“Wait, you said back at the school that it’s a full moon here, too? That can happen?” I questioned her, trailing behind as she led me to the two-story, modest red house. In the backyard, I noticed a fenced-in area with a playground.

“Yes, it sometimes happens like that with the realms,” Tilly responded. “We don’t celebrate the full moon here the way you do. We follow the sun, our Goddess of Light and Power. The sun’s position during the seasons is significant here, especially during solar storms. It’s now the start of the Fall Equinox, and there’s a solar storm. It’s a good few weeks for people to meet what you call moon mates.”

She went on to explain how sorcerers worldwide were all casting spells to harness the energy from the solar storm, which confused me. The entire concept bewildered me, but I let her speak as she guided me toward the light blue doors of a cellar. 

Solar storms were dangerous and had the potential to disrupt the power grid. However, from what she conveyed, a significant portion of the Sorcerer’s Realm relied on energy from solar storms and electricity.

“Hang on, I’ve seen this movie. I am not going down those steps,” I protested as she descended the stairs after she opened the double doors.

All I could think about was Ellen going off with her grandmother, and she’d wound up in a dungeon after getting framed for taking Charlene.

“Just trust me, please,” she responded.

“Ellen trusted her grandmother. If you want me to trust you, then tell me the truth about everything. I think it’s too convenient that Kelly made fun of you in front of me. That was set up.”

Tilly sighed and came back up the steps. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a vial of black liquid. I jumped back as she flung some at me, but everything went dark.
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When I came to, I found myself in what appeared to be a toy room in a basement, judging by the small windows and cement walls. Through those windows, I could see grass and weeds growing.

Furious with myself for getting caught so easily, I sat up to look better at my surroundings. There, at a small red plastic table, was Tilly.

“So, this was a trap the whole time?” I demanded, getting up from the little bed she’d placed me on, which had frilly green and blue blankets.

“No, I just didn’t want to get caught,” she responded. “They’re all just coming now, and they would have found us. We can hear them better down here.”

“Tilly,” I said, my voice shaking as I did my best not to lose my temper. “I want some answers now. You don’t know my group. They will find me as soon as they know I’m missing. If you’re doing this against your will, we will protect you. Don’t be like Ellen’s grandmother.”

She sighed and pointed to a small chair near the table for me to sit, but I remained standing. It was too small and looked hard and uncomfortable. Besides, I didn’t want to give her another reason to get me. I’d followed her blindly, and now I was locked in a cellar.

“We’re going back to the school. I’m not the enemy,” she responded.

“Well, you’re acting that way! First, you delivered some anonymous note to me, then you just happened to get bullied in front of me? You’ve been avoiding me after you’re the one who told me you wanted to help. Now I’m trapped in a basement! I’m sick of this! If you’re trustworthy, prove it!”

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice sounding genuine. “I struggle talking to people. I have social anxiety. Michael, you’ve been all over the papers in most of the realms.”

I asked her what that had to do with anything. Even though this was my first time in this realm, I knew news travelled fast, especially in the Shapeshifter Realm. Because of it, we’d avoided turning on the news whenever we visited Ian or the wolves.

“Because Kelly knew exactly who you were. We all know the fae condone bullying. She thought she’d impress you by making fun of me! It was set up, but I didn’t ask for them to do that. Last year, we heard you might be one of the dragons coming! You and your friends are a big deal here. All the descendants are, but the four of you? Especially Ben and Amber? It was a dream come true for Kelly.”

I mulled this over. It was possible it could be true, but at the same time, I was standing in someone’s basement, and no one knew. 

As if knowing what I was thinking, she got up and walked over to a small desk. After opening a drawer, she pulled out a blue letterbox and held it out to me.

“Get a hold of your friends,” she told me. “I’m not forcing you to stay here either. The door is unlocked, but I wouldn’t advise going out there. They’ll all be here soon, and there are many. They’re worried Ellen will get a vision of their meetings, so they come to what they consider a private realm. This time, it’s this realm because they’re worried she’s been watching them somehow in the Shifter Realm.”

Ellen hadn’t had a vision in a long time, but I didn’t say that. I wasn’t going to trust her too soon. She needed to do more than let me write to my friends. 

I took the box from her and jolted at the electric feeling between our fingers as they touched. I had no idea what that was about, but I chose to ignore it. I jumped again when I heard footsteps above us and hushed voices.

“It’s okay. They can’t hear us,” she told me as I gazed up in wide eyes. “I made sure of that years ago. I’ve never been caught down here.”

I couldn’t relax, though, and I took the pen and paper she handed me to write to my friends and Hornora and Yooper, emphasizing that this had not been my choice.

As I waited for them to get back to me, I demanded Tilly give me a better explanation and stop being so damn vague. 

She sighed but spoke, explaining how she’d wanted to contact one of us but was too afraid to. She repeated what she’d told me after the final obstacle courses about how Regina had just wanted to talk to me instead.

As she talked, the box rattled, and I saw that it was a note from Yooper, asking me to keep him informed. They were worried about barging in but believed that, since she had given me a means to communicate, we should see how things played out. 

However, they were sending people to the Sorcerers Realm to find me if they didn’t hear back in an hour.

I’d left a comb behind, which likely had some of my hair, and Ben had grabbed it as soon as he got my letter, just in case they needed to use the finding spell for me.

“So are Kelly and her friends evil then?” I asked Tilly after she iterated that Kelly and her friends had done it because they were trying to impress me.

“The world isn’t divided between good and evil,” Tilly responded. “They’re jerks, sure, but they’re on your side. Everyone knows the truth about the one hundred thousand. I don’t know too many people who want the immortals in charge, especially after they set an orphanage on fire.”

But I didn’t want people like Kelly on my side. Not if they thought bullying someone would impress me. I was slowly getting my friends out of that habit, so why would I want to hang out with people who wanted to humiliate someone to impress someone else?

Above us, the voices grew louder, so I didn’t say anything. I almost wanted to hold my breath, fearing this was a trap still. I could make a break for it and transform into my dragon if I had to. Had she stopped my powers from working?

Trying to be subtle, I used my telekinesis to open one of many of the counter doors placed on the walls around the room. It opened easily enough.

Though I didn’t get to use them very much, they were getting stronger over the years. Most of the time, I used them to make things more convenient, but if I still had them down here, that was a good sign.

“Is that you?” Tilly asked in a hushed voice.

“Yes, if you have any plans to hurt me, don’t even try it,” I muttered.

“You’re one of the last people I’d ever want to hurt,” she said. “You defended me when no one else does. Apart from Regina and her friends, I mean. You want to talk to me.”

“Yeah, and you’ve avoided me, and then you knocked me out,” I retorted.

“Well, we probably would have both been caught if I hadn’t. Michael, my parents got here five minutes after I brought you down here! I didn’t bring you here to imprison you. I’m following through on my promise to let you hear a meeting!”

I told her in the future not to do it this way, but I stopped in mid-sentence as I heard a man mention Jared.

Neither of us said a word as we listened in on the conversation above us. They were complaining about people meeting their moon mates and how they’d taken care of it with Jared shortly after he met his.

“Too bad for Ned that the portal openers killed him. He should have been rewarded for that one, but I heard Fergus is pissed off that Jared is dead,” someone was saying. 

As they talked, I recalled the books Ben had been reading. The topic interested me enough that I’d read them with him. I’d always known moon mates together were more powerful.

Ben and Amber weren’t the only ones; all moon mates could connect their magic and become stronger together. It was why we should have guessed when Ben and Amber were first revealed to be portal openers together— but most people weren’t supposed to see their moon mate coming.

As I thought of Amber and Ben and back to the books I’d read while I listened to who I believed to be Tonya talk, something dawned on me. Moon mates could connect before they were mated. Hadn’t Ellen made contact with Sam when she couldn’t with anyone else besides Timmy?

None of us had ever brought it up, but it hit me as I listened to Tonya drone on about how this was a bad thing.

“People meeting their moon mates young is a good thing!” I said before I could stop myself.

“In what world is it a good thing that twelve-year-olds are meeting their sun mates? Didn’t you hear about those first years that met theirs last year?” Tilly asked. 

Before I could say anything, the letterbox rattled. Figuring it was one of my friends or one of the teachers, I reached into it absent-mindedly as I thought over my revelation. 

The fact that we were getting all these powers ten thousand years after the sacrifice of the one hundred thousand told us that it was preparing us for the war. 

Most of us believed it was in our favour to finally avenge them, and to take down the immortals after all. What if people were meeting their moon mates early was to help with that?

Not all portal openers who could do it together were moon mates anyway. Ben and Amber did a lot more than that. They’d sent people to the Wand Wielder Realm together by instinct in JS Year One before we were even trained. That hadn’t just been a portal spell. They’d done more.

What if we were getting mated by the moon early for a reason? What if we were panicking about this when it was supposed to happen? There had to be a price to pay for what they’d done. Since starting at Foothills and meeting the Campbells, we’d learned dark magic always had consequences if used for evil. It always backfired.

Perhaps it was finally backfiring on them. I just didn’t understand why it took so long.

I opened the note expecting it to be from Yooper, but I tensed up as I read it.




Michael, or Tilly, whoever gets this, you need to get out of there! I don’t know if this has reached you in time, but if it has, get out of that basement right now! - Ellen.




No one had heard from Ellen in weeks, as she was on her own mission, but I knew better than to ignore a warning from her. She didn’t even know Tilly. It had been a while since she’d had a vision, but maybe it was because I was in the Sorcerer’s Realm despite what the immortals thought.

Grabbing Tilly by the hand, I pulled her up, and we sprinted for the door. I worried she’d fight me, but she tore after me, not questioning why.

We ran up the basement steps and out into the yard. Angry voices shouted out, and a hot spell flew by my head, about a centimetre off.

The next thing I knew, we were surrounded by people. Tilly stopped a ball of flames from hitting me just in time. Together, we fought, dancing around the yard as we tried to protect ourselves against dozens of people. They’d done something to prevent us from transforming, as I couldn’t shift.

A colossal green serpent—likely Ian—materialized out of thin air, startling the immortals. 

In the chaos, Mack, Brody, and several of Ben’s older siblings—Barry, Sebastian, and Scott—rushed to our aid, casting spells at the immortals.

Brody made a beeline for Tilly and me, seizing us, and within seconds, he teleported us out of there. Despite the urgency, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of disappointment—I had wanted a longer fight, especially now that more reinforcements had arrived. I let out a frustrated yell as soon as we appeared in Ian’s living room.

“Thank you, Brody, for saving our lives. I appreciate it,” Brody responded in a sarcastic tone.

“Sorry, it’s not that I don’t appreciate it,” I said. “I just wanted to take some of them down.”

“There will be time for that,” Barry responded after he appeared beside Brody. “Ian’s got a few of them, anyway. Don’t worry. As for you,” he said, turning to Tilly, who moved closer to me, gazing at him with wide eyes.

“You can’t just do stuff like that without warning people. Do you see how bad that could have been? You could have gotten my little brother imprisoned! You two are lucky because I think they knew you were down there, and they were going to capture you. We heard some woman say something about the telekinetic dragon downstairs. We were about to get you two, but then you came out. Was that a trap?”

“No!” Tilly responded. “I am on your side! Ask Regina and the other wolves!”

“Then enough of the secrecy,” Barry told her. “We want honesty from now on!”

“Ease up on her,” I interjected as she moved even closer to me. “No need to intimidate her.”

“She could have gotten you killed! Look at what they did to Jared! We have protocols we follow now! You know that we tell each other where we’re going before we go,” Barry snapped at me, pacing back and forth in front of us.

Thankfully, the others returned, except Ian and Mack, who had caught some of their people and were taking them to King Logan, who wanted every immortal we could catch delivered to him.

“She doesn’t know that, though,” I said.

“I am sorry. I just wanted to get him to a meeting. They’ve never sensed me down there! I’ve been sneaking home for years. I don’t understand it,” Tilly said, wringing her hands together.

“Maybe they sensed my telekinesis,” I said before looking at Brody and Ernie, who had arrived at some point. “Is it strong there?”

Brody shrugged. “Mack might know. Telekinetics are very rare in my realm, but we don’t know enough about the Sorcerer’s Realm to know. We’re just learning there are more of you out there, though. We’re just trying to find which realms. We heard them mention you, though, so it’s possible. I think you two got out of there at the right moment, even if you were attacked. If they’d gone down there, you’d probably be their prisoners—”

“They’d probably be dead,” Ernie interrupted. “They’re not allowed to kidnap people anymore, remember? Charlene willed them to stop. It’s why they killed Jared.”

Thinking about Jared hurt, I closed my eyes to take a few deep breaths. I was surprised when I felt a warm hand take mine, and I glanced over to see Tilly gazing at me with concern. She squeezed my hand, and I felt myself relax.

“I’m sorry, bud,” Ernie said as if noticing too.

“Don’t apologize. I want us to be able to talk about it, especially for Amber’s sake,” I responded.

Even if I wanted to deny that my very first friend was gone, I couldn’t for Amber. I wasn’t even sure if I’d be able to go back to the camp ever again. 

“Anyway, Ellen got a hold of us,” I continued and explained everything that had gone on in the basement.

“If you’re going to work with us, don’t ever drug any of us again,” Brody told Tilly when I finished. “It wasn’t necessary to knock him out. Now, I want you to tell us everything! How are they your parents, for example?”

As Tilly began her story,  I grabbed one of Mack’s many letterboxes and took the paper Madeline handed me.

“See if Ellen will tell us where she is and what she’s doing while you’re at it,” she told me after I thanked her. 

I wondered how she’d known who I was writing to and hoped she hadn’t read my mind. As a telepathic, she could see people’s thoughts and implant thoughts. I always felt uncomfortable in her presence, though she’d always said she wouldn’t do it without consent.

I listened to Tilly speak as I penned out a letter. According to her, she had memories of her mother. She’d been forced to live with her fake immortal parents at the age of six, but she never understood why her parents had given her up.

After a while, she figured it out when she overheard their conversations, especially once more children arrived after her. She’d never mentioned that she had brothers and sisters, but it explained their toy room in the basement.

“Are the children staying with you in immediate danger?” Madeline asked Tilly.

“They’re all at boarding schools,” Tilly responded. “They should be warned, at least. None of us are on their side. Either the person who erased our memories did a poor job, or it was intentional, but we all have memories of our old lives. My real mother was a dragon, too. I remember her transforming. I can give you a list of their names and schools.”

Ellen got back to me fast, but she was vague on the details. All she would say was she had a mission of her own, and Ethan had joined her. I didn’t like her going off alone with him, and I told her as much as I drafted a new letter to her. I held back on telling her about Jared for the time being.

“Anything about your father?” Scott asked Tilly, and she shook her head.

“I don’t know. I never met him. Maybe he died when I was a baby.”

“Alright, we will look for these kids and make sure they’re safe,” Sebastian spoke up. “You two can hang out here for a bit. We’ll warn Wyrm Academy, too. It’s supposed to be safe, but so was Foothills. We just need to be sure they won’t go after you, especially you, Tilly. You’re officially on the run from them.”

After I sent the letter to Ellen, I glanced at Tilly and beckoned for her to come outside with me. The others were speaking in low voices on how to save her siblings. There were four in all. She hesitated a moment before following me.

“Tilly, Sebastian is right. You’re on the run now, but you’ll probably be safe at the school. If not, we’ll protect you, but I do need honesty. I want to know everything,” I said once we were outside. 

“Michael, I’ve been nothing but honest,” she responded, but still, she refused to make eye contact with me after all this time.

“You’ve held back,” I said. “You knocked me out!”

“I’m sorry, I just knew we’d get caught if we stayed outside. I just wanted you to go into the basement. You wouldn’t,” she answered.

“Would you?” I demanded, and she smiled a little and finally made eye contact.

As we gazed into each other’s eyes, I inhaled sharply, feeling the shift between us. Her eyes widened as well, and my thoughts automatically went to a place where we were alone in one of the bedrooms in Ian’s house. Before I could stop myself, I leaned forward and kissed her.

Tilly wasn’t the first person I’d been drawn to on the full moon, but this was the most intense I’d ever felt. It must have been for her, too, because she responded eagerly, whispering that she knew where we could go to be alone.

“Uh, sorry to interrupt, but we should all go inside,” I heard someone say, and we broke apart.

I glared at Justin, who raised his arms apologetically.

“They’re calling a huge meeting. I’m sure you two can get back into it later, though,” he said.

Under the moonlight, Tilly’s face was reddening, a blush highlighted by the gentle glow. She turned away, and without looking back, ran to the house, her silhouette blending into the night.

“Thanks for that,” I said sarcastically. “She wanted to go somewhere alone! It’s the full moon, Justin!”

“And I’m sure you’ll get a chance to be alone with her again,” he responded. “Relax, bud.”

But it wasn’t easy. All I could think about was going off to bang Tilly. The intensity lingered in the air, the charged atmosphere making it hard to shake off those distracting thoughts. I made a conscious effort to redirect my focus, realizing that the gathering was likely significant given everyone’s presence.

“So, how is married life?” I asked, realizing this was the first time I’d seen him since the wedding.

Justin’s demeanour shifted, and the once lively atmosphere surrounding him seemed to dim. 

He sighed, his gaze dropping to the ground as he lost the smile that had adorned his face. The weight of unspoken tension hung in the air, and I sensed a storm brewing beneath the surface of his troubled expression.

“Sierra and I aren’t talking at the moment,” Justin finally answered after a few moments of quiet.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Jared and Amber,” Justin responded, shrugging. “I know everything that happened that day. She told Amber that Dad doesn’t love her as much as he loves Sierra—”

“She said that?” I asked.

I knew she was inadvertently responsible for Jared’s death, but I hadn’t known she’d said that. Justin nodded and continued.

“She didn’t mean it, she was trying to hurt Amber, but I think that makes it worse. She knows Amber struggles with that. Then she got Jared killed. I know she’s full of guilt, and I should try to support her, but I’m too angry.”

“But you’re not going to divorce—” I began, but Justin interrupted and told me things weren’t that bad.

“I just think I need a break from her until I can get my emotions in check, especially since she thinks I’m choosing Amber over her. It’s not about choosing anyone, and I was worried I’d say something I’d regret if I remained around her after she said that. I think we need a break for the sake of our marriage.”

Hopefully, they’d work it out, and I wasn’t sure what I’d do in Justin’s shoes. He had to be there for his sister, but at the same time, Sierra was his wife and moon mate. 

She felt guilty for the whole thing and needed support. I’d heard Hilda and Brianne weren’t talking to her either. I wasn’t sure about Carly or anyone else, but Sierra was likely facing all this alone.

As angry as I was with her, I figured I’d check in to ensure she was okay in a few days. At the moment, I was hoping the meeting would go by fast so I could see if Tilly wanted to continue what we started.
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It had finally happened to me, and it was with the last person I’d expected to be with. Tilly was my moon mate. 

She’d avoided me for the rest of the night, then the days that followed, and once it was deemed safe for us to return to school, she refused to look at me or talk to me.

Once again, I gave up trying, deciding it had to be up to her, but I knew she must have felt it, too. Unlike after other full moons, it didn’t go away like it did with other girls.

At the start of the school year, they’d place all the fae in our own classes to help us get to the level we should be in case we were behind, but soon, we’d be doing tests to see where we should be placed.

I focused on everything I needed to know so I could be in the last year and the advanced classes, and I tried my hardest not to let my mind wander, but I couldn’t stop thinking about my moon mate.

One afternoon, a week after it happened, the night before the test, she came to me in the library where I was studying dragon ancient history and sat down with me.

“Do you know what I should know for this test?” I asked her, trying to make small talk so we could ease into the moon mate thing.

“I’m not sure. It’s the first time they’ve done these tests,” she responded. “I came to talk to you. Michael, nothing can happen between us. I think you were right at that meeting we had when you said sun mates are happening because they work better together. That’s all it is for you and me.”

I stared at her, my heart sinking as she spoke. The weight of the unspoken tension hung in the air, and the silence between us seemed to stretch into an eternity. 

The library, once a sanctuary of solitude, now felt like a battleground of emotions. I searched for words, but the internal struggle left me unsure of how to respond.

“Why? We don’t have to rush anything,” I finally said. “I know we’re complete strangers. I don’t mind getting to know each other and waiting until we’re both ready to see if it would work. A lot of people have been doing that, especially the younger teens.”

Tilly shook her head and told me it wasn’t about that. She didn’t feel as if anyone could truly love her because no one had shown her love in the past. 

“I know you’re only choosing me because our Goddess of Light and Power drew us together. You’d never look at me otherwise. You don’t even know what I look like. You wouldn’t kiss me if you saw how ugly I am.”

“I think you’ve just known a lot of unkind people. I don’t care about looks!” I retorted. “You’ve never given me a chance! You’ve assumed I won’t want to talk to you from the start. I’m not an asshole. I’ve seen what that kind of bullying does to people!”

She sighed and folded her arms, her glare intensifying. Moments later, her facial features changed, morphing into a completely different person. I stared at her, feeling shocked, not knowing what to say, as I gazed at her natural face.

“You’re beautiful,” I finally responded.

What the hell was so ugly about her? There was nothing wrong with her looks, in my opinion. 

She wasn’t as gorgeous as Ellen or the Andrews sisters; she was just average-looking, just like me, and she was cute in her own way. I loved her round blue eyes. They seemed to sparkle in the light, catching every gleam of the ambient illumination. Their vibrant hue held an enchanting depth, and the way they sparkled added a lively and captivating quality to her gaze. 

Did the dragons have high standards here? The more I gazed at her, the more confused I felt.

Dragons here liked to change their scales into unnatural colours like pink, so perhaps they were a very shallow species. The younger dragons did it more than the older ones did, but seeing pink, silver or gold dragons wasn’t unheard of. However, it was just a spell, and I didn’t understand the point of it.

“Bullshit, Michael,” she said, standing up. “If your first thought is to lie—”

“I’m not lying,” I said. 

“This just proves to me I’m making the right decision. I know you’re just saying that because we’re sun mates. Please just stay away from me from now on. Good luck with your test.”

She got up and walked off; I stared after feeling awful as the realization hit me. I was a rejected moon mate. I thought Ellen had been ridiculous in the summer, but I understood now, even if I wouldn’t act that way.

It hurt worse than my parents’ rejection and Anne’s cheating. Perhaps I was meant to be alone. 

All my life, I’d been rejected. First, my parents, then Anne, more than once, and then she’d cheated. I often felt like the Hoofers rejected me as a true family member, except Sebastian and Barry, and now my moon mate.

And Jared was gone. The one person I would have gone to about this, and I couldn’t. The pain grew more intense as I thought of my lost buddy, and tears sprang to my eyes. 

Something that hadn’t even happened the night my parents died or when I learned of Jared. Now, all the losses in such a short amount of time were overwhelming.

As I thought about Jared, my mind went to Hornora, and I knew where I needed to go. It was still long before curfew, so I could leave. 

I didn’t want anyone to ask follow-up questions, so I headed to the public portal rather than Ian’s. From there, I could go to the village near the school and take a bus to Foothills.
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As soon as I got off the bus, a sense of urgency propelled me forward. I didn’t pause, not even when Ben, Amber, and Mason shouted out to me. 

The rhythmic pounding of my footsteps echoed in my ears as I pressed on, the destination clear in my mind, their voices fading into the background.

They reached me just as I rushed up the school steps.

“Michael, you’re back. Is everything okay?” Mason asked.

“No, I need to see Hornora,” I responded, not slowing down.

Thankfully, the others didn’t ask follow-up questions and instead joined me to head down the hall to his office. The door was shut, but I forced my way in, using my telekinetic powers once I realized it was locked.

He was there with all four of the Headteachers. Yooper greeted me enthusiastically, but I ignored him as I focused on our Headmaster.

“Michael! Shouldn’t you be at school?” Hornora asked. “What’s happened? Are they after you? We’re in a very important meeting—”

“What’s happened is my moon mate rejected me!” I responded through gritted teeth, doing my best to keep my temper in check.

Mr. Hornora raised his eyebrows as he stared at me. “That’s awful, young man, but it’s hardly a reason to barge in on—”

“You want to know why she rejected me?” I interjected. “Because she’s been bullied her whole life and believes no one can love her! She thinks I only want to talk to her because the moon mated us!”

Mr. Honora stood up and sighed, weariness evident in his posture. Folding his arms, he fixed his gaze on me. The weight of his scrutiny hung in the air, creating a palpable tension in the room.

“I still don’t see why you’re here yelling at me. What does this have to do with me?”

“Because of the way you run this damn school! How this damn realm runs everything! You all have it in your heads that bullying toughens us up, but it doesn’t! It teaches us to hate ourselves!” I shouted, he stepped back, as if worried I’d attack him.

“But what does this have to do with your moon mate rejecting you? She doesn’t go to this school. I’m assuming she’s in the Shifter Realm,” Yooper cut in as Hornora watched with me, standing stiffly. Were they really that clueless?

“Look, Michael, I know you—” Hornora started to say, but I laughed.

“Do you? Then what’s my life ambition? What do I want to do as soon as this damn war is over?” I demanded.

“You want to make things easier for kids like you, Amber, and Mason, who grew up in abusive homes,” Hornora answered without hesitation. “But just because your moon mate rejected you—”

“Bullying is emotional abuse,” Amber interrupted him. “We’ve been telling you that for years, but you don’t listen. None of you do because you’d rather us fight it out. And if we don’t stick up for ourselves, we’re seen as weak, but some people don’t dare to do so. That doesn’t make them weak!”

“Fae are naturally aggressive, though,” Ben spoke up, and I had to count to ten before I lost it on him. He’d been raised in this world, so he had that mindset, too, but it needed to change. 

“But we have Fight Club,” Mason said before I could say anything. “Why does bullying each other have to factor into it? You and I had a good fight the other day without any of that, Ben. People can just let that aggression out for fun without being assholes about it.”

“Kids, I get your point, but—” Hornora started to say, but Amber interrupted him.

“Do you? Because you’re planning to separate the schools by their elements. You’ve told me already that you’ve made your mind up on that. It’s happening whether we like it or not. After next year, there will be two different display nights, right? One to see how many elements kids have and the other for how they perform their elements. You let the audience boo the kids who only have one or two and at any sports try outs. You’ll probably let the audience boo the rejected kids, won’t you?”

Hornora didn’t respond, which is all I needed to know. It was the reason I’d gone there, to see what he’d say. 

We’d suspected since they’d made the announcement about separate schools that they’d do it that way, and his silence told me everything I needed to know. 

“Then I quit,” I told him. “I’ll finish my education another way, but I refuse to support a school that’s going to do things that way. I’ve had issues for years, especially after what happened with Jared, but Tilly rejecting me is the last straw. You have to realize that as you invite kids from other realms here, parents won’t stand for it. Mortal kids accept it because they’re excited to be invited to a magical school, but the other realms are magical. They don’t allow bullying if they know about it. The Shifter Realm doesn’t know how much Tilly gets bullied, but they’re about to! I only kept quiet because she begged me to, but I’ve had enough of kids hating themselves because they are bullied or abused! Parents won’t want to send their kids to a school where they’ll be bullied and told they’re weak just because they don’t stick up for themselves. You can’t trick them the way you do with parents from the Mortal Realm. I know I wouldn’t want my kids here as a parent,” I said, and without saying another word, I turned on my heel and walked out of the office. 

I could hear Mason and Amber telling them that they quit, too, and after a moment of hesitation, Ben did as well, which surprised me, but made me happy.

Ben’s parents would support him no matter what, and if he stopped going to Foothills, they’d stop sponsoring students and choose another school that wouldn’t allow bullying. 

Considering he’d been raised in this world, I’d believed he’d stand by the school, but the three of them followed me and ignored the teachers who called for us to come back and discuss things. 

If I had to be honest, I should have done this long before my moon mate rejected me. Jared’s death should have been the last straw, but I’d hoped that if Sierra got her act together instead of just quitting, maybe there would be changes, but Hornora’s silence told me it didn’t matter.








  
  
  Ellen

  
  




Swimming non-stop in the water, even finding places to sleep, was invigorating for me. I’d never known that if I gave into that part of myself completely, I’d feel more content, at home, and happy with myself. 

I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d stayed on land for long. The aquatic environment had become not just a refuge but a vital part of my identity, a source of unparalleled joy and fulfillment that surpassed anything I had experienced on dry land.

When I first got my powers, I thought they were cool, especially as I was a golden mermaid, but I’d never looked past the flashy, shallow part of it. When I arrived at the mermaid school, my ego had certainly gone down.

At Foothills, golden mermaids were rare, but there was an abundance of us at my new school. I’d expected the school to be small, as we were in the Mortal Realm where no one but magical people knew about us, but there were thousands of us attending. More students than Foothills.

I hadn’t managed to go to any classes yet. The first week was just orientation, but Ethan and I talked and proposed to our teachers and parents that we go on a mission. Given how much they wanted to keep me a little girl forever, I’d expected my parents to say no, but they’d agreed I could go.

I often wondered if Hornora made them agree. He’d liked our proposal to search for friendly immortals but also to warn mortals despite that being against the rules. They’d wanted to send Stan as well, but I’d fought that, insisting he needed to remain at the school to get mermaid allies.

I didn’t want to spend time alone with him. I was still uncomfortable around him, though he’d apologized many times. I just couldn’t forgive him for calling me a slut, even after all these years. Ethan would be with us, but still.

I’d hoped Ethan and I would talk about everything, but he only wanted to talk about our mission and nothing else. Not that we’d accomplished much. 

We were too nervous to reveal ourselves to mortals, and we hadn’t found any immortals, let alone friendly ones.

The plus side was the more in tune I got into my mermaid form, the more at ease my visions came to me. Not that I was seeing what I wanted to, but they were working daily again rather than never. They were beneficial for us as we made our way to Lake Huron, as we avoided areas with a lot of mortals.

Ethan had overheard Fergus and my grandmother a few years ago mention there was a pocket of immortals living in a portal room in a town called Grand Bend, so it was where we were headed.

Getting to the Five Great Lakes without going on land was difficult, so we had to go the long way around Canada. Ethan figured we’d go on land once we reached the Hudson Bay, which was proving to be more difficult than either of us thought it would be.

On the map, we’d drawn a path we’d follow, but between the mortals, their ships or boats (many that were fishing boats), some of the creatures we saw underwater, and the plant life, we were struggling to make time, and we had to hide or rest often.

There was one scary moment when I’d gotten a vision of Michael and some girl named Tilly getting attacked, so I had to find a letterbox to alert them. It hadn’t been as hard as I thought it would be.

Ethan seemed to have a gift for finding magical items or people. We’d found a group of witches and warlocks near Prudhoe Bay in Akaska, and they’d been more than happy to help. 

The young witches, in particular, had a fondness for siren men, which had made me jealous, though it shouldn’t have. I wanted Sam, not Ethan.

Once we knew they were safe, Ethan insisted we continue, so we did. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but I noticed each time we resurfaced that it was getting colder all the time.

We saw the leaves change colour in the provinces we stopped in, and soon, they fell to the ground. Sometimes, it saddened me as I thought of Foothills, which I missed more than I thought I would.

It was always beautiful there, but I loved seeing it go from autumn to winter. The grounds were so beautiful during the change in seasons. 

I loved seeing a fresh new coat of snow over our dorms on the lake, but I loved it even more at Christmas. It was the one time of the year it truly felt magical and whimsical.

It was a shame I’d miss out that year, but this needed to be done. I wanted a normal life. Just because I’d missed out on being a teenager didn’t mean I shouldn’t enjoy my adult life. For all I knew, I was one. We never checked to see how much time had passed so that I might have already turned eighteen.

Ethan told me mermaids could sense the change of seasons anyway. He was helping me learn to detect it, but I wasn’t doing well sensing anything. 

One evening, shortly after we entered the Hudson Bay after many wrong turns (we’d ended up almost going to Greenland because of me), we finally went onto land, though we had to wait for several mortals to leave the area first.

I wasn’t sure where we were, but it was clear it was either late fall or early winter. The trees were bare, their skeletal branches reaching out against the pale sky. The ground beneath us was carpeted with dead leaves, their vibrant hues long gone, leaving behind a muted and desolate landscape. The air carried a crisp chill.

“Churchill, we’re in the right place,” Ethan told me when I asked.

“Churchill is in Manitoba,” I said, feeling confused. “We’re nowhere near Lake Huron. It takes like over twenty hours to drive across Ontario from here!”

Ethan laughed and explained he had a friend meeting us here with money and a letter box for me.

“We’re staying on land now,” Ethan told me. “I didn’t want to worry you, but I think we were being followed. Sirens can sense other sirens. It’s a good thing you did almost take us to Greenland because it threw whoever it was off. I didn’t sense them coming again until a half hour before we were nearly here. They’re still far off enough.”

Confused, I asked how he knew to come to Churchill to meet his friend, and he explained he’d signalled for him to come while I was sleeping shortly after he sensed the siren the first time. He explained that mermaids could communicate off and on land and how they did it.

Annoyed, I sat on the beach and wrapped my arms around my legs. I was relieved I could use my fire to dry off and warm up, though I noticed Ethan didn’t need to do that. Why couldn’t I do that on land? Unlike me, he wasn’t shivering.

“You really don’t know much about your form,” he responded when I asked.

“People at Foothills admire secondary powers, but we don’t focus on them,” I explained. “It’s more of a thing to show off how powerful you are. In my classes, we mainly swim or cast spells. They haven’t taught us about the sense of direction or the seasons or anything else you seem to know. Mermaids just show off how good they look at my school.”

We had classes for our secondary powers, and while some were decent like seer classes used to be (we didn’t have them right now), others were useless. Ben and Amber both often said they wished they could learn more about witches and warlocks, but they were taught the bare minimum, too. We weren’t even allowed to use them in other classes.

I imagined Michael was learning loads at Wyrm Academy, far more than he had at Foothills. 

“That’s a shame. It would have been easier for us if I didn’t have to teach you what twelve-year-olds are learning,” Ethan said, sitting beside me. “And I don’t mean that as an insult toward you. I just don’t understand why they have the class if they’re not going to teach properly.”

“They say we should already know,” I explained.

“Clearly, they’re wrong. There’s a reason why we go off for training with our pods as soon as we get our powers. You should be more advanced than you are. You’re obviously a powerful mermaid. You just don’t know what you’re doing.”

I loved Foothills but was starting to see how backward it was there. Mason, Amber, and Michael had been saying it for years. I’d always found the fae’s intolerance for people with one or two elements ridiculous, but now the lack of training was affecting my ability to be useful.

As I thought of my friends, I wondered how they all were. Michael and I hadn’t told each other much when I’d warned him. I’d wanted to know more about his school, but talking to one of my friends had been hard enough, especially since they wanted to know where I was.

We’d all made up before I’d left except Ben. 

“Do you ever wonder if that spell is still on us?” I asked Ethan, who was staring out into the water, which slowly lapped against the cold sand.

He must have been a sight to see. While I was wearing clothes, he just had on a pair of swimming trunks. Given the bone-chilly wind, I figured it had to be at least late November.

“Look, I think it’s a beluga whale,” he responded, pointing out something in the distance, and I shrugged.

In the past, I might have been excited, but I’d seen enough sea life, including scary-looking fish with lights hanging in front of their faces. 

I loved swimming in my form and always would, but now that I was on land, especially where it was cold, I was ready to go indoors where it was warm and watch TV with cocoa.

“Why do you ask?” Ethan asked when I showed little interest in the whale.

“I managed to piss off everyone in my life again before I left. Once again, I treated Mason like he was nothing. We always promised we’d stay friends. Now, sitting here, I think back to last summer, and I’m embarrassed. I just worry that the spell comes and goes.”

“Maybe you’re just stressed,” Ethan said. “You’ve been through a lot. It’s fine to have off days.”

More like an off life, I thought to myself. I was so tired of fighting with my friends and family when there was a much bigger fight out there. At that moment, I would have given anything to hang out in my dorm with the others instead of sitting on the frozen sand, still shivering despite my fire magic.

“I want to find my pod while we’re here,” Ethan said. “I only returned to them twice, and I angered them all. I’m still not sure what the immortal’s motives were with me. If your grandmother just wanted to hurt you, the spell wouldn’t have affected me, too.”

After spending time with him, I could sense he was a descendant, but apart from that, I couldn’t get a good feel for his powers. I believed he was powerful, even if I hadn’t seen it yet.

“Is your pod here near Churchill?” I asked him, and he nodded.

“We’ll look for them when we come back. I don’t want to lead the siren to them,” Ethan said. “We’ll look for the immortals first. The person coming to meet us isn’t from my pod. Just my old mentor from school,” he added before I could ask.

I was relieved we didn’t have to wait long. A man in his early twenties approached us and handed me a letterbox while giving Ethan a dark MasterCard. He explained it was loaded up and not to worry about the cost of anything.

He didn’t linger long. He just promised Ethan he’d check up on his pod and get back to him. 

“We’ll get some clothes and stay in several motel rooms. The siren won’t be able to detect where we are on land for a few days. Tomorrow, we’ll get a car and drive to Grand Bend,” he said.

“We’re just going to buy a car?” I asked. “It’s not that simple, Ethan. You need more than a preloaded MasterCard. You need ID for one thing. Plus, you realize it will take more than a day? You’ve never been to Ontario. I don’t think you realize how big it is.”

“I’m getting us a rental car. I have my license and everything I need for it. Don’t worry about any of that. I’ll drive the whole way there without stopping. I don’t need as much sleep. I’ve lived both a mortal and mermaid life. Also, I may have coerced them into giving me a license.”

I scolded him for that, given how dangerous that was. Hopefully, he could at least drive a car, and we wouldn’t end up causing a huge pile-up, especially since I was sure I could smell snow in the air.

He told me to relax and that he knew what he was doing, but for now, all he wanted to do was rent a hotel room and sleep in a real bed. It seemed strange to me, given that he’d grown up with a mermaid pod, but by the sounds of it, they had more than one area where they slept off the land.

“Kids aren’t born with their tails,” he reminded me. “Which is dumb in my opinion, although legend tells it, we started off in the water until we interbreeded with land people, so who knows?”

As we checked into a motel called Polar Inn and Suites, I contemplated asking him if he knew of a library to get that information. 

I doubted it would be contained in a mortal library, but surely mermaids had a way to store information somewhere. I was tired of not understanding more about myself. 

I’d been learning about my seer powers for the past couple of years, but now it was time to better understand my other secondary powers.

I waited until we were holed up in a room together before asking.

“Yeah, there’s information in caves for us. We had to hide it and make it inaccessible to mortals. There’s one we can stop by before we get to Grand Bend,” Ethan responded, not looking at me as he went over some notes his friend had given him. “Do you think you could reach out to that siren guy you know?”

“Denver?” I asked since I didn’t know any other siren besides Ethan.

“Yeah, the one you slept with,” Ethan said, smirking a little before his expression changed to an expressionless one. “I want to see his power level. Check to see if he can come here.”

Why did Ethan have to bring up the first part? It wasn’t relevant in my opinion. I knew he wasn’t interested in me anymore, he’d mentioned a girl back at school he had a crush on when we first left on this mission.

If Denver was meeting up with us, I didn’t want him to just come here. It would be awkward if it was just the three of us.

I’d been right about which month it was, but it was mid November, rather than late, and it was a Friday. 

I could invite all my friends, though I doubted Ben or Mason would come. If most of them came, I could handle being in the same room as both Ethan and Denver, so I decided to send a letter to Amber.

If anything, she and Jared would likely want to come and hang out for the weekend, especially if they could get a room here for privacy, something they rarely got at school.

So I quickly sent a letter to Amber through the letterbox, catching her up on everything.








  
  
  Amber

  
  




Quitting school hadn’t been an easy decision to make. From a young age, I’d vowed that I’d be educated, and while I hadn’t decided on what I’d do beyond getting rid of the immortals, I did have ambitions to go to college someday.

Thankfully, the fae had an equivalent to a GED, so if I didn’t return, I still had options.

My parents, who I initially thought would be disappointed, had hired a tutor instead, surprising me. 

Both Dad and Gloria were strict about grades, so after I’d gone home after walking out on Hornora, I’d expected a blowout, but instead, they got a hold of the Hoofers. Together, they all decided to pay a tutor for all of us until we decided what to do.

Thankfully for Michael, the administration at the Wyrm Academy decided he could graduate with them if he wanted. However, he still wanted an education in our realm, so in time, he’d likely join us or have his own tutor.

As the weeks passed, I missed school and longed to return. It didn’t help that Hornora and Yooper were writing almost daily. 

When I quit, I thought it would be easier to get past Jared’s death because I wouldn’t see all our main hangouts anymore, but instead, I wanted to be there to be closer to him.

At times, it was tempting to respond to one of the many letters from the teachers, but I stood my ground and ignored them. They all sat unopened in my desk drawer. We’d all decided to be a united front on this when we quit, so I pushed those feelings away.

So when my letterbox shook, I ignored it, figuring it was Yooper or Hornora. It was just past five in the afternoon, which was the usual time for them to try to contact us through our letterboxes or faecomms. 

Instead, I focused on the essay the tutor had assigned me but was distracted seconds later when Sierra entered the room. Anger coursed through me as we gazed at each other.

She wasn’t getting along with Justin from what I’d been told, and she’d been trying to move in here, but my parents and everyone else told her she couldn’t. 

Gloria had told her the first night that they loved her, but out of respect for me, she should stay with someone else or return to Foothills to take up her position again, and my parents stood by that. 

It didn’t stop her from coming over daily to beg them to let her stay, though. She usually remained for hours pestering me before leaving.

I knew she was staying at her biological father’s, and I didn’t understand why that wasn’t enough. She’d always wanted to get to know him, anyway.

I believed she should just go back to Foothills, too, though. When I learned she’d quit, it made me even angrier with her. Instead of trying to take the initiative to do better, she ran away. 

“Amber—” she began, but I interrupted, telling her to get out. “Look, I know you hate me—” she continued.

“I don’t hate you. I just don’t want anything to do with you right now, and I don’t want you living here! I could handle seeing you at Foothills because you’re a teacher, and I could avoid you, but you won’t let me here!” I snapped, wishing she’d just go before I did or said something I’d regret.

I hadn’t meant it when I said she was dead to me. I was sure someday in the far future, I’d be able to forgive her, but I was still too angry, especially with how defensive she got about it.

Jared’s death had been so unnecessary. If she hadn’t used magic, they’d never have known we were there. If she hadn’t shoved Jared, Ned wouldn’t have gotten to him. She still felt justified in pushing him, even if she felt guilty for it.

Plus, I hadn’t forgotten what she’d said to me. My parents didn’t know that tidbit, though Justin and everyone else did. I wasn’t sure why I’d asked everyone not to mention it, except deep down, I worried everything she said was true. 

It was something my father and I hadn’t discussed since the first day I arrived, even if everyone thought I should talk to him about it. I’d told everyone I didn’t want him to reject her instead of explaining the real reason.

“Amber, I’d give anything to take that back!” She exclaimed.

“Really? Because I overheard you tell Billy and Carly that you were justified in shoving him!” I retorted.

To my disappointment, Carly and Billy had taken Sierra’s side on this, and while I shouldn’t have been surprised by Carly, it still bothered me. 

“He called me a cunt!” She snapped.

“That doesn’t mean you should have shoved him!” I shouted. “You’re a teacher! You shouldn’t have done it, anyway, but as a teacher, you don’t attack students! The moment we went back to Foothills, you targeted Jared and me to keep us apart! Well, congratulations, you made sure we are kept apart permanently!”

Tears sprang to my eyes, but I blinked them back. I didn’t want to cry in front of her. 

Since Mason had begged me to get out of bed, I’d used my anger to help fuel my desire for revenge against the immortals to train. At times, I still cried, but I only did so when I was alone. For Jared, I couldn’t wallow in self-pity and grief. I needed to avenge him.

“You don’t get it,” Sierra answered, holding out a hand to touch me, but I forced her hand back with my air as she continued speaking. “You don’t understand what it’s like to get bullied by everyone-”

I laughed incredulously at her gall. Was she even listening to herself? Or had she suddenly forgotten what I’d gone through before I’d attended Foothills? Even during my first two years there, I’d gone through it. Sometimes, it still happened, especially when I stepped in when kids were bullied, but most backed off because they knew I wouldn’t take it anymore.

“You were one of my first bullies!” I shouted even louder now. “You, Carly, and Bernice started on me when I was three-years-old, and it continued until I left for good! I could never escape it! I’d go to school, and the kids would bother me, and then I’d go home to the three of you bullying and criticizing me. Who knows? Maybe it happened when Dad was still there. I spent thirteen years feeling hated and alone, and you have the fucking nerve to tell me that I don’t get it? I’ve done everything I can to get kids to stop it, especially once I became a Head Student! You had real power, and instead of handling the bullying properly, you became the bully again! You’ve always done that! You do what it takes to protect yourself instead of coming up with a better way to deal with it! Then, instead of trying to be a better teacher, you quit! You should return and use the power you have properly,” I added the last bit in a lower voice.

She rolled her eyes, which only made my anger with her worse. My mouth dropped open as she stated it was over five years ago, and it was time to move on. Hadn’t she gotten angry with Ellen years ago for saying that? Had she meant it when she had been angry back then? As she glared at me now, I wondered if the closeness we’d formed over the years had been real. Was it all just show so she’d have a place to stay and a family?

It wasn’t like she or Carly had to fake it. Dad had accepted them right away, while he’d turned me away. 

“Get out,” I finally said.

“No, I want to talk to you—” she began, but Ernie suddenly entered the room, his face red as he glared at her.

“Go, or I will teleport you out,” he told her, not breaking eye contact.

Sierra stood trembling as she gazed at him before glaring at me again.

“Well, at least I feel as unwanted by everyone as you used to, just as you’ve probably hoped since we were kids,” Sierra spoke, her voice quivering, and her eyes glistened with tears she hadn’t yet shed. 

“Even Justin is ignoring me,” she continued, “so maybe you’ve accomplished what you wanted since my moon mate doesn’t want me. So, thanks, Amber. I guess since you think it’s my fault you lost Jared, you felt you should take Justin from me! Now I’m dealing with a moon mate’s rejection because of you! You have no idea how much it hurts!”

“At least the love of your life is still alive!” I shouted.

Before I knew what I was doing, I unleashed a powerful jet of water, aiming precisely for her forehead. 

However, she retaliated swiftly. What began as an argument escalated into a fierce battle. 

Even under normal circumstances, I would have had the upper hand, as she wasn’t known for her strength in combat. Yet, the lingering anger from losing Jared fuelled my every move, giving her no chance in the confrontation.

The scene unfolded like a chaotic dance. Thick and resilient vines emerged from the floor, wrapping around her form. She struggled against the entanglement, but the vines proved unyielding. The room transformed, with grass, mud, and ice becoming elements of our struggle. Her legs were ensnared in freezing ice, rendering her immobile as she lay there, defeated and caught in the aftermath of our clash.

Without saying anything, Ernie removed some of it, took hold of her and teleported away. I stood breathing hard, staring at the spot she’d been. After a few moments, I cleaned up the mess we’d made with my magic, blinking back my tears. 

Ernie came back and helped, neither of us saying anything. All I could think was self-pitying thoughts repeatedly that Sierra had obviously never loved me, and Carly likely hadn’t either. 

They’d probably been using me all these years for a better home life. Maybe none of my family members loved me either. The only person who truly had, was now dead. 

I voiced my thoughts as we finished cleaning, and Ernie glared at me for the first time since I’d met him. His face flushed with frustration.

“Are you serious right now, Amber? Sometimes you can be so ignorant! I know you’re hurting over Jared, and now Sierra… well, I don’t know what her problem is, but how the hell can you say that to me!?” He demanded, his voice filled with anger.

In that moment, I struggled to comprehend the source of his sudden outburst, my own grief clouding my senses.

“Why, what—” I started to ask, but Ernie interrupted with a bitter laugh.

“No one loves you? I tried to sacrifice myself for you! Mason and I did everything we could to keep you alive! Or did you forget? It would have been Mack or Brody if it hadn’t been us! Bernice died trying to get to you! But right, go on and continue thinking like that, Amber!”

Before I could stop him, he disappeared, and I sat down and finally allowed myself to cry. I’d just screwed up, and I knew Ernie well enough to know not to follow him when he was mad, but he was right. 

I’d just insulted one of the people I’d always vowed never to hurt, and at that moment, it all came out. I cried so hard, it hurt, but once it started, I couldn’t stop.

I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, sobbing over everything, especially Sierra’s change. 

When I got a hold of myself, I got up to go to my letterbox to send a letter to Ernie. He hated the faecomms and likely had gone to the Shapeshifter Realm anyway. I figured I’d send a letter to Mack as well.

What I didn’t expect was to find a letter from Ellen as she was currently swimming in the Arctic Ocean. I figured we wouldn’t hear from her for a while. I knew she’d contacted Michael because she’d had a vision, but that was the last anyone had heard from her.

Seeing her handwriting made me realize how much I needed her, but I didn’t want to dump this on her. She was likely writing about something that involved her mission. 

She didn’t even know Jared was dead yet, given that she was inviting the two of us and anyone else who wanted to go visit her.  She needed Denver, but she didn’t want just him to go there, so she’d asked us to all go there.

Reading that brought on a fresh wave of tears, and as much as she deserved to know the truth as he was her friend, too, I couldn’t do it. 

“Everything okay?” 

I glanced up to see Ben and Mason standing in the doorway. The moment my eyes met Mason’s, I felt intense guilt. 

At least the moon mate connection with Ben has gone away, I thought to myself. 

I wasn’t sure why that was since we hadn’t mentioned it to each other, but as he came over to hug me, it was a relief that those feelings weren’t there. It made it easier to be around him, and lately, I needed all my friends.

“I bet Ernie will be back later,” Mason told me after I explained everything. “You don’t remember that night. You don’t realize how much that night shook us up. He just needs to cool off, but I can guarantee he will be here tonight or tomorrow to talk.”

“But you really should be careful about saying stuff like that around us,” Ben warned, taking a step back. “That night affected me for months. You’d be insulted if one of us said that about you.”

“You only cared because I’m your moon mate, or I was. It’s gone away, I think, but it wouldn’t have been so bad for you if it weren’t for that connection,” I retorted.

“We’re still moon mates, but even if we weren’t, it would have bothered me, Amber,” Ben replied firmly. “Don’t let Sierra or even Carly make you feel that way again. People love you. I know your past makes you think like that, but we’re here, aren’t we? I’ll help you get through this and your self-hatred for yourself. And not because you’re my moon mate, but because you’re one of my best friends, and I care about you. Even if we hadn’t been mated, I’d be here for you.”

I nodded and then glanced down at the letter. I handed it to Mason. He’d be the best person to contact Denver to accompany us.

As Mason read the letter, I reiterated to Ben that I didn’t think we were moon mates anymore because the connection was gone.

“It’s still there,” Mason said, not looking up. “It’s just numb right now. It will be back.”

“Well, that sucks,” I said without thinking.

It was nice to know that mystery was solved, at least. I wondered if Ben had known and hadn’t mentioned it. Knowing him, he’d likely researched it in the library the moment he felt it had gone.

“Gee, thanks,” Ben responded, smiling at me and giving me another hug, which told me he understood what I meant. 

“Well, I could use a trip away, even if it’s just a night or two,” Mason said, looking up from the letter. “Besides, I want to talk to Ellen, anyway.”

I waited for Ben, who was still furious with Ellen, to turn down the invitation, but surprisingly enough, he told us he’d let our parents know so they wouldn’t wonder why we’d disappeared for the weekend. 

We didn’t have to check in, but out of respect, we usually let them know if we were going to leave for more than a day. We didn’t want anyone to worry that we might have been captured or murdered.

“I should get some clothes too, anyway,” Ben had told us before leaving the room.

Mason sat down to write to Denver and Michael while we waited for him. I quickly packed a bag of clothes for the next couple of nights. I’d never been to Manitoba. 

I’d never even been outside of Ontario in the Mortal Realm. Ellen and Jared lived there, too, so even when I did return to that realm, it was still in my old province. 

I wondered how Ellen felt being so close to home. Her family was still with us, though they’d be leaving soon. Their house was nearly done. They’d use a fae company to get it done faster. It just needed some finishing touches.

I had to admit, I’d miss them, especially her younger siblings. Every night since coming home, Sally and Damian came to me to read a book to them, something I’d started with all her brothers, even Timmy, during March Break in my JS Year One. 

Timmy pretended to hate it back then, but he always joined anyway, claiming he was there to be with Jerry.

“You okay with seeing her again?” I asked Mason as I zipped up my bag. 

“Ellen can be ignorant, but I’m willing to bet everything I have that she’s feeling like crap about that,” he answered, looking up from the letters he was writing. “I’m not Ben. Most of the time, I struggle to hold a grudge. It will take me a long time to forgive Sierra, if ever, but not Ellen.”

“You’re not still in love with her, are you?” I asked, hoping the answer was no.

He often said he wasn’t. I worried if he was lying, because I knew no matter how much she debated whether her moon mate connection was worth it, she’d choose Sam. 

However, I’d just found out the other day that Mason was with Jess, and I hoped it would work out for them. Jess was a sweet girl, and I’d noticed in the past that the two had a good rapport, so I was pleased they were together. She would never make Mason feel bad for still feeling insecure the way Ellen had at times.

“No, not at all,” Mason responded, not breaking eye contact. “I just understand her. I’m in love with Jess, and I hope I never meet my moon mate.”

“Or she meets hers,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t have to deal with that again.

Ben returned to my room about ten minutes later with an overnight bag and told us that our parents just told us to be careful and to take Mack, Ernie, Kellen, or Billy with us.

“Let me find Ernie,” I said. “He’s probably at Mack’s. I don’t want Billy to come.”

We weren’t even sure if he was magical. He’d shown signs of it, but nothing had happened, and since he was on Sierra’s side, I couldn’t deal with him at the moment. We’d never been that close anyway, whereas I was the closest to Ernie and Mack, so I’d take them out of the four, and I knew Kellen was busy anyway.

“You two get Sam to come along, too.”

And with those words, I teleported to the private portal we had to get to Ian’s. Ellen had given us the address in her letter so we could go from there if Ernie was willing to forgive me.
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As soon as I went through the portal to Ian’s, I went searching for Ernie. No one was inside, and I worried they were all busy. 

Now that we all had more access to other realms, everyone was always busy. I hadn’t seen my real mother, Patricia, since the wedding, and she hadn’t even stayed for very long because of all that transpired. She had her own mission to go on, though sometimes Mack’s fiance, Madeline, joined her. I worried about seeing her anyway. What if she was on Sierra’s side?

It was very doubtful I’d see either of them anyway, but I hoped Mack and especially Ernie would be there. 

Outside in the backyard, I found Ernie standing alone by the fire pit, with a dying fire, muttering to himself as he read through a letter. 

I wasn’t sure if it was from me, but I could see his dark red letter box sitting on the patio table.

I hurried over to hug him, hoping he wouldn’t push me away. 

“Please don’t hate me,” I pleaded as I hugged him.

“Geez, of course, I don’t hate you,” he answered, hugging me back. 

He pulled away and then smiled at me, and I sighed with relief.

“I probably overreacted a bit,” he continued, “but I had some bad news earlier about one of the portals we thought was hidden. They set up a trap for us, and Patricia nearly got killed. Then, I overheard everything between you and Sierra. I’d come over to see if you and Ben wanted some dark magic lessons, but then I overheard that and got pissed off at Sierra. It’s just hard listening to you self-deprecate yourself sometimes. I get why you feel the way you do. I grew up in the same environment, but I know you love us. I don’t question it, but you’re constantly questioning it, even after Mason and I tried to sacrifice ourselves for you. If someone tried to sacrifice themselves for me, I’d never question their love for me.”

I nodded, understanding because in his shoes, I’d feel the same way. Jared’s death wasn’t the only thing that had shaken me up, though. 

Sierra and I had gotten so close to the point I felt like she was another best friend. It just felt like a betrayal for her to turn on me the way she had. Now it felt like it was Carly and Sierra against me once again. That should have been behind us.

“I think Sierra just doesn’t know how to handle stress,” Ernie told me after I explained my thoughts. “I’m not excusing it, but she’s been acting this way since last year when all the kids started to gang up on her. She and I haven’t gotten along since last Christmas when she told me that I’m like our mom’s were when they were under the spell. I’d called her out for something nasty she said to Justin. She’s been awful to Justin to the point he nearly pushed the wedding back a year or two, but she begged him not to.”

“Maybe she’s under a spell, too,  or something, like our moms were and Ellen was,” I said, which reminded me of the reason I was there. I was sure Ernie would come with us now that we’d talked.

“It’s the first thing Justin checked for. That’s one hundred percent all Sierra. Sierra’s been acting off for a while, and it got worse during the summer. People were sending her a lot of nasty messages on her faecomm and through her letterbox, and maybe it’s still happening. People know Bernice punched her that one time and several people told her that maybe her mother should have beaten her more when she was a kid, and maybe then she wouldn’t think she was so special.”

I grimaced at that. No matter how angry I was with her, I didn’t feel she deserved that. No one did. I didn’t understand what was wrong with people, but I noticed that as the internet developed, people had no problem being more nasty because they were anonymous. 

However, she should have reached out to us for help. There were ways to detect where letters came from through letterboxes. Mr. Yooper had been teaching us the spells shortly before we quit. She could have gotten help. It still didn’t justify how she treated us, especially Jared and I, who had defended her non-stop the year before.

“Anyway, don’t stress about Sierra. Let’s just go find Ellen,” Ernie responded.

“How’d you know?” I asked him since I hadn’t mentioned Ellen yet.

He held up the letter he was holding, and I saw Mason’s handwriting. As we headed to the shed closest to us, I asked him if he’d gotten my letter, and he told me it was in his pocket. He pulled it out to show me before putting it back.

The private portal back to my place was in one of the bedrooms, but we also had one that would take us directly to the mortal realm in one of the sheds we’d built to hide it in. 

Just as we were about to go through, I stopped and thought about Ellen and the fact she didn’t know about Jared yet. I couldn’t deal with that conversation yet, and I didn’t want to be the one to tell her. 

Each day was a struggle to get through, knowing that he wasn’t returning, and while it helped to talk about it at times, I knew it would be hard to break the news to her. 

“You okay?” Ernie asked as I stopped walking.

“I just can’t face telling her,” I responded.

“Mason said Ben’s taking care of that,” Ernie said and then hugged me again.

“Wait, Ben’s writing to her?” I asked, feeling surprised.

I knew he’d decided to go, but I knew he was still furious with her. He’d said as much earlier that day before our tutor arrived because Scott had asked about it. All of our older siblings believed he shouldn’t be fighting with her anymore because we all needed each other, but Ben still wouldn’t budge on that. Maybe he would now.

“That’s what Mason said. I can go on my own if you want, but—”

“No,” I interrupted. “Ellen wants me to go as well, and I miss her. Besides, if there are immortals there, they’ll likely be in a hidden portal. Ben and I can try to find out.”

Yooper hadn’t taught us how to do it yet, but many times we’d figured out portal spells by instinct. However, I couldn’t help but feel that it felt wrong without him there with us, and it had nothing to do with worrying we’d get in trouble. 

I just felt it would be safer to have someone like him with us, so I asked Ernie if he could send him a letter before we went through. Although, I was sure Yooper would try to convince us to go back, and hopefully, he wouldn’t bring Hornora along.
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When we arrived at the location Ellen had told us about, we only found Denver, Ben, Sam, and Mason there. 

The latter informed us that Ethan and Ellen had gone to find a house in Grand Bend after Barry teleported them to stay in rather than making us all rent rooms or share the two beds in the room they’d booked.

“They can just rent a house?” I wondered how that was supposed to work. 

I was pretty sure they needed more than just money. They’d likely need to prove they were eighteen. I wasn’t sure about Ethan, but I knew Ellen only had ID from the fae realm, so I hoped they wouldn’t use magic to persuade anyone, but none of them had answers, and Michael, Stan, and Hank showed up with Barry not too long afterwards, distracting us. Barry left to bring back Ethan and Ellen.

When they did return, we left immediately. Michael commented about what a waste of money the room must have been, which I agreed with, but Ellen shushed him and told him not to worry about it.

I’d been to Grand Bend multiple times growing up, but only on the strip or the beach. I’d never been to the residential areas we were taken to. They’d directed us to a small one-story blue house no where near the lake.

As the others went inside, Ellen pulled me back and hugged me tightly.

“I’m so sorry, Amber,” she told me tearfully. “If I’d known, I would have been back immediately. I would never have missed Jared’s funeral, and I would have been there for you from the start. Do you need me to come back?”

I shook my head and told her no. Whatever their mission was, it was important to our cause, and we needed more allies. 

So far, Michael had been struggling to find anyone because of everything going on with Tilly. Given what they put her through, I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to talk to any of the people there.

“I’m so sorry I was such a nightmare before I left. I didn’t mean it about Mason, either. Sam was messing with my head, and I’m still dealing with Grandma’s betrayal, but it was no excuse. I don’t want us or the others to ever part when we’re fighting again. I know you and I were on good terms, but the idea of leaving again and knowing that it could be the last time we see each other…” she trailed off and shook her head. “I don’t want any of us to fight over petty reasons anymore. I’m truly sorry about everything. Being out in the ocean has opened my mind up a lot. I was such a brat. You and my parents weren’t wrong when you told me that I was acting childishly.”

We hugged again, and we headed back to the house. I asked her if she and Ben were good again, but she shook her head and told me Ben agreed to get along when we were all together, but he’s still pissed off. 

“I’m not going to push him. With Ben, it’s better for him to make the first move. He’s too stubborn, and he’ll never forgive me if any of us pressure him,” she said. “So I hope the rest of you just let him be.”

With Jared’s death, I was hoping Ben would come around, but even now, when we’d all decided to work together today, he still seemed to want to keep her at arm’s length. 

I hoped he’d realize that there were bigger things out there over his anger with her though. I knew Ben would never forgive himself if Ellen died and they didn’t make up.

We found everyone gathered in the kitchen, talking in low voices. Ethan and Denver were having their own conversation, but from the gist, I got from it, he wanted Denver to join them for safety reasons since he could sense sirens and other mermaids.

Denver sounded surprised he could sense more than sirens from the sounds of their conversation, but our secondary classes usually left a lot to be desired. 

I’d only attended two of my Witch and Warlock classes that year because they were pointless. I’d learned more with the tutor in just a month. Ben and I should have been more advanced. 

We could have protected ourselves in the Sigils and Rune Realm with some of the knowledge we knew now, because we found out recently that it didn’t detect that type of  magic there. For some reason, it was the same with my Mortal Realm, except with sigils and runes.

So it wasn’t surprising that neither he nor Ellen knew much about their powers.

“Yooper and Hornora will be here tomorrow, so we might as well hang out for now,” Ben told me when I asked what we planned to do that night.

“Hornora is coming, too?” I asked, grimacing.

It meant they’d try to convince us to go back, but Hornora always refused to listen to reason. It was why we’d quit after all. 

“Maybe you guys should just hear him out,” Michael spoke up when I voiced my thoughts. “I know you have a tutor, but you might have fewer selections of colleges now. If I can’t pass at my school, I’ll need to figure something out, too.”

Denver snorted with laughter which caused us all to look at him. What was so funny? Instead of answering when Ellen asked, he just laughed harder. Ben and I exchanged looks, both at a loss.

“Dude, are you going to tell us the joke or what?” Mason asked.

“I forgot you guys wouldn’t know anything. Your brothers haven’t told you anything?” Denver asked Ellen, who shook her head. 

“This is the first time I’ve talked to any of you, besides when I warned Michael,” she answered. “I didn’t even know you guys quit until I got the letter from Ben or about—well, there’s a lot I didn’t know. What did they do?”

Denver let out another snort of laughter before responding.

“Well, Jerry needed to find Amber for something, but he couldn’t find her, so he went looking for Mason, but he couldn’t find him either, so he came to me to see if I knew where they were. Mason filled me in before he left, so I was able to tell Jerry what happened. He left to go tell Timmy, and the two of them happen to agree with you, but their parents wouldn’t let them quit. They’re underage, so of course, they couldn’t leave without permission. So, they came up with another plan instead.”

Denver began pacing as he spoke, running a hand through his hair as he did.

“Jerry talked to all the JS Year Ones, while Timmy talked to everyone in his grade. Most people are getting fed up with the way the school handles the bullying as well, even if they don’t speak up, so more than half their grades joined in. They started a riot in the cafeteria, which led to a huge food fight! It was between the people who want it to stay against the ones who don’t. It was fucking epic, man. Dude, I wished you’d all been there! Everyone was in on it, even Howard, and he never gets involved in anything.”

Denver paused for a moment to start laughing again, but this time no one said anything. We just waited for him to continue.

“When the teachers tried to tell everyone off for it, they all walked out and started to shout out chants. Things like: ‘The bullying in this school needs to end now!’ Or some other variation of it. The others were saying it had to stay because we are fae. It went well into the night. Honora tried to punish everyone the next day, but it didn’t work. He gave all of us minus demerit points, but we all ignored him. I’m officially at eight hundred demerits, not that it matters. People have been refusing to go to classes, and now there are fights almost daily between the people who are all for the bullying and the people who don’t want them. You can’t go anywhere in that school or on campus without seeing a fight somewhere.”

He paused to look at all of us in turn before continuing.

“A class of SS Year Ones got into a huge brawl in the middle of gym class. You can’t even get a spot in Fight Club anymore because people want to fight. So most people just take it into their own hands. Even the teachers are fighting each other. At first, they were on each other’s sides, but it’s become divided, and we’ve seen teachers fighting with their elements, too.”

He let out another snort of laughter, stopping to sit down in one of the chairs, and continued speaking.

“The best part is the teachers can’t go to our parents about it or expel us, especially the sponsors because every parent is on their kids’ side by the sounds of it. The parents who don’t like the bullying stick up for their kids and say that it’s what the school wanted, and now the kids are doing as they are told. The parents, on the other side, are encouraging their kids to bully more. So now parents are fighting with each other, too.”

He gazed at Ellen and grinned.

“Timmy and Jerry started something. You guys kind of did, too, by leaving, but they made it happen. So, yeah, Hornora just might hear you out. People will probably listen because you’re famous, or maybe he is hoping for that. He can’t get us under control, so he’s probably willing to negotiate. It’s a shame I’ll be leaving to join Ellen and Ethan because it’s been a blast watching.”

That was incredibly surprising, and it was strange we hadn’t heard. My parents had likely heard something, but they never mentioned it. I figured it was because they were on our side. 

“But why does he need us to negotiate?” Ben asked. “All he needs to do is tell the students to knock it off. He can just tell them he will expel them and tell the parents to fuck off. Why are we needed?”

Denver shrugged before responding. 

“I dunno, as I said before, you’re famous. But if he’s been trying to get you all to go back, I imagine he thinks it’s necessary. He has already told them to stop, but I told you, no one listens. Not even the parents or teachers. The students know about how Jared really died, too. I’m not sure who told, but the cat’s out of the bag about Sierra’s involvement, so the students are freaking out about that, too. You know that everyone was pissed that she got the job with no college education. The parents are upset about it, too. She quit, but they’re all protesting about how now teachers who are dangerous to students have been hired. First, Ellen’s grandmother, who was evil, and now Sierra, who was incompetent and uneducated. Kids got hurt on her watch, and she is one hundred percent responsible for Jared’s death. I don’t care what anyone else says about that. I hate her for it.

Everyone knows she used to bully Amber when they were kids—that came out a while ago, and Amber’s a famous portal opener. So everyone is adding that to why she’s a horrible person. They know Hornora knew that, so he’s basically under fire. It doesn’t help that you all put two families in danger years ago. They just wonder if he’s up to the job considering all the slip-ups. Everyone loves you, Campbells,” he added glancing at Ernie and Mason, “so it bothers them now that they know the true story. Foothills is not a good place to be if you’re a teacher, especially Hornora, or even Yooper.”

It didn’t even hurt as much to hear him talk about Jared as I thought over all the information he’d just given us. How were we supposed to help if no one was listening? The threat of groundings or kitchen duty wasn’t much of one anymore because people just ignored their punishments. 

Part of me was itching to go back to join in with them, and I was sorry I missed the food fight. I’d seen them in movies and TV shows and had always wanted to participate in one. 

“You’re the famous portal opener, Amber. I’m sure if you wanted another, you could,” Denver told me when I mentioned I wished I could have been there for the food fight. “The way the school is rioting, we could have a food fight every day and get away with it. You guys should go back, even if you don’t agree with whatever Hornora or Yooper have to say. You guys actually have power. Look what you started.”

My mind went back to my fight with Sierra. I’d told her she had power when I didn’t. Perhaps I was wrong about that.

Maybe we could use it to our advantage the next day. Denver gave me a lot to think about, so excusing myself, I went to the room I was to share with Ellen to think about it more. The others were talking about drinking, and Denver had brought some weed, but I needed my head to be clear, so I left the room quickly, hoping no one would follow.
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The next morning, the others were pretty hung over, except Ellen and Sam, who’d decided to stay in the hotel room in Churchill. Ernie had apparently dropped them off. Michael, who, like me, had wanted to keep a clear head, so he was fine as well.

I was hoping to talk to him alone before he went off to his school, but it was hard to get a moment to talk with so many people around. 

Ben and I were going to see if we could locate the portal on the beach. Neither of us had been there yet, but both of us strongly felt it was where the immortals were hiding. I wasn’t sure why, but we were still scratching the surface of what we could do with our powers.

Ben was convinced that we’d be able to follow an invisible magical trail there just by our senses. It was hard to get a word out of him about it though, because he had his nose in some medical textbook from the Sorcerers Realm as he did his best to ignore Ellen, who was telling us that so far, the beach was empty.

It was too cold for anyone to swim, but it didn’t mean that people wouldn’t be walking along the beach. 

As Ellen spoke about what she and Sam saw after Barry dropped them off at the beach, I went over to sit with Ben, who didn’t look up from his textbook about potions and their healing properties.

“Are you worried we’re going to get hurt?” I asked him, wondering if he was hoping to make potions for us.

There was a pretty good chance we would be injured, considering the immortals didn’t care about murdering us anymore. I doubted there was a potion to bring someone back, though, unless the person still needed to be alive, like with the sacrifice spell.

“Partially, but it’s not the main reason,” Ben responded, looking up from the book to gaze at me.

In the past, it had always been a struggle to talk to Ben without having guilty thoughts of wanting to jump his bones, and I knew the guilt would be worse now with Jared’s death. I didn’t miss the longing to be with him, and I hoped they were wrong when they said it would return.

Jared was the only person I longed to be with, and that’s the way I wanted it to be.

“Because of your arm, then?” I asked, gazing at his left arm, which was nearly back to its full length. “Are you trying to speed up your recovery?”

Ben didn’t complain much about it, but I knew it bothered the hell out of him. It was hard to know when we should or shouldn’t help him because we didn’t want to make him feel like he couldn’t do something. Mason had said from the start he’d feel insulted, so we usually just waited for him to ask. Although, I often worried that wasn’t the right approach either.

“No, everyone has been telling me to let it be, but it’s nearly back to normal, anyway. It did make me want to look into any kind of healing methods in all eight realms, though,” Ben responded. “When we quit school, I thought more about what I want to do when we clean up this mess—well, more like Dad did. He supported my decision, but he said I needed a plan.”

I’d always thought his life ambition had been to fix the faecomms. They were a lot better than they used to be, but they still needed a lot of work. Ellen believed the mortals would surpass them even though they still had flip phones.

“That’s more of a hobby, just like portal opening,” Ben responded when I brought up his ambition. “But I want to do something that matters. We might not be able to do all the spells in the other realms, but we can do a lot of them. Anyone can fix the faecomms. Ellen’s brother, Jerry, seems to have a knack with it, already. How many people can learn healing spells from all eight realms, though? You and I are rare when it comes to that. My plan is to become a Mender someday for all the realms. I even plan to learn the mortals’ ways. When I learned a potion existed to grow my arm back, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. So, in my free time, I plan to read as much medical stuff from all realms as I can, even if we go back. I have been already, but ever since we quit, I’ve had more time to read as much as I want. Dad, Barry, and Mack are also looking into getting me into actual hospitals in all realms eventually so I can see for myself, but it depends since I’ll likely need to be a medical student.”

“Well, if anyone can do it, you can,” I said surprised he hadn’t mentioned it before. We still all saw each other practically every day because of the tutor, and usually, we’d hang out afterwards, trying to make a decision on what to do next when it came to the immortals.

“I was just reading about this interesting potion to speed up—” he began, but there was a loud knock on the door, which likely meant Hornora and Yooper were there. 

We could hear their voices as they came down the hall to the kitchen, talking to Ernie, who had let them in. 

They greeted us enthusiastically the moment they saw us, but I’d known Hornora long enough to know his smile was fake. Yooper was happy to see us, and his smile was genuine. 

“So, before we get to whatever shenanigans you want to do on a mortal beach, we need to discuss all of you returning to school,” Hornora said right away after we greeted them. He folded his arms as he gave each of us a stern gaze, even the people who no longer needed to attend school.

“It’s not exactly shenanigans,” Mason pointed out to him. “Ellen and Ethan believe there are immortals hiding here, and Ben and Amber can sense the portal somewhat. We’re here for a reason.”

“Well, I can sense many of you were drinking last night,” Hornora retorted.

“And you can no longer punish them for that,” Ernie spoke up, chuckling a little. “So drop the disciplinary act, and tell us the reason you’ve decided to come here, too. We only asked Yooper because he’s always been with Ben and Amber when they open portals, and we felt it would be safer to have him here.”

Hornora rolled his eyes, and I could already tell before he spoke that he would try to force us back without listening to us. Perhaps it was a bad idea to ask for Yoopers help since this was likely going to end up with us arguing with both men.

“Look, I’m willing to overlook it all, but we need you all back. The kids, especially Ellen’s brothers, will listen to you. So if you go back to the school and tell them all to stop, you won’t need to pay tuition, and neither will any of Ellen’s siblings,” Hornora said, looking over at Ellen, who raised her eyebrows. “You have a lot of siblings, so I’m sure it will make it easier for your parents. You still have three younger siblings who will be coming, and they can have a free ride for all their seven years.”

“And what about the bullying?” Ellen asked. “See, I agree with Michael, Amber, and Mason. I was never okay with it, and I should have spoken up more when I was younger. Ever since I heard about that incident when Tara, Natalie, and Lydia got away with holding Amber down to wash her hair, and no one helped, I’ve been against the way that school operates, but I was a kid at the time. I happen to be proud of my brothers, especially Jerry, who has a lot more guts than I ever had at that age. My parents don’t have to be here for me to know they don’t accept that unless the bullying at the school changes. Mom constantly says that school is a bad influence on me.”

Honora let out a frustrated sigh before trying with each of us, including the older kids, stating that he’d give their kids free rides if we could help.

“Damn, you are pathetic,” Denver responded, laughing, and Hornora threatened to expel him since he was still a student, but Denver just laughed even harder. “No need, because I quit. I’m joining Ellen and Ethan on their mission. Don’t you think it’s bad that you have to beg and bribe your students to do your job for you?”

“They’ll at least listen to what you have to say! I know they will. Nobody will listen to me. I had a pie thrown in my face!” Hornora said, through gritted teeth as his gaze fell on Michael. “And this is your fault, Mr. Hensen! If you hadn’t quit just because your moon mate rejected you, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“We wouldn’t be in this mess if you would have just listened to us!” I shouted, standing up, feeling my face warm up as I glared back at him. 

Michael had been writing to me a lot. I knew how much Tilly’s rejection had hurt him. 

“Why do you want kids to bully each other, anyway? I’m not sure if you have kids, but would you want that for them? Would you be happy to tell your child that they’re weak if they can’t stand up for themselves?”

Hornora glared at me, and the anger coming from him grew even more, but there was something else there. 

He radiated pain as well, and it intensified as the two of us stood glaring into the eyes of the other. He walked off without responding or looking back. Moments later, we heard the door slam.

“Wow, that hit him hard. I can still feel his pain. It’s actually physically hurting me,” Mason said. “Did he lose a child?” He added to Yooper, who I’d expected to follow our principal, but he’d remained quiet so far.

“Mr. Hornora and his wife are struggling to have a child. Two years ago, she finally got pregnant after years of trying, and she miscarried. They’ve decided to adopt, but his application fell through with everyone against him right now. They were about to be approved until everything at the school happened.”

I wished I would have known. If I had, I wouldn’t have brought it up, and I struggled with bringing my thoughts up at the moment in case it made me sound even more insensitive. However, he wasn’t around anymore, and I doubted Yooper would say anything to him.

“I do honestly feel bad for saying that now that I know, but now that I know all that, I have to wonder if he’d want his child bullied. If he manages to adopt, or if his wife does have a child, would he want his kid to be bullied after all that stress and pain?”

His grief still hadn’t receded yet, though he was gone, and I doubted he’d done it on purpose. I didn’t know much about empaths, but I knew we could feel their emotions as intensely as they could feel ours.

“We’ve been asking him the same. I’ll admit now I’ve failed as a teacher because I should have spoken up years ago, but I was always afraid to lose my job if I did. Lately, I’ve been asking myself if the job is worth it, especially since I was offered a job at the werewolf school in the Shapeshifter Realm, and if Hornora won’t change things at Foothills, then I might take it. I want to apologize to all of you on behalf of the many staff members who agree with you and who all respect your bravery when we couldn’t be that brave ourselves. Stick to your guns, kids. This won’t be the first time he will come to you.”

“Wow, I wasn’t expecting you to say any of that,” Michael said. “You’ve always seemed like you were team Hornora. You sent so many letters.”

Yooper sighed and then smiled at him before speaking. 

“I take it you didn’t read any of them, but I’m a coward. I’ve never once agreed with the bullying or that it toughens people up, but I never said anything when I should have. I’m from the mortal realm, too, and like the rest of you, I didn’t want to complain because I was going to a school that taught me magic! It’s every child’s dream from those realms! Then, I got a job at Foothills right out of college. I did what was expected of me, but then you guys quit, and a thirteen-year-old started a riot that is going to end up going beyond Foothills. It has made me and a lot of teachers and parents feel ashamed of ourselves that you’re doing what we should have done a long time ago. You guys need to stick to it, no matter what. Amber, don’t let up when it comes to the unfair treatment of kids with one or two elements. All of you need to be even louder about this.”

Denver started to laugh again, which made me wonder again what he was laughing about, but he spoke before anyone could ask what he found funny.

“I knew you were encouraging us, even when you denied it.”

“It’s about to get worse,” Yooper said. “I didn’t know he was coming here to bribe all of you. I was sure he was going to try to meet you all halfway, but what he did was low. Keep it up. Because I plan to tell everyone what he just tried to do.”

After encouraging us some more to do whatever it took to get the teachers, parents and the rest of the Fae Realm to listen to us, we discussed our plans for the day and why he was there. It was time to find the immortals who were hiding out in that town.
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It was a cold and overcast day, and thankfully, no mortals were there. We later learned it was because Ellen had decided to cast a spell on the beach without telling Sam, which made people want to avoid any areas near water.

Ben and I followed a magical trail at Yoopers coaching and followed it along the beach and then down the pier. At the end of the pier, I felt warmth in my hands, and so did Ben, who clarified this as we got closer to the edge.

“Smart, I guess, to have a portal right here,” Yooper said, watching us. “But be careful now. We don’t need any more of you dying.”

“Should we try to open it?” I asked him.

“Slowly,” Yooper answered. “I don’t think they have spells up to detect you as they did in the Sorcerers Realm, but you never know.”

Everyone else was scattered up and down the beach, hidden with invisibility potion just in case we needed them, while Ellen, Ethan, and Denver were beside the pier swimming in their forms, waiting for us. Michael had learned how to make his dragon form invisible at his school, so he was flying above us, unseen.

“Don’t be afraid to jump into the water if you have to!” Ellen shouted up to us. “We’ll catch you!”

“Right, like she’s strong enough,” Ben muttered under his breath.

“I used to catch people in cheerleading, but I am also stronger in my form, just like I can hear you because my hearing is strengthened!” Ellen shouted, and Ben ignored her.

“Ben, if something happens, you have to forget your anger with her if you have to save her,” I whispered  to him, annoyed that he wanted to be like this now when we could be in danger.

“Just because I’m mad at her, it doesn’t mean I wouldn’t save her. I’ll always save her. I don’t hate her. Even if I did hate someone, I’d save them if they’re innocent,” he responded. “Let’s just see if we can do this. I don’t feel like discussing this or arguing with anyone.”

Nodding without responding, I focused on Yooper, who coached us through it. Not that we really needed him for it, but something about it was soothing, and made it easier, especially knowing he was one hundred percent on our side, and willing to speak up more against Hornora. 

Although, I still felt awful for the headmaster, even if I was furious with him. I wished I hadn’t said anything about kids, but I honestly hadn’t known anything about his family life.

“It’s open,” Ben whispered as we saw a blue light appear. “Should we go in?”

“Let me go first,” Yooper said quickly. “If there is danger on the other side, I don’t want either of you to encounter it. If I tell you to run, don’t try to save me—”

“But—” I began to protest, but he cut across me.

“I’m serious, Amber! I’m not losing another student! If I say to run, go! And I’m not saying this as your teacher, but as someone who cares about you!”

Ben and I exchanged looks and I wondered if he was thinking what I was. There was no way I was going without Yooper if I could save him. It took me back to when Mack had tried to sacrifice himself for us to escape, and I’d forced him along. I’d do the same now.

Yooper disappeared into the portal and I whispered my thoughts to Ben, who nodded, and told me he was thinking the same thing.

“We’re stronger than we were back then. We won’t leave without him,” he concluded.

Yooper stuck his head out moments later and told us it was safe to go into the portal. Ben went in first, insisting on it before I followed. We froze as we looked around. We were standing on a warm beach, but it was night here. There was a fake half-crescent moon in the sky, but no stars from what I could see.

It was almost a mirror image of Grand Bend Beach, but there was no strip and there were fewer homes here. 

Where the strip should have been, it was grass and sand with more sand dunes.  It looked like how the town likely used to look before the population grew to what it was now. 

“Wow, this is actually quite beautiful,” Ben said as he gazed around. “It’s too bad they’re all so evil—”

“Not all of us are evil,” I heard from the left of us, and Yooper automatically put a shield spell around the two of us while Ben and I put a light magic shield around the three of us.

“Relax, if I wanted to hurt you, I had the chance to do it the moment you all came through,” a man with black hair said as he appeared out of nowhere. “But I’d advise you all to leave. I sensed you the moment you came through,” he added to Yooper. “Get these kids out of here!”

“Who are you?” I asked instead of taking heed of his warning, but I knew we should. At the moment our protective spells would hold before any of the others spotted us.

“A resident of this portal room,” he answered. “Dewey, if you want a name. I’m guarding tonight, and you’re lucky I am.”

“If you’re not all evil, then what are you doing in here?” Yooper asked as he pulled Ben and me closer to the portal entrance.

“It’s our home, and most of us didn’t know about what the others are up to. It’s been divided here ever since the news came out. I didn’t know about the one hundred thousand until a couple of years ago. But again—” he stopped in mid-sentence as someone invisible decapitated him and I screamed as his head fell to the ground blood spurting everywhere. 

His body fell towards us and Ben grabbed my arm and pulled me back to the portal as we were splattered in blood, and I made sure to keep a tight hold on Yooper as we went back through. 

However, everything was different from when we’d left. They’d sensed us coming because everyone was now fighting dozens of immortals, including Ellen, Ethan, and Denver, who were fighting other mermaids in the water.

We raced to join the fight, but before we could, several immortals from the portal emerged and attacked us on the pier with magic I didn’t recognize. 

I was relieved there was a spell up to keep mortals from wanting to come onto the beach, but it didn’t mean people wouldn’t see this, especially those who lived in the apartment building on the beach.

I was in a fight with one, who shouted in frustration when he shoved me off the pier, but I caught myself and flew up, utilizing my air and the skills I’d learned from cheerleading. Though I hadn’t joined that year, I still kept up with the routines, even outside of school. 

It was fun, but it also helped me become a stronger fighter in Fight Club, and it helped now.

I wasn’t a violent person, and we were taught to use our elements over physical violence, but as I saw the man I had been fighting try to decapitate Yooper, I kicked him hard in the face as I lowered myself, and felt some satisfaction as he flew far into the water.

I used thick vines to take hold of Yooper and Ben and tried to fling them onto the beach, where it was likely safer than them getting thrown off the pier and into the water, where many mermaids were fighting my friends.

Unfortunately, their landing was hard, but both told me not to worry about it when I called out an apology. 

Instead, they joined in on the fight on the beach. I landed softly on the sand just as Michael appeared and burnt everyone on the pier to a crisp.

Someone from the water tried to hit him, but he easily deflected it with his tail, though I wasn’t sure how. It bounced back toward the man who’d cast it.

When I noticed Fergus fighting Mason, I broke into a run over to them to help, but the moment Fergus saw me, he took off. 

Given how quick he was, he opened a portal that must have already been there and disappeared into it. It closed behind him, but that didn’t matter. I ran to it and ignored Ernie who shouted at me not to follow.

“Amber, no, damn it!” He shouted louder as I went through it, burning the vines he tried to wrap around me in the process.

For a few moments, I was confused about where I’d ended up. The town was familiar, but I hadn’t been here since I was about nine or ten, when Bernice used to hang out with a woman who lived here, but their friendship had eventually ended.

It was a town called Huron Park, and while I didn’t remember everything about it, I did remember that it was built for the war. All the houses were in circles with huge fields behind them. People often called it Legoland because the houses all looked so similar.

Most people didn’t know that their backyards were actually their front yards.

Before it became residential, all the houses were connected by underground tunnels just in case there was a raid and people had to hide in them. The tunnels had been sealed, and the hangars had eventually become factories.

The school was an airbase at first, but eventually became a school named after John Alexander Douglas McCurdy. 

Their mascot was known as the Silver Darts. I was surprised that the school seemed to have gone through a fire at some point. Half of it was gone, and the windows were boarded up. I gazed around for Fergus.

I didn’t see him anywhere, but I’d put a deflecting shield around me anyway. It wouldn’t protect me from all curses, especially since it was light magic and he wielded light magic, but I’d sense it if he tried to attack me. 

Ben arrived moments later, pulling Ernie and Mason along with him.

“I swear, Amber—” Ernie began but froze when Fergus appeared out of nowhere, laughing, and he looked at me before speaking.

“Man, you kids can be dumb still! Coming out here alone with basic shield spells, Amber?”

Mason and Ernie immediately put up more protective magic, and Ben joined in seconds later with more light and dark magic.

“Don’t worry, I don’t plan to kill you. Amber would be dead by now if I wanted to,” he told us. “We can’t kill too many more of you, anyway. We don’t like resorting to that unless we have no choice, and Ned shouldn’t have touched Jared, of all people. I’d say a life for a life worked out there, huh?” He added, looking at me. “We just wanted to make a point. But I admit, murdering descendants isn’t the answer.”

“Well, you can’t kidnap us either,” Ben snapped as we all continued to strengthen the spells around us. “Charlene ensured that.”

“I’m just here to talk, and if it makes you feel better, I’ll put the truce spell up. Then we can talk comfortably,” Fergus responded.

“Why?” Mason asked, his voice tinged with curiosity, as I felt Fergus put up the spell. A warm sensation enveloped me, like droplets of thick liquid coursing down my skin. The magic manifested itself with a comforting touch.

Sierra had taught us the spell in class at Ben’s request after what had happened with Ellen. She’d taught us how to do it, and feel it, so I knew he’d put it up, but we didn’t lower our defences.

“Because killing you or kidnapping you isn’t necessary anymore. We have a new plan—not that I’ll tell you what it is. So don’t ask. Ellen can’t see it either, even if it’s the past or present—”

“So what is this about, exactly?” I interrupted him.

“I am giving you the same warning I tried giving Ellen in the summer, except this time, it will be worse for people, even innocent mortals, if you don’t all stop resisting us and bow down to us. We have finally come up with a way to rule over you all if you keep fighting it. I’m giving you all one last chance to do as you’re asked. Let us take over the realms and be in charge as we should be, or face the dire consequences.”

“What are the consequences?” Ernie demanded through gritted teeth.

“I won’t tell you that, but when it happens, you’ll know,” Fergus answered, laughing again. “All I will say is you won’t like it. We haven’t been twiddling our thumbs for the past year. After you killed Mara, you know, my moon mate? We had to sit back and think things through. Most of us weren’t okay with what happened to the orphanage or your school. Mara was a fool who kept taking things to the extreme—”

“And killing Jared as well as Michael’s parents wasn’t?” I demanded.

“Jared should still be alive. Ned wasn’t supposed to kill him, and as I said earlier, a life for a life was well deserved in that instance. I’m genuinely sorry that he did that. We don’t hold a grudge against you two for killing him,” Fergus said, looking at Ben and me before continuing, “but Michael’s parents were to send you all a message to stop resisting us! We should be in charge, and we’ve tried for thousands of years to get you to understand this, but we’ve always been met with resistance. But now that we can’t force you into a war against realms, it’s time for another strategy if you don’t cooperate. We now have one—our back up plan. It took up until last summer to figure out how to make it work, but we now have a way to force you all into compliance without randomly murdering people or us kidnapping you. And you can go ahead and tell everyone that because I know we’ll win this time, and I can’t wait to see the looks on your faces when you realize that.”

“That’s why you have people fighting our friends on the beach then,” I laughed bitterly not believing him at all that he was sorry about Jared.

“You came onto our turf. You probably planned to attack us, but we sensed you when you stepped onto that beach. My people have been ordered to fight, but not kill. I can’t say they won’t seriously maim or injure anyone, but they won’t kill any of you, especially Ellen, Denver, and Michael—who can’t say the same since he set my people on fire.”

“You decapitated one of your people!” Ben exclaimed. “And for no reason!”

“I’m not the one who did it, and he had it coming for betraying us. Every immortal knows now that they must comply or else. We suspected Dewey for a while, and he confirmed it today,” Fergus answered, shrugging.

“Well, someone tried to kill Yooper, too,” I pointed out. 

Fergus looked around the empty field toward the school. He smiled at something I couldn’t see before gazing back at us and speaking.

“Didn’t know that, and I’ll talk to everyone again about mindlessly killing people. We need Yooper, too. But the truce spell is about to break, and I’d advise you kids to get out of here before it does. There are many of my people surrounding you, and if you’re still here when it breaks, they’ll attack on my command. I can’t promise we won’t hurt you, after all. You need to be alive to be useful for us, and it works better for us if you’re so injured you can’t move. I bet you don’t want to lose your arm again, Ben. It looks like it’s back to normal, after all,” he laughed as he said the last bit.

Ben glared at him and told him to go fuck himself as Ernie grabbed my arm tightly and pulled me back to the portal. 

He grabbed Mason as well, who pulled Ben back, but Ben pushed him away and lunged at Fergus, trying to hit him with a spell, but it didn’t work, and he nearly fell as he hit some invisible barrier.

“There’s a truce spell up,” Fergus laughed. “You can’t attack us. It says a lot about you, though. You all went to the beach to attack us, you broke into our portal, and then you killed some of my people. Now you’re attacking during what would be considered a ceasefire. You’re truly no better than us, no matter how self-righteous you want to act—”

“You’re the one randomly attacking people!” Ben shouted, trying to attack him again. 

“Ben, let’s go!” I shouted.

I pulled away from Ernie to grab a hold of him.

I felt something hit my shoulder, and I cried out. Fergus laughed harder, telling us we’d wasted the time we’d had to escape, and the truce spell was broken now. 

Making a decision, I forced Ernie and Mason back through the portal, using the spell my mothers had once used on us, as Ben fell to the ground.

They both shouted at me, but they were gone before they could finish. Spells came at me from all directions, but I did my best to push them away as I grabbed Ben.

Somewhere from above, Michael appeared in his dragon form to blow fire down at the immortals, giving Ben and me a chance to run to the portal.

“We can’t leave without him—” I tried to say, but Ben interrupted to tell me that Michael was fine in his dragon form and that he’d find another portal and go through on his own.

“He will find his way back to us. There’s one in this town that my dad uses in one of the abandoned factories!”

Before I could question this, Fergus blocked us from getting into the portal, so we had to fight him, but Michael was doing pretty well on his own. 

Whatever spell they’d used at Foothills a year and a half ago wasn’t up here, and they didn’t get a chance to put one up because his flames covered such a wide area, though he was doing his best to avoid the school, so they broke one of the windows that didn’t have a wooden slab covering them, and went inside, leaving Ben and me to chase after Fergus.

He ran from the portal, toward the school. We gave chase at first, but he shot a spell at Ben, which caused him to fall to his knees. So I dragged him back to the portal as Michael swooped down closer to the portal and nodded to it, as if telling us to go through.

“Let’s just go,” Ben muttered when I hesitated. I wanted to grab Fergus, but they’d already surprised us more than once that day.

For all I knew, more were invisible to grab us once Michael was distracted. They couldn’t do much to him in his dragon form, but that didn’t mean we were safe yet.

Ben and I went through the portal, and Ben reassured me once again that Michael would be fine.

“They won’t likely follow him into the factory, but he can fly there undetected anyway,” Ben told me.

“But why does your dad have a portal here?” I asked him, bracing myself as we went through, but when we went through the portal back to the beach, it was to find most of the immortals gone now.

“He uses it, sometimes. It used to be in the store, but he moved it to another building after Barry used the portal to shoplift,” Ben explained. “Fuck, my knees hurt. I have no idea what he hit me with, but it burns. Where did they all go?” He added to Ernie and Mason, who were glaring at me.

“They were all told to retreat after these two came back,” Ellen responded, joining my brothers. 

In the distance I could see the others hurrying back to us, too. “So I’m assuming it was a trap? Where’s Michael?” She continued.

“Going to the other portal, but how did he get there?” I asked because he’d come out of nowhere.

“He came with us, but invisible,” Ben answered. “We worried we might need him.”

“What happened then?” Ellen asked as more people joined us. “You all don’t look too hurt, and then we saw these fall back out, and then the immortals all left for their portal.”

“Fergus wanted to deliver the same message he gave you in the summer,” I told her and then explained everything he’d told us.

We headed back to the house once Yooper joined us to let us know we were in the clear to go back. He’d gone back to the house to ensure no one was waiting for us.

Though they hadn’t tried to kill us that day, even when I was alone and vulnerable without knowing it, that scared me more than it would have if they had tried. 

It meant that whatever their plan was, it could end up working. Every kill they’d done in the past had been from Ellen’s grandmother’s desperation to please them, and recently it was to scare us into compliance. Now they were confident enough to know they didn’t have to kill us, even after we killed their people.
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We had the house for another night, so we stayed there, though Yooper left after we all sat around talking about everything that had happened that day.

We all agreed that we needed to be worried because Fergus had been way too confident, even after Michael had killed some people. 

“I’m wondering if they were even immortals,” Ellen said shortly after Yooper left.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I know a spell to counteract them when they try to stop my visions, but I struggle with it because it’s a strong one, so it takes a while to do it, and I think they keep reapplying it if I manage, so I can only go by instinct. My instinct is telling me that Michael did not kill immortals today. Either they used people to look like them, or they put some spell on them to make us think that. I think Fergus was the only immortal there unless they were hiding. Too many died today for him to be fine with it. Ned is one thing since they wanted Jared, but he believes in a life for a life, right? We’d all be worse off right now.”

She likely had a good point. Fergus had been too easygoing when we talked to him, and he’d barely reacted when Michael attacked his people. Maybe she was right. 

“But he can’t kidnap people to force them either,” Sam reminded her.

“I know,” Ellen responded. “That’s what I need to figure out. It’s why I want to talk to my grandfather. He doesn’t know how my grandma really died. We just told him it was a heart attack, but before I go back to the mermaid school, I’m going to talk to him.”

I wasn’t sure how that would help, though. From what we’d learned about her grandmother, she’d used him because Fergus wanted her to. He was a fae who thought he was a mortal, but Ellen was convinced she could get information from being around him if they talked about her grandmother.

“As you know, my visions can come if we’re just discussing something related. I want information from him anyway, but Grandma was an immortal. It will open me up to the immortals that way.”

“But not the plan,” Mason pointed out. “They came up with it after she died.”

“It could lead to that, though,” Ellen told him. “I was telling Ethan a story about Timmy and Michael at their camp when I got the vision of Michael and Tilly, and they were in the Sorcerers Realm. That’s supposed to be one of the realms seers struggle to see into, and I was in this realm. My magic is at its weakest here. Even if I can’t see the exact plan, I can find out if I’m right that they’re using people. Maybe they are people they kidnapped before Charlene’s command. We can all agree that it was too easy today.”

After a while, the others decided to drink again after the day we had, but I wasn’t in the mood for it. 

So once again, I retreated to the room I shared with Ellen with a few books that Ernie had fetched for me to look over some more light magic spells. He and Mason were still angry with me for going through the portal and sending them back, so they’d been keeping their distance from me.

Ben wasn’t drinking either, deciding to read through his medical textbook in the room he was sleeping in. The others all wanted to have fun, though, so thankfully, I was able to go off alone to study spells. If I wanted to face off against Fergus someday, I needed to know what he could use against me.

Michael came in while I was taking notes of the spells I was sure I could learn. Some I knew were too advanced for Ben and me, but there was plenty we could utilize, including the one I was sure Fergus used against Ben to hurt his knees.

“Mind if I come in?” Michael asked when I looked up. “I’m not in the mood for drinking or getting high after killing people today, especially if they were innocent people. Mason, Ernie, and the other older guy’s left to go to the bars on the strip. Mason is going to use a spell to bypass the drinking age minimum. The others are playing truth or dare. I can’t see any good coming from that.”

I laughed when he said that. We’d thought we’d outgrown that game years ago, but the year before, we’d found out that it was much more fun when you were drinking. Ellen didn’t turn down dares when she was sober, so it got even more wild when she was drinking.

“It’s fine. I was writing down light magic spells to learn. It’s a bit harder when I don’t have a light magic teacher. Sierra was helpful when she wanted to be,” I told him and shut the book and put it aside.

“I tried studying for the exam to get into the classes for my school, but I wanted to talk to you anyway. Ben’s too busy talking about some potion he found. I think he’s writing it down to show you, too. So I figured it was the best time.”

“For what?” I asked him.

“To talk about what we are going to do after we are done with school and this war, whether it be Foothills or whatever. You and I seem to have the same ambitions. I’ve had a lot of time on my hands at my school because I have no friends there, so I’ve been able to think about my future more after we quit Foothills.”

He went on to explain that he wanted us to partner up together to help out kids like us, Mason, and Denver, but he wasn’t sure how since he wanted to help out all realms, and things like that cost money. 

I remained quiet as he spoke and asked if it would be possible to talk to my dad about lending us money.

“I don’t want to use my dad’s money, mainly because I still worry he thinks I came into his life for his money, and he might feel he should. I don’t want anything from him out of obligation,” I explained, and Michael told me he figured I’d say that, but he was worried about asking the Hoofers for the same reason.

“We don’t have to ask them,” I told him. “I have money.”

“From the sale of your Mom’s house? And her savings? But it was divided between eight of you. It will help, but we will need—”

“No,” I interrupted. “I secretly gave that money to the Campbells when it was divided up. I’ve always felt bad after they lost their home because of us, and I felt they needed it more than me. We rarely talk about it, so no one really knows what each of us got, so they didn’t notice because I was a minor, so my name wasn’t on it, my dad’s was.”

“But then, how did you get money?” Michael asked.

“Ben and I don’t talk about it. It’s something I never even told Jared because sometimes he got insecure about money. I planned to, eventually, though. Ben and I are each paid generously each time we open a permanent public portal. Eventually, once we get rid of this immortal nonsense, most cities and towns in all eight realms will want one to make it easier,” I explained. “It will be more than enough.”

“Damn. I remember Ben mentioning that years ago now. What about your families, though? Are you guys going to partner up with them? If not, you’ll put them out of business,” Michael said.

“We’ll stick with the public portals but leave most up to them. I don’t want to take work away from either family or their employees. They have clients, after all, and for easy portals, we can just direct them to our families,” I responded. “To be honest, I hadn’t thought of that until you mentioned it. I’m sure we can work something out with them, though.”

Michael nodded before launching into his plan to have safe places for kids to go to in each realm, but also to help out kids who went to schools that didn’t have sponsors to pay their tuition.

“I know it sounds like a lot, and I feel bad because I’m not bringing any money into it, so it’s why I hesitated to ask, but something has fired up that determination in me since Jared’s death, and Tilly rejected me. It’s what made me go to Hornora the day we quit. Now knowing Jerry started a riot, when I stayed quiet at that age, I want to do more. We can help kids like us and help more bullied kids, too.”

One thing that I hated doing, even after all this time, was speeches in front of people. As long as Michael did most of the speaking, especially with the top people in school boards or governments, I was perfectly fine with funding what we needed. 

And while I didn’t want to take money from my parents or the Hoofers, I wondered about partnering up with them after all. They could still take care of the sponsorship part while we took care of the kids from bad families who needed a place to go.

“Maybe. I just don’t want them to feel they have to give me money,” Michael said when I told him my thoughts.

“It’s why we partner with them,” I explained. “I honestly don’t feel right taking business from them when they’ve made their money off portals, so I’m sure we can work something out with them.”

Michael nodded but was frowning, so I was sure he didn’t agree. 

But we ended up staying up late going over different scenarios, both of us agreeing we’d have to go to college no matter what, which meant we both needed to finish our education. I hoped a tutor would be enough because I didn’t think Hornora was going to be much help.

When Michael went to leave close to midnight, I asked him to stay and share the bed with me. I didn’t want to be alone, and he was the closest I had to Jared because of their history. 

I just hoped he understood it was completely innocent, so I elaborated to let him know why I was asking.

But he shrugged and didn’t reject the idea. Instead, he crawled into the bed with me after he left to change, and I fell asleep quickly for the first time since Jared had left me.
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The next morning, I woke early. Michael was on his side facing away from me, but his low snores told me he was still asleep. I carefully climbed out of the bed, trying my best not to wake him, which was hard considering I’d slept on the side beside the wall.

Someone had slept in Ellen’s bed, but I didn’t think it had been her and Sam. The bed was unmade and wrinkled though when the night before, it hadn’t been. I hoped no one thought anything had happened between Michael and I.

Tip-toeing to my bag containing my letterbox, I opened it to send my parents a message. 

My mind was still on the conversation Michael and I had the night before, and I wanted to see what they and the Hoofers thought of it. We just had to present it in a way that didn’t come off as asking them for money. We’d do it with or without their help.

Opening it, I was surprised to find a letter from Carly and one from Sierra. There was one from Ben making note of the potion he’d found, but I set it aside to look at the ones from my sisters. 

From what the letters said, they’d heard about what happened the day before and really wanted to talk. 

Tossing Sierra’s letter aside, I wrote to Carly and told her I’d meet her in my room, and she could pass on Sierra’s message for me, but I wasn’t ready to talk to my other sister yet. Carly technically hadn’t done anything wrong, so there was no harm in going to talk to her.

Michael stirred and woke up just as I sent the letter through my letterbox.

“Wait, you are leaving?” He asked when I asked him to let the others know. 

He yawned before stretching. “I think that’s the best I’ve slept since the night my parents died,” he added, getting out of bed.

“Same with me, except with Jared. I guess Carly and Sierra want to talk. I told Carly I would talk to her, but not Sierra. I might as well just go home now. I want to talk to my parents about what we talked about, too.”

Michael still wasn’t happy with the latter, but he understood my point and told me he would come too, but he needed to get back to his school. 

“I still have to study for the test. They made an exception because of Jared, but I’m still behind on studying because of the Tilly stuff,” Michael said. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell the others where you went. Who was in that bed?” He added, glancing at the other bed. I shrugged and told him I didn’t know.

I wasn’t keen on finding out at the moment either, in case whoever it was made assumptions, so I teleported directly to the portal at Ellen’s. From there, I went to the Hoofers and then the one that would take me home.

When I entered my room, I was surprised to see Carly was there already. She’d written back, but I’d expected to have some time to shower and change before talking to her. What annoyed me was to see that Sierra was there as well.

“Seriously?” I asked Carly before glaring at Sierra.

“It’s time we talk,” Sierra told me.

“You tricked me into talking to her!” I said, turning to Carly.

I set my bag down and turned to leave the room, but Sierra shot thick vines at me to pull me back. I shouted out angrily and tried to attack her back, but Carly pulled her wand out and pointed it at me while Billy, Isabella, and Ben’s sister, Brenda, stepped out from nowhere with their hands out.

I couldn’t move, and before they cut my magic off, I was able to use spells to identify if it was them and to see if they were being forced to attack me, but both spells came back in the clear. It was them, and they were choosing to attack me unless it was another Ellen situation.

They’d taken my voice away though, so I couldn’t even ask them if they were being blackmailed to do this. But why would they be? Fergus could have used them the day before to get all of us, and no one would have known.

Michael knew that I’d gone off to see Carly. They all knew me well enough to know that I’d leave a note for the others. So I didn’t understand their endgame here, but the anger and hatred in each person’s eyes told me I needed to be worried.

They all moved closer to me, and then we were teleported out of there. It didn’t make sense since none of them could teleport.

I was taken to a bright white room with no windows and a twin bed with white covers and pillows. Thankfully, I could move again. I quickly backed away from them.

“What the hell is going on?” I demanded.

“You’ll be staying in this room from now on,” Carly told me. “I have to admit, I thought it would be hard to get you. You’re an amazing fighter, but you had your guard down, even when you saw Sierra.”

“I never thought I’d have to with any of you! What is this? Is this like Ellen? When she had to pretend to kidnap Charlene?” I asked, trying not to show how upset I felt. 

Deep down, I hoped this was some random surprise they wanted to fool me with.

“It’s not like that at all,” Carly responded as Sierra walked towards the only door in the room.

Carly told the others to accompany her, and she’d join them momentarily.

“I’ll explain what’s happening here,” she said to them as they left.

She waited until they’d all left the room before turning to me. She motioned for me to sit on the bed, but I refused. She sighed before pointing her wand at me, I was suddenly floating over to the bed, where I was forced to sit down. While I could speak again, my magic was still gone.

It had been frustrating in JS Year Four when I’d been cut off, and I’d always hoped it wouldn’t happen again. They didn’t do it to the SS Year Threes, so if I went back to Foothills, I wouldn’t have to worry about that again next year.

“Fergus and his ilk can no longer kidnap anyone, as you well know, but Charlene’s command only works on immortals, not people working for them—”

“You’re working for him? Have you been doing it the whole time? Is that why you came at Christmas five years ago—” I fired off questions, but she cut my voice off and continued, much to my annoyance.

“No,” she said. “When Sierra and I came to you, it was genuine. We wanted to help you and get away from Mom. None of that was fake. We never told you because we didn’t want you to feel bad, but we were never accepted at Foothills. It wasn’t bad at first. It felt like a fairy tale like we once described, but once people found out about what we were like with you before you came here, they were furious. When you almost died, something about it made people even more defensive of you, especially when they learned that the older Campbell boys were never like that with Mason. I was able to leave, but I got messages constantly from people. As you know, Sierra got it bad, and it wasn’t just because of the teacher situation but her relationship with Justin, too. I guess you can say we snapped last year. We never intended to come after you, but I have to admit, when an immortal came to talk to us in the summer with their plans, it was hard to resist.”

I was having a hard time believing this, and it sounded exactly like what happened with Ellen, except for kidnapping the future queen bit. Even if they were angry about the bullying, it still seemed far-fetched, and I wanted to believe they were doing whatever they were doing because they’d been threatened.

“I know what you’re thinking, Amber, and I can prove it with a truth potion,” she walked to the door and opened it before calling out to Brenda to fetch the potion.

“And to prove to you that it works, because I can tell by the look in your eyes you’re still hoping this isn’t real and it’s like Ellen all over again, we will both take it,” Carly said, once she returned. “We will only take a little bit each so we’re not spilling all our secrets.”

I couldn’t move, so I couldn’t fight her off or stop her from using magic to force my mouth open. She let a drop of the bitter-tasting blue thick liquid hit my tongue before she forced my mouth shut again. 

I tried not to swallow, but she must have anticipated that because I found myself doing just that seconds later. She did live up to her word; she took a couple of drops herself and smiled at me after swallowing it.

“There. Now. Tell me, Amber, was it you or Sierra that spilled all that blue paint on my favourite pants when you were six?”

“It was Sierra,” I responded, though back then, I’d covered up for Sierra because Carly had been furious about it. 

Sierra begged me to take the fall, and she’d give me a dollar, which had felt worth it at the time. A dollar was a lot to a young child, especially in the early 90’s. 

Carly always ignored me anyway, so it didn’t change things. I was always hoping to win favour with them, so I subjected myself to stuff like that.

“Seriously? Of all the things you want to know, it’s that?” I demanded.

“I don’t need to know your secrets. I always suspected about Sierra, and I knew you’d still cover for her without the truth potion. It’s just to prove it works, Amber. I already know all our plans. Now, you can ask, but be quick. It will wear off.”

“What is the real reason?” I demanded. “It sounds too close to Ellen’s story, no matter what you say.”

“It’s the truth, dear little sister. I’ll explain exactly why later, once the others come back to see if we have permission. So far, we have spells on us from telling you the plan and what we get out of it, but Fergus said to tell you eventually. What I can do is tell you part of the plan. The immortals can’t kidnap people again, as you know, but they need descendants at some point. So they are using anyone with common magic to help them get you guys while they prepare.”

“You know you’re a descendant, right? It’s dark magic on Mom’s side.”

“And light magic, even if I didn’t get it. Billy got the dark magic. He just found out. Sierra got light magic, and you and I are the odd ones out,” Carly said. “But then again, the man I thought was my dad isn’t mine nor Billy’s dad. It turns out he is just Sierra’s father.”

“Wait, what? But you have similarities to your dad! And when did Billy discover he has dark magic? Who are your fathers then?”

It made sense he had it since we’d teleported. Only dark magic wielders, witches and warlocks could teleport, so at least that mystery was solved. Although, according to Michael, there was a potion from the Sorcerers Realm that made people teleport.

“Billy has known about his powers for a year. He has all four elements, too. But we told him to keep them quiet in case we needed him as a secret weapon. The immortals told me and provided proof of who my real father was, which made it easier to accept. It was easy for Mom to assume I was his, and something tells me Bernice didn’t know then. Let’s just say the Campbells actually are my brothers and Billy’s. They started switching Mom with Bernice maybe a few months before she got pregnant with Billy. So it’s not really her fault she didn’t know. It’s not against our will; we’re not being framed or threatened or whatever else you are hoping, and everything before this summer was real—oh, and Sierra definitely didn’t intend what happened to Jared. She genuinely feels bad about that.”

And this was all because people had been bugging them? Before I could ask, she told me that the truth potion was wearing off for her, and she’d take more later once they got more information and permission to tell me.

“For now, try to like this room since you’ll have to get used to it. We will get you books and stuff to keep you busy, but you might as well get comfortable. See ya, little sis.”

She walked to the door, and I shouted after her, but I was still stuck to the bed, so I could only yell after her. Once she was gone, I burst into tears, hardly believing their betrayal. And perhaps I could try to reason why Sierra and Carly had done this, but why Billy and Isabella? And why one of Ben’s siblings? 

Was it really true about who her father was? She couldn’t lie, but maybe they were lying to her. They both shared similarities to the man they thought was their father. 

Neither looked like a Campbell. All four Campbells looked similar, with slight differences.  I’d have to utilize the truth potion as much as possible while trying to figure out a way out of here.
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After Amber left, I headed to the kitchen feeling refreshed for the first time in a long time. Sleeping beside Amber had invigorated me in a way that nothing else had, and it had nothing to do with sleeping beside a girl.

It wasn’t like that with Amber. Even if Jared hadn’t just died, and it was years from now, it wouldn’t mean anything beyond a platonic friendship. I’d felt rejected for so long that the fact she’d chosen me instead of Ellen or anyone else she was closer to when she needed someone for comfort had helped.

I’d felt needed and loved for the first time in so long. It would have been the same if Ben or anyone else had chosen me. 

However, as Denver made a stupid comment as I stepped into the kitchen, where he was drinking a coffee, I knew most people wouldn’t understand.

“It’s not like that with us, you fucking idiot!” I snarled.

“For someone so against bullying, you can be a hypocrite sometimes. Damn, I was just making a joke. It was obvious that nothing happened, and I know neither of you would fuck so soon after Jared’s death, if ever. I slept in the other bed last night,” Denver said with a raised eyebrow.

I knew he was right, and I’d promised myself when it came to him I’d try harder not to make those comments, but I didn’t want anyone to make that kind of assumption about Amber and me, especially given the fact Jared was my oldest friend. I’d never disrespect my friend like that.

I explained as much as I got myself a coffee as well. I didn’t plan to stay, but I figured I’d get some caffeine before going, though if he kept being obnoxious, I’d just go to the closest Tim Hortons.

“Don’t have to explain yourself, bud. It was just a dumb joke,” Denver responded. “It may not seem like it, because of our history, but I actually respect you a lot, and I’m sorry about, Anne, okay? I should have stayed away from her.”

“Stay away from Amber, too,” I told him.

Denver sighed and stood up. 

“I respect Jared too much to go near her. Is Amber still in there, though? If not, I’ll give you privacy, you’re in a mood, and I just want to relax.”

“She’s gone, but I’ll go. You can stay here. I need to get back to my school. Just let the others know I left and that she’s with Carly. Her sisters wanted to talk to her this morning.”

And without waiting for him to respond, I turned and headed out, and not because it was his fault. He was right. Despite how good I felt after sleeping peacefully, I was in a bad mood, and it was because I’d have to be close to Tilly again.

This weekend had helped with the moon mate rejection, but now that things had calmed down, I felt it dully, and I knew once I went back to school, it would be amplified. I missed the days when I didn’t have a moon mate.

Denver followed after me, telling me he’d let them know, but he figured I’d be interested to know that Ellen, Sam, and Ethan had a threesome the night before.

“Wait, what?” I asked, pausing at the front door to stare at him.

That was the last thing I’d expected him to say. I’d expect him to say he was going celibate for a year before saying that.

“Well, that’s really fucking weird,” I said after he confirmed it.

“Hey, don’t be a prude, man. If you could have one, especially with Ellen, you would, too.”

“It’s not the threesome that’s weird,” I responded with a laugh, the sound bubbling up from deep within me. “It’s the participants. Ethan is the guy who took her virginity and then dumped her, and Sam is her moon mate. Please tell me you and Mason weren’t involved.”

“Nah, but they considered getting you to join—no, I’m serious, bud!” Denver said, snorting with laughter as I raised my right eyebrow, skeptical. “We got really drunk watching Friends and taking shots each time a character did something they’re iconic for. It led to truth or dare and somehow to a threesome. Ellen was all for getting you, but Sam didn’t want you there because he worried you two might be awkward afterwards. He wanted Mason, who came back early. Mason said no, so they settled for me, but I told them I don’t get settled for. So Mason and I hung out with the others until I crashed with you two. Maybe I should have woken you. We could have had a good time with Mason.”

For the first time, I laughed at one of his dumb jokes, but it was because the idea of everything he’d just said was so damn bizarre, but I believed him. 

Oddly enough, part of me was disappointed that they hadn’t at least asked, even if I wasn’t sure if I’d ever participate with them, but the idea of threesomes did intrigue me.

“Well, there you go. Something for you to fantasize about to keep your mind off Tilly. You can fantasize about me if you want,” he said when I admitted this.

“You really are an idiot sometimes,” I said, but I was amused this time. 

Perhaps he would grow on me eventually. I patted him on the back and headed out the door, wondering if he was onto something. Ben had told me that fantasizing about girls had taken the edge off for him, and now Denver had put the idea in my head that Ellen had wanted a threesome.
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When I arrived at school, I immediately went to the library to study. The school had been really nice about me failing the first time I was supposed to take the test and had given me more time to study to try again, but Tilly often made it hard because she’d come see me and then reject me again.

Though we’d ended up in that fight the day before, and I was still trying not to think of the lives I’d taken, I felt better for the first time after talking to Denver. He and Amber had both improved my mood enough I hoped it could get me to focus.

Unfortunately, after an hour of intense studying, Tilly came to sit with me, her presence casting a shadow over my concentration. Despite my efforts to mask it, my mood soured immediately upon her arrival. I reminded myself of the vow I had made after leaving the house: to stop snapping at people.

“I was hoping you weren’t going to come back,” she said, her tone carrying a hint of irritation.

“You don’t have to talk to me,” I reminded her, struggling to maintain my composure. “You’re the one who keeps coming to me. I’ve stayed away as you asked.”

“Too bad it’s not permanently away from here,” she retorted, her words dripping with bitterness.

“Then why are you here? I’m trying to study,” I replied, my frustration bubbling to the surface despite my efforts to keep it in check.

It made me wish I’d stayed at the house to study. Apparently, Ethan, Ellen, Denver and Sam had it for a while longer. They’d mentioned the night before Sam was going, too, which surprised me since he was a prince, but also because he wasn’t a mermaid and he couldn’t teleport. How would that work? They’d never answered the night before when I asked, and I hadn’t thought to ask Denver.

“I needed to know what happened yesterday,” she stated. “You felt scared, so I’ve been worried non-stop that something bad had happened.”

I’d forgotten that moon mates sensed intense feelings. I hadn’t felt hers yet, so it made it easy to ignore, but I could understand now why she was here. Likely, I would have gone to her if I’d sensed something like that.

I explained everything that happened the day before as I tried taking notes at the same time. I needed to pass this time. They wouldn’t give me another chance. There was no way I was taking Hornora up on his offer.

“I’m glad you’re okay, but maybe you should take your principal up on his offer. It honestly bothers me you quit your school because I rejected you,” she responded after I told her everything.

“You’re not the only reason. It’s just the last straw. I’m trying to make a point so he can see how bad it is. It’s not right you can’t accept your moon mate because of the people who harassed you, so you now think no one can love you, but it’s not the only reason. It’s been building up for years,” I explained, the weight of my words carrying the years of frustration and hurt that had led to my decision.

Ellen and I were the same in that regard. The incident with Amber’s bullying in JS Year One had opened our eyes, and I was annoyed with myself that Ellen’s brothers were able to do what we should have done, what I should have done that day. I’d let Hank and Stan stop me.

“Still, I never wanted you to quit, and I don’t want you here. Michael, if you supposedly love me, you’d leave for me,” she declared, her words laced with frustration and a hint of desperation.

“I don’t love you because I don’t know you, but I likely could have fallen in love with you if we’d given ourselves the chance. We were drawn together for a reason!” I countered, my voice filled with a mix of regret and longing.

“Right, because as you said, we can do spells together better than alone!” she retorted, her tone rising slightly, drawing a shush from someone nearby. “It doesn’t have to be romance,” she added in a softer voice, “and romance isn’t for me. I’m not going to let anyone in just to hurt me.”

I sighed, feeling the weight of our unresolved tension, and told her to just let me be then. I’d stay away from her for the rest of the school year, and she could do the same.

“It’s hard when you’re here!” she snapped in response. “And since you’re unwilling to go, I’ll sabotage you so you fail out! I know a sun mate’s rejection hurts every single time, so if you’re not gone by tomorrow, I’ll keep doing it!”

I packed up my books angrily, frustration simmering beneath the surface. There had to be a way to get away from her. Why couldn’t she just ignore me like I ignored her? I’d been nothing but nice to her, and yet she kept messing with me.

“I don’t believe you anymore. You set that shit up when I first arrived here,” I told her, my voice filled with accusation. “You and that Kelly girl are up to something.”

“No, I hate Kelly! She’s the reason I have to reject you!” She snapped back, her words following me as I walked away.

“Please just go away,” I pleaded, my tone softening despite my frustration. “You didn’t have to do anything. I know what it’s like to feel rejected by what seems like everyone, but I don’t turn away people who are nice to me.”

I walked away from her quicker, but she stopped following anyway. I let out a sigh of relief, but she was right. All the good feelings Amber and Denver had given me were gone because of the rejection of my moon mate. Now I felt twice as worse than before I’d left for the weekend.

I didn’t make it far before I heard someone running behind me, and I turned to tell Tilly to let me be but found myself staring at Kelly instead.

“Oh great,” I muttered under my breath, my frustration evident.

“I won’t bother you for long. I saw the confrontation in the library. I just wanted to tell you that Tilly had nothing to do with what we did on your first day. Michael, it was set up, but because we researched fae before you came. I told you that we knew your realm condones bullying, remember? So we thought we’d impress you guys by making fun of someone, and it just happened to be Tilly that day. It could have been anyone. We’ve all been talking about it since that day, and we know you’re right. We shouldn’t have been bothering her in the first place, let alone for years. We definitely shouldn’t have used it to get someone’s attention—”

“—and you shouldn’t have put that spell on me,” I interjected, a bitter edge creeping into my tone, the memory of the incident still fresh in my mind. “All that bullshit is wrong no matter what age, but I thought when I came here, it would just be the younger kids doing it, not a bunch of eighteen and nineteen-year-olds! But I guess people never grow up no matter which realm it is.”

“Unfortunately, no. I’ve seen older people do worse. Look, Michael, I just came to tell you that Tilly isn’t trying to fool you or something. To be honest, the fact that all the fae here is against bullying has opened our eyes more to it.”

“You’d be surprised,” I replied, a hint of resignation in my voice, before launching into an explanation of what happened after we quit. Kelly’s eyes widened with amazement as I recounted everything.

I knew I shouldn’t have been talking to someone who used me to bully someone, but it felt good to talk to someone, and I’d just told Tilly off for being rude to someone nice to her. 

I’d overlooked other people’s bullying and didn’t believe in holding grudges for long. If she and her friends could sincerely apologize to Tilly, I could see myself talking to them all more, but I didn’t want it to be because they wanted to impress me, and I was worried that she was trying that now.

“Wow, that’s actually pretty cool,” Kelly responded, her tone authentic as she absorbed my story.

“You know what would be even cooler?” I asked her pointedly. “Go away. Oh, and genuinely apologize to Tilly. I need to go study. I sense she’s coming, and you’ve actually cheered me up a bit. I need to hang on to that good feeling—”

But Tilly arrived before I could finish speaking. Her eyes widened with disbelief when she saw Kelly, and she shot me a glare filled with accusation.

“I thought I’d apologize, but of course, you’re talking to her! I knew you were fake, Michael!” Tilly exclaimed before turning and running off.

“No, Tilly, wait!” Kelly called after her, but it was too late. Tilly disappeared into the crowd, leaving me frustrated and kicking the wall in frustration.

“I’ll go, Michael. Go study. I’ll be up to your dorm later to help you study!” Kelly offered, her voice tinged with determination.

Before I could decline her offer, she took off after Tilly. I couldn’t help but wish there were dragons my age from Foothills here, as they would have made life much easier.

Feeling conflicted, I continued to my room, wondering if perhaps failing the upcoming test would be a blessing in disguise. After all, I was here to make allies, but I hadn’t yet succeeded in doing so.
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Thankfully, despite my reluctance to study with Kelly, it ended up paying off. When she came to my dorm, I was too miserable to reject her help, so I let her stay as she coached me through what she believed was on the test.

I’d remembered some of it, but I’d been full of a lot of grief at the time that I’d forgotten most of it. However, I couldn’t deny the fact that she was a big help. I passed with flying colours the next day and was put in the more advanced classes.

Even though I was thankful to her for it, I tried to distance myself from Kelly and her friends, but they would come around at least a few times a week to the point I gave up and let a friendship happen, but I did my best to never sit near Kelly.

As long as I was at Wyrm Academy, I made a firm decision not to date out of respect for Tilly. 

The thought of pursuing a romantic relationship with anyone at the school felt out of the question, especially considering the girl who had made Tilly’s life miserable was also present. 

Moreover, I couldn’t fathom the idea of being with someone who would resort to using an obsession spell on me. It was a principle I was determined to uphold during my time at the academy.

I didn’t think Kelly had those intentions anymore. I often saw her eyeing up her friend Chad when he wasn’t looking, so I didn’t think I had to worry about her hitting on me again, either. I was sick of feeling lonely, though, so I accepted them as long as they never bullied anyone.

What surprised me was that I often found myself writing to Denver, and I wasn’t sure how it happened except he’d written to let me know he’d told the others that Amber was with Carly, but it turned out she was going to be with them for a month or so while they worked things out.

After that, we wrote often, and at times I’d ask him for advice about Tilly instead of Ben. Now that I knew how the rejection felt, I didn’t want to bring it back to Ben, and Denver hadn’t met his yet. He was just very knowledgeable about moon mates, and I could see what Mason meant when he said Denver could be a good guy.

It bothered me as much as it bothered Ben that Amber would just take off like that with her sisters, and apparently, her family wasn’t too pleased about it either, even if Sierra was trying to make amends.

I didn’t speak my opinion to any of them because while I was still angry with Sierra, I didn’t want it to become between the sisters forever. Amber had longed to be close to them for so long, and I knew how much it was hurting her that everything had turned out the way they had. If she wanted to forgive Sierra, that was one hundred percent up to her. 

I just didn’t like her missing out on her education to do it. I wasn’t sure why they couldn’t have waited until at least the Christmas holidays when the tutor would be off for at least a few weeks. 

What bothered me the most was that she wasn’t answering any of us. Sierra and Carly both wrote often to let the family know everything was fine. 

I believed it, but it didn’t sit well with me that she decided she needed a break from everyone, even Ellen and Mason, at the moment. 

According to Sierra’s last letter, Amber had told them to tell everyone that she just wanted to unwind and forget everything. It wasn’t too hard to believe, considering she’d pulled away from us in our first year, but it still felt strange to me, even if I couldn’t pinpoint why.

One afternoon, a week before the Christmas break, Kelly asked if I wanted to meet more descendants since it was the reason I was there. 

I’d discovered a couple of her friends were, and they’d promised to look out for themselves whenever they were alone, while the others had promised to be there when I needed them.

I knew they’d discreetly asked around for other descendants and allies, but we had to be careful because I knew if Fergus had spies at Foothills in the past, it was almost certain he had them here. 

They often reassured me that Tilly wasn’t a spy because it was something I sometimes felt paranoid about. 

Now that we knew they weren’t going to kill us randomly anymore, it was hard to know who to trust, even the group I was hanging with. 

I’d given them a truth potion with their permission, and they told me the truth about their intentions when they hung out with me. And they were sincere about being sorry about bothering Tilly, but I still worried after so much rejection in my life.

“How do you know they’re descendants?” I asked her.

“They’ve seen us hanging out with you, and when they asked, I told them I’d see if you wanted to talk to them,” Kelly responded. “But I can send you with Chad or someone, so Tilly doesn’t see us alone together.”

“Please tell me it’s him you’re crushing on, not me,” I said, just wanting it out there because after our initial meeting, I worried she had the hots for me because she’d used that spell, and I had to nip it in the bud for Tilly’s sake. I shouldn’t have even accepted her friendship just because I was lonely.

“It’s not like that with you and me, Michael,” Kelly said, her smile warm and genuine as she tucked a strand of her dark hair behind her ears. “We just thought you should have some friends. You gave us a truth potion, remember? We will leave you be if you want us to.”

“I know, but I just don’t believe in revenge most of the time. The only people I’d get revenge against are the immortals, not high school nonsense. I just don’t want anyone to think all of this is a ‘fuck you’ to Tilly. I often feel guilty hanging out with you guys, but I’ve forgiven others for less, so it feels hypocritical, especially since you promised you wouldn’t when I gave it to you.”

“Well, I’ve been in love with Chad for years, but he’s holding out for his mate. So don’t worry. I can only hope he’s mine, but this isn’t about Tilly, except I hope to make things right with you two. I talk to her often about it. I tell her that just because we were assholes, it doesn’t mean she can’t trust you. Unfortunately, she won’t listen,” Kelly explained, her tone sincere as she opened up about her feelings and efforts to mend the situation.

I was intrigued by what Tilly had said, so I told Kelly to take me to meet more descendants while she explained.

“Um, I’m not going to repeat what she says. I’ve promised you I wouldn’t bully anyone anymore, and the stuff she has said about you and the others is unkind. I feel like second-hand information is just as bad. But by this point, I think you have to wait for her to approach you. She has accepted that you just hang out with us because we kept coming to you. She believes me now about that, but I think she is still suspicious about me and my intentions. So she can’t fully trust you because she thinks I’ll corrupt you. It’s another reason I’m offering to help you meet people. We will still hang out with you if you want, but maybe it will help Tilly to warm up to you if you’re with people who didn’t bully her.”

I wasn’t sure what to do about that because I didn’t mind hanging out with them now. But at the same time, she had to see her moon mate talking to people who had bullied her. As much as I didn’t want to ditch them, I felt it would benefit Tilly more because she likely felt insulted to see it daily.

It bothered me that she was insulting me behind my back, though. At least that’s what it sounded like Kelly was saying, but at the same time, could I really blame her?

Kelly took me over to a guy and girl who shared similar features to each other, so I assumed they were related. They both had sandy hair like mine and as I gazed at them, I thought I saw other familial resemblances. The girl had the same smile as me.

“I think it’s best if you talk to these two alone. They’ll explain,” Kelly told me before walking off quickly, leaving me to stare at them.

“Who are you?” I finally asked, my curiosity piqued as I secretly cast the spell we’d been taught to recognize family members. They were related to me, but I wasn’t sure how.

“We figured we’d ease you into it, but I think you’ve already figured it out. You’re our cousin, apparently,” the girl said, her tone a mix of uncertainty and realization.

“Apparently?” I asked, wanting more clarification.

“Well, we only figured it out ourselves,” the girl continued. “We’ve been wondering about it since we saw your picture in the paper, but then you came here, and we looked into it. Your parents’ memories were erased for some reason, and you were dropped off to grow up in a mortal realm. Our parents thought they were dead.”

“They are dead,” I responded dully, the weight of the truth settling heavily upon me.

“What? Since when?” the boy asked, shock evident in his voice. “Our parents were hoping to see them again if we could talk to you.”

I explained what happened in the summer before demanding more information. I knew they were telling the truth that we were cousins, but the rest of their story didn’t add up.

We’d guessed that my parents had mated with mortals at some point, but my lineage came from the Fae Realm, not this realm. Perhaps they were exchange kids from another fae school.

“Our parents were sent to this realm at some point with their memories erased, but they know a telepathic who helped bring their memories back eventually because they still remembered some things. Our grandparents are somewhere in the Fae Realm, missing their kids, and probably don’t know about us. It happened before our parents had kids.”

“This is all too—are you quite positive? This isn’t a joke, is it? I know we are related, but from what I was told, we were probably dropped off into the mortal realm two hundred years ago to wipe out our telekinetic powers.”

“Your mom, my aunt, had telekinesis,” the girl responded.

I stared at her wordlessly. This couldn’t be true. Mom had never shown any signs of it. I needed evidence. I didn’t blindly trust people anymore. I couldn’t. The immortals could have set up relatives to come after me. None of us had felt right after the fight on the beach, and the more I thought about how easy it had been, the more paranoid I got.

“I need absolute proof before I believe you,” I finally said. “I can’t just trust—how do you all have access to truth potions here?” I asked as the boy held up a vial of thick blue potion. “You guys only have basic potions here.”

Their advanced potions classes were a waste of time, even if I’d get a good grade in them. I’d done every single one we were doing in my junior years. I often felt bored in those classes. Truth potions weren’t even in their curriculum.

“They’re not hard to get now that there are connecting portals to other realms,” the boy told me. “I’m Rowan, and this is my sister, Isla. We’ll take them, and then we can introduce our parents anytime you want—if you want.”

“Let me test some just to be sure it’s a truth potion,” I said.

Though many would wonder if it was smart for me to take an unknown potion from strangers, our potions teacher had told us that people wouldn’t try to poison you in front of others. 

The hallway we were in had many students in it standing around and talking. He’d told us in class to always ask to test a truth potion if others were around. They’d stop me if it were poison or if it wasn’t truth potion, but both watched as I let a drop drip on my tongue. I grimaced at the disgusting taste. It certainly tasted like it.

“Do you ever have fantasies about Tilly?” Rowan asked immediately and Isla told him to shut up.

“Yes, and fuck you!” I stated.

“Sorry, cous’ but you wanted to test it,” Rowan said grinning, before taking the potion from me. He and Isla took five drops, meaning they’d probably have to be truthful for at least twenty minutes.

“Don’t mind him. He’s just an idiot,” Isla said, rolling her eyes. “Why would you ask him that? Insensitive much?” She added to Rowan after swatting the back of his head.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ve heard worse,” I told her, relaxing because I recognized that he was just trying to be friendly with me. 

“I am sorry. I’m just nervous, Michael. We were excited about you, so we want you to trust us,” Rowan said. “I can understand why you don’t. Your story is kind of everywhere.”

“Were your parents abusive?” I asked. “My parents used to beat the shit out of me.”

It was blunt, but I had to know if it ran in the family, and if it didn’t, why had they been like that? It wasn’t the same spell that Amber’s mothers had been under, but what if it was another? Why would they have been like that?

“No, never. Not emotionally or physically. They’ve been nothing but good parents to us. They were shocked to read yours treated you like that,” Isla said. “Our parents said your parents lost their temper a lot, especially your mother, but they never imagined they’d be mean to a child. They’d never seen any red flags. Your mom was a preschool teacher in the Fae Realm years before they disappeared, according to our dad.”

They didn’t have much information except that there were three siblings. My mother, their dad, and they had another aunt out there somewhere, but they didn’t know where or if she had kids. They also didn’t know if any of our grandparents remembered their kids.

“Our parents are really hoping they aren’t missing their kids,” Isla told me.

“I want to meet them when the term ends,” I said. “And I can bring some people along who might be able to help out,” I added, thinking about Mack and Ian.

Hopefully Amber and Ellen would be back by that point. I wanted all my friends with me if they could or agreed to. I was meeting family for the first time and wanted them, especially Ben, with me.
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Though I remained friendly with Kelly and her friends, I had an easier time hanging out with my cousins. It wasn’t just out of respect for Tilly, who had told me I shouldn’t ditch the others for her—though I wasn’t sure if it was sarcasm or not. She often spoke to me in a snide tone.

It was because they were easy to talk to, and it was hard not to trust their intentions when they’d let themselves talk to me under a truth potion for nearly half an hour.

They’d offered to take more throughout the week, but I didn’t feel it was necessary unless Mack and Ian said otherwise.

The main reason was because I was around family who actually wanted to talk to me. For years, I’d yearned for something like this to happen, and it had. They genuinely seemed to like me, and apparently, their parents really wanted to meet me, too. 

It helped ease the moon mate rejection a lot, especially since Rowan always seemed able to sense when Tilly talked to me because he’d work hard at boosting my spirits.

By the end of the week, I was praying this was real, and some betrayal wouldn’t take it away. The Christmas holidays would start the next day, and we’d all agreed it was the best time to go. We were all prepared that it would go south, but I hoped it wouldn’t. I hoped at least one thing would go right in my life for once this year.

I went to Ian’s the next day as soon as we were released to avoid Tilly. I didn’t want one of her snide comments before the break. I knew she didn’t mean any of them; it was to keep me away from her, but I wished her self-sabotage didn’t have to affect me so much. I was tired of feeling like crap about myself all the time.

“Why do you let her talk to you like that?” Mason asked who was coming in place of Amber. By the sounds of it, Ellen couldn’t come either, so it was Ben, Stan, Hank, and Mason going with me.

“She’s just doing it to keep me away from her,” I explained. “You let Ellen do it to you.”

“Ellen was my girlfriend who I wanted it to work with, and I knew she wasn’t being herself, though a spell was the last thing I suspected. Tilly asks you to leave her alone, but she goes out of her way to reject you. You’ll say that bullying isn’t an excuse for anyone else, but you’re letting her do it to you.”

“Well, I hung out with her bullies,” I countered. 

“Michael, there’s no excuse,” Mason responded firmly, placing a reassuring hand on my arm. “Put a stop to it.”

But I didn’t want to be harsh with her. I couldn’t accept excuses with anyone else, but I knew why she was doing it to me. There was no point in arguing that point with Mason or the others in the room, who also put their input in that the way she was treating me wasn’t acceptable.

Hank, Ben, and Stan showed up, putting an end to the conversation, and it was one I was hoping to avoid for the rest of the holidays, but the stern look Mason gave me told me it wasn’t over yet. I didn’t have the energy to avoid him, especially since he was worried about Amber.

“She’s never wanted to avoid me. We rarely avoid each other,” he’d complained earlier when he’d arrived. “From what Carly was saying, she won’t be back at all for the holidays.”

It bothered me, too. Ellen had at least promised her parents she’d be back temporarily for Christmas to New Year’s Day, so we’d see her sometimes, but then she was hoping to be back at the mermaid school full-time. 

So, I wouldn’t see much of her until March Break or summer. I hoped Amber wasn’t planning on taking that long.

We didn’t say much after the guys arrived. We just went outside to use the spell to find family. They’d given me their address, but this was much easier. We all figured it was just them in this realm, but I wouldn’t hate it if it took us to other cousins or family members.

However, when we arrived, it was to find Rowan and Isla waiting outside for us. Mack and Ian planned to wait outside for us. They told them it was to give the others and me privacy with my family, but we all knew it was to ensure we weren’t all caught somehow if it was a trap.

There was unseen backup just in case as well. None of us wanted to take chances. However, things started well enough. As soon as I saw my uncle, I knew I couldn’t question our relations anymore. He had my mother’s eyes, and it felt strange to see them so warm and open.

None of them showed any signs of wanting to harm us as we went into the warm house. It smelled like baked cookies, and a plate of fresh chocolate chip cookies was on the table in the living room.

They invited us to sit down. We all exchanged looks before doing so.

“We can take the truth potion again if it helps you guys relax,” Rowan said, noticing our discomfort. 

“No, it’s fine,” I responded. “We’re just used to things going wrong. The last time someone found their long lost family member, we were attacked.”

“It’s happened more than once, actually,” Hank added. 

“Or we’re putting another family in danger by being here,” Stan muttered with concern.

“We have defences on the house,” my uncle reassured us. “When we used to think it was the dark magic wielders, we put up as many safety spells as we could, especially once we started letting Isla and Rowan stay home alone. But our only motivation is to meet our nephew.”

The longer we were there, though, the more we were able to relax. For the first time in my life, I was able to learn something real about my parents, though neither my aunt nor uncle could understand why they’d turned out the way they had. 

“Unless our memories aren’t fully restored,” Uncle Leon—as he’d told me to call him—said. “But I don’t remember Sophie acting like that, but both she and Ormond just had bad tempers from what we remembered.”

“But alcohol can change a person if they drink too much, and if they had bad tempers before, it probably made it worse,” I reasoned. “Unless it was a spell, but a woman I met years ago thought it was all them without outside influence. My friend, Amber, found out her real mother had been switched with another, so I’d worried it had happened to mine, but it was confirmed it was them.”

“What are these immortals up to exactly?”  Isla asked, her voice filled with concern. “They’re separating families and switching kids or parents. What are they gaining from that?”

“We haven’t found that out yet, except maybe to make everyone bitter enough to become evil and hurt their families,” I responded with a heavy sigh “One way is to keep an eye on them, but they could do that without taking people’s kids or family members.”

“Well, if they put your mother in the Mortal Realm,” Uncle Leon theorized, “it was to make the telekinetic powers dormant, but fae don’t always have the same secondary powers, even if we marry another with our powers. So they had to have known we’d have dragon children somehow,” he added, turning to my Aunt Trisha for confirmation.

“Not necessarily dragons, but children who can shift. They must have looked fully into everyone’s lineage to figure out who to switch,” she concluded with a solemn nod.

I rarely talked to Rachel, but she was back at Foothills in the year below ours with Melanie. They’d both once told us the immortals had been seeking their families when they were toddlers, and Ned and Tonya had assumed Rachel and her brother would be very powerful.

To me, it made sense if they were watching the descendant’s lineage to see what kind of children they produced. Not all of us were powerful, as evidenced by Rachel, who wasn’t, but on the other hand, Melanie was.

“Wasn’t Melanie’s family on board with it, though?” Hank asked when I spoke my thoughts.

“We don’t know that now,” Mason said. “Melanie was a child when all that happened. She was coerced to do it, so it’s likely her parents were, too.”

I’d told my cousins everything because everything in the papers wasn’t true, but I wasn’t sure if my aunt and uncle knew yet, so we took turns bringing them up to speed about everything that had gone on in the past five years, even before that.

“That still bothers me that they used the dark magic wielders like that,” Uncle Leon remarked, his voice tinged with regret. “Rowan was showing signs of having it, sometimes kids do in our realm, so we made him repress it, not knowing it was making him feel ashamed that he had it. We didn’t care either way because he never showed signs of being evil, but we were scared of how people would react to it. It turns out they were blaming an innocent realm for everything. We were preparing to go to war with them.”

“Us too,” Ben chimed in. “It was getting close to one in our JS Year One when they kept attacking the school.”

I often thought Fergus wanted to eliminate the dark magic wielders because his sister’s mate was one. Sure, the name was ominous, but he could have chosen ours or the Sorcerer’s Realm. Everyone knew fae could be vicious, and not just because of the bullying. We were learning that each realm, including this one, had its own myths about us. Some spoke of fae stealing into their homes at night to eat their firstborn child.

Mack suddenly ran into the house, surprising us all. My aunt and uncle jumped to their feet, looking ready to attack him with their spells, but stopped as they noticed him looking at Ben and me, a look of utter devastation on his face.

“Ben, Michael, you guys have to go home now!” Mack urgently exclaimed.
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Things at Michael’s aunt and uncles were going well. After a while, we were able to relax, but given our history of meeting family members for the first time, we all expected something bad to happen.

I stopped paying attention after a while to think over our plans for Michael later that day, but I was hoping it would remain a relaxed environment. 

Michael craved a family as much as Amber once had, and he deserved to get one. I’d be furious if they’d set this up just for it to be a trap. He’d had nothing but bad luck lately, and all I wanted was to see things go his way.

I knew my family was worried he’d choose to live with his aunt and uncle if they had a good rapport, but none of us would stand in his way. Instead, we had a congratulations for getting into Wyrm Academy party waiting for him at home. 

We knew he had difficulty with the written test, and my parents were proud of him for passing the second time.

We’d decided to have the party when school ended because not everyone could be home for Christmas, but they could be there that day. It was to show him we saw him as our brother, and my parents saw him as their son. 

It had been planned before he found his cousins, and we debated on moving it to the next day, but then Heather and Brianne wouldn’t be there. We wanted us all there, and Barry reasoned Michael would understand our intentions once we explained we’d been planning for weeks.

Knowing Michael, he’d likely be happy either way, so I didn’t stress about it too much. It was hard to keep quiet, but it made it easier once we could see that he had a good rapport with his family, so I wasn’t worried about a way to get him away from there to show him that there were people who did love and want him, even if his family didn’t.

I was just munching on a freshly baked cookies while trying to keep Hank distracted from eyeing Michael’s cousin, Rowan, who he thought was hot.

“Think he could be gay? Or maybe even bisexual like me? Can you ask Michael for me later?” Hank whispered to me just as Mack suddenly hurried in and told us we were needed at home.

It was hard to think straight as we returned to Ian’s for the portal. No one had died. They’d told us that much after we left Michael’s family’s place, apologizing on the way out.

When we got home, we found that Scott was being held face down as he was handcuffed with his hands behind his back. Mom was screaming at them to stop. The fae authorities turned on all of us as we entered.

“That’s my kid! Let them all be!” Dad roared as one of them threw Michael against the wall.

“Everyone against the wall!” The man shouted, ignoring Dad.

Mason and I hurried over to Michael to check on him.

I didn’t understand why they were arresting Scott, though, but moments later, I heard why, and my thoughts switched to Ellen, and hatred coarsed through my body. This was her fault! She’d made up that damn lie back in the summer, and now my brother was getting taken away to prison.

I stood shaking as I watched them take Scott out of the room for a crime he hadn’t committed. And I knew at that moment I couldn’t be friends with Ellen anymore. I’d tried hard to warm up to her because I knew it wasn’t intentional, but I’d been worried about this day happening for months.

Mom’s scream after they left brought me out of shock. Without saying anything, I rushed upstairs to find a hairbrush Ellen left behind to get a strand of her hair. 

Knowing the others would stop me, I teleported outside before making my way to the portal to Ellen’s. She wouldn’t be home yet, but she’d be in the Mortal Realm.
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It wasn’t hard to find her. She was standing alone on the cold beach we’d originally gone to weeks ago before going to Grand Bend. She gazed at me in surprise, then fear as she noticed my fury with her.

I sent vines at her, but she had quick reflexes. It was likely from all her years of cheerleading, so she deflected it easily.

At first, she didn’t retaliate, but as I continued to throw my elements at her, she had no choice but to fight back. Sam came running over, yelling at us to stop, but Ellen told him to stay out of it when he tried to stop me.

“Have you guys forgotten you’re on a mortal beach?” Sam demanded.

“They’re finding out already, given that a dragon was seen flying in Grand Bend and that other town!” Ellen called back, but I stopped as the realization hit me.

Usually, people took care of those kinds of sightings, but apparently, they didn’t this time. Ellen was able to knock me down with her wind, but l let her have this win. 

I shouldn’t have attacked her at all, let alone on this beach where mortals could see or get caught in the crossfire.

“What the hell was that about!” Ellen shouted at me, stopping as well. “You know, I’ve tried to be understanding about this whole thing, but you shouldn’t attack—”

“I shouldn’t,” I cut across her. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have attacked you, and I am sorry about that. I should have contained my anger better. But it’s just like you shouldn’t have lied about my brother! He got arrested about a half hour ago!”

Ellen’s mouth dropped open as Denver hurried over as well.

“But how? No one knew outside of us! Scott confirmed it, and he only told Carly. The only way they’d know is if someone was talking about it around other people,” she protested.

“Unless you said something,” I said, turning on Denver, who stepped back.

“Said something about what?” He asked, his brows furrowed in confusion. “What’s happened?”

“My brother Scott got arrested because Ellen made up a lie that he slept with her! Michael said you joined them that night when she was telling him the lie.”

“Ben, I honestly did not hear that, nor would I tell anyone. I don’t even know all your brothers’ names. You and Amber have so many siblings, it’s hard to keep track of them all,” Denver responded defensively. “Why would I anyway? Why would I care about some brother of yours sleeping with Ellen, and why would he be arrested?”

I believed him, and instead of answering, I focused on Ellen, who was crying by that point. Sam was hugging her as she wept. Though I’d come here to end our friendship, it was still hard to pull the plug, even as I saw her weep even harder, but I turned away after doing just that and teleported before she could say anything else.

I didn’t immediately go home, but I had taken my letterbox with me so I could let them know I’d be home soon. 

Instead, I went to a random park to sit on a bench, trying to push all my anger and guilt away. My parents would need us at the moment, and I didn’t want to cause them stress.

It didn’t surprise me in the least when I saw Mason, Stan, Michael, and Hank walking towards me after a while. They joined me on the bench, but no one said anything at first.

“Ben, I know you’re pissed, but you were out of line today when you attacked Ellen,” Hank told me. “And that’s all we will say on the matter. But I hope you’ll think hard about what you did.”

“I can’t be her friend right now—” I began.

“And we all respect that, bud,” Michael told me. “None of us are saying that. But you went too far today. That wasn’t a fight between fae. That was you attacking her. It wasn’t her fault. She hasn’t even been around for months. Maybe one of you accidentally said something at school. They found out somehow.”

“She’s the one who made it up,” I muttered, but I said nothing else because they were right. 

I’d gone there to yell at her and end our friendship, but the moment I saw her, my anger had taken over, and I’d just wanted to fight her. It was supposed to be a special day for Michael, but instead, Scott was arrested.

“Are Mom and Dad okay? Should we go back?” I finally asked after we sat in silence for a few minutes.

“They said to take our time to calm you down. They left to see what they can do to help him,” Michael told me. 

“We never talked about it without a silencing spell at school,” Hank said. “We were always careful. There’s no way anyone at school heard us.”

“And I never brought it up at my school,” Michael spoke up. “I can’t figure it out either, but I don’t think anyone overheard Ellen at the wedding.”

“What if it was an immortal then? Just to fuck with your family. Didn’t Fergus say that he wanted to mess with the people who killed his moon mate? Maybe he wants to mess with your family, too,” Stan said.

It was the only thing that made sense to me. They’d been there to set Michael’s parents on fire, so they’d likely overheard Ellen and had bided their time. Who else would do such a thing?
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I wasn’t sure how long I cried on that beach over the loss of Ben’s friendship. Soon enough, though, my grief turned to anger. How dare he attack me the way he had?

For months I’d been understanding of his anger, and I understood why he’d ended our friendship, but his anger had scared me. I would never forget the look in his eyes, and the more I thought about it, the angrier I got. 

Fae fought when they were angry, but it hadn’t been like that with him. He’d looked at me like I was an enemy. He’d truly wanted to hurt me that day.

“Are you going to be okay?” Sam asked, still holding me in a comforting hug since Ben had yelled at me.

“I’m pissed off,” I responded, wiping away my tears. “And I never want to see him again. Or at least not for a long time. But we will never be the same as before.”

“Michael and the others have gone to have a word with him,” Denver told me. “I’ve never seen Hoofer that mad. I’m not judging or condoning that because I was ready to jump in, but why would you lie about that, Ellen? Scott’s life is ruined now.”

“She didn’t mean to. She was lying about who she really slept with and said the first person she thought of. She was drunk, and it was a full moon at a wedding on someones significant birthday. It was extremely powerful that night,” Sam told him, not adding that I’d been dealing with a moon mate’s rejection as well.

“Fair enough. Were you lying about me?” Denver asked.

“No,” I said, looking away from Sam, who gently cupped my chin in his hand.

“Who was it, Ellen?” he asked. “Why do you think everyone will be mad? Don’t you at least owe it to the rest of the Hoofers?”

I sighed but didn’t respond immediately. As much as I resisted making a commitment with Sam, I was scared the truth would push him away. 

As if realizing we might need privacy, Denver turned to join Ethan, who’d missed everything because he’d been trying to contact his pod to let them know we were coming.

“Your cousin,” I finally admitted, refusing to look him in the eye, but he kissed me instead of flipping out like I expected.

“I’m confused,” I told him when we pulled apart.

“I’m an idiot. I should have told you I knew, but I didn’t know you thought he’d be the one everyone would be upset about. Me for sure, but not everyone else.” 

I stared at him, still puzzled, but he continued his explanation. He had been aware of it after both the first and last occurrences. 

Sam’s cousin, Mark, attended a fae school called “Red Sandstone Fae Academy” in Harbour Arcadia, the Canadian equivalent of the Maritimes. 

So he only saw him in the summers, and one night the summer after Amber almost died, I’d hit on him when I’d seen Sam partying with some girls. One thing led to another, and I’d felt guilty ever since, believing everyone would hate me for going for my moon mate’s cousin.

“And you don’t care?” I demanded. “Amber isn’t my cousin, but if you two slept together, I’d be furious.”

“Well, I wouldn’t do that, and neither would she, but you and I are single, so I just don’t hold it against you. Michael is the only one that bothers me, but I’ve never been mad at him or you.”

“Wait, why Michael?” I asked.

“Because he’s one of my buddies now. I like him the best out of all your guy friends. Ben’s now the lowest when Stan once was. Michael has always been an easy guy to talk to. That’s why I didn’t want him there that night we had the threesome.”

I still couldn’t believe we’d crossed that line. It hadn’t even been a full moon that night, and I’d worried things would be weird between all three of us, but it wasn’t, and though Denver’s jokes about it were lame, it did help ease the tension a lot, and sometimes they all joked about doing it again with all four of us.

I wasn’t sure if I could sober, so I told the three of them they could have one while I watched. All three had jokingly flirted with each other. 

Though one of us usually had to hold onto Sam while we swam, having him here boosted my spirits. Unexpectedly, so had Denver. I didn’t mind it being the four of us, and I would miss Sam when he left. Ethan was going to try to make a case for Denver to join us at our school.

“But I thought you and Mark are close,” I said, but Sam shrugged again.

“Like I said, we’re not together,” he said.

“Or is it the reason you rejected me?” I asked, and he looked away. I knew then that he was lying. Sam always looked away when he lied. “You should have just told me. Are you still angry, then?”

“No,” he responded, looking back at me. “Fine, I was hurt, but you’re already feeling like crap. I just didn’t want to add onto it, but yeah, I was furious, but I got over it months ago because like I said, you were single.”

“I don’t want to be single anymore, though,” I told him, speaking without thinking. 

I hadn’t meant to say it, but the fact that he continued to gaze at me with desire spoke volumes, revealing all I needed to know.

“Under a few conditions, though,” I said.

“I don’t care about being a prince,” he interrupted before I could continue. 

“I wasn’t meaning that, but you’re not giving up your title for me,” I told him since I never wanted him to do that.

“I won’t have to. Dad’s managed to convince her not to so far, but Charlene is considering turning down her title. If she does, I’m letting it go to Delilah. I’ve always thought it should go to her, and Charlene agrees,” he told me.

“Wait, why is she going to turn it down?” I asked.

I used to hate the idea of her being our queen, but I couldn’t think of a better person now. 

She was what we needed because she believed in honesty. Charlene had been excited about it for years, so it seemed strange she wouldn’t want it anymore. She was constantly threatening us jokingly that she’d punish us once she became the queen.

“I’ll tell you about that later. It looks like Ethan wants us to go, but what are your conditions? Why do we need them?” Sam asked.

“Because I need proof that you like me outside of my looks and the fact that we are moon mates,” I told him.

While I would never treat him the way Tilly treated Michael, her fears triggered more of mine to surface. Trust became a struggle for me after what Grandma did, compounded by the realization that most guys were drawn to me solely for my looks. 

While Sam had been attracted to me from day one, it was primarily based on my appearance. The pattern repeated with Mason, and our relationship had been far from ideal.

“Ellen, we’ve hung out numerous times since that day we met. Yeah, maybe I was a hormonal kid when I first met you, but it wasn’t just your looks. It was how you stood up to Charlene that day and then saved her life. Then you let yourself get kidnapped and framed for me and would have done the same for her. It went beyond superficial stuff long before the moon mated us. When the truth came out about what really happened that day with your grandmother, I knew I loved you. Besides, my parents love you, too. They’ve hated all of Charlene’s and Delilah’s boyfriends so far. We’ll take things slow, but Ellen, my feelings are genuine. I’ll swear I’ll prove it.”

I nodded and then gazed over at Ethan, who was still trying to get our attention. He was waving his arms over this head. Taking Sam’s hand, I made my way over to them, promising that I wouldn’t mess things up between us again. 

If I hadn’t been so scared to accept him as my mate, perhaps Scott wouldn’t be in prison right now.

“Everything cool?” Denver asked us.

“Good,” Ethan said when we confirmed it was. “I’m worried about why no one in my pod is answering. If we leave now, we can be there by nightfall.”

“What if it’s a trap? None of us can teleport. We should really see if Michael or someone can get that teleportation potion,” Sam said.

“We’ll jump in the water and swim,” Denver said. “I’ll take care of that part, don’t worry. I’m a very powerful siren, and I’m not afraid to use it. It also happens to be a full moon here. Our songs are the most powerful tonight.”

“And you can control it so it doesn’t affect Ellen?” Sam asked him.

“Doesn’t have to be the opposite sex, and we can control who it affects,” Ethan answered instead of Denver.

Sam ensured he was warm and could breathe underwater before we dove in. He usually held onto my belongings while we swam as I gripped his hand in the water.

We maintained a fast speed, and we navigated effectively with Ethan leading and using his spells correctly. I had never lost Sam underwater.

Ethan guided us to an island with a massive cave atop it, seemingly invisible to mortals. It was a breathtaking sight, adorned with greenery, trees, a tiny sandy beach, and wreaths of flowers blowing in the wind.

However, Ethan sensed something was amiss as the surroundings darkened with the setting sun. 

He guided us into the cave, and we followed a small corridor that was supposed to lead to a lit pool in the middle. As we approached, Ethan let out a low moan. Curious, I stepped forward to see what had caught his attention and immediately screamed.
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Sitting in my room alone, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ellen, and whether or not I’d made the right decision. As if sensing I’d react like this, Scott had given Barry a letter to give me in case he was ever arrested, and his letter had pleaded with me to remember that it likely wasn’t Ellen who told, and that he’d forgiven her a long time ago for it.

The others, even Brenda, had as well once they got over the shock of it, and most of them thought I was out of line that day, everyone but Barry and my parents, who had yet to return home, had lectured me about it.

So when Barry came in to sit with me, I asked him if he planned to lecture me, too. 

“I think you’ve had enough, and I know you’re regretting it right now. When you’re ready, I think you should talk to Ellen. I didn’t come in here to lecture you. Mom and Dad will be back soon, and they told me to be careful about telling everyone, but I think you of all people, should know the truth.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because you’re going to have to talk to your friends, especially Ellen,” Barry responded before continuing to reveal that Carly went to the local law enforcement about Scott.

“No way,” I gasped, not believing it.

“No, I am serious. She’s the one who went to them. They have a video of her doing it that they showed Mom and Dad.”

“But Amber has been with her for weeks!” I exclaimed.

“And she hasn’t answered, right? She hasn’t answered anyone.”

What the hell had happened to make Carly turn against us? Now that Barry said that, I knew something was wrong. They’d taken Amber away for some reason. I knew Sierra was involved in it, too. Now they’d gone after my brother?

“Do you think they were threatened?” I asked him.

“We need to find out,” he said. “I’ll wait here for Michael and the others. They went to Stan’s place to look through his fathers law textbooks. You go get Ellen. I’ll wait for our parents to get back before we warn Amber’s family just in case we’re wrong.”

But how could they be wrong if there was video proof? But I did as Barry asked, knowing I had to apologize to Ellen, and hope she’d accept our friendship back.

“Don’t go alone. Mason is still here. Go fetch him and try to be careful when you tell him about Amber. I’d advise you to tell him before you tell Ellen.”

Carly and Sierra had to be doing it against their will. I reasoned to myself as I hurried out of my room, grabbing Ellen’s hair brush in the process. 

Maybe an immortal had threatened to hurt someone close to them. I knew Carly had loved my brother, so I couldn’t understand why she would turn him in over a lie. 

I discovered Mason pacing in the guest room Amber usually stayed in, his hair in disarray—a clear sign of his frustration. He had a tendency to run his hand through his hair when agitated, and the current state of his unruly dark locks indicated that he was grappling with something vexing.

“I just can’t deal with Amber not answering me,” he told me when I asked. “I wrote to her to tell her about Scott. I thought that would get her to answer, but she hasn’t. I wrote to Carly to ask her to get Amber to write, but she said Amber doesn’t want to talk to me about it right now. I don’t understand what’s happening. She doesn’t ignore me like this! Carly is devastated, but—” 

“No, she fucking isn’t. It was her, Mason!”

Mason paused to look at me.

“What do you mean?” He asked.

“I mean, Carly was seen on video telling the cops about Ellen,” I told him.

“Fuck! That’s why Amber’s not answering me! I knew she wouldn’t ignore me, but doesn’t that mean Sierra is involved, too?”

I nodded and seized his arm to teleport him outside. While Amber’s prolonged absence with her sisters irritated us, it didn’t strike us as odd. 

Witnessing her devastation when Sierra changed into a bitch revealed her deep desire to be close to both sisters. 

However, now it seemed she might be in jeopardy. I couldn’t utilize our moon mate connection to sense her emotions, as it remained muted.

Mason remained silent as we approached the portal leading to the mortal realm, visibly shivering, and I suspected it wasn’t solely due to the cold. 

Casting the spell to locate Ellen, we found ourselves on an island with a sizable cave at its centre. The picturesque scenery would have been appreciated under different circumstances, but the urgency of the situation overshadowed any beauty. To make matters worse, Ellen’s screams echoed from the cave.

Mason and I exchanged glances before dashing into the cave, urgently calling out for her.
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Shaking uncontrollably, I fixated on the pool inside the cave, and Ethan sank to his knees beside me. 

Once my screaming commenced, I found myself unable to halt the visceral reaction. Dozens of mermaids, grotesquely boiled beyond recognition, floated in the centre of the pool. 

The acrid stench of burnt fish and flesh permeated the air, indicating that the horrifying incident had occurred recently.

In my paralyzed state, I clung to Sam, immobilized, even as distant voices called my name. 

Moments later, Ben and Mason emerged, the latter retching into the pool at the gruesome scene before us.

“That’s a terrible smell,” he gagged out before throwing up some more.

“Do you mind not throwing up on my pod?” Ethan asked. “Have some respect. They were boiled alive, it was much worse for them than it is you.”

Mason apologized, backing away and retching once more before excusing himself to go back outside.

“What are you doing here?” I asked Ben, “I’m really not in the mood, Ben. I get it. You’re angry.”

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have ended our friendship today and—” 

“I don’t care, Ben. This isn’t the first time you’ve turned against me. The truth is, we grew apart years ago. I think for the time being we shouldn’t be friends. I can’t forget that look in your eyes when you confronted me. I get you’re mad, but you took it too far with me today, Ben. I can’t deal with your moods right now,” I told him.

Likely, we’d make up in the future, but I couldn’t think about it, especially in a smelly cave full of dead mermaids. All I wanted to do was go home to my mother. I’d seen enough.

“Fair enough, but we also came because you should know who told, and you’re not going to like it,” he told me before proceeding to tell me that it was Carly. I gaped at him, hardly believing it. She was the last person I would have suspected.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I asked the same. We came to bring you guys back. We can help with this first, though,” he told me.

“Isn’t Amber with Carly?” Denver inquired, and I exchanged an alarmed glance with Ben, who nodded in confirmation. 

Despite reaching out to her frequently, I hadn’t received any response from Amber. The others had assured me that Sierra and Carly maintained regular contact, but now it was adding a layer of concern to the mystery of Amber’s whereabouts.

“You guys can go,” Ethan said.

“We’re not leaving you alone with your dead pod, especially if someone is waiting for you to be alone,” I said.

“Or waiting for you to be here,” Denver said. “This has to be reported, and someone other than any of us should get them, especially you, Ethan. You can’t be expected to take care of this.”

Ben, who had the foresight to bring his letterbox, began writing to his brother, Barry. Overwhelmed by the unbearable sight and smell, I turned away, intending to exit the cave. 

However, I halted as a light emerged beneath the water, initiating a swirling motion. The dead mermaids spun in the whirlpool, spewing out guts, and some limbs came unattached.

Despite Sam’s urgent directive to run, I remained frozen in place, the grip of morbid curiosity overriding the instinct to flee, even as fear pulsed through every fibre of my being.

“Ellen, please go,” Sam pleaded again as a massive, muscular man with long, wavy blond hair and a blue tail soared into the air from the pool, wielding what looked like a pitchfork. 

I recalled seeing something like it in “The Little Mermaid,” though I couldn’t recall its specific name.

The man landed back in the water with a large splash, soaking us all.

Ben immediately manipulated the water and sent a wave at him, but, for the first time since I’d first seen him fight with his elements, he was flung back. Mason rushed back in and used his air to prevent Ben from hitting the smooth rock wall too hard.

Denver plunged into the water without a moment’s hesitation. Panic gripped me, and a scream escaped my lips as the mysterious man unleashed a spell from his pitchfork-like object, aiming it at Ethan. 

Sam, quick on his feet, skilfully deflected the spell, though just barely. It hit the wall, where a large crack formed going all the up to the ceiling of the cave.

Now, the man’s attention shifted to Sam, but in that tense moment, the enchanting melody of a siren’s voice echoed through the cavernous room. 

I stole a glance at Denver, utterly surprised that he could produce such a captivating sound. Amidst the hauntingly beautiful song, his silent instructions reached us, urging us to escape. Although, I wasn’t sure how I understood him.

“He wants us to go,” Ethan said.

“We can’t leave him,” Mason said.

Denver’s voice grew louder, and the man slowly swam towards him as if in a trance. His eyes were glazed over as he stared at Denver, not even trying to attack him.

“He needs us gone so he can have that siren’s full attention on him,” Ethan whispered, pulling us away.

However, we didn’t venture too far from. Instead, we positioned ourselves discreetly in the corridor, peering around the wall to witness Denver’s mesmerizing performance. The siren remained completely entranced by his song, oblivious to our departure.

I marvelled at Denver’s ability. Despite the danger inside the pool, Denver seemed unfazed, even with dead bodies floating around him. 

His focus was entirely on the siren, and I couldn’t help but grasp the allure that captivated the mysterious man. 

The enchantment extended beyond the siren; we were all spellbound, and motionless. I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

The spellbinding moment shattered when Denver’s eyes snapped open, radiating a bright white light. His once melodic song morphed into something sinister, almost painful to listen to. The siren froze as Denver’s right arm extended, hand outstretched.

The three-pronged fork slowly moved out of the siren’s hand, initiating a strange struggle. 

Lights emanated from each hand, resembling a celestial tug of war, the fork dancing back and forth on a white string of light. Each movement brought it closer to Denver.

In a burst of radiant light, the fork suddenly landed in Denver’s grasp. He triumphantly cried out, securing it and aiming it at the siren, who hastily dove into the water. Denver, undeterred, followed suit, shooting into the water after him with determined resolve.

“I know things are serious right now, but that was so cool to watch,” Mason said, snapping us out of our trance.

“I can’t believe he got that pitchfork thing,” I exclaimed.

“It’s called a trident, and it’s the most powerful weapon that a siren can own,” Ethan told me. “Mermaids like you can’t wield it, but it’s in Denver’s possession now. He’s a powerful siren, so I can only imagine what he can do with it. That must have been the person following us, though. He lured us here.”

“I think it was an immortal,” Ben said. “As soon as Denver comes back, we should leave.”

Fortunately, the suspense didn’t linger for too long. Our collective tension heightened as the light and whirlpool materialized, but Denver emerged moments later, sporting a striking transformation. 

How had he acquired those muscles? He hadn’t been that ripped ten minutes ago, but now he had a six-pack, and his arms were huge. He was nearly as massive as the other siren had been. 

Typically, there was a subtle alteration when we underwent our human-to-mermaid shift, but Denver was a radiant exception. 

His muscles remained pronounced, unaffected even as he reverted to his human form. The inexplicable change left us in awe, contemplating the extraordinary nature of Denver’s newfound physical prowess.

“That is not fair!” Mason said. “You know how much I work out? I barely have any muscle!”

“Next time, you can sing in water full of dead bodies and guts, then,” Denver responded.

“You get enough girls,” Mason protested.

“You have a girlfriend, so why do you care? But if I ever lose my trident, the muscles will go away, I think. I believe it’s because I have it. I saw his fading away as he swam off.”

“It’s rare as fuck,” Ethan told him. “It’s not the only one, but legend says they were crafted by the ancient sirens who put all their powers in it before their deaths. I think there are only seven in existence. They weren’t immortals, I don’t think. They could have been, but I doubt immortals would sacrifice their powers like that. It was probably people from the same generation as our sacrificed ancestors.”

“Or ancient sirens were sacrificed to make them,” Ben said. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Yeah, I agree. I think he’s coming back,” Denver said. “I don’t think he can hide his powers anymore. I didn’t feel him coming the first time. I think he’s the siren going to Michael’s place on the night of the wedding.”

We all moved into a circle, though I did my best to keep as far from Ben as possible. I still couldn’t forgive him, yet. The idea of even talking to him at the moment filled me with dread, so as soon as he teleported us to my backyard, I told everyone I wanted to be alone with my parents for a moment.

I knew we had to solve the mystery of where Amber was, but I doubted we’d come to any conclusions that night.

“My parents and I will probably be over later,” I said before saying goodbye to everyone except Ben.

Some of our things were still in a hotel room back in Churchill, but we had the room for a couple of nights, so we’d get them back before we ran out of time. 

I had my letterbox at least, and I wanted to attempt to write to Amber again, but her sisters might have it, and it wasn’t a good idea to let them know we suspected them, yet.

Instead, I hurried into the house and straight to my parents, who were talking in the kitchen. Mom hugged me back in surprise as I held her tightly.

“What’s wrong, Ellen?”

“Everything,” I muttered. “I want to be home for a while with you guys. I don’t want to be out there anymore.”

Overwhelmed and on the verge of tears, I found it challenging to articulate the events that unfolded. My parents ushered me to the living room, shooing away my siblings. 

The weight of the situation pressed heavily on me, and my thoughts immediately turned to Amber. Where the hell was she?








  
  
  Amber

  
  




As I opened my eyes where I lay on the twin bed, I felt a heartbreak like I’d never felt before, and while I knew it had to do with Jared, I couldn’t figure out what it was. 

I knew they’d taken something from me that must have once belonged to him, but I couldn’t figure out what. I still had the last necklace he’d bought for me around my neck.

The last thing I could remember was Carly walking away after we took the truth potion, but I had a feeling that many days had passed since then. 

I had no way of knowing, but I was convinced she’d tampered with my memories to make me forget whatever they’d done to me.

I jumped out of the bed and tried teleporting, but nothing happened. So I still didn’t have my magic, and I could hear their voices coming from outside the door

Had they been tormenting me and then making me forget? 

Getting desperate as their voices grew closer, I tried opening a portal to Ian’s since I was convinced we were in the Shifter Realm, which meant I didn’t need Ben. 

I was surprised when it started to work, a blue light emitted in front of me, and I sighed with relief  So they hadn’t been able to take that ability away from me. 

Without looking back, I hurried through the portal and sighed with relief again  when I fell into Ian’s living room, where I was suddenly surrounded by three of my brothers and a few others.

“Amber! Where have you been?” Mason exclaimed. “Did Carly and Sierra take you? What happened? You don’t look good. You’re pale.”

I didn’t feel right, so I sat in the closest chair and told them I wasn’t sure what had happened. They’d done something to me, but I could only remember arriving, and no matter how hard I tried to tap into my memories, I couldn’t figure out what they’d taken from me.

“I’ll help you out,” Madeline told me. “If it was Carly who did it, it will be easy to lift. She’s getting good at memory spells, but she usually messes something up, and all I have to do is find a tiny crack in your memories to bring them back. It won’t be immediate, though. With her magic, I have to allow them to come back slowly. They’ll come to you over the next few months.”

“Months!?” Ernie exclaimed.

“Yes, unless you want me to hurt her,” Madeline snapped.

She’d gone through my memories before, so it didn’t feel strange for me when she moved closer to help bring my memories back. She was at it for a few minutes before she moved back. 

“They won’t come back immediately, but just take it day by day. But was that Brenda, Billy, and Isabella there, too?” She asked, and I nodded as several people gasped.

“It has to be a setup or something!” Mack exclaimed. “It can’t be all five of them acting on free will! There is no way! Billy and I were just hanging out the other night!”

“They took truth potion, Mack,” Madeline said. “Carly had Amber take it first, and then she took some. Do you mind if I show everyone, Amber? I can make it so you won’t relive it as it happens. They just need to see it.”

I nodded, not caring, and sat back as Mack told her to hold off while we waited for the others to show up. Ben, Michael, Ellen, and several others were on their way. 

Though I still couldn’t remember everything that had happened, I felt strongly that they’d told me the immortals’ plans. 

It was something huge and something we couldn’t let happen. I knew I couldn’t force my memories back, but I understood at that moment that whatever they’d taken from me would have to wait. I had to remember the plan first.

As they all talked around me, it turned out I’d been gone for weeks. Christmas had been exactly a month ago to the day.

As they mentioned Scott’s arrest, I nodded as a tiny memory of Carly taunting me that Scott had been arrested, and everyone likely knew they were the enemy now, so they’d have to move me soon before everyone tried to search for me.

It slipped away as I tried to remember more of the memory, but I told them what I’d seen as more of my siblings joined, though I wished one of my parents were there. Everyone raced over to me to ask me where I had been.

I waited until my friends arrived as well before allowing Madeline to show everyone what happened after I left the cottage in Grand Bend. 

I let her let me see, too, in case I missed something. No new memories had surfaced yet, so there wasn’t much they could see. 

Even with the truth potion, everyone was still hopeful that none of it was real. Ellen, who was sitting on the arm of my chair, gripped my hand tightly as my memories played for everyone.

Ben and Barry exchanged horrified glances when they saw their sister was involved, too. Justin, who had been leaning against the wall, fell to the floor and didn’t even flinch when he hit the ground with a loud thump as he saw that Isabella had helped.

No one spoke at first, as we all took in what my memories had shown us. For some reason, four of my siblings and Ben’s sister had joined the immortals, but it was hard to figure out why they’d betray us, even factoring the harassment into it.

“Brenda was there when he was arrested. She acted all shocked, but she had to have known Carly told weeks ago. Scott’s been in prison for a little over a month, and she’s been around the house talking about how upsetting it is!” Ben exclaimed. “Can you see if she was there more after that, Amber?” 

I shook my head. I had a feeling she had been, but I couldn’t bring any memories of her up.

“This is going to be so annoying. I know they erased my memories to make me forget what they took. I can sense that even if I can’t remember it, but Carly must have erased more than she intended,” I said.

“More than likely,” Madeline agreed. “Carly is probably the strongest, but she still has a lot to learn and has to go by instinct. She doesn’t have a teacher to help. We got her some books so she could teach herself, but the more powerful the spell is, the more she fails. She used to practice memory spells on Patricia under my guidance, and either she always went too far or she didn’t erase enough. But fortunately for us, her poor spell casting means we can break them without harming the person.”

“But how soon can we expect her memories back?” Ben asked.

“Don’t even think about pressuring her, Ben Hoofer,” Ellen said, not even looking at him.

I gazed at Ben, then Ellen, sensing the dynamic between them had changed at some point. Now it seemed Ellen was angry with Ben, while he gave her a sad look. I was going to have to ask one of them to fill me in later.

“How long have you guys known that they were the enemies?” I asked.

“Since Scott’s arrest,” Ben told me. “Once we heard it was Carly, we put two and two together because we knew you wouldn’t not respond.”

“I think my letterbox is in my room in my bag,” I said as I thought back to when they’d confronted me in my room. I’d set my bag down when I saw Sierra.

As I thought of that, I had a tiny memory emerge showing that I’d pleaded with them to let me write home, even if I lied about my whereabouts, but they wouldn’t let me. 

However, as I tried to look into it more, I noticed Isabella and Brenda in the room, whispering together. They would glare at me occasionally, and for some reason, I was stuck lying in the bed, unable to move. That alarmed me more than the glares.

Perhaps they’d trapped me in the bed because even without magic, I would have fought them, but obviously, I’d lost with five people against one.

I pleaded with my memories to show me more of why this was, but I couldn’t see anything else, which was beyond frustrating. 

It’d been irritating when Ellen’s grandmother had done it a couple of years ago. However, Mrs. Carling made me forget small things, while Carly forced me to forget at least two major things.

“They had me trapped in the bed, and I am assuming it was to stop me from attacking them,” I spoke up once the memory faded and explained a bit of what I saw.

“I think we should get you home to your parents,” Mack told me. “Maybe once you’re back in your room, you might remember more, but I don’t think you should stay here with all of us here.”

“Do they know I’m back?” I wondered why they weren’t here to see me.

It was Ernie who responded while everyone else exchanged glances. 

“We don’t know. They haven’t responded yet, but neither have the Hoofers. Carly and Sierra are suspicious suspects in your disappearance, but they can’t prove anything either. You’re eighteen, so they don’t have to investigate your disappearance if you left on your own accord. But the enforcement officers do think it’s suspicious you didn’t answer us at all. Up until five days ago, Carly and Sierra kept regular contact with us, and we did our best not to show them we were worried, even after the arrest. But then, a week ago, they stopped responding. The Hoofers and your parents are all at the Fae Enforcer office trying to make a case for Scott, and they think they can, given that Carly did that after your disappearance.”

Mack still insisted I go back home, though my friends—except Ben, who left to talk to his parents—immediately followed. 

Michael, Ellen, and Stan told me they had to go back to their schools the next day, but they’d stay with me that night. It was something I hadn’t wanted to ask from them, though I wanted them there, so I was relieved.

I froze and backed out once I was back in my room. I couldn’t stay in there and instead went into Hilda’s room. She lived at home part-time, but she and Brianne had their own mission as mermaids. They’d chosen to go around the African continent. The biggest known pods were there, so they wanted to bring several to our side.

As we settled in the room, Ellen mentioned that she planned to join them eventually and that Ethan had already taken off before filling me in on everything that had happened on her trip, including what had happened with Ben.

Michael and Ellen sat on either side of me on Hilda’s couch while Mason, Stan, and Hank sat in the chairs. All filled me in on everything I’d missed and apologized more than once, though it wasn’t necessary. 

Since showing up that one New Year’s five years ago, my sister’s had shown nothing but loyalty; they were the last people anyone would expect to take me away or betray us, and while Brenda had always been a harsh person, we thought that was just her personality.

I still didn’t want to believe they willingly chose to work with immortals, but while my memories didn’t show this, I knew all five of them had used truth potion to prove to me repeatedly that this wasn’t like Ellen, Rachel, or Melanie.

Though I couldn’t hold onto the memories for long, I could see that Sierra had been brutally honest with me each time she took the potion.

“I need to see Justin,” I said, getting up abruptly. “Maybe if I can understand what happened between them, my memories will show more. They’re slowly coming in like Madeline said, but then they disappear.”

“Just remember not to force them,” Ellen told me. “And don’t let Ben pressure you, either.”

“I doubt he would,” I responded. “I still can’t believe you two aren’t friends anymore. I get why, but I wasn’t expecting that, especially on your end.”

“I’m just tired of trying so hard to please him,” Ellen responded. “Don’t worry about the drama between Ben and me, Amber. We’ll probably make things up eventually, but there’s too much anger between us right now. We need a break from each other. I think the fact I’m staying at my school for the rest of the year will help. Talk to Justin. We’ll be here.”

I was paranoid about walking down the hall alone, but I knew I had to let that go. It was unlikely they’d show up to grab me again, but I no longer felt safe at home or in my room. It was one of the reasons I’d chosen Ian’s because I knew it would be safe and full of people.

I wondered if one of them was worried about the same thing because I heard someone follow me out of Hilda’s room as I made my way to the boy’s corridor. I strongly suspected it was Mason.

It made me wonder what walking through these halls would have been like if I’d been here as a little girl. 

I’d rarely spoken up about it since no one comforted me anyway, but I’d been scared of the dark like many children, and most nights, I’d stay in bed hugging my favourite stuffed animals rather than risk using the bathroom.

The halls were always lit here, so it likely wouldn’t have been as bad, but given how fearful I felt as I walked down the long hallway at eighteen, I couldn’t imagine doing it when I was four with the fears I’d had. At least here, I had my own bathroom.

I felt relieved when I made it to Justin’s old room and found him sitting on one of the chairs in there, staring off into space.

I heard Mason retreat as I entered Justin’s room.

“I know it might be hard to talk about, but I need to know everything that happened between you and Sierra,” I told him as I made my way over to him. “I have a feeling she talked about it, and I’m hoping if it sounds familiar, my memories will return.”

Justin nodded and told me to sit down because it was a long story.
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“It started right after my graduation,” Justin told me once I sat down. “And it was almost overnight. She was quiet at first after the big fight that night you almost died, and I thought it was because of that. It shocked all of us, so I didn’t push her because it was a lot to process. If you remember, you, Carly and I were done two weeks earlier than everyone else that year, and I immediately left Foothills, and she asked to be alone anyway—” he sighed and closed his eyes before continuing.

He’d respected the fact that she wanted those weeks to study for her exams, and to process everything, so he joined our alliance officially to get underground missions, though he didn’t elaborate on what he was doing.

To ensure that no one found out what we were all doing, we were careful about what we revealed, but from the small tidbits he’d dropped over the years, I suspected he and Ernie were infiltrating the different wand wielders kingdoms to see if any immortals were working in any of the monarchs.

When he arrived back at Foothills to pick Sierra up, he went looking for her only to find her alone in the dorm she’d shared with Brianne and Hilda, sitting on her bed with none of her stuff packed and staring off into space. 

The other two had already left, as it was nearly nightfall. What he found the strangest was that she was sitting in the dark.

He worried it was still about me, but she told him that the shock was over, and she was fine, but she was snappish with him, which he’d never experienced from her before.

“We obviously fought at times. No couple is perfect, but I hadn’t done anything as far as I knew. Immediately, I worried someone had put a spell on her like Ellen’s grandmother had done to Ellen. That’s how Sierra was acting. She was so angry, and then she freaked out when I tried to help her pack what she wanted to take with her home for the summer, but she refused to say anything. So I took her to Mack’s after sending a message ahead so we could check her.”

He explained they did as many checks on her as possible and frequently the following days, but she had nothing on her. So Justin concluded that it must have been stress from the following year and the fact she was going into her final year. So he did his best to be compassionate, but things just got worse, especially once the new school year started.

“It took months, but we finally got it out of her that people from all eight realms were harassing her anonymously because they found out about our relationship—” I nodded, recalling that Carly had mentioned that. 

“I’ve always found it strange that they do it to her but not me,” Justin continued. “No one has ever given me a negative comment about it once Dad accepted we were together. It wasn’t just that; they knew how she and Carly were with you when you were growing up. I think Ernie said he told you about all that. I mean, all of our stories were all over the papers after that night, and you know, the media, they like to twist things, and many of them wrote ignorant things about Carly and Sierra, but again, for some reason, it was Sierra getting it the most. Carly was getting it, but Sierra had to keep getting new letterboxes. Ernie told you that people were sending her messages, but she got hundreds of letters daily. We kept telling her not to read them, but she did anyway. Plus, as you know, all the kids at school were harassing her, too.”

Justin explained they started burning the letters before she could read them, and for a while, she didn’t own a letterbox or faecomm because it was the only way for her to get peace, but she was yelling at everyone and pushing them all away, especially Justin, to the point he called the wedding off originally because she was so stressed and angry, but she had a meltdown about it.

“We almost cancelled again because I didn’t think we should have it on your birthday, but I’ve always struggled when she cries, and she was almost hysterical, which is why I ensured we asked for your permission. All she wanted was to start at Foothills as a married woman, and I thought it would help her mood, but she got even worse, and we were fighting non-stop. Then Yooper told us what happened when Jared died, and I couldn’t deal with her anymore. I’ve been blaming myself since we found out they may have taken you.”

I gazed at him feeling confused. How could it possibly be his fault?

“Because I left her,” Justin responded when I asked. “Not forever, mind you, but I was fed up with how she was treating me and everyone else by that point, especially since she wasn’t under a spell. I tried my hardest every day to make things work, but a person can only handle getting yelled at for so long. I told her I’d be back, but we needed a break for us to work, and she had the worst meltdown I’d seen yet, but I walked out anyway and ignored her, even days after. But then I learned from Ernie later that she attacked you, and a couple of days after that, she took you—though we obviously didn’t realize that until Scott’s arrest.”

I told him it wasn’t his fault. Knowing all that now, I understood why Sierra was upset, and I couldn’t understand what people got out of harassing someone, but I still believed she could have spoken up. 

We’d all become close over the years. We would have helped her out, and I was sure she knew that, but it still didn’t explain Isabella, Brenda, and Billy.

“Well, Isabella took it the hardest when Dad walked out on us,” Justin told me when I asked about Isabella. “I was a year old when he left us, so I was too young to remember him, and I’d been confused about who he was when he came back full-time. I was six when he returned, so I accepted him, but I don’t think I ever really bonded with him, and as I got older, I secretly resented the fact that I’d gone years wondering why I didn’t have a father when the other kids in my class did. Mom would tell us that he loved us, but she never elaborated. Isabella was his princess, though, from what I’ve learned. They did everything together, and she asked for him every single day. She’s never talked about it, but I truly think his absence affected her more than it did Kellen. It never affected Hilda because she was a newborn when he left—at least she’s never said otherwise.”

My thoughts went to my father, who wasn’t home yet, but something had been nagging at me for a while, and as Justin continued telling me of Isabella’s memories of our father before he left, I wondered if Dad had done something to my memories.

Most people I knew didn’t remember much before the age of three, but they all had some memories. I had none. Most of my memories started a year later. I didn’t even remember sleeping on the floor the way my sisters described I had. 

“I should hope he wouldn’t erase a toddlers memories,” Justin said when I brought this up, “but I might get Kellen to check. Dad can’t lie to him. Look, Dad may be an asshole for walking out on his kids, but…” and he trailed off, and I asked him to continue because I wanted to hear his thoughts on this.

“I think you blocked them out. After you arrived, we all looked into books about how to help kids who came from bad homes—we knew you felt unwanted, and Kellen and Hilda thought we should prove to you that it was Dad we were upset with, not you. Anyway, I remember reading that people, especially young children, subconsciously block out traumatic memories for their protection. I don’t think anyone touched your memories that time, but Amber, even though Carly erased your memories, I think there is a good chance that subconsciously, you could be blocking them, too. So be careful about trying to remember.” 

“I know, but Justin, whatever the immortals plan is, it’s worse than anything they’ve done so far. I don’t know what it is, but my instincts are telling me it’s bad, and I need to remember before they do it.”

Justin’s story helped me understand Sierra a bit more, but no new memories had surfaced, though I was sure I heard it all before, and not because Ernie or Carly had mentioned it. Sierra had as well, and she’d been bitter and angry as she did something to me while I lay in that bed.

My thoughts went to Hornora, whom I needed to talk to, but it was time we came to an agreement, and ended everything going on at Foothills. 

We all needed to be united, and the people who wanted to bully needed to accept that it was time for a change, and now. As long as he didn’t try to bribe me again, I’d work with him because our lives depended on it.

I also knew I couldn’t stay in this house. I was scared that one of them would come back for me. I was already dreading going back to Hilda’s room on my own, but I was too nervous to ask Justin because I was too old to be scared to walk down a hallway on my own. 

Lastly, I believed Foothills was the key to getting my memories back. It was where I’d spent most of the last five years, and as a school, it was one of the most magical areas around.

I turned to Justin to tell him my idea about Foothills, though I left out the part that I was scared to be here.

“I want to go tomorrow but don’t want everyone there. I feel like if too many of us go, Hornora will get defensive. I wouldn’t mind having Michael with me and Mason, too, but if I bring them, the other four will want to come, and then all you guys. I don’t blame any of you, but the three of us started this.”

And I needed to talk to Ellen’s brothers, too. I figured I could send them some letters, though, and then meet up with them before I talked to Hornora. They were the keys to ending the riot, which was still going strong, according to the others.

“They’re all smart enough to understand that, Amber. I know they’d like to go back, and Hornora has tried contacting them since. They ignore him, but I know Ben and Mason really want to go back.” 

I nodded before standing up, hesitating, I looked at him.

“Can you walk me back to Hilda’s room please?” I asked. “I’m scared, and I know it’s pathetic, but—”

“It’s not pathetic,” he interrupted, standing up too.

“I’m not five,” I responded.

“I think even someone Dad’s age would be scared after what happened to you. I saw your memory. I don’t think it’s pathetic at all, especially since you escaped when you weren’t supposed to. I doubt I’d even be able to sleep alone.” 

I was already dreading that prospect, and I knew my friends and Mason would stay with me that night, but I couldn’t ask them to every night, and I wasn’t going to ask Ellen to give up on her chance at her school. 

She’d said she’d gotten good grades for the first term because they’d done fieldwork, and she’d been able to pass a test she wouldn’t have at the start of the year.

It was something I’d have to work on, but it made me miss Jared more than ever. I never had to ask. He had always come to me first.

When we first learned that couples got away with sleeping next to each other at Foothills, he’d asked me first if he could stay with me, and eventually, we got to a point we never asked. 

Justin pulled me close to hug me once we were at his door and pulled away a bit but kept an arm around my shoulders as we headed back to Hilda’s room. I was glad he did because I couldn’t shake the feeling that I wasn’t safe in this house anymore.
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When I awoke the next day, it was to find my friends sleeping in various places in the room, while Ellen and Michael slept on either side of me. It took a few moments to convince myself I’d be safe to get out of the bed and even a bit longer to leave the room.

However, when I did leave, I found several of my brothers camping outside the room. 

After my near-death experience, I would have found this to be a bit excessive and suffocating. At the time, I got annoyed with Jared for hovering so much, but now I appreciated it and wished I hadn’t taken it for granted with him. I’d give anything to have him by my side at that moment.

What surprised me was to see Dad step around the corner near the stairs. He hurried down the hall, careful not to step on my brothers, and pulled me into a hug before beckoning me to follow him.

Once we were on the stairs, I asked about everyone sleeping in the hall. I was sure it was to guard me, so was there still danger?

“They chose to, by the looks of it. We found them all sleeping there last night, but Carly, Sierra, Isabella, Billy, and Brenda cannot step foot into this house. If they do, alarms will go off. Are you okay with telling me what happened, though?” He asked.

I waited until we were in the kitchen to say anything so we didn’t wake anyone. Gloria, my stepmom, who I saw as my mother too, was there, making breakfast, but she stopped for a moment to rush over to hug me and asked repeatedly if I was okay.

“You’re so pale. You look sick. Are you sure you’re okay?” She asked, and I nodded. Though I felt slightly dizzy, I sat down.

“I’m sorry we didn’t get home sooner. We didn’t get the letters that you were back until well after midnight,” Dad told me. “We couldn’t do much for Scott because they want to ensure Carly is truly lying. She’s your sister; you’re an adult, so they need to prove they took you. They do find it suspicious because you never responded, but you could have also been avoiding us, as Carly and Sierra both said.”

“I still don’t understand why any of them would do this,” Mom said.

“I don’t remember much,” I said apologetically before launching into what I could remember and everything we’d discussed the night before, including going to Foothills later that day.

“I hope things do work out for you to go back to school, but honey, this house is very safe,” Mom told me. “None of them can even get a mile near the property without us getting alerted. We put up spells last night, and so did the enforcement officers. Unfortunately, they’re going to want your statement, but they’ll give you some time to settle in. We’ll ensure they understand your memories have been tampered with.”

Dad sat down and gazed at me a little sternly, and I couldn’t understand why at first. Was it to lecture me for not being more careful? 

“Justin told me the other night you asked everyone to keep what Sierra said to you from me. I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me. You know I want you here, right?” He asked.

“No,” I immediately responded, not having the energy to lie about it anymore.

Even after he’d hugged me and accepted me as his daughter when I first arrived five years ago, I’d never stopped worrying it was out of obligation because his family told him off for it. Gloria had shown me more love than he had, which was why I could call her Mom.

“But I thought we resolved this when you first came,” he stated, and I shook my head.

“You told me to go away and only stopped being rude to me after Mom and the others told you off. Then when Sierra and Carly showed up—two people who made me feel like crap most of my life, I might add, you accepted them right away with no hesitation, and they’re not your kids. I’m glad they had a safe place to go, but I am your real daughter, not them, and while Justin tells me he doubts you would, I worry that you erased my memories to make me forget you so I wouldn’t find you given your reaction when I showed up. I’ve always felt like you’ve wanted Sierra and Carly more, even if you made my room for me.”

I closed my eyes and sighed, trying hard not to cry again. I was tired of crying, but it also felt good to tell him my thoughts. It hadn’t been easy to articulate my thoughts years ago, but I also worried about making him feel bad. 

However, after whatever happened to me with my siblings, including Isabella, who had yelled at Dad for rejecting me, I couldn’t hold back anymore.

“I guess Ben was right after all when he yelled at me that night when you nearly died,” I heard Dad murmur, but I didn’t know what he was talking about.

“You’d better not have erased her memories,” Gloria shouted, causing me to open my eyes again.

“Of course, I didn’t. I don’t even know that spell; it’s not one they teach in school, and I’ve never needed it, but she was three! That would be a huge thing to make her forget!” Dad protested before looking at me. “Even if I’d wanted to, I wouldn’t have, but there wasn’t enough time. Bernice went nuts when I told her I was leaving her. It was just enough time for me to get out of there with the belongings I could. I had to sneak in later to get anything else I wanted when none of you were home. Why do you think that, anyway?” 

“Because I have no memories from before I turned four. I didn’t remember you at all, but Ellen has memories of when Timmy was born and several others. She was three when he was born. Jared often spoke of his memories, and so do the others. Justin said Isabella always remembered you, and she was three when you left, just like I was three. I just don’t understand why I don’t remember anything when others do. It’s like life started for me when I was four.”

“I suppose we should look into that,” Dad said before looking at Gloria, who came over, bent down and hugged me. 

“Look, Amber,” Dad continued. “I’m sorry you felt that way when I accepted your sisters. I felt horrible for turning you away, so I didn’t want to do it to them as well. I thought you understood that. I never planned to have them live here until Sierra turned up with that black eye. I just planned to send them money so they could get out as soon as they could. I couldn’t send them back to that, though. It was you I wanted.”

I didn’t say anything to that because I could see he was sincere, but I was going to struggle knowing for sure if he loved me completely for a long time. 

It wasn’t easy to shake it when I’d been worried about it for so long. If he had just accepted me right away, it would be different. Not many people understood that not even Jared had, and I was sure Dad still didn’t fully get it.

“We will see if that’s the case with your memories from when you were little,” Gloria told me. “But it’s possible you blocked all that out, too, as Justin said last night. You went through too much trauma as a toddler. Perhaps even Madeline can check, and we also have something similar to hypnosis here. But let’s wait on retrieving memories from when you were little because you’ve been forced to forget whatever your siblings and Brenda did to you.”

I nodded, accepting that. Gloria and Justin likely had a point, as Carly had ensured she returned all our memories after Mrs. Carling had erased them. 

Michael even got memories back from when he first started camp. If someone had tampered with my memories back then, they would have come back.

The others slowly trickled down the stairs after a while, though Mason was a little panicked to wake up with me gone.

After we ate, Mason, Michael, and I went to the school. Thankfully, most people agreed that it was best if just a few of us went to talk to Hornora.

I sent a letter to Ellen’s brothers to meet us near Hornoras office and asked them to see if they could ensure the hall was clear. I didn’t feel like dealing with all the people who’d want to ask questions.

Mason was convinced the wards would still allow us to teleport directly into the school, and he wasn’t wrong. 

“Denver said our dorms are still ours, and they’re locked to any outsiders. Apparently, some people did try to take yours, but it was warded against anyone but you or Ellen to go in,” Michael told me.

I still couldn’t believe that at some point, Denver and Michael had become friends when Michael always vowed to hate him, but something had happened to bring them closer. 

Michael had said he’d fill me in on it more later, so the most he’d say was Denver had grown on him.

When we arrived, it was thankfully to find the corridor mostly empty, but the disgusting smell of rotten eggs told me why. 

I didn’t even know we had stink bombs here, but Timmy revealed a few minutes later that they’d let off a bunch of stink bombs from the Mortal Realm all over the first floor.

“You’re not worried about getting caught?” Mason asked, amazed.

“It won’t work if they punish us,” Timmy said. “Hornora has lost control of this school, and the teachers are all fighting with each other, so we get away with everything now.”

“That needs to stop now,” I told him. “Listen, boys, what you did here is awesome. I’m not against it and would have joined in if I was here. I guess I’m not the best role model, but I don’t care. We have to stop fighting each other and unite. I’m going to see what I can do to convince Hornora, but everyone has to be open to listening. I need you to do something about it right now. We can’t have an assembly where everyone is going to riot. You guys started this, so you need to convince everyone to listen to you now. If he continues to be an ass, continue, but if he’s willing to make a change, we have to let him address the school without people doing whatever they’ve been doing.”

Timmy and Jerry exchanged looks before looking back at me.

“You think they’ll listen to us, though?” Jerry asked.

“Honestly, maybe not, but it won’t hurt to try,” I answered. “I know everyone would want to participate in a food fight. I think even Brenda—” I paused for a moment, wishing I hadn’t thought of her because it just brought the pain of betrayal back.

“You guys got people to listen,” Mason continued. “You can do it again. Just let them know Amber and Michael are here trying to figure things out with Hornora, and tell them if they’re calling for an assembly, it’s probably a good thing.”

“What about the people who want the bullying to stay?” Timmy asked. “It’s split evenly even between the teachers. The teachers are involved in this, too, not just the students! It’s why this has been going on for so long.”

“Well, tell those teachers who want the bullying to remain to get their students under control because this is much bigger than this fight they’re having,” Michael said. “Emphasize that we need to be reunited. I’m sure they can all shut up for a little while to listen.”

“Tell those teachers something happened to me, and I’m trying to remember, but the plan the immortals have is big and cannot happen!” I added.

Timmy and Jerry nodded, though both were still uncertain if it would work. We all knew things couldn’t completely change overnight, but if they could at least put a stop to the booing and kids bullying others, it would be a step in the right direction.

They needed to revamp Fight Club more so that all the fighting was there. I had a lot of built-up aggression in me at that moment, as most fae did, and it could get to be too much with no release, but I was sure I could ask either Mason or Michael to fight me, and they would.

I just wasn’t sure how to get through to a grown man so intent on getting kids to bully so they’d fight that he would bribe us.

As we made our way to Hornoras office, Charlene stepped out and then smiled at us. She greeted us enthusiastically before gazing at me and asking if I was okay because Sam had told her. I told her I was.

“My father is talking to Hornora, Yooper, Hemperson and the two other head teachers,” she responded. “Sam told my dad everything, too.”

“That could work in our favour,” Mason said.

“He’s ignored my dad so far, so I’m not sure. They kicked me out when things got heated just now,” Charlene responded.

“We should go in, then, and I know you’re against using your powers right now, but I may need you as a last resort,” I told her. “I don’t want you to force him to do anything he doesn’t want to do besides listen to me. Nothing needs to get heated, but you know what he’s like. It needs to be his decision to make a change, but—”

“Sure,” Charlene interrupted. “I was tempted earlier but didn’t. I’m not going to stop using my powers. I just need to be careful.”

“I still don’t blame you for that, you know,” I told her.

“But I blame myself,” she stated firmly. “And as soon as my father lets me, I’m addressing the public. He wants me to get an education in peace first because he’s scared of the backlash I’ll get. I’m fine with getting a tutor, but my parents want me to socialize with other people my age. I disagree, but I don’t want to stress him out.” 

I went to the door to open it, but when I tried, I found it locked, so Michael came over to help. 

When we entered, it was to find them all shouting at each other, and given the different types of elements surrounding us and the wet floor, I assumed there had been some kind of elemental fight. 

“Please, can you all just sit down so we can talk,” I said, doing my best to dry the floor so no one slipped.

“Get out,” Hornora snapped at me, though the others all listened and sat down.

Mrs. Hemperson had weeds growing in her hair, which she immediately worked on getting rid of. The others began straightening themselves up as well.

King Logan seemed to have gotten the worst of it. He was drenched, and there were vines growing around his ankles, which were caked in mud. 

“You seriously attacked the king?” I asked, taking it all in. “Is that even allowed?”

“I may have started it,” King Logan responded.

“What happened in here?” Mason asked.

“Just a little disagreement,” Yooper responded. “You okay, Amber? Did your sisters really kidnap you?”

I nodded and told them that’s why I was there. Although, deep down, I was still hoping they were doing it against their will. It just didn’t make sense why they’d want to do that. Even if it was because everyone bugged Sierra and Carly, it didn’t explain Brenda. 

Why would she be okay with Carly getting Scott sent to jail? He was her brother.

“We don’t have time for this—” Hornora began.

“Sit down and listen to what she has to say!” Charlene commanded through gritted teeth. “All of you!”

It was always interesting to see people react to her commands when it worked. Many times, it didn’t, but that day, even her father, Mason, and Michael listened and repeated that they would sit down and listen or some variation of it.

Hornora let out a loud sigh of frustration after he sat down.

“We need to make a change right now,” I said before launching into what happened again, hoping he’d finally see sense, knowing that I might know the plan and everyone against the immortals needed to work together.

“We have to be careful about telling so many people that you know the plan, though. They could make a new one,” Yooper spoke up.

I’d thought about that already. But I didn’t think it mattered if everyone knew. The immortals hadn’t cared about killing people. They’d keep going with it because they could get it to work, even if we knew each step of it. 

Now that everything was in the open, they’d stopped caring about being discreet. I was hoping they’d get desperate enough to fail the way Ellen’s grandmother had. She’d given herself away in the end.

“But what do you think it could be, dear?” Hemperson asked, who’d rid herself of all the weeds, but I shook my head.

“Just something they’ll succeed with if we don’t reunite and help each other,” I answered. “Madeline told me to expect it to take time, and I’d like to do that here because of the magic and the familiarity, but not if the bullying bullshit doesn’t stop or if JS Year Ones with fewer than three elements are kicked out, or if my voice isn’t heard as a Head Student! If I have that spot, my authority should matter! First, we need to get the students to stop!”

“Amber, let’s not get started on the separation of the elements. The school will be very overcrowded soon, so we must do this,” Hornora responded. “I’m willing to work with you because they’ll listen to you and Michael, but you have to know the kids who want to bully won’t stop at first! Change requires time as well, and it’s easier just to let things happen for now-”

“No! I reject that idea!” I said. “And it really isn’t necessary to split the elements! Just give kids the option to choose which school they want. Give people incentives to choose the new school instead of making it feel like a rejection school! Most colleges and universities in the Mortal Realm have something that makes people choose one over the other.”

“We’ve been telling him that for years,” Mrs. Hemperson said. “I’ve always thought since Foothills is so focused on sports, the new school could focus on the magical arts more.”

“Or secondary powers,” Michael said. “No offence, but the dragon classes here are shit. I’ve learned more in the short time I’ve been at my school than I ever did here. I didn’t know dragons could become invisible in their form until two months ago! Twelve-year-olds at Wyrm Academy are learning that! I should have been taught that years ago. All you need to do is make the schools different, but in a way people will want to choose.”

“You all realize the rest of the Fae Realm will not get on board?” Mr. Hornora asked. “This isn’t about me wanting kids to bully, which I really don’t anyway. I’m just doing my job. I’m pressured daily by the school board and the rest to encourage it because we all have that aggression. This isn’t the Mortal Realm, but even in that realm, people resist change when they’re used to things going a certain way!”

“But people have changed from fifty years ago,” Yooper told him. “Things that were acceptable fifty years ago or more aren’t now. It can happen! You know their history and many of the terrible things they did. You used to teach their history.”

“Foothills can be the one that changes things,” I said. “And so can the other school. I mean, if you’re so hell-bent on keeping the bullying here, tell people the other school is zero-tolerance bullying. I guarantee half of this school’s population will leave. Although, I hope you don’t actually do it that way,” I added quickly, hoping I wasn’t giving him ideas.

Considering the way he had been acting lately, it was something I could see him doing. It’d be an interesting experiment, but not one we needed to do.

He didn’t respond at first, which made me worry more that he was considering it, and Mason must have thought the same.

“You’re not actually thinking about it?” He asked.

“I don’t know,” Hornora answered. “The school is evenly divided, it could be the simple solution—”

“No! I wasn’t serious!” I exclaimed. “You know, if Jerry can rally the whole school when he’s just thirteen, you can stand up to the school board. They’re going to kick you out if you don’t get things under control, and soon. They’re having a meeting in a week to discuss it. You might as well go down fighting on the right side. Do you want to be remembered as the one who let this continue or as someone who helped change the Fae Realm? Other schools will probably follow suit. Kids are already wanting to start riots at their schools because the news about what’s happening is spreading around Acerterra. I bet it’s only a matter of time. Sandy Fae Academy nearly had one last week.”

“Wait, how do you know about all of that?” Yooper asked curiously.

“I don’t know. I think Brenda mentioned—” and I stopped as more of the memory returned to me.

She’d told me that Hornoras days at Foothills were numbered. They’d kept threatening it, but secretly, the school board was working on a huge meeting with government officials and King Logan and his wife to get Hornora out because things were getting worse. 

Parents were fighting each other all the time, and it had caused a huge elemental fight between the school board and the parents during a meeting.

I believed she’d just told me a few days before I left because she told me that everyone knew about Carly and Sierra allegedly taking me and Carly framing Scott with Ellen’s lie.

“Funny thing is, it was me who did it, but they think it was her. Carly struggled to do it, but we had no choice,” Brenda had said.

“Wait, what do you mean?” I’d asked. “Carly said she did it.”

“If Fergus ever talks to you later, you’ll need to tell him it was her. I went in disguised as her. We needed Scott out of the way, and Ellen delivered us a way to do it on a silver platter. We spent last summer trying to figure out how because Fergus thinks Scott can stop it somehow. He hasn’t elaborated on how. Everyone has to think it was Carly who did it, though,” Brenda had explained before turning to a light grey laptop she’d had and began typing on it. “I don’t feel bad about that, but I do feel bad about poor Michael’s parents. I didn’t like setting people on fire, but it had to be someone allowed at your place, and everyone else was too squeamish.”

It faded before I could see more into it, but I gripped the wood arms of the chair tightly as I took the news in. I could hear Mason and Michael calling my name, and I snapped out of it.

“Did you remember something?” Mason asked.

I nodded and quickly explained everything I’d seen. Michael’s face paled, and he leaned forward, putting his face in his hands.

“Is what she says true about the meeting?” Hornora asked King Logan, who nodded before speaking.

“That’s why I came here to help, but you got defensive immediately. Other than what’s happening now, I’ve always respected you because your heart is in the right place most of the time. But you’re wrong right now, and I’m afraid I need to step in… unless you do something about it today. And I’m stepping in regarding the new school, too. You’re not going to reject the kids with one or two elements. My other daughter only has two, which would mean she won’t be able to come here for her last year! If she was just starting, she wouldn’t be able to come at all!”

“I thought it started with the new JS Year Ones,” Michael spoke up. “Are you saying the older kids will get kicked out, too?”

“Yes,” King Logan answered. “Hornora and the school board have signed off on it to accept exchange students in their place. So someone who has been here for six years will have to leave for their last year.”

“That is even more fucked up!” Mason exclaimed. “Dude, why are you so eager to make kids feel terrible about themselves?” He asked Hornora. “Why should someone feel ashamed of themselves for having one element?”

“I’m not eager for it. I don’t have a choice—” Hornora spoke up, but Yooper interrupted and told him that he did.

“Amber isn’t wrong. You’re about to lose your job. I’ll speak on your behalf if you stop this now, but try to think of which side you want to be on,” King Logan added. “Because if you get fired, you’ll be remembered for the reason why.”

Hornora sighed and swore under his breath, but his shoulders slumped forward, so I knew he would give in. It bothered me it took so long for him to accept. He’d said he was against the bullying, so why not be eager to help? Why when he was about to lose his job?

“But how are we going to have a meeting with the students right away?” He asked. “I really don’t feel like dealing with another food fight. They’ll probably listen if they see Michael and Amber, but we won’t get them to calm down immediately.”

“Timmy and Jerry and their friends are going around telling people to be open-minded and listen,” I informed him. “I can’t promise there won’t be one, but I’m sure we can figure out a way for you to say the right words.”

“Then you won’t get another pie to the face,” Mason chuckled.

“Fine, but I’m telling you. It’s not going to change overnight. It is going to take time,” Hornora said. “When people are set in their ways, they resist change.”

“And you’re one of them, but now you’re showing you’re open to change,” Michael told him. 

“I can help you with a speech or do it for you,” King Logan told Hornora. “And I’m not afraid to throw food back if they attack me.”

I didn’t ask, but I wondered how it’d look for the king to get involved in a food fight. It would be funny, but in the Mortal Realm, people wouldn’t want our prime minister to throw food at people.
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Given what we’d heard the school was like recently, we all worried it would be intense, so magic was applied to any food that was in there before the students even entered.

When they all arrived, I saw Hornora and all the other teachers stiffen up and prepare to defend themselves, but Timmy and Jerry must have gotten through to everyone because they all filed in quietly and took seats around the room. Most were expressionless, so I couldn’t tell if they were pleased or angry.

I noted that people still didn’t sit at our usual table. It felt strange to be back, and I missed it more than I realized. I already felt like more of my memories could return.

Hornora called everyone’s attention and announced that, as of that moment, there would be no more tolerance for bullying, and several people booed. Charlene was ready to step in if she had to.

However, Hornora must have found himself. 

“SILENCE!” He shouted. “It ends today, or you can leave, and your parents, who are sponsors, can take their money and go! It is over! We are having a war against the first magical people who plan to destroy us all! You saw what they did to our school! If you’re so keen on fighting for us to keep the bullying up instead of fighting the immortals, this isn’t the school for you! We will not tolerate this anymore, and that goes for any staff members! Leave by the end of the week if you don’t like the new rules!”

That didn’t sit well with most of them, though, and they wanted to know where he was getting his information from since no one knew anything about the immortals or what they were up to.

I didn’t want to do this, but none of them had heard about what happened to me yet, though I knew the news was spreading. 

I stepped forward, shaking in my shoes, and told them he got his information from me and explained everything before I could freak out, knowing that a room of over a thousand people was watching me. People who had been rioting for weeks and would most certainly attack me.

The room fell silent, but I sensed some skepticism still, and Michael stepped forward to tell them what happened when we all fought on the beach and what Fergus had said to Ben and me.

“But how do we let our aggression out if we aren’t mad at someone?! Besides, Fight Club can be limited! We can’t always get spots!” A girl shouted out.

Mason rolled his eyes and told her they could just choose someone to fight with, and if they were mad at someone, they could have it out then. Most teachers ignored fights in the halls if it was with elements.

“Why do you think you have to piss someone off to make them fight you?” He asked her. “I can fight every day if I had the choice, and it’s not from anger. It’s just fun.”

She didn’t have an answer, and no one else said anything. 

“Foothills is changing today, and other schools may soon follow suit. They’ve also wanted to start rioting but have held off,” Hornora called out. “If you don’t like it, you know where the door is. If you all start rioting against the new rules, you’ll be expelled, and your parents won’t get refunds.”

“My dad is on the school board. They’re looking to kick you out,” the girl who Mason had spoken to told Hornora. “Go ahead and expel half the student body. There’s a reason why you haven’t before today. You know you’ll get canned. You had to bring King Logan, Amber, and Michael in to help you! I’m surprised you didn’t get Charlene to coerce us. We’re not worried. I’ll leave now. The rioting was just fun for me since I couldn’t get in trouble, but I don’t need to keep it going.”

And she got up and walked toward the exit. It seemed to be what the others needed. Dozens of other students left, and at least five teachers followed. I stared after them, shocked. 

I’d thought it was an exaggeration when they said teachers were involved. 

Most people stayed behind, even some of the ones who had booed at first, but at least a hundred people had to have left.

“If you’ve remained, you’re agreeing to the new changes!” King Logan called out. “Even if the board votes Mr. Hornora out! Today is the start to a new era, not just for Foothills, but the rest of Acerterra! It’s time for a change, and I admit I’ve been stuck in the old ways for too long, too, but if a thirteen-year-old can fight against the system, then I most certainly can make that change. Find another way to get your aggression out. I have a battle room myself.”

He didn’t linger and walked out after telling us he was calling for a school board meeting, though Charlene stayed with us. 

Hornora dismissed everyone moments later but asked us and Yooper to remain. Once the room was empty, Hornora surprised us by thanking us, and shook each of our hands.

“You can all return today or whenever,” he said. “Pending a test, I don’t believe you’ll be too far behind your classmates since you’ve had a tutor. We’ll do what we can to help you, Amber. If you need quiet time to remember, we’ll grant you that. I’m going to go see what wards we can put into place to ensure none of the people who took you can get in. Foothills should be safe, but we thought that it was before, and the enemies got in. Let Yooper know when you plan to start, but you’re official students again as of today.”

He walked off as well, and no one said a word at first until we were sure he was gone.

“Do you think it will be this easy?” Mason asked.

“You haven’t been here, Mason,” Yooper said. “Most people wanted it to end, but neither side wanted to give up. They knew one side would end up winning. It won’t change immediately if that’s what you mean. Kids will still try to bully, and it will be up to us to stop it. You have to remember, they were raised like that. But if you, Amber, and Ben take your place as Head Students again—we desperately need some, you’ll have all the authority you need, and so will anyone else who takes it. I won’t let Hornora step in if he tries.”

“All of the Head Students quit on you, didn’t they?” Mason asked Mr. Yooper.

“Yes, within a week after you left and the riots started. We have no Head Students at all. Even Tara Crets quit. So, yes, we need more, and we’ll give you incentives because we know it’s going to be hard for you. As the years go on, students will accept it, but just because people agree today, it doesn’t mean people won’t rebel. I’m just hoping they’ll be smarter than that.”

Since it was a Thursday, Mason and I told Yooper we’d return Sunday night, and likely Ben would as well.

When we got back to my place, everyone was waiting for us, including many of the Hoofers. I wasn’t looking forward to the news we had to deliver to them. 

Mason and Michael had volunteered to tell them for me, but I’d decided to do it since it was my memory.

We told them the good news first but explained that Yooper expected there to be trouble still and not to expect a completely different school on Monday.

“Slow change is better than no change,” Michael said when a few of them complained. “People who are set in their ways can’t be expected to change right away, but they will. Hopefully, though, years from now, people will look at it all with embarrassment.”

“So what else is wrong?” Ben asked me, and I was surprised he’d sensed it.

I had to thank him later. I was still surprised he’d yelled at Dad on my behalf. No one had ever told me that he’d done that, and I needed to hear his side of it.

I quickly explained everything I’d seen in my memory.

As expected, they got upset. Barry punched a hole in the kitchen wall, but was immediately ashamed of it, and worked on fixing it again. Sebastian, the eldest Hoofer sibling, ran from the room while Mrs. Hoofer burst into tears.

They ended up leaving shortly after to see if they could get a response from Brenda. They hadn’t said anything to her about me being back because they were hoping she’d show up. 

I’d escaped, and they would have noticed by now. Since Carly had erased my memories, they likely hoped I’d forgotten everything, even who was there.

It still made me wonder what they’d planned to do with me. Maybe they had intended to send me home but with my memories replaced. 

My family was hoping Billy or Isabella would try to show up because they didn’t know about the alert spells, and only Carly and Sierra were the people of interest officially to the public. 

It would change soon enough, but we were hoping one of them would show up so we could catch them and get answers. Isabella often showed up every other weekend, and she was due that weekend. It was all we could hope for.
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Yooper was right, things certainly didn’t change right away, and my first few weeks back at the school were spent trying to get the bullies to back off, and many kids were expelled the first week.

Hornora worked on implementing a change to Fight Club so people could fight all the time without signing up, and another much larger area was getting built so that people could always secure a spot no matter what.

It helped, especially with them opening the grounds for people to fight in if the beach rooms were full, though that was rare since both were much bigger than the last ones had been. They’d expanded the school when they rebuilt it, so it had ample room for more portal rooms without them failing.

Mason proposed making it more fun for us, but also to prepare people in case they had to fight by letting us have huge fake battles in the corridors sometimes, too, to the teachers who were iffy about the idea at first but okayed it in the end as an experiment.

“It’s no different from the obstacle courses if you think about it,” he’d pointed out. “Do you know how much those courses helped me have quicker reflexes? You want people to fight, so let’s find ways to make it more fun! Besides, if we fight the immortals again, it’s not guaranteed to always be an open space.”

However, they shot down Hank’s idea to have it in the dark. 

“For people so intent on making us bully each other for years to get into a fight, they’ve suddenly gotten uptight about safety,” he’d complained. “Suddenly running around the corridors in the dark is worse? I’m a vampire.”

Ben believed it was because, once again, Hornora was on probation. King Logan had managed to convince them to let him stay. Hornora was furious about the probation.

Yooper had told him it was the best he could expect, and Hornora had told him to stay out of his office for a while.

Mason’s plan to make the fights more fun so people weren’t so keen on angering each other started to work after a while. People still made crude comments, but Yooper soon found that not allowing them to fight in the halls for fun worked as punishment just as well as kitchen duty did.

The younger kids loved running around in the forest to fight each other, so telling them they couldn’t do it was more effective than grounding them in their dorm for a weekend.

All demerits points had been reset to zero because almost all the students had over a thousand, so they were pointless to have. However, the teachers kept track of the biggest troublemakers, especially the ones keen on bullying.

The teachers who had walked out returned, but they were on probation as well. Ben told us it was because teachers weren’t keen on working here at the moment until they knew things had calmed down.

There was still no word from any of my siblings or Brenda. They must have been scared that I remembered everything because Isabella didn’t show up, and Billy’s father couldn’t find him, so they must have been hiding somewhere. Brenda had ignored all messages from her family.

Ben was getting frustrated because Scott was still locked up. The Fae Enforcers were taking their sweet time despite seeing my memories with their telepathic and Ellen’s. She’d given a statement more than once and even begged them to let him out, but they weren’t budging.

So Ben spent a good amount of time reading law books between studying medical books and our school work. 

We weren’t too far behind because of the tutor, so we were able to jump back in right away. However, from what the teachers told us, it was because not much teaching had been done anyway.

It was nice to have a real distraction, though. The more work I was given, the less I could obsess about why they took me or what they took from me. 

Before that, I’d missed Jared daily, but I’d slowly been accepting his death. Now, I felt like it had happened again, and it felt harder to come back from it, even if I didn’t lie in my bed over it again.

I pushed myself instead and even helped the intermediate and junior cheerleaders when I could if I felt I had too much time on my hands.

As the weeks went by, my memories slowly trickled in, but it was mainly just harsh words from all five of them. 

I couldn’t believe how horrible they’d been while I was with them, and they were all so eager to show me they weren’t doing it against their will as if knowing the entire time I was there, I kept hoping it was fake.

No matter how much I tried to look at it, though, or Madeline did when I went to her to see if she saw anything that contradicted what they said, we couldn’t find any evidence that it was fake.

Many people went through the letters they sent to see if there were hidden messages in them, but each and everyone was tested, and nothing was found.

Ben often sat at night worrying if they’d missed signs with Brenda.

“I don’t think you guys are helping yourselves by obsessing about it,” Hank told us one night in my dorm.

He was sitting on Ellen’s bed, which had become Mason’s for the year since he refused to let me sleep alone in there at night. Since we were all Head Students we could only rat on ourselves. Yooper had gone back to doing the final bed check, but he’d never cared. 

So Ben and Hank often stayed the night, too. Neither were keen on staying in their dorms alone. I knew they could sleep in Ben’s, so I figured they were scared that Foothills wasn’t safe enough. Hank hadn’t returned to his dorm since Jared’s death since Stan wasn’t there.

I didn’t mind, however. I hated to admit it, but their betrayal had shaken me. I’d thought I was safe in my room, but I hadn’t been. 

“It’s kind of hard not to,” Ben said. “Until Amber gets all her memories back, it’s going to be hard for me to accept Brenda did all this without outside influence. Look how blindly we believed Ellen took Charlene, and we’d all been wrong. Why would they just join the immortals? What promises were made?”

I opened my bag, which was full of letters I’d dumped in from my letterbox when the others had been trying to contact me. I hadn’t had the chance to read through them, but I began organizing them by person so I could as I listened to them discuss it.

“It can’t be money or power,” Mason spoke up. “I’ve been thinking about it and can’t see it being that. It has to be something they don’t or can’t normally have.”

“Maybe Fergus has them convinced they’re doing it on their free will,” Hank said. “Were just learning that the sorcerers have potions for almost everything. A potion wouldn’t catch that because they think it’s true.”

“Dad doesn’t think it’s that, unfortunately,” Ben said.

Opening one of the letters, I found it was the one Ben had sent me at the cabin in Grand Bend. He’d wanted to tell me about an interesting potion he’d read up on from the Sorcerers Realm but hadn’t had the chance, so he sent it instead.

I’d dismissed it at the time for Carly’s letter, but I read through it absent-minded as I tried to think of a theory for why they were doing this. However, as I read through it, I gasped as everything came back to me.

All of it flooded back, including what we were wondering, what the plan was, and what they took from me. Why would they do such a cruel thing to me? The tears streamed down my cheeks before I could stop them.

“Amber? You okay?” Mason asked, noticing.

“My memories are back. I know everything,” I told him through my sobs.
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It took a long time for me to get it out as the memories continued to flood back in. I sat shaking while Mason hugged me as I lived through it again. 

Ben gripped my hand tightly, and I felt our connection come back in full force, and he grimaced as he felt my pain, too.

“I’ll go get Yooper and Hornora,” Hank said getting up. “They can alert everyone else.”

I barely noticed as he raced out. Since he was a vampire, he could move fast. I closed my eyes as a memory of me being alone with Sierra surfaced. She was holding up a vial with dark thick yellow liquid in it, telling me to drink it.

“I can just get Carly to force you,” she told me.

“Don’t do this! It can’t be natural or healthy!” I exclaimed.

“It is, and I will give you books on the subject for you to read about it, Amber. Mack told us about it when Justin and I were discussing when we’d have kids. They take it all the time in the Sorcerer’s Realm in case they need to speed up the pregnancies in times of emergency. By the time the baby is born, it’s out of it’s system, and it grows at a normal rate.”

“This isn’t an emergency!” I snarled.

But Sierra didn’t care. Somehow, Fergus had sensed I was pregnant, and since it was Jared’s child, he wanted it since Jared was gone. 

He was sure the baby would have Jared’s powers, and Fergus was sure he could force them to manifest early.

Now they were trying to give me a potion to speed the pregnancy up since I was only almost four months. 

I tried my hardest to fight them off when Sierra called for Carly, and a few times, my powers almost came back, but in the end, with four of them holding me down and Carly forcing it down my throat, I had no choice.

They left me alone for a good portion of the time, and I tried to force my powers to come back so I could leave, especially with the alarming rate my belly was growing.

“Why would you do this to your own sister!?” I screamed at Carly one day. “Do you hate me that much?”

“I don’t hate you. I never have. It’s for the best, Amber. You shouldn’t be a single mother at your age anyway,” she replied. “Look, if you want that baby to survive, it’s a sacrifice you must make!”

“What did he promise you?” I demanded. “What could he give you to make you switch sides and try to steal my baby!”

“It wasn’t Fergus who made the deal, but he is the one we are working for with the other immortals. He is the one we have to report to about all this. We didn’t exactly trust him to make that kind of deal with him, even if he can’t back out on it. But the one we did make the deal with is someone we know will keep their promises to us.”

Carly didn’t elaborate, which angered me, and I felt my powers come back, so using all my strength, I caught her in the thickest vines I could make and worked on tying her up before getting out of the bed, which I’d been magically trapped in, but my adrenaline pushed me.

“Help! She’s escaping!” Carly screamed.

I quickly tried to teleport, but Sierra burst into the room and attacked me with her light magic and the others followed in close behind, and they had me back in the bed, powerless. I started to scream, but they silenced me.

“What happened?” Sierra asked.

“She just got angry for no reason!” Carly stated, which fuelled my anger enough to get my voice back.

“No reason? You’re taking my baby and you won’t tell me why or what they are planning!”

“Well, I was going to before you flipped out and attacked me,” Carly responded. “Amber, they’re going to sacrifice as many descendants as possible to turn everything back into one realm. They’ve decided it’s too hard to rule eight, so they’re going to sacrifice the descendant’s magic and lives and use blood magic. If they do that, it will kill most of the populations off in each realm. They plan to save two billion people all together for the new one. Some will be mortals, and the rest will be magical people from each realm. Anyone who helps them will be spared. We were told if we helped, we will be part of the two billion who are allowed to live.”

I stared at her, shaking. So they were all doing this to save themselves? They were descendants, too. I pointed that out, but Sierra told me that not all descendants had to die. They would let anyone who helped out live.

“Well, why wouldn’t I?” Sierra shouted back when I yelled at her for being so selfish. It wasn’t just descendants they were killing, but almost everyone! “What has the Fae Realm done for me? Or the mortal one? Everyone turned on me first, including my own family. I thought I got my happily ever after, but people randomly sent me awful messages. Everything I had or loved was taken from me. Justin doesn’t love me anymore because of you. He left me! I lost my dream job because of you! Everyone is harassing me and wants to hurt me, because of your childhood, so go fuck yourself, Amber. I’m sorry about Jared, but that’s it. I’m not sorry about any of this, including taking the baby.”

“And so you’re okay with sacrificing a baby?” I demanded. “Your niece or nephew.”

“This child won’t be sacrificed. Jared wouldn’t have been either. They need the blood for it all to work, and they’ll wait until the child is bigger to force its magic to come early. The child will live to see the new world with different parents. They will be marked to live the moment we take them from you.”

“I don’t think so!” I shouted.

But no matter how much I fought and nearly got my magic back, they kept taking me down, and the bigger I grew, the harder it was to move fast when I managed to get off the bed.

They never let me be alone either, taking it on turns for guard duty until the day finally came, and they discussed what they were going to do.

“She’ll keep fighting us, even once the baby is out,” Sierra said.

“So just erase her memories, Carly,” Isabella said, who had told me she was doing this because she resented me for showing up, and so did Justin, Hilda, and Kellen. They just felt sorry for me because I’d looked so pathetic that day I arrived on their doorstep.

“It’s not that simple,” Carly responded. “She’ll notice her body is different. She won’t just go back to her old self right away. Plus, she’s going to be in pain.”

“We can just use spells,” Brenda suggested. “My parents hid Ellen’s mother’s pregnancy when she was about to have Sally, from their other kids until they were ready to tell them. We can just hide it, and make her think she wants to work out until she’s close to her old body. By then, she’ll be used to it. She’ll be bored here anyway. We can do something about the pain, too.”

I tried to fight it again, but with them all there, even when my magic came back, they had it shut off right away, and I tried my hardest to get away, even when the contractions started, and the pain and anger helped bring my magic along to the point I could attack them with my elements.

A huge rain and wind storm erupted into the room as I fought against them. It didn’t deter them, though I did manage to give Billy a good kick in his face. 

I pleaded with them to at least let me hold him once I gave birth, which, thankfully, they did. With a baby so new, it was hard to say who he looked more like, but he was born with a head full of Jared’s thick black hair, and I hoped he’d look like his father more than anything. I thought he had Jared’s nose and mouth, at least.

I stared at him and checked over his hands and feet, counting his fingers and toes though I could see he had ten of each, as I thought of a boy name Jared once said he liked. 

We’d never really discussed kids much, but sometimes we did for fun. He’d said if we ever got to that point, he’d always liked the names Owen and James. As I gazed into my baby boy’s brown eyes (my eyes) and he gripped my right index finger tightly, I spoke the name aloud: “He’s Owen James Munce.”

I believed James was a fitting middle name not just because Jared liked it, but I felt it was also close to Jared’s name, so it paid respect to him in more than one way. No one said anything at first, but then Sierra told me she had to take him now.

“Please don’t,” I pleaded and this time when I tried to get my powers to react I couldn’t because I was exhausted.

“Owen will be living with a nice couple who is looking to adopt a baby,” Sierra told me as she took him. I was scared of hurting him, so I didn’t resist when she yanked him out of my arms. “He’s not staying with Fergus if you’re worried about that. They’ll just need him when he’s older for some of his blood, we’ve already told the immortals that they can’t see him after they mark him until he’s at least five. But at least he gets to live through this mess. So don’t be selfish, Amber.”

They took him away, and I screamed as loud as I could until my throat went raw. I fell into hysterics and pleaded with Carly, who was the only one there with me now, to please change her mind.

“I’m going to put you to sleep soon, and you’ll be out for a few days. When you awaken, you won’t remember any of this anyway. But I swear to you that he will be living with a loving couple. It won’t be like with Bernice or our mom. He won’t grow up like you did.”

I lay shaking, and as I was pulled out of the memory to gaze at the others. More people had shown up at some point, including many of the teachers and my father. I couldn’t put it into words, but thankfully, Madeline was there now, and she could show everyone without making me relive it.

They’d taken my baby from me. I wasn’t sure what their plans for me were after because I’d awakened and escaped, but they did all this so that they wouldn’t die.

I could hear the others talking around me about it, but I barely listened. All I could do was think about the baby boy I hadn’t even known I was pregnant with.

It was because Ben had wanted to show that potion to me that my memories had come back. It was the potion they’d used on me to speed up my pregnancy.

They must have seen something I’d missed because they were talking about a spell that was supposed to make us all want to go to the immortals on our own freewill.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, still shaking from it.

“Brenda told you that the immortals plan to have a minimum of fifty thousand descendants meet up with them for the spell. It will affect every descendant, but they just need at least fifty thousand in the vicinity,” Madeline responded. “So when the time comes, they’re going to mark all of us with a spell that will make us go to them, but we will think it’s of our own free will. The immortals are using volunteers like Sierra and other light magic wielders to do it. They were probably planning to keep you until the night they do it.”

“But where is it going to be a full moon that night? Did they say?” Ernie demanded.

“No, but it should be easy to figure it out. I doubt all eight realms will have one, but even if more than one does, it will be easy to narrow down,” Yooper said.

“Why? When is it? Why don’t I remember that?” I demanded.

“You were fighting them off when she told you,” Mason said. “They’re doing the ritual at midnight on New Year’s Eve during the full moon when we are ringing in the year two thousand and ten.”

I slumped back and closed my eyes. I needed to get my baby boy back. I only had less than five years to find him and stop them from using his blood for whatever reason they needed it for.

“I need to go—” I began.

“No, Amber, you need to stay here—” Justin began.

“I need my baby back!” I shouted. “I don’t care about going to this school when my baby is out there somewhere!”

Justin knelt down in front of me and took my hands as he stared into my eyes.

“And I will help you. I swear to you that I will help, but you need to get your advanced education now more than ever! We will start looking into leads right now! Sierra is my fault, and I won’t stop until we get him back!”

“I’ll let everyone know! We will let everyone know how important it is we find them.” Mack said, and he turned and hurried from the dorm. 

“I’ll go to the Fae Enforcement office now,” Dad told me. “I was going to go see the Hoofers to see if there is any way we can speed things along for Scott, but we can make all five of them wanted now instead of people of interest. They have to take this seriously now.”

“I’ll go with you to project her memories. We saw more than she did,” Madeline said hurrying over to join him.

“How can you expect me to still go to classes?” I demanded to Justin, who had pulled away.

“Because where are you going to look, Amber? Listen, any time we have leads, you’ll go with us to find them, but we have to be smart about this. Right now, you’re looking for a needle in a haystack.”

I started to cry again. Now I knew why I’d felt worse when I woke up, and I hated myself for not fighting harder. 

I’d won Fight Club many years in a row, but I couldn’t save my baby, Jared’s baby, from them. But I vowed I wouldn’t stop looking until I did. 
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The weeks that followed were hectic. Though I found it a waste of time, I agreed to stay at the school since all I’d be doing is sitting at home unless we got leads on where any of them could be hiding out, but it was hard for me to care about any classes outside of advanced magic classes.

I didn’t see the point in attending most non-magical classes. Thankfully, anytime there was a lead, Hornora and the other teachers allowed me to leave, even if it was in the middle of a class, to go look into it.

Though Michael had been wary about his long lost family at first, just because we’d all had bad luck lately, they proved to be wonderful assets to helping us out. 

His aunt and uncle knew several location spells, and one led us to the spot I’d been taken to stay, but unfortunately, when we got there, we found it was all cleared out.

Both had sent out a team of people they knew who specialized in finding hidden magical people. They already knew them because they had them looking for their own family members.

I’d been counting on using the spell we’d used to locate family members in the past to take us to my siblings or Owen, but they must have done something to make sure it didn’t work on them or him. It never worked. Not once.

Mason had told me they’d tried it on me the moment they’d found out I was gone, and it hadn’t worked, but he hadn’t had the heart to tell me until after we tried in all but the Light Magic Realm because he had a slim bit of hope it would work, too.

Even Jared’s family tried just in case it was only blocked for me, but Sierra and the others had done a good job ensuring we couldn’t find my boy.

At first, all I could do was grieve about it, but eventually, that grief turned to anger. How dare they think that they could take him from me?

A year ago, I likely would have been upset about being a teen parent at first. Jared and I had plans and were always very careful about protection. We’d use as many spells as possible just to ensure it. We’d wanted kids someday, but not until our mid to late twenties. 

But when I learned shortly after they’d taken me that I was pregnant, I’d been momentarily thrilled because I had our child, so I’d  still have a part of Jared, but then they’d told me why they’d taken me, and I was devastated again. 

As angry with them as I was, I was more furious with myself for not fighting to save Owen.

No matter how much people tried to convince me that it was five-on-one, they couldn’t get through to me. I should have tried even harder because then I’d still have him.

Sierra was the one I was most hurt by. She’d been indirectly responsible for Jared’s death, and then she took his baby. 

The others were responsible, but it was her I thought of the most whenever I practised in Fight Club. One day, we were going to fight again. Our last fight would seem like child’s play when I was done with her.

I just wished the leads did bring us to something concrete, even a little bit of evidence.

Everyone was helping. Even the wolves we’d met a couple of years ago were searching. They had a magic sniffer, and he could identify everyone’s magical signature. 

Apparently, we all had a separate but distinct smell, according to him, so he was out with Regina, Ben’s ex and several others trying to pick up on their scent. He’d been around them more than once over the years, so he knew each of theirs.

Ellen had even met some friends at her school who had joined up to be our allies, and they were planning to search on their own as soon as they left school.

It felt good to know so many people were helping, but it bothered me they could elude us all so well. With so many people looking, something surely should have come up, but the weeks turned into months, and still nothing.

Out of desperation, I wrote to Carly one evening to plead with her to let me have him back. I didn’t expect to get a response back since they’d been ignoring everyone else. I’d yet to write them.

Surprisingly, she got back to me within fifteen minutes, but it wasn’t the news I wanted. 




Sorry, Amber. It’s best for you, Owen (his adoptive parents have kept the name you gave him), and everyone else. You escaped, and now you can get an education. I doubt you guys can stop us, but if you do? Well, you won’t be stuck as an uneducated teen mother with no prospects. We actually did you a favour if you think about it. I have a feeling you’ll be making your way back to Fergus eventually, though. Several descendants will. However, in the envelope are two bundles of some of his hair we cut and his footprints. His date of birth was January 20th, 2005.




At first, her letter angered and offended me. Sure, my plan had never been to be a teen mom, but it didn’t mean anything. I was eighteen, and plenty of others had kids at my age. Ellen’s mother was my age when she had her.

After I unleashed my anger through my elements on one of the target dummies I had in my dorm, I paused to think about it. I still hoped this was all a ruse, and maybe she’d given me Owen’s hair to help me find him better. Why else was her response so swift?

Still scared to go places alone, I quickly hurried out of my dorm to find Hank, Mason or Ben, but instead, I ran straight into Justin, who had just been about to enter.

“Why are you here? Is everything okay? Did you find them or Owen?” I asked.

I hadn’t seen Justin or Ernie since I’d returned. They still had their own missions, but they were also trying to find leads in the Wand Wielder Realm. 

They’d even snuck into the castle where Ellen and Charlene had once been held captive to see if they were there, but it was empty. Ernie had written to tell me he didn’t think it had been used since the prisoners had been rescued.

“I think they know it’s the first place we’d look,” Ernie had said.

“Not yet, unfortunately,” Justin told me. “That magic sniffer from the werewolf pack swore he picked up their trail in his realm, but it disappeared suddenly, so they must have teleported. Ian can kind of track portals, too. So before we got you and Ben, he tried, but no portal was used. I honestly think you and Ben will have to get the portal to the Light Magic Realm open, or we will need to use the hidden one. It’s why I’m here. I know Yooper is scared to try because of Fergus and Sierra, but it’s the one realm we haven’t really searched.”

Ben and I had wanted to try that one right away since we now had permanent connecting portals to them all, but Mack and Ian had learned that they had traps set up in case anyone opened a portal, but they didn’t know which kind. They used an ancient, unknown one. I’d only been there once the summer after my JS Year Four with Mack, but only briefly.

Surprisingly, it was a mix between the Shapeshifter and the Wand Wielder Realms. They had kingdoms like the wand wielders but no motor vehicles. They had carriages to get around, but they were aided by magic rather than an animal.

I hadn’t gotten a chance to look around much, but it had fascinated me how much it could have been like the Mortal Realm once was without the magical help.

“Maybe this can help then,” and I showed him the tiny bundles of hair Carly had sent me.

Justin nodded and asked if I wanted any of the others to come, but I shook my head. They were all likely in Fight Club, and maybe we’d find Owen right away. However, I left a note so they wouldn’t panic.

“I’ll send a note ahead to Mack and Ernie to meet us at the portal. You’ve got to be careful about using too much magic, especially any but light magic, Amber. There are traps for us.”

I didn’t need to be warned, though. Already, I’d seen what happened when we weren’t careful. 

It was an early April day, and it was slightly warm out. The smell of spring was in the air. More than anything, I wished I had Owen with me to take him out in a carriage for a walk around the grounds. 

Though it was rare they gave permission, if someone was at least eighteen, they could finish their education here, but only if they ensured their child wasn’t a distraction. I’d already been told I could bring Owen back here as long as I had care for him while I was in classes and my marks didn’t fall.

I hadn’t decided on that yet, but I knew I had enough people to help if I decided to stay.

“You know what Isabella said to you isn’t true, right?” Justin asked once we left the school grounds. 

I knew he meant when she said they’d only accepted me because they felt sorry for me, but I hadn’t focused on that too much.

“I think all of them were just trying to hurt you. Ernie and I have been talking a lot lately about what we saw in your memories. Maybe since they’ve decided their lives are worth more than ours, they want to hurt us by pushing us away. It explains why Brenda would send her own brother to jail.”

“They didn’t have to hurt me with insults. They broke my heart when they took Owen from me,” I stated.

Justin stopped to give me a hug before we proceeded. 

When we found Mack and Ernie waiting for us in a tiny abandoned shack that was falling apart, we filled them in on everything that had happened. They, too, found it odd that Carly had sent me Owen’s hair and was hopeful she was secretly helping.

Maybe they’d done it because they had no choice but to act that way. It wasn’t lying if they thought they were doing the right thing. The amount of times they took the truth potion for my sake gave me renewed hope.

All three of us jumped when we heard footsteps behind us as we were about to enter the portal, but we relaxed when we saw it was just Ben, Hank, and Mason, who’d apparently returned shortly after we left.

I quickly filled them in before we went through, with Mack warning us again to be careful about our magic usage.

“But if Owen is in that realm, and we need the hairs, how do we do the spell?” Ben asked. “That’s a fae spell. Didn’t we use it there when we were searching for Amber?”

“All magic has similar spells,” Mack reminded him. “We just need to utilize the light magic one.”

The portal was in the rotted-out kitchen beside an old black stove from the early eighteen hundreds. Mack and Ian were under the belief that the portal was even older than the house and stove, and the house had been built around it a long time ago. 

It was a shame it had been left to rot. The stove was old but beautiful, with intricate designs on it. Wherever it was made, it was obvious a lot of care had been put into making it, the kind that wasn’t made these days when things could be mass-produced. 

We all quickly slipped into the portal and out into a similar house, though it was in better shape than the previous one, but again, it had things that could have been made in the late 1700s or early 1800s. 

Mack often wondered if family or friends shared the portal. When they found it, both houses had been empty for a long time, and they tried not to use it much.

The only other known portal was the one Fergus and the other immortals used, so we couldn’t use that one.

Thankfully, we were safe so far, but I wondered how long we would be as we stepped outside.








  
  
  Amber

  
  




Mack immediately tried the light magic spell on a strand of Owen’s hair once we were outside, but like any other time, nothing happened. It could also mean he wasn’t there.

“Maybe it’s not Owen’s,” Mason said. He took one of the bundles from me and was about to use magic when Ernie grabbed his arm.

“Do not use dark magic! They have traps, and no one else needs to die!”

Mason stopped, frustrated, and handed the bundle back to me before asking Ernie how we were supposed to do this when only four of us could use light magic.

“Trust me, we know it’s annoying, but this is the one realm we aren’t safe in. We think it’s their headquarters now that they can’t use our old realm,” Mack responded.

“So why can’t Ben and I just make a public portal with as many guards as possible?” I asked. “I know they’re waiting on us to try, but the other seven realms have given us protection, and I’ve heard the light magic wielders want to.”

“Because we think the traps won’t kill,” Mack answered, “but will take everyone down who is with us, and they’ll use people like Carly and Sierra to catch us all. If anyone, even in this realm, helps, they’ll be under its influence. Remember, the immortals can’t take us, but they found a way around that loophole by promising people they’ll be part of the two billion who are allowed to live. We never suspected Sierra or any of them to do it to us. It will likely be people that the descendants love and trust.”

No one had figured out what kind of spell they were planning to use to make descendants go to them, but we had already heard rumours of four descendants disappearing days after tiny blue dots appeared on their cheeks, like little blue freckles, but we had nothing to go by on that. For all we knew, it was just a rumour. 

It was something we were going to keep an eye out for, but we often worried it was something to throw us off since no one knew which descendants had disappeared yet. So far, all the known ones were accounted for.

“Don’t you know of any light magic spells to check, then?” I asked Mack, who shook his head but retrieved his letterbox from his bag to write to Ian to see if Sierra had left any more notes behind. 

She hadn’t taken much with her, so I wondered if she’d left class lesson plans behind and immediately decided to write to Mr. Yooper to check.

Maybe this was just another cruel way for Carly to try to hurt me. Maybe it wasn’t even Owen’s footprints.

“We could always just go back through the portal to check if it’s Owen’s hair if we have to,” Ben pointed out to Mack, who sighed before responding.

“I know, but we try not to go back and forth much, just in case. Ben, we’re truly not safe here. I cast a spell around us before we came here because we are standing in the open, but it will wear off, and they could find us. Remember how worried we were years ago when you guys slipped into the Dark Magic Wielder Realm because it wasn’t safe? Well, it’s now like that with this realm. We didn’t know who we could or couldn’t trust since, at first, we didn’t know about the immortals. We thought it was our own people. Now, we know it’s both immortals and common magic folk, but this realm is the most unknown and inaccessible.”

“I can’t understand how there is anyone who wants to live in place of so many lives. I did the calculations. The populations in all eight realms together are likely around fifty-two billion,” Justin said. “So that’s fifty billion lives they’re sacrificing, even if they think they’re just sacrificing fifty thousand descendants.”

How could my siblings be okay with living with that? I knew it had been a lot when I first found out, but I hadn’t considered the number. Now knowing that, it made me feel even more disgusted and angry with them.

Hank, who had reached out to Sam—a light magic wielder—to see if he knew of anything since he and King Logan had been trying to learn spells too, suddenly looked up and gasped.

“Michael just wrote to me,” he said. “He’ll probably write to you as well, but Tilly, Isla and a couple of other descendants just came into the school with blue freckles, but no memory of why they are there. So they’re trying to isolate them until they can get someone to help figure it out, but all four went nuts on Rowan and Michael. They need back up. Others might get to them first, but we should help. Rowan and Michael managed to escape the room, but their magic isn’t holding well. The other four keep breaking it, so they have to reapply it.”

A little reluctant to leave because I was hoping we would have found Owen. I knew we didn’t have a choice. Michael would be there for me instantly, so I knew it was a selfish thought, and I mentally slapped myself before jumping into action.

Before we could move far, we found ourselves trapped as the grass wound around our feet.

“I knew you’d all be dumb enough to try to search for Owen in this realm,” Sierra suddenly said, stepping in front of us from thin air.

“Where the hell is my baby!?” I shouted.

Brenda appeared out of nowhere as well, and there he was, in her arms. Wasn’t he staying with an adoptive family? 

They’d done something to make our magic dormant, so I couldn’t use it, but just as I had when they’d taken me, I used my instincts to force it to return so we could get him back. How terrible for them to dangle him in front me like that!

I felt it coming back, but I didn’t immediately show it, and I knew Ben’s was coming back, too. I didn’t have to communicate with him to know. Our moon mate connection was back, and I could feel it for him, too. 

I glanced at him, hoping to convey to him not to act too soon silently. They wouldn’t disappear or attack immediately if they thought we were helpless. So far, we were just trapped in the grass. Ben gave a slight nod as if understanding.

“Give me Owen back!” I shouted at Brenda. “He is my baby, and you had no right to take him!”

He’d grown since I’d last seen him, but he was three months old now. His dark hair had grown a little over his ears.

“How the hell can you live with yourself, Sierra?” Justin demanded. “You know what it did to Bernice and Patricia! How can you be so cruel to do that to your own sister!?”

“How can you live with yourself when you left your moon mate!?” She shouted and then broke down sobbing. “You left me when you promised you wouldn’t!” Her voice shook as she spoke. “The day we met, you said you’d always be there for me, no matter what. Well, here, take a lesson on what will happen if you guys come searching for Owen again!”

I glanced at Ben and nodded, and we immediately merged our magic together and aimed it at Brenda. 

Vines twisted around her as we trapped her in the grass, but before I could run over to her, Isabella, Billy, and Carly appeared out of nowhere to stop me while Sierra hit Justin with some spell that made him fly out of the grass, and at least ten feet into the air. He glowed a dark red colour.

I screamed as he fell to the ground and didn’t move, but I kept my focus on my baby. The others must have gotten their magic back because they started shooting spells at Sierra and the others, but Sierra was too quick for them. 

She hit them with some barrier, so they were thrown back and then she disappeared into thin air (though I wasn’t sure how since she couldn’t teleport), while Ben tried to hold Brenda in place for me.

I ran to her, throwing spells at the others while Ben blocked their spells from hitting me. 

I just reached Brenda, who was immobilized and reached for my baby. My hands were just about to touch him, but Carly’s spell hit me, and Billy grabbed Brenda and disappeared.

I cried out but continued fighting my sisters with Ben and the others coming over to help, but the two suddenly disappeared just as Mack’s vines nearly wrapped around them.

We used our magic to see if they were still around but invisible, but they were gone. It was just us again. I fell to the ground sobbing. I’d nearly had him back. Maybe if I’d acted sooner, I would have gotten him back.

“Amber, they were taunting you with him. Even if you’d acted the second you got the magic back, the same thing would have happened. It was a warning!” Ernie told me when I finally said this.

“What the hell did she do to Justin?” Mason asked, who was kneeling beside him, trying to wake him. “I think he’s dying!”

And I watched, horrified, as Ernie slashed his hand and ran over to him, and I got up to run to Justin, hoping there was another way. I couldn’t lose either of them.

“No!” Mack shouted. “I’ll do it this time—”

“None of you have to do it! He’s not dying. But damn you Campbells are certainly willing to die for people, aren’t you?”

I turned to see a woman I thought looked a lot like Fergus and his late sister Audrey, whom he’d murdered. Knowing she was an immortal and likely related to them, I readied myself to attack her, but she froze me into place, and then the others who tried to stop her. She took our voices away as we all shouted at her.

She wove an intricate spell, summoning a dark golden dome that enveloped us in a cocoon of enchantment. The thickness of the magical barrier obscured our view, rendering the outside world a mystery. 

As the sunlight filtered through the intricacies of the spell, it transformed into a radiant dance of hues, casting a profound and intensified golden glow upon our surroundings. 

The play of light created an ethereal ambience within our concealed sanctuary, veiled from the external realm by the mystique of her enchantment.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get here in time to stop them,” she told us. “They slipped away before I could stop them. I hate them for doing that to you, Amber!” She added to me.

She gently rested her hands on Justin, and in response, an ethereal orange glow radiated from the point of contact. 

A luminous aura enveloped him, and as if stirred by the magical current, he abruptly sat up, coughing and complaining his entire body hurt.

Considering how hard he’d hit the ground, I would have been surprised if he wasn’t sore. I relaxed a little, knowing he wasn’t dead and no one had to sacrifice themselves, but my baby was still gone. 

We needed to get to Michael and we were now stuck with an immortal. Just because she helped him, it didn’t mean we were safe.

“Who are you?” Justin demanded, gazing at her, and quickly moved from her before complaining about the pain.

“I can take that away from you, too.” She said, “I’m not here to hurt you.”

“That’s why no one can move, huh?” He shouted as she, too, forced him still.

“Well, it’s seven against one, and I didn’t want you to attack me before I explained myself. I could only immobilize you all so fast because you were shocked to see me. I’m Ruby, and Fergus is my cousin. Audrey was my cousin and best friend. I was there that day when we came to visit you in the Fae Realm,” she explained, and as she said this, I recognized her now, but I hadn’t focused on her or the others that day, only Audrey. 

“I don’t know what Sierra is up to by doing this,” she continued, “but not all immortals agree with what Fergus and the others are doing. I infiltrated them when they killed Audrey, but Fergus thinks I’m on their side. He thinks I want to live and will help with the plan to end realms so that I can. I’m ancient. I’ll gladly die for fifty billion people to live. I’ve tried getting closer to Sierra to talk things out, but she doesn’t trust me exactly. So, I’m going to have to resort to stronger measures to earn her trust, I guess. But for now, I’m going to let you all loose, but please don’t attack me. I’m here to help.”

She let us all move again before moving over to Justin, and a green glow surrounded him momentarily before disappearing. He thanked her because whatever it was took the pain away.

“It’s a little disturbing how much you boys are willing to sacrifice yourselves,” she told the Campbells again.

“I agree,” I spoke up, and Justin asked what we meant.

“They were going to sacrifice themselves with that dark magic spell for you, but it really wasn’t necessary. She just hit you with a hibernation spell,” Ruby explained.

“No!” Justin shouted and glared at Ernie when he noticed his bloody hand. “Don’t do that for me ever again! I won’t want to live if you die! That goes for all of you Campbells! Your lives matter as much as mine!”

I’d told them the same thing more than once in the past, but as the three exchanged looks, I knew they weren’t going to back down on that, no matter how much we told them not to. Although, if it weren’t for Owen, I would have done the same if I had more dark magic.

“You know it’s not about thinking our lives don’t matter, right?” Ernie asked.

“I don’t need a reason, just don’t do it!” Justin responded through gritted teeth.

“We need to get to Michael,” Hank reminded us. “Owen is probably gone, but Michael needs us! Can you get this dome down?” He added to Ruby.

“Sure, but what’s going on?” She asked, and Hank quickly handed her the letter Michael sent, and she swore as she read through it.

“Let’s get going,” she said.

“Should you be helping us more if you don’t want your cover getting blown?” Mack asked her.

“I don’t care about that right now! Look, that spell is infectious, okay? It wasn’t supposed to be set off yet! We need to get to Michael and Rowan before it spreads to them if it hasn’t already! It’s probably too late for the other four, but we can save the other two! Tell them to run and meet us somewhere!”

“But—” Ben began.

“Now! I can still stop it with them!”

“Fine, but instead of your cover getting blown, chase us!” Mack said. “They are probably watching from somewhere, even if we couldn’t sense it. Make it seem like we escaped with Justin. He can pretend to be unconscious still—”

“What? No way—” Justin started.

“We need people on the inside, damn it!” Mack shouted, and Ruby swore again, and said he was right.

“Okay, I will put it back on you, Justin,” Ruby said. “I’m sorry. I’ll take it off once we get to wherever you are going. But you all better make it believable because we’re wasting time. I need to take that spell off them before it’s too late!”

She had us break through the dome she’d put up after she put Justin under, but she ensured it was easy for us to break through. As we ran back into the house with Mack carrying Justin, who he’d made lighter, she shouted at us to come back while pretending to try to hit us with spells.

I honestly wasn’t sure if this would work, but I could see Mack’s point. I worried they’d guess and trap her when she returned to them, though. We’d have to figure out how to prevent that.
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Trying to enjoy a school for mermaids was a bit hard when I spent most of my time worrying about my friends, especially Amber. 

I was still in shock that her siblings would do such a thing. It literally came out of nowhere. One second, they were all close, and I’d even been envious of their close family ties, especially since most of them were just found family.

Now, suddenly, four of them had turned on us and stolen Amber’s baby. It felt like it was just a nightmare we were in, and sometimes I hoped I was having a long vision that had started at the wedding. Many times, I kept hoping that I’d suddenly realize it was still the day of, and I could prevent Jared’s death and save their baby.

I was still shocked Amber was pregnant when they’d always been careful. They wouldn’t even sleep together while drunk or after they smoked weed, according to Amber, who reasoned it must have happened at the wedding.

She’d told me that Jared had been so upset about how much the moon had drawn him to Jess that they’d locked themselves up and had forgotten about it while they made love. 

They’d been into it so much they hadn’t realized Michael’s parents had died or that we’d been attacked until a half hour after it all happened. We hadn’t been able to find them prior to then. They’d shown up tousled-haired and confused.

Amber had done the math when she realized she was almost four months pregnant when her sisters took her so they could force her pregnancy along to take the baby. 

“You okay?” Denver asked me as we made our way to my grandfather’s place after classes one afternoon.

“The school is helpful, but it’s hard to focus on classes when Amber’s baby is missing,” I said. 

“Well, I imagine she feels worse,” Denver pointed out as Stan hurried to join us. 

I really didn’t want him there, but he always insisted on being there. It wasn’t that I disliked him, but our friendship had been awkward for years, and we were better off hanging out when we were in a group. So I was relieved Denver was there.

“I want to be doing something,” I explained. “I feel like all of this has been pointless. The mission we went on certainly was. We swam around the ocean for months for no reason. It was rejuvenating, I can admit that. I honestly feel like myself again after two years. All that anger I was carrying is finally gone. But all we accomplished was—well, nothing. Ethan’s pod was killed, and we could have just had someone teleport us to that beach to access that portal sooner. That also ended up being pointless, though. Innocent people died, and now mortals know dragons exist.”

“Well, I managed to get a trident,” Denver pointed out, holding it up. It was rare he didn’t have it with him, so it wasn’t a surprise to see it. He’d decorated the handle with colourful clear crystals. “It wasn’t entirely pointless. I wish people didn’t have to die for it, though.”

“But I feel like we took that siren to them,” I protested. “He was following us. It’s why we brought you, so you could sense him if Ethan couldn’t.”

“I’m certain he was following me, too, Ellen. I sensed him coming to Michael’s, remember? Maybe he was seeing what you were up to, and it was a trap to lure me to you, too. Don’t you think it’s a bit odd he attacked them the day we went back to find Ethan’s pod? Why then? Why not the first time you were in that area? No one would have known for months that they were dead! How would he have known you weren’t planning to visit?”

“But why would he want you? I’m the seer,” I reminded him.

“And I’m the most powerful siren in ten thousand years!” Denver responded. “My trident told me I am! I know that sounds strange, but when I took it from the siren, I got that message in my head! So it’s me he wanted! He still does, sometimes, I sense him around the school, so I drive him away with the trident so he doesn’t come upon an innocent student. I don’t think I should go back, to be honest.”

“Maybe he is after both of you,” Stan spoke up.

“That’s possible too, but I just think it’s me. There’s something blue on your face, by the way, bud,” Denver said to Stan, pointing at his right cheek, which had some blue dots on it, like pen ink or something. “Anyway, you’ve made friends here, Ellen. Plenty of allies who are planning to join.”

But I couldn’t see that as a good thing. Anyone could find allies. I wanted to do something bigger, and while I loved everything about the school, I couldn’t focus.

It wasn’t far off from Vancouver Island, near a small mountain in the water the mortals couldn’t see. It had tunnels in the mountain underwater that led us to our classrooms, which were all small pools in caves similar to Ethan’s pod inside the mountain.

Thirteen-year-old me would have loved it and lived it up, especially since mermaids knew how to have good parties, but I couldn’t muster the enthusiasm when the immortals wanted to ruin all of it.

“I could have been with Amber instead,” I stated. “I promised them I’d go back to the mermaid school, but I also just can’t be around Ben… although if I could go back, I’d ignore him.”

They wanted me to finish the year out because if I didn’t want the opportunity, someone else could have used it, so I had to grin and bear it as much as I could.

The only good thing about it was that I could try to talk to my grandfather, which I hadn’t had the opportunity to do yet. 

As if trying to make it up with me, Ben had sent instructions to help my grandpa remember if it was just a basic fae spell. 

We were worried it was probably a strong one, but I’d try it if it could be helpful. I’d kept his instructions, but I hadn’t written back. I wasn’t one to hold grudges normally, but this time, it was a struggle.

My visions had thankfully finally started to come back in full force, so I often practised to see if I could help that way. 

Ever since I’d spent all that time swimming and then more time at the school, they worked as strong as they should, except with anything related to the immortals or Brenda and Amber’s siblings.

I was hoping my grandfather would be the key to unlocking them properly. I was convinced I needed to be around someone close to an immortal, even if it was by marriage and their spouse was dead.

If I could get visions about Fergus or one of the five who betrayed Amber, I could see everything, especially the immortals pasts. I knew the future was needed, but I believed that something from their past would help, too.

It wasn’t hard to get to his place from the school. There were many hidden portals in the mortal realm we could go through to get to Ben’s, then my place. Mr. Hoofer had quite a few on the Island.

So we went through the closest one. From there, it took a couple more to get to my grandfather’s.

Amber and Ben had built one for me to get to Grandma’s years ago, and we’d never taken it down. I hadn’t used it since the summer before my JS Year Four. I couldn’t bring myself to go back until now.

“Can you do something about those ink marks on your face?” I asked, turning to Stan before we went in. “My grandfather is kind of a formal guy. He won’t like it.”

Stan used his water magic to try to get it off, but it didn’t even smudge them, so I put a concealment on them instead. How had he done it anyway?

“Did you fall asleep on your pen?” Denver asked him, snickering, and Stan shrugged.

“I have no idea why they’re there. I didn’t know they were,” he responded.

Satisfied that they were at least hidden, I led the others inside. I could hear the TV in the living room, so we headed in that direction. I found Grandpa sitting in his favourite chair watching Seinfeld, and I hurried over to hug him.

“Ellen! Stan! It’s been years!” He exclaimed. “Sit down, all of you! What is that thing you carry, boy!” He added to Denver, who was holding his trident.

“Uh, it’s a trident for a school play,” he lied. “I’m going there after.”

I hoped that was enough for Grandpa because I wanted to ease him into it. Now I understood how the teachers felt when they had to explain to fae mortal kids that they were magical. I had to explain it to someone who was probably in their seventies. I’d never thought about his age until that moment.

Denver and I sat down, but Stan went rigid and told us he needed the bathroom, and hurried from the room. Not wanting to think about that, I tried to make small talk with Grandpa as I tried to think of the right words to explain why I was there.

Just as Grandpa extended an invitation for us to stay for dinner, Stan reappeared in the room, charging toward Grandpa with a formidable, oversized knife gripped firmly in his hand. 

He began stabbing him in the neck. Blood erupted from Grandpa’s neck with force, akin to a powerful jet, spraying in a dynamic and forceful stream.

I screamed, and Denver immediately jumped to his feet with his trident out, but it didn’t matter. Grandpa was already dead as Stan continued to stab him mercilessly. And none of our spells got around him.

“What the hell, Stan!” I cried out as I finally managed to hit him hard with a jet of water, but he managed to use magic to throw both Denver and me back. The trident flew from Denver’s hand, so he hurried to retrieve it.

“Get out! I can’t control it,” Stan suddenly cried out as several blue dots erupted all over his face, and I made the connection.

Denver grabbed my arm, and we ran out as I thought back to Amber writing about a rumour about blue dots on descendant’s faces, but I’d ignored it since it didn’t make sense, and I’d been thinking about trying to be more useful. I hadn’t thought to pay attention to it, and Stan didn’t even have that much at first.

Denver paused to point his trident at the house. With focused intent, he cast a spell, causing the house to illuminate in a soothing blue glow. This magical aura served to contain Stan within the confines of the house. 

Despite the barrier in place, we pressed forward, heading straight to the Hoofers’ house. They were likely at home and would know what to do. 

We stopped once we arrived at the Hoofers so Denver could write to Mason or one of the others to warn them. I didn’t have my letterbox.

“Um, Ellen, Mason just said we need to get to them right now. It’s a curse. He said not to go in the house in case people are in there.”

“What the fuck kind of curse is it? And how do we get the dots!?” I cried out, searching his face for blue dots.

“He didn’t elaborate. We just have to go to Ian’s, and there is a portal out here in one of the bushes, I guess,” Denver said. “You don’t have any yet.”

What kind of spell would make Stan do that? It was evil, whatever it was. I didn’t want to become a killer next, so I grabbed Denver by the arm, and we hurried to the portal to get to Ian’s. 
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“Michael! We have to move!” Rowan shouted, but I was struggling to leave Tilly behind.

She may have spent the last few months insulting and randomly rejecting me, but it felt like a betrayal to leave her when she was in danger from whatever the blue dots were.

“I don’t feel any better about leaving my sister!” He shouted and pulled my arm harder.

Finally, I relented and moved away from the locked door containing the four of them, but saving myself instead of her wasn’t easy. It was the moon mate connection that made me want to stay. 

We were supposed to meet everyone at Ian’s so that some immortal woman could get it off for us if we had it.

How had it gone from a rumour everyone dismissed to actually real? I still didn’t understand what happened. The four of them had come inside after flying in the courtyard with several others, and they’d all had blue freckles, so we’d asked them what they had been doing.

Isla liked to turn blue when she flew, so I’d figured that maybe they’d all done it and it just hadn’t worn off, but it didn’t make sense for Tilly, who avoided anyone I talked to. 

She had joined us shortly after she noticed us so she could make her usual insulting comments to me. I immediately noticed a sprinkle of blue dots all over her cheeks. That’s when I asked about the blue, and they were all confused.

Rowan remembered the rumour and asked if it could be true, so we agreed just to put them in a room until we could find someone to check them, but then the moment we tried to shut the door, they became like feral animals, which didn’t make sense because they’d been in agreement.

As Isla tried to knock her brother out, I knew it wasn’t her choice when I saw the fear in her eyes and then saw the same in Tilly’s when she came for me, but we’d been able to get out just in time.

Now we had to leave them behind.

The rhythmic pounding of footsteps echoed in my ears as Rowan and I sprinted through the school’s labyrinthine hallways. The air was thick with the tension and the distant sounds of chaos. 

“Run!” I shouted, my voice a strained roar as we rounded another corner. The distant crash told me that our makeshift barricade had failed. Those we’d locked in that room were on the loose.

As a teacher scolded us for running, I barked back, “Evacuate the school!” 

There was no time for explanations. We needed everyone out.

A surge of panic coursed through me when a spell grazed my shoulder. I knew without looking that it was Tilly. 

Her unmistakable magical signature lingered in the air from our connection, a volatile mix of rejection and anger. 

Rowan’s urgent voice cut through the chaos. “We need to find a way out!” His eyes met mine as we approached a T-junction, and instinct guided my decision. 

“Split up! I’ll take Tilly, you handle Isla!” I ordered Rowan. 

There was no time to wait for his response as I veered left, dodging students in my path.

Tilly pursued with a vengeance, her spells slicing through the air. I zigzagged through the maze of corridors and classrooms, my senses on high alert. The familiar tingling warned me of incoming magic, and I twisted away just in time to avoid a direct hit.

“Tilly, damn it!” I growled, frustration boiling within me. She wasn’t going to make this easy.

The battle unfolded like a chaotic dance, spells colliding and fizzling in the air. I retaliated with bursts of magic, each one a desperate attempt to keep her at bay. The school became a battleground, a canvas for our magical skirmish.

Ducking behind a row of lockers, I caught my breath for a moment. Tilly’s determined footsteps approached, and with a burst of speed, I lunged from cover. 

Spells zipped past me, the air crackling with energy as I fought to stay one step ahead.

Meanwhile, Rowan, who had just appeared from another corridor, meeting me in the middle, faced off against Isla, the two engaged in a fierce exchange of magical blows. 

The corridor transformed into a battleground, a surreal mix of elemental powers and shifter magic. I wove the elements—air, water, fire, and earth—into my spells, a symphony of power to counter Tilly’s relentless pursuit.

As the fight raged on, I couldn’t shake the feeling that our world was unravelling. Every spell, every evasion, was a desperate bid for freedom. The stakes were high, and I couldn’t afford to let Tilly or Isla catch us.

I was about to turn to fight Tilly more when a spell hit the back of my ear, but one of the teachers told me to keep going, he’d hold them off as much as could.

He transformed into a wyvern as the last student ran past him. He let out a roar as Tilly, Isla, and the other two started attacking him. If it wasn’t for the fact I could possibly spread it to people, I would have stopped to help as the others did, but we could be more dangerous there.

We continued instead to warn people to run and to stay away from anyone with blue dots on their faces.

“If you’ve been in contact with someone who has, follow us!” Rowan called.

I wanted to know what it was and who cast it. I’d never heard of curses working like a virus, let alone as something that turned people into killers.

There were man-made viruses for sure, and they’d told us about someone who had tried to wipe out the dragons with a virus that only infected dragons in classes in the seventeen hundreds, but that was the only magical one I knew of.

When we finally got outside, I thought it meant we were safe, so we stopped a moment to catch our breaths before we transformed into our dragons. 

“I should write to my parents,” Rowan said. “They’ll need to warn people. I don’t understand what kind of spell that is.”

I shook my head not understanding either. What we’d heard was that some people had blue dots like freckles on their faces, and then they’d disappeared. 

No one had said anything about them getting murderous with anyone before that. What were the immortals trying to do? 

Get people to turn against us? Was that why Brenda and then Amber’s siblings had suddenly changed? No one had seen blue dots on them, but maybe they faded after the infection spread. But it could explain the change in their personalities almost overnight.

Once Rowan wrote to his parents, we both transformed and flew up and headed to Ian’s. No one followed us, so I was hoping that meant no one else had blue dots. 

The night air whipped past as Rowan and I soared through the darkened sky, our massive dragon forms cutting through the air. The distant chaos of the battle echoed around us. We were halfway to Mack’s when, out of nowhere, Tilly’s dragon form slammed into me from the side.

The impact was brutal, catching me off guard. Tilly’s relentless assault left me with no choice but to defend myself. 

Dragon scales clashed, and roars filled the air as I fought back, desperately trying to gain the upper hand. Rowan, engaged in his own struggle with Isla, attempted to break away to assist me.

As the aerial skirmish continued, my attention flickered to the distant scene below. In the far reaches of the courtyard, I could see the other two dragons attacking the students who had fled the school. 

Flames erupted, and terror filled the night as the fire consumed the small figures.

A pang of dread tightened in my chest. Were they trying to turn the descendants into the enemy, making them a threat that people had to fear?

Tilly, relentless in her pursuit, shot flames in my direction. I reacted quickly, soaring upward to evade the fiery onslaught. 

She followed, determined to continue the assault. Thinking on my feet, or rather, my wings, I dove down fast and initiated a series of rapid, erratic movements, hoping to confuse her.

Rowan mirrored my movements, and for a moment, it seemed like we had successfully bewildered them. The plan was to create enough disarray to escape, but just as the prospect of freedom loomed, Tilly changed tactics. With a sudden burst of speed, she zeroed in on my head with alarming force.

The world disappeared, and consciousness slipped away like a fleeting dream. The last sensation was the sound of the rushing wind and the distant echoes of the ongoing battle. The hope for escape vanished, replaced by an unsettling void as darkness consumed everything.
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I paced in Ian’s backyard gazing up at the darkening sky waiting for Michael and Rowan to show up. We’d all gotten back just fine, and I wondered if our little ruse was necessary. Not even Ruby was sure if it worked or if anyone was watching, but she told us she could make up a good story for why we were under the dome.

“I have an exit strategy I’d rather not reveal if I’m caught,” she told us when Mack asked us how we could help her get out of there if we had to.

“You have to explain more to us. None of us are infected, are we?” Ben asked.

“I checked, you’re fine so far, but there’s no immunity or whatever you want to call it. It’s not like chickenpox. I can get rid of it before the dots appear if you’ve been in contact, but you can get infected again. Anytime you come in contact with someone with those dots, you’re at risk no matter how much we remove—”

Mason interrupted us to tell us that Denver had written and told us that Stan murdered Ellen’s grandfather and he’d had the blue dots, too. 

I stopped pacing to look at Ruby. She hadn’t mentioned it could turn people murderous, she hadn’t elaborated on why the others had reacted the way they had. She’d just said we needed to get away from them.

“You need to tell us more about this curse, especially if dragons who can burn us to a crisp are on their way,” I said as Mason wrote back telling them to get out of there.

“It makes us want to kill people?” Hank demanded. “That was not Stan!”

“Sierra released an early version of it. The four people you heard of who disappeared did what they were supposed to do,” Ruby explained. “They were experiments, but it didn’t spread. It was just those four people to see if it worked. There was an earlier version that backfired. It’s a mixture of blood mainly from the sorcerers, light magic, and a tiny bit from the other realms. I don’t know what went into making it, but—”

“They didn’t use Owen’s—” I interrupted.

“No,” she reassured me. “Owen is still too young to know for sure what he has. They strongly suspect he is like Jared, who was the strongest sorcerer in all realms. Owen might be even stronger considering his powerful parentage, but thankfully, blood from a baby wouldn’t work. You have to be magical, but it was made before he was born, anyway.”

She sighed before continuing, “They got some descendants, including Sierra and the others to donate blood. I’m hoping to put a stop to it, but she set off the wrong one. The new one wasn’t close to being ready, and they wanted to wait until two thousand and eight or nine to do it. They were hoping to make you think you had the upper hand by going underground again, and getting you when you least expected it. That’s been their strategy so far, and it works every time. The first one backfired, so now we have people trying to murder others before they leave.”

“But what is it supposed to do?” I asked. “And what do they need Owen for in the end? Why take my child? I almost had him back—”

“That wasn’t him,” she interrupted. “They would never bring him that close to you. That was a very realistic illusion of how he’d look. I have no clue where he is, but if I can find out, I’ll get him back for you. That’s why I need them to trust me. I wasn’t even planning to talk to you, today, but I had to because of your idiot brothers who assumed Justin was dead. As for what it’s supposed to do—”

But Ellen and Denver appeared out of one of the sheds before she could finish, and she ran over to them to check them. 

As she checked them over, purple light emitted around them, and she let out a sigh of relief, and backed away moments later.

“You were infected, but it wasn’t ready to manifest,” she said. “I’m not sure why Stan’s or the others did so quickly. Unless Sierra set it off sooner than we thought. Usually you have it for a few days before the dots emerge. How many others have you been around? You’re contagious before the dots show, and we’ll need to trace who was in contact with Stan.”

“But what is it? Why did Stan do that? He’d never willingly murder someone like that. Was someone controlling him?” Ellen asked.

“I’ll explain once everyone is here,” she responded. “We’re still waiting on Michael and Rowan, and anyone else who might be infected.”

We didn’t have to wait long, we heard a roar and looked up to see a massive green dragon with black spots flying to us carrying Michael in his human form in one of his feet. He gently lowered himself to set Michael down before he transformed.

Rowan, who’d I’d met once before, stood in front of us, gazing down at Michael.

“He’s alive,” he said when several of us panicked. “Tilly knocked him out and he turned back into his form. It was hard catching him and then getting him here with the two of them trying to attack me. Isla was trying to knock me out, but then they changed direction and took off. I’m unsure where they went, but the other two joined them. After burning about twenty students alive, I might add!”

Ruby moved forward to check Rowan, and found he’d been infected too, but she was able to remove it. She turned to Michael next to check him, but gasped and I turned to see why. I froze when I saw two blue dots on his nose. She told us all to back away quickly.

“What do we do?” Ben asked, going pale as he stared at Michael in horror.

“Well, remember that hibernation spell Sierra put Justin under? We’ll be putting it on anyone with blue dots. Anyone with light magic will have to do it unless you have some variation of it with your own magic. Then we isolate them, and you’ll need to be checked each time you find someone with them.”

She knelt down and put the spell on Michael, who glowed the way Justin had when Sierra hit him with the spell, though he didn’t fly into the air. 

Ben knelt forward as well and healed a large gash on Michael’s head, and did a few other spells, refusing to move when Ruby asked him to, so she sat back and let him, but immediately checked him over when he backed up, and confirmed he was fine.

“But how is it spread?” Ellen asked. “We didn’t even touch Stan. Is it like a virus, like if I sneeze for instance?”

“I’ll try to explain everything once everyone is here, but no. It’s your magical energy that spreads it. If your magical energy comes into contact with an infected person’s, you’ll get it.”

Ruby insisted we spread the word to as many people as possible with instructions on how to perform the hibernation spell for other light magic wielders if fae didn’t have a variation of that type of spell.

They were to put it on anyone with blue dots, or anyone who had been in contact with a person who had them, that way she or a few other immortals on our side could get to each person before they spread it.

“Only an immortal can take it off or Sierra has to reverse the spell,” she explained when Mack asked why she had to do it. “It’s too late if the dots have appeared, unfortunately. At least so far. We’ll be working to see if we can reverse it. Unfortunately, we might need someone more powerful than Sierra. Michael and the others will have to stay under the spell until then.”

She told us again to wait until everyone who could, arrived, so she could tell us everything she knew at once. She wanted to leave as soon as she could just in case she had to escape and send in another immortal undercover.

When we asked if one of us should go with her, she shot it down immediately and said she had a way to get away even if they caught her by surprise.

“But as for the reason they took Owen from you, Amber,” Ruby began, “I can’t tell you. It’s not just about his blood. Fergus showed interest in him, but he doesn’t even know where they put him. They’re not letting him know until the right moment. I’d love to tell you every detail of why they did what they did, but as I said, they don’t trust me yet. I know everything. So Sierra put a strong spell on me that prevents me from telling you or any one else who is considered an enemy to them. The most I can do is try to find him so I can bring him back to you before Fergus gets his hands on him. I swear to you that I’ll do everything in my power to find out who has him. I’ve been promised it’s a loving home and that he’ll survive if they manage to succeed, but that’s it. Now, let’s just wait for everyone so I can tell you what I haven’t been prevented from telling you.”

As much as I hated that he wasn’t with me, at least I knew he would grow up even if they managed to turn it all back into one realm.
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When everyone arrived, Ruby was able to tell us everything she knew. I couldn’t believe they’d tricked me the way they had with Owen, though. Why did they suddenly want to be so terrible? Wasn’t taking him away enough?

We learned from Ruby that none of them had been infected by the spell at all. I’d been hoping they’d been an experimental case and it was making them do it, but Ruby told us that all five of them decided to do it after someone it turned out, she wasn’t allowed to name, had made them an offer they felt they couldn’t refuse.

It hasn’t been Fergus who’d made the offer, but another immortal, and when she tried to tell us, her face turned red, and she yelped in pain.

“I didn’t know they stopped me from that too, but that’s what will happen if I try to tell you why they took Owen, Amber. It will burn me alive before I get the words out,” she explained.

It was Sierra who did it. Was she so upset by what happened that she would do this? Justin sat shocked knowing she’d done that to him just for leaving her temporarily.

She’d taken his rejection hard enough to hurt him to the point he could have had irreversible damage, if not death.

She’d been devastated when Audrey died, too, so to go to Fergus and then put a spell on Ruby that could burn her alive horrified us all as well. She was using the strongest truth potion we had to explain everything she was allowed to.

“I don’t understand why Brenda would do this,” Mrs. Hoofer said. “She’s always been a harsh one, but not evil or heartless. I can’t understand why she would put her own brother in jail for no reason or take someone’s baby, let alone do the cruel thing she did today! Are you quite sure it’s not a spell?”

“It’s not a spell. I checked them myself. I am sorry, but as I’ve said, they are doing it on their own freewill. No one threatened them. This isn’t like with Ellen and Charlene. Absolutely no one coerced them with or without a spell. And unfortunately, I can’t tell you why because of Sierra’s damn spell. I’d give anything to tell you all the answers you seek. She’s the strongest light magic wielder in existence, so it’s going to take some time for me to get it off, if I even can! It’s why Fergus wanted her to set the curse off when it was ready. It will spread better with her magic.”

“But what the hell is it?” Brody demanded. “How do we get it out of Michael?”

“You don’t,” Ruby responded. “I honestly think Sierra is the only one who can reverse it at this point. We can only hope Fergus tells her to take it off soon. But something tells me it won’t bother him at first that descendants are attacking people.”

She then went on to explain that anyone infected with it is supposed to just leave to go to him to sacrifice themselves when they did the ritual in 2009. 

The blue markings were for him to identify them as descendants easier. The reason it backfired on them at first was because it went against a person’s freewill because it made them want to sacrifice themselves for him at the right moment. 

Since someone had to be fully on board with sacrificing themselves like that, it made them want to attack anyone within their vicinity, which meant Fergus and the other immortals, too. 

However, all we had to do was put a hibernation spell on them until they corrected it so the people infected with it would just go to them willingly instead.

“But why didn’t it backfire on them when they sacrificed our ancestors?” Ellen asked. “I saw what happened that night. They were forced to do the chant.”

“It has,” Ruby responded. “Why do you think you’re all getting these powers? Why do you think people are meeting their moon mates so young? Albeit, it’s taken ten thousand years, but every single one of you has the potential to finally take them down, especially with your moon mates. Michael was right about that. Right now, every single descendant who comes into their powers will meet their moon mates if they’re around each other. So it can be as young as eleven. Some will take time, others will be immediate. If you all get together in the same place with your moon mates, you can certainly eliminate them for good. However, several of your ancestors realized at the last moment when it was too late what they were doing, and added their own twist to the chant that night. All evil spells, especially against a person’s freewill, will backfire almost immediately, and especially if an immortal casts it. There were a few survivors who were dying that taunted Fergus with that until he put them out of their misery.”

“Doesn’t that mean the new spell can backfire even if Sierra reverses it?” Justin asked.

Ruby hesitated and then explained it was likely, but they were hoping to make it less violent. 

If worse came to worse, they’d keep everyone under the hibernation spell with a less violent version of the spell. One that would allow them to chant starting on December 31st, 2009 at a half hour until midnight. 

If they succeeded, the realms would all collapse into each other back into one, and it would start ten minutes before midnight and end at midnight whenever they did the ritual.

On January 1st, 2010, everything would be one realm again. Likely, they’d make that the first year and follow a whole new system.

The immortals would be marking people during the next five years who they felt deemed fit to survive it, while the rest of us perished. The immortals would then rule together, but have everything in separate sections. 

They would also have our powers instead. When they sacrificed our magic and blood, they’d be the most powerful people so they could rule over mortals and common magical people.

In other words, it was a huge reset on the world as we knew it. Everything would be similar to the way it was before the shift into eight realms, but with a lot more people.

“And I take it Brenda and the others are hand picked to survive?” Mr. Hoofer asked and Ruby nodded.

“I’m guessing they’ve been offered good positions then for them to be willing to help kill us all and steal my nephew,” Brody spoke up, clutching the back of a chair so hard his knuckles turned white. “You don’t have to answer,” he added to Ruby.

“Do you know which realm it is happening in yet?” I asked her.

“The Mortal Realm you grew up in, but I’m not sure which time zone yet. I just know it’s a blue moon, and I’ve heard it might be a lunar eclipse that night, both instances making it even more powerful than usual, even in that realm. In fact, the lunar eclipse will make the mortal realm as powerful as the magical ones. I’m not sure of where they did it the first time or if they can do it in the same spot again. The world was a completely different place back then. All I know is they want a minimum of fifty thousand descendants instead of a hundred thousand this time to do the chant, and they’re trying to get you all to go to them. The sacrifice will include all descendants, except those they mark, even if those descendants aren’t there. I’m thinking Fergus must see something in all five of them. Sierra is more powerful than him, so he’d get her powers—”

“He mainly wants Amber’s and Ben’s powers now,” Ellen spoke up. “I’m not sure why, but I had a tiny vision of it before it slipped away. My seer powers have been returning a lot since I spent all that time in the ocean. They’ve been unrelated to the immortals, but that must be coming back, too. I didn’t see anything else, but maybe he doesn’t feel he needs her powers.”

“Maybe he plans to screw Brenda and the others over,” Ben said. “Why would he want people more powerful than him around? He’ll probably sacrifice them at the last minute.”

“He can’t, dear. Anyone he marks, he has to give them his word that he will let them live, and they can’t try to betray him by warning any of you. They have to help him bring you to him. It’s why I think Sierra set the spell off already. She wasn’t supposed to until around 2009, and only if they knew the spell worked properly. You escaped, Amber. She’s probably trying to hold up their end of the bargain. You’ll eventually make your way back to him if you get infected.”

I closed my eyes and went over it all again in my head. There was so information to take in now. We needed to stop the curse from spreading to all descendants while not getting infected ourselves. 

We could potentially attack and murder people if Sierra didn’t reverse it, and if Fergus got at least fifty thousand people to him by a half hour before midnight on the last night of 2009, most people everywhere would die. When did everything go so wrong? How had they gotten the upper hand?

“But I thought many of them didn’t like killing to rule,” Ellen said. “I had a vision of that meeting where they wanted Fergus out!”

“They’ve shut them all up,” Ruby told her. “They overpowered those who wanted new management and forced them to cooperate. But you know they’re going to try to blame this on you, right? They warned everyone to bow to them or else. I guarantee they’ll find a way to get people to turn descendants in just in case the curse spell doesn’t work.”

I wanted to believe people wouldn’t fall for that, but people didn’t react well to that kind of news and given that a quarter of my siblings had come after me, I knew the rest of the populations in the other realms would turn us in for the chance of survival, too. 

Not everyone would, but the truth would get out about their plan to turn things into one realm, or to bow to them. Twice now he’d given us that warning to stop, and he’d talked to the portal openers who people believed would unite them all. They would see it as us sentencing them to death.

I knew we had to keep fighting against it though, and not just for my son, but for everyone. The immortals would not be the kind of people anyone wanted to rule over them, and common sense would normally tell most people that, but not if they were desperate to survive.

Ruby told us she needed to go soon, but that she wanted to talk to some of us privately in turn before she left. She walked off with Ben first, so I went over to Ellen to ensure she was okay.

“I’m fine, or I will be. I can’t believe I forgot about the blue dots. If Denver and I hadn’t overlooked it, my grandfather would be fine. Stan got out somehow. Sebastian and a few others went to check once they were cleared. Denver and I both put spells up, and he’s powerful with that trident, but Stan got out anyway, so that spell must enhance our powers somehow, too. Too bad we hadn’t thought to at least knock him out. Now he’ll be at Fergus’s mercy.”

Michael would have been as well, but one of his cousins was. Who knew what they would do to her while she was there, and unfortunately, unless we reversed the spell, we couldn’t risk trying to save her or Stan.

At the moment, Michael was heavily isolated in one of the rooms in Ian’s until we could figure out what to do with him. Ruby didn’t recommend having anyone with blue dots in the same room either as each other, so if more of us fell under it, we had to figure out where to put us all.

Once Ruby was done talking to Ben, she came to me next and took me outside, where she put another thick golden dome over us.

“Listen, I know it’s going to be hard, but none of you can go back to my realm. It’s where Owen is somewhere, but you cannot—”

“I can’t not try! I have to find him!” I exclaimed.

“It will be too dangerous for all of you! Amber, it was already the most isolated realm, but they’ve made it more, and after today, you can guarantee it will be locked down more! They tried that with the other ones, but you’ve reduced them to one realm. They’re desperate. Work on reuniting everyone like you have been. Go back to Foothills—”

“Do you have any idea how hard it is to go to class like nothing has happened!?”  I nearly shouted, frustration boiling over. “Why should I care about math class when I can be trying to get Owen back?”

“You saw what happened today! They don’t want you to find him, and they will do worse! I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried to infect you with someone highly contagious. It gets stronger as time goes on, so that’s why we’ve said to isolate them even from others with blue dots. You’ll need to find people who aren’t descendants to keep an eye on them. Michael, for example, could be so contagious, eventually, that you’ll get them in less than a day! Let me handle trying to get Owen back for you.”

I hated that Michael was now going to have to stay asleep isolated for who knew how long? Thankfully the hibernation spell helped keep people alive even without food or water. It took care of all their needs, but that was the only positive to it. We needed to figure out how to get him awake and get it out of him.

Perhaps that would be the only benefit to going to classes. I had access to the library and it had an ancient history section that included spells. Maybe there was a fae spell no one knew about, but maybe the other realms had something, too.

Perhaps the information would also help me find another way to track Owen.

I still didn’t know how she expected me to go to daily classes and care about things I didn’t care about. Part of me didn’t even want to focus on the bullying that was still happening or how Hornora was still trying to find a way to put people with one or two elements in a separate category. 

It was important for us all to be united, and I knew we could help by enforcing the rules still, but how could I have the energy to care about some of the high school drama when I just wanted my child?

“Why would they do this?” I asked even though she couldn’t explain why.

“Amber, I am doing everything I can to get this stupid spell off me so I can tell you everything. You all have the right to know exactly what happened with them, and I swear I won’t stop trying. Maybe you can all do your part to look into it, too. Then you won’t feel like school is a waste—”

“But there won’t be a section about your spells in the library! We only know from what Sierra told us or what our allies found,” I said.

“But maybe there is something the ancient fae know!” Ruby exclaimed, her eyes widening as she spoke. “Maybe they have ancient information at that school they don’t know about! Because you all need to know why, but especially you and the Hoofers. We need to figure out how to get it off me so I can help more. For now, I’ve given Ben a book to decipher. I’ve told Ben not to tell you details yet, but in the future, he’ll share it with you once he figures it out. Scott would have been the best to help him because we found out he can understand any language, even ancient ones! He and Brenda were doing their own research before everything backfired. So if you can all keep your free will, you can defeat them. So try to hold onto that. Finish your last year of school, learn as much advanced magic next year as you can for the fae, and then do the same for all eight realms. I’ve instructed Ben with the same thing. You might not be able to do all spells from the eight realms, but you can do most. If you keep wondering what the point of school is, just keep reminding yourself it’s for Owen. Our realm isn’t safe, and they’ll just keep moving him and his adoptive parents around the more people that search. So let me do it.”

“And you swear you’ll try hard to get him back to me?” I asked her. “You’ll do everything you can and won’t rest until you do? If I have to care about focusing on going to pointless classes instead of looking for him, I need some incentive.” 

She linked her pinky into my right one, and performed a spell with her left hand that made our pinkies light up gold. It lifted and swirled around them in sparks of gold dust before splitting up and a strand went into each of us.

“I’ll do what I can and you become stronger and more powerful than you are now,” she told me. “You’re already a strong young woman so far. It’s just one more year of school, right?” 

I nodded and told her I’d do my best. But I still didn’t like it, and I highly doubted anyone could relax just going to classes when they knew their child was in a dangerous realm. They were all going to pay for this.

She unlinked her pinky from mine and gave me a quick hug. 

“I understand, Amber. I went through the same when the realms separated. My child had no powers at all, and ended up with the mortals. I never found her, and it was hard to live my life in my realm when I couldn’t get to her. I know it will be a struggle for you everyday, but for your safety and to ensure he isn’t moved around often, you all have to stay away from the Light Magic Realm until I figure out safe passage for you.”

I hated all five of them at that moment, though Sierra was still at the top of the list. If I had to go back to Foothills, I’d have to practice in Fight Club as much as possible with at least five people. I wouldn’t stop until I knew I could take them all out at once.








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




Amber




It was hard going back to Foothills, but I did as I was asked. It was nearly summer anyway, and my brothers were planning to help us learn advanced magic over the summer from other realms. 

Mack was convinced Hank had hidden ancient vampire powers, so he was sending him to a coven in the Mortal Realm for the summer for him to figure it out more.

Hornora finally listened to reason about doing something more with the secondary classes, although Sam was convinced that King Logan had threatened him that he’d better listen to all of us more.

We’d been hoping to use Charlene to compel Sierra into reversing the spell, but she fell under the blue dot spell the day after we found out about it. 

Sam and Delilah had to be checked, but thankfully while they were infected, and so were their parents, an immortal man Ruby sent over to help out was able to get it off all of them before dots appeared.

More descendants had to be isolated. So far, we’d managed to eradicate it from the school, but we knew it wouldn’t last. I knew it was only a matter of time before people tried to bother descendants at school for it, too.

The bullying was getting better, but we were still dealing with at least a few instances a day as people slipped up to go back to the old ways. 

It was better than from the start of the term, but I wished people would just stop forgetting by this point, and it was why I was worried descendants could become targets.

In my free time, I studied new fight moves when I wasn’t trying to find out extra information about curses or the spell on Ruby. 

I was up to fighting three people and I got them down twice, but only just barely. Mason, Ben, and Hank tried often to help out, but at times they wanted to relax to do their own studies, so I had to find others to practice with.

Ben refused to tell anyone the plan Ruby had given him, and often locked us all out of his dorm so he could study it. The most he’d say was that it would be a miracle if it worked out, but like me, he refused to quit to the point he spent most of the rest of the year isolated except at night. He was also researching ways to get Scott out of prison. 

For whatever reason, despite the evidence that Scott was innocent, they insisted on holding him until there was a trial. A trial they wanted Carly to attend, which likely wasn’t going to happen.

Hank tended to take off on his own as well to study about his form more. He’d never really focused on his vampire much except on the full moon when he needed to ensure he didn’t try to drink someone’s blood. He was fine most of the time, but the full moon brought it out in all vampires, and the younger ones struggled the most.

He used to hide out in his dorm after he nearly drank a girl’s blood without her consent one night on a moon date in JS Year Two.

Mason still refused to leave my side, so we often did everything together, and most nights he tried to teach me more advanced dark magic to see what I could do. We were surprised to learn that I could so a lot, even if some of it was weak. I’d never be as strong as him, but I could use it as back up.

My Witch and Warlock teacher, Mrs. Fungar, also helped me when I asked. She surprisingly knew a lot more than what she’d taught, but she explained that the curriculum didn’t call for the advanced spells since this was a fae school.

“But it sounds like Hornora is finally looking into revamping the system,” she told me. “It’s nice he’s finally trying to change things. I’m glad you kids knocked some sense into him.”

“It only took five years,” I responded. “But he’s still prejudiced against people with fewer elements.”

“Amber, you’ve made a victory so far. You all made him see things a different way, but people will not change as fast as you want them to. It’s a start though. Don’t get frustrated by slow change, just be glad it’s happening.”

“It’s hard to see it that way, though,” I said.

“I know, but progress is progress and as long as it keeps happening, people like Hornora will eventually see things differently. Hopefully someday he’ll reflect on what he was like and be relieved he changed for the best.”

If I could help it, he’d see things in a different light even sooner. 

Most nights I couldn’t sleep because it was hard being at Foothills when I wanted Owen, so sometimes I’d go for a walk, though Mason, Ben, or Hank would wake up and come walk with me eventually. 

Even though Hank and Ben spent a lot of time alone, they’d come back to my dorm at night where they’d been sleeping for months without getting caught or anyone caring. I knew it was more than me by this point. 

They were scared any of us could be taken when we thought we were safe. I still had those fears, but I was trying to force myself not to. The night time walks helped.

One night, I got out of bed when term was nearly over, I left the dorm and went to stand in the water. It was early June, so the water was warm. This was where it all began nearly six years ago when we had our first encounter with the immortals, though we’d thought they were dark magic wielders. How naive we’d been.

Jared and I had our first date here, neither of us knowing we’d fall in love. We likely would have lasted well into adulthood, and I resented the fact we never got to find out. 

He never got to meet his child, one that he hadn’t known existed. I knew he would have been an amazing father. He’d likely be the one reassuring me if I’d stressed about being a teen mom. 

I closed my eyes and reflected on every good moment we ever had. The fae didn’t believe in any Gods like the mortals did, but they believed in the afterlife and spirits. 

I’d read a book recently about connecting to a departed loved one, and if you could feel something warm touch you, they were reaching out. It hadn’t happened for me, yet.

There was another theory that if it was cold, it was their ghost dealing with unfinished business, so I kept hoping for the former, but I’d yet to reach him if it was true, or perhaps he was angry with me for not doing enough to protect our child.

I was in constant contact with Ruby who so far managed to convince them that she’d lost us once we got to the Shapeshifter Realm, but she was worried it wouldn’t last, and she might have to hide, but she kept sending updates daily, sometimes twice a day, and promised me it wasn’t wrong to be at school.

But I wasn’t convinced still. I felt like the world’s worst mother for not doing more.

As I pleaded with Jared that night to forgive me for failing our child so far, my eyes opened as I felt a warm hand on my cheek. It stroked my cheek the way he used to, and I looked around before ensuring that no one was around invisible.

But it was just me standing in the water, and I was knee deep. I’d have heard them coming.

I felt it again once more, even with my eyes open, and I burst into tears. Maybe it was just in my imagination because I wanted it so bad, but others, including Ben’s mother, had told me they’d felt the same when they’d lost someone and they were thinking of them.

I decided at that moment I didn’t care if it might have been my imagination. It felt too real to be. 

“If you’re there, please show me a sign that you’ll guide me to Owen and help me end this mess,” I pleaded as I gazed up at the half moon.

Three times was too much of a coincidence I told myself as I felt it one more time. I heard Mason calling me from behind and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

“You okay?” He asked as he sloshed in the water towards me.

“Better than I was,” I responded, searching his face for any blue dots, something we’d all gotten into the habit of doing. 

I worried about what would happen during the summer. Likely we’d have to figure out a way to screen people on the first day.

“Why’s that?” He asked. “Did Ruby write?”

“She writes everyday, but it’s probably going to sound insane…” I trailed off before telling him what I felt.

“I believe it. Jared wouldn’t be mad at you for any of this. He’s pissed at them and he probably wishes he could haunt them, but he’s not mad at you, Amber. Not at all.”

“Why? Have you felt something?” I asked and he shook his head.

“I’ve heard the same stories you have and you’ve shown me that book you were reading. No, I just know Jared. You’re the last person he’d be upset with, Amber,” Mason told me. “It’s not your fault you couldn’t fight them off.”

Mason pulled on my arm, and I followed him back to the dorm. I knew I still wouldn’t sleep. 

If I wasn’t thinking about Jared or Owen, I was thinking about Michael who was in a deep sleep in a large abandoned building Mack and the others had converted into an area with different sections heavily warded with magic. 

We had non descendants watching him, Charlene, and the others, but they had guards outside the building, too. 

Anyone could snatch them at any time to deliver them to Fergus if it meant they could live past December 31st, 2009. 

There was also Stan, Isla, and several others already with Fergus, and it bothered us all we couldn’t get them. 

Rowan, Michael’s cousin, hadn’t even returned to school and we were trying to get him here since he had two elements. Hornora had told us he’d make a decision in the summer, but Rowan had to be screened and he had to do a test to see if he could make it here.

We knew it was because of his prejudice against those with one or two elements, but Yooper and King Logan had told us to leave it to them.

Ellen, who’d had her visions finally restored by Ruby told us she saw visions of Rowan at Foothills with us. 

“Don’t tell Hank or Rowan, but I saw them making out sometime next winter.”

She would return, too, for her final year, but she was as enthusiastic about it as I was. She wanted to get Stan back and Denver wanted to help. They both felt responsible for his disappearance and her grandfather’s death.

Ben often wondered if something in the spell had sensed her grandfather could help us. He found it strange the way Stan reacted to him. He could have attacked Ellen or Denver, but he hadn’t.

They weren’t under anyone’s control since it was the spell backfiring, but why had Isla targeted Rowan, and why had Tilly gone after Michael? Something else had to be going on there. Ruby found it suspicious, too.

When we entered the dorm, it was to find Ben awake, now too. He was sitting up in the sleeping bag he always slept in, clutching a piece of paper.

“Brenda sent a letter,” he said when we asked what was wrong. “I wrote her just because it’s bugging us so much. She never responds, but this time, she did.”

And he held out the letter for us to see.

Expect it to get worse, baby brother. Sierra’s not fixing it anytime soon. You haven’t seen what the curse can do yet. You have no idea how to stop it either. You’ll be going to Fergus very soon, whether you like it or not. Good luck, you’ll need it.

None of us knew what she meant, but given how heartless they’d all become about this, we knew it was likely worse than we thought.








  
  
  Blurb for Book Four

  
  







Get ready for the epic conclusion in Book Four as Amber, Ben, Michael, and Ellen embark on their final year at Foothills Fae Academy, marking not just the end of their academic journey but the beginning of a new chapter in their lives beyond the school walls. 




Amber, still haunted by the events in the previous book, must also grapple with profound challenges. A heart-wrenching betrayal by those she once trusted leaves her shattered, and she faces a mission to confront the immortals and those who hurt her.




In the wake of these revelations, the immortals adjust their sinister plans. Instead of conquering all realms, they’ve devised an even more catastrophic scheme. 




As everyone searches for Owen, the ultimate battle between good and evil unfolds, and the fate of all realms rests in their hands. Will they emerge victorious or witness the cataclysmic end of everything they hold dear?

* * *




If you’d like to read the first five chapters of Book Four, they are here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/hud1czgti2 (They are rough drafts so far, and will be fixed each time I work on those chapters, so the copy you download today could be different tomorrow.)




If you’d like to see the trailer for Book Four, it’s here: https://youtu.be/mGOBhVUJMXg




I have also provided a link in the About the Author section in case it doesn’t let you click it.




[image: Image]




If you’re curious about the covers, if you look at them lined up, you’ll notice they slowly get darker with each book. Book One, which is innocent, childish, and more carefree is colourful opposed to Book Two, which is still light-hearted, but not as much as Book One. As you’ll know by now since you’re reading this, Book Three wasn’t a happy book, and the characters couldn’t get a break, and now Book Four is absent of colour.

* * *







Also a word about Tilly, I’m going to try my best not to spoil, but her reaction to Michael isn’t meant to be whether or not she is evil. 




With her, it is truly self-sabotage in this book because she thinks no one can love her. This is what I was like as a teen when people were genuinely nice because I was bullied relentlessly, and I didn’t believe anyone could love me, so I pushed everyone away. 




It took me years to learn not to act like that and to realize I was hurting other people. I incorporated it into the story to show another way that meeting your moon mate isn’t always happily ever after, even with a soul mate. 




It’s to show someone who is so full of self-hatred from the bullying they’ll reject someone who could be good for them, especially if they feel like the other person is being forced to like them, like in the case of moon mates. 




Tilly is meant to be a person who isn’t black or white and needs to heal. However, it is not meant to condone her behaviour because how she treated Michael is not okay.


The suicide story is also a story of someone in real life who almost did, and knows their story was included somehow and approves.




Huron Park, and the school I mentioned when they were in the Mortal Realm are real places. A good friend of mine grew up in Huron Park, so I visited there often, especially every summer. The school closed down in the year 2000, and someone burnt it down on Christmas of 2003. This book takes place in 2004/2005. The school sat empty and boarded up for years after the fire before they tore it down. All the facts I provided about the town and school are true. That town and the summers I spent there have always held a special place in my heart, so I was eager to include the town in my books.








  
  
  Foothills Fae Academy: The Lost Moments

  
  




Dear readers,




I’d like to announce that I’m creating a copy of additional content extracted from these books. It’s called: 




Foothills Fae Academy: The Lost Moments.




If you’d like to read about the food fight that happened at Foothills, it will be included through Jerry’s and Timmy’s point of view. I originally had it in this book instead of Denver explaining it. Jerry and Timmy were meant to have bigger roles in this book and the next. However, I know people prefer it to be just Amber’s, Ellen’s, Ben’s, and Michael’s POV’s, though mainly Amber’s, so I have put POVs from other characters in The Lost Moments.




I wanted to use Ellen’s brothers to keep Foothills tied into the story line when the characters aren’t at the school. But Jerry also goes to a school for phoenixes for a year, so I wanted to include some chapters of him at his school. It will now be in the new book, and Ellen will just have visions of them or characters will just explain things, such as how Denver explained the food fight.




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 also be chapters of Michael playing a game that takes place at the dragon school. Originally, he was supposed to have a plot playing it and that’s how he really met his cousins, but I had complaints about the sports in Book One, so I took it out. However, I’ve had a few readers reach out privately shortly after publishing who let me know they’d have preferred to see Michael play it, so I’m sorry about that. I found out there were people who enjoyed the sports chapters and students going to classes in Book One. So I’ll keep that in mind for the future.




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 because I thought people didn’t like them. However, recent private feedback about this book has told me otherwise. So in future books, I’ll keep that in mind.




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.




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.




It will also have character profiles, information about each realm, and more information about the immortals and the original ritual. Someday, there will be a prequel about the original ritual through these characters ancestors POV.




Keep on the look out for The Lost Moments. It will be released after Book Four at some point. Book Four is nearly done, so it will probably be released in late summer. This all depends on a move I am making. I just sold my house, so my writing has been put on hold for now.








  
  
  Spin off series

  
  




In the last section, I mentioned I would be keeping in mind the readers complaints I’ve had about how the Foothills Series was written. While, I don’t have plans to continue Foothills—I’ve considered it through the main characters kids POV’s, but I’ve just played around with the idea, but if I do it, I’d prefer to do it with the kids and parents sharing the story, so for now, it’s on the back burner. You’ll understand why at the end of Book Four why I’ve played with this idea. If I do it this way, the kids of the main characters will be older and already in school. It will likely be when they are seventeen and older.




However, one of my favourite things other authors do when they write series related to ones they’ve created is when some characters make a cameo appearance. One of my favourite authors does this with all of her stand-a-lone books. They’re all connected even if you don’t have to read the other books to know what is going on.




That is what I want to do with this series. There are eight realms to explore, and after writing some of Ellen’s trips in the water, I wouldn’t mind doing at least one book with the mermaids. I plan to write new characters in other realms, and while they’ll be connected to this series, they can be read without reading this series. 




One realm I’d really like to explore is the Dark Magic Wielder Realm. By this point, even if you’ve only read this book, you’ll know that they were misunderstood. In Book One, everyone thought they were the bad guys, but in the plot twist, it turns out they are being framed because of their name and they’re actually innocent. I’ve considered making Mack one of the main characters for that one.




So what I’d like to do eventually is write spin offs where old characters make a cameo to keep the books connected, but write them so that people don’t have to read the other series unless they choose to. Which means, most will probably take place before Foothills Fae Academy, or else if they take place after or during, I’ll need to warn readers it could spoil those books. 




The characters will either go to an academy or will be adults. If they go to an academy, they won’t be starting at a young age. It will either be a college or their last years of High School.




The one I am thinking of with the mermaids, I’d like to write them while they’re at school since Ellen didn’t spend a lot of time there, but I’d also like to go further into the training they have and their histories.




So be on the look out for spin offs that take place in other realms with new characters.







  Thank you 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!







  

  
    About the Author
  


  
    
  


  
    
      
        You can connect with me on:
      


      
        
          

          
            https://calliewoodridge.wixsite.com/my-site-1
          
        

      

      

      

      
        
          

          
            https://youtu.be/mGOBhVUJMXg
          
        

      
        
          

          
            https://linktr.ee/calliewoodridge
          
        

      
    

  

  





  
    Also by Callie Woodridge
  


  
    Zartoto Series

Abduction

Powerless

Betrayal

Secrets

Invasion

Parallel Agenda




Foothills Fae Academy Series

Book One

Book Two

Book Three

Book Four

Lost Moments




Frost vs Fire Series—First book coming late 2024
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Timbercrest Evergreen Academy

The Mysteries of Timbercrest Academy—Could be sometime in 2024 because I’ve written ten chapters, but I’m focusing more on Book Four and Frost vs Fire. This is a non-magical academy. It will be a four book series starting with the characters in grade nine and ending in grade twelve.







Soulbound Chronicles—First book coming tentative 2025 date. This series features reapers.
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