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July 15, 2021 - 2:32 PM

On the day Grandma disappeared, Ethan Gross discovered that magic was real, and with it came danger.

Grandma's 70th birthday was spent on a boat, fishing with her loved ones. Grandpa, the famous guitarist, played a song about limes and coconuts. Ethan's Mom, April, was in the boat's tiny galley, sticking candles into a supermarket cake. Gavin, his swashbuckling younger brother, swung his fishing rod overhead like a sword, nearly hooking his eye. Staying a bit more than a fishing rod's distance from Gavin at all times was recommended.

Ethan soaked in Grandma Time. Grandma Audrey was old but wild. Untamed. She reminded him often about rules and that they were made to be broken. "Rules slow me down," she said. No wonder Grandpa fell in love with her. She was a rockstar too, smarter than the rulemakers.

Grandma never spoke to Ethan like the 8-year-old he was. She told him necessary and important facts since he was a toddler. She'd begin a session in the following way: "Little Tiger, remember the words I speak." She talked for hours about her studies involving science and magic, uploading information from her brain to a supercomputer inside Ethan's head. He didn't know how to access the data, but it was all logged in his unhackable mind.

While the boat bobbed up and down, Grandma unsteadily poured a liquid from a flask into a glass of iced tea. As they mixed, Ethan watched starry sparks swirl into the brown drink like tiny worlds. She inhaled deeply before turning to Ethan, breaking her odd silence. "You know I love our walks in the woods when I share tales about my work."

Ethan nodded - he loved their rambling conversations, even if he didn't follow her complicated science stories. He was more familiar with her adventure-filled biography than Grandpa.

She patted his hand gently. "File this away. I know you're only eight, and I'm naive. I've been too eager to share my findings. They'll warp them. Use them to control and destroy." Her eyes darkened. "That cannot happen. Do you understand?"

Confused, Ethan just nodded again.

"You can trust only the family on this boat." Grandma seemed to wrestle with some inner turmoil. Finally, she whispered, "The potions must remain protected." Cryptically, she added, "I've found a temporary safe place - until it's time."

She said no more, returning her focus to her fishing line.

Grandma had always been eccentric - was she going senile? Potions? What did she mean by control and destroy? He'd heard whispers of potions, but not of danger. The knots in his stomach were made worse by the bobbing boat.

"Cheers to me on my birthday, Ethan," Grandma immediately lightened the mood. She held up her glass containing a glowing universe while Ethan held up his lemonade. "In celebration of my twenty-five thousand five hundred and fiftieth day, and the million tomorrows still to come. Bottom's up." Grandma finished her iced tea in one long swig. She wiped her upper lip.

She paused, her gaze drawn once more to the lake's surface. The sunlight danced across the water in an unnatural way, casting eerie, flickering shadows that seemed to beckon her closer, and a faint smile tugged at the corners of her lips, as if she were privy to a secret the others couldn't yet comprehend.

As Grandma savored the last sip of her iced tea, a sudden, powerful tug on her fishing line shattered the moment's tranquility inviting her to engage. But the nibbling was more than a fish. Grandma yanked on the rod, but the thing under the calm lake tugged much harder. Grandma Audrey looked over to Ethan and gave him a rushed, unqualified warning: "Remember, protect the potions."

Monster-sized fish didn't live in Lake Champlain. So when Grandma was suddenly jerked out of her seat and pulled into the water, the fishing rod still in her hand, it was a shock, but when she disappeared into the black and never resurfaced, it was terrifying.

"What the devil?" Grandpa jumped from his seat, seeing his wife of too many years to count fly through the air and into the drink. Moving to the back of the boat, he watched the water, waiting for her to reemerge.

Ethan peered into the dark lake and saw nothing but a moving, disfigured reflection of his face, but he didn't look away. Looking past the surface, there was something large and colorful; a fish, but as big as the boat he stood on. It was barely there, and then it was gone.

A panicked Mom called out, "What are you waiting for, Dad? Save her."

"Grandma can't drown, darling," Grandpa exclaimed.

"Well, make sure, will you?" Mom yelled back. She didn't have faith in magic.

Grandpa took a deep breath and, without thought or preparation, clumsily leapt into the lake, guitar still strapped to his back.

Ethan and Gavin moved close to Mom, and she put her arms around them. Ethan absently watched the ripples from Grandma's plunge move to shore, with Grandpa's trailing far behind.

***
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July 15, 2021 - 2:39 PM

This is a disaster. Grandpa saw his beloved guitar floating on the surface above. His legs were heavy, and he had spent too much oxygen trying to remove his footwear. Even Michael Phelps couldn't outswim a mermaid, especially in sneakers.

Audrey was lost in the murk below. Suddenly, there was a muffled boom, a flash of light, and a figure. The underwater fireworks lasted only a moment before the water returned to black.

What are you up to, Audrey? Grandpa wondered.

Grandpa needed to resurface, but he observed a glitter in the depths. He hadn't been submerged for two minutes and desperately needed air. Audrey had been underwater for closer to five, but she could. She knew a trick.

He knew the glittering object wasn't Audrey; it wasn't human. Grandpa started towards the surface but stopped; low on oxygen but curious, he turned to face it.

The beast was massive. It was as fast, as big, and as bright as a school bus rolling downhill without brakes. Grandpa had just one-second to recognize what it was—a pink, purple glitter shark with its mouth open wide to swallow him whole. He closed his eyes just as his last bit of air bubbled from his mouth.

***
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July 31, 2021 - 1:31AM

Wake up sleepy head.

Ethan opens his eyes. His pitch-black room doesn't alarm him, but an odd tinge of orange light flickering under the shades gives him the creeps. There is no falling back to sleep without an answer, so he pulls himself from bed and shuffles to the window. Slowly lifting the shade, he sees a towering fire across the yard. Grandma feeds the flames with piles of notebooks stacked by her feet. Each book explodes as if the pages are soaked in gasoline.

A dark purple fox paces on the far side, mostly obscured by the intense fire. As Grandma chucks paper into the flames, she communicates with the nervous-looking animal. Ethan recognizes the notebooks as Grandma's research. She's read nearly every word to him from those books.

Ethan throws on a robe and runs outside, but not fast enough. Running across the yard, he moves from memory to a dream. Grandma is gone, and the inferno is no longer ablaze. The fire pit is cool to the touch. Peering into the ash, Ethan spots the flakes of notebook pages singed by the flames. He reaches in to rescue any clues. In the pile of ash, just four pieces reveal partial notes torn a journal in hard-to-read cursive.

…he Heart of Ra," he said. his voice echoing through the ancient chambers. "May it guide you through the darkest of nights.”

September 3, 1975 - Marrakech, Morocco. The spice markets here are a treasure trove. I found a merchant selling "Sands of Time" - an iridescent powder said to be collected from the ruins of an ancient desert city. I've never seen anything like it. The photo I took of the merchant doesn't do justice to the otherworldly glow of…

eiro, Brazil During Carnaval, I met a woman dressed as a shimmering bird. She beckoned me to follow her into a hidden garden. There, she gifted me a single feather that seemed to dance with colors I'd never seen before. "Pluma de Fênix," she whispered. Phoenix Feather. I can feel the energy pulsing within it.

October 31, 1979 - Transylvania, Romania On the night of Samhain, I ventured into the misty forests alone. Beneath a twisted yew tree, I discovered a small cloth bundle. Inside were three seeds, each etched with a strange sigil. The accompanying note read: "Plant only in the darkest of soils, water with the tears of the broken-heart

n a hidden alley, an old man with knowing eyes handed me a delicate origami crane. As I unfolded it, a fine shimmering dust fell from its creases. "Yume no Kasumi," he said. The Mists of Dreams, capable of blurring the lines between reality and illusion. I carefully colle

Wind launches the papers from his hand. Ethan gives chase but stops when he observes the fox watching him in the shadows at the far end of the yard. Its color is hidden by the darkness, but its eyes glow a sinister green.

Ethan is scared stiff as the fox sprints in his direction. He spins and runs back to the house, not stopping to look back. He can hear the fox's paws hit the dusty trail behind him until there's a yelp and the sound of the animal tripping over itself awkwardly. Peering back, Ethan sees not a clumsy fox in the darkness but a shadowy figure of a girl limping away.

Back inside, Ethan crawls into his mom's bed, falls asleep, and forgets it all. The clues are lost because he couldn't save them. Ethan can't save anything without help or magic, but all dreams, remembered or not, leave a mark.

***
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July 31, 2021 - 2:21 PM

Grandpa owned one suit. It was forty years old, royal blue, and smelled like the 1970s. He and Grandma were fond of the '70s, and because the memorial was for her, he wore the blue suit.

The only thing between Grandpa, his blue suit, his trimmed Santa beard, his wild Einstein hair, and the two hundred or so family and friends was a microphone. The outdoor memorial was held at Grandma's favorite location, a lush field surrounded by forest and hills. The sky would go from a light blue to a soft pink in short order. Grandpa stepped up to the podium, his heart heavy with the weight of the words he was about to share. April caught his eye from the front row, giving him a gentle nod as if to say, "Stay focused, and don't talk too long." He glanced at his watch, noting it was 2:37 PM. A cool breeze rustled the leaves in the trees surrounding the gathering, and Grandpa drew in a deep breath, allowing the fresh air to fill his lungs and calm his nerves. With a final moment of silence, he began to speak, his voice carrying across the assembled family and friends.

"You know what they call a speech at a funeral?" Grandpa asked his teary-eyed grandsons sitting uncomfortably in the first row. A blank stare and a half-shrug were all Grandpa got. "It's called a eulogy. Means truth in Greek. I'm no good at speeches, but I can spin a yarn. So we'll go with that. I got a tale sure to sound wild and loose with the facts, but it happened. It's truth, and that, kids, is what made it a eulogy."

Ethan struggled to maintain eye contact with Grandpa. He didn't want to hear stories about Grandma anymore unless she was the one telling them. He shifted his gaze toward the woods, where a sizable figure stirred within the foliage.

"Audrey, whoa," Grandpa starts, "She wasn't just a Mom or a Grandma. She was a rockstar biologist, a freakin' pioneer. I mean, we're talking about the sharpest mind you've ever encountered. Einstein? Please, he couldn't have connected magic and science like Audrey did. And let me tell you, would Einstein have had the guts to trash his groundbreaking discovery to save the planet? Hell, no!"

"So, Audrey's gig was discovering new foods for Americans. One wild trip down south, deep in the heart of South America, hunting for this greenish-blueberry thing. Found it, but the darn thing tasted like burnt turkey! Who wants fruit that tastes like an overcooked bird?

Last night in Ushuaia, the southernmost city on this rock, Audrey had this wild idea. She calls up her boss, Louis, back in Boston, asking for the green light to jet off to Antarctica. Yeah, Antarctica! She believed if she could snag the Antarctic Rose, she'd prove magic was real. Louis tells her to drop the plan, get back home. Can't blame him, but if she did, this story would've been about some weird blueberry."

Ethan's gaze locked onto the forest. His eyes widened as he noticed a hefty buck, a size bigger than usual. What caught him off guard were the antlers, painted in shades of pink and purple.

"Audrey finds this young pilot, Tino. This guy was too afraid to say no to Audrey, even if it meant flying four hours, landing on a strip of ice in the dark of night, only to be back before anyone missed them. Audrey's New York accent could be real persuasive, as I'm sure many of you knew."

"He flew Audrey and a brave coworker who came along for the ride. The beastly plane did everything to keep them alive despite the paint-can-shaker of a ride. Audrey's colleague passed out. Turns out, Tino was just a bus driver who misunderstood your grandma's broken Spanish."

There is a mixture of laughs and gasps from the audience.

"I guess planes aren't that tough to figure out, and Tino landed the tin can two miles from the sleeping volcano Audrey reckoned was home to this rose. Predictably, Antarctica was colder than a polar bear's butt, and Audrey had no gloves or hat or a proper jacket, so she ran. Frostbite nearly took her nose. Ever see what frostbite does to a face? It's gnarly, but fortunately, it didn't take her long to find what she was searching for—a narrow opening at the base of the mountain.

Geothermal warmth pouring out like an open oven. A massive chamber, a giant hot pool, and everything glowing blue. Animals everywhere – foxes, turtles, frogs, birds. On the other side, a dead tree next to a blooming rose bush. Audrey didn't mess around; she sprints to the bush, picks a petal, throws it in a jar."

The deer remained unmoving. Ethan's heart raced as the massive creature stood among the trees, partially concealed. Despite the forest hindering his view, Ethan sensed the gaze of the monster-sized deer fixed on him. A swift scan of the onlookers confirmed he was the only one aware of its presence.

"Audrey left the bewildered animals and dashed out of the secret room. Imagine you've been hanging out for decades in your cozy cave, then suddenly some two-legged creature with clothes invades your space, steals something, and takes off. Batty, right?"

Seated beside the boys, their tearful Mom shook her head in disbelief. Familiar with the tale, she had never bought into a single word of it. Whenever her boys questioned her about magic, which was quite frequent, she dismissed it as a load of baloney.

"Audrey was stoked. This discovery was a big darn deal. She sprinted to the plane, never once looking back, but when she returned, Tino, the bus-driving pilot, pointed out she had been followed. She turned around to see a small, baby white fox with a long bushy tail standing nervously behind her. Audrey scooped up her new friend and climbed aboard the plane."

Ethan's eyes darted between Grandpa and the deer, the creature's unmoving gaze causing internal panic. Ethan pointed to himself to get confirmation from the animal that it was focusing on him. The deer slowly moved its head up and down and then once to its right, motioning him into the woods. Ethan gulped a double helping of oxygen. If baloney was real, then so was magic.

"Audrey said the plane dipped a wing or two into the icy Atlantic like a chicken wing into blue cheese. The fox snuggled on your grandma's lap, warming her frosty hands during the trip north to South America. Back in Boston triumphant, Barstow calls her in. She drops the petal on his desk like a rockstar trophy."

Ethan stood and moved slowly towards the deer.

"What are you doing, honey bear?" Mom said to an unresponsive Ethan.

Gavin laughed. "He's being weird."

"This guy had the discovery of a lifetime sitting on his desk." On stage, Grandpa continued. He watched Ethan rise from his seat and halted the story. He leans off-mic, as Ethan passed in front of him, "You alright, kiddo?"

Ethan nodded, hypnotized by the buck.

Grandpa followed Ethan's gaze and noticed the visitor, mentally noting the odd color of the antler. Ever since that fateful day, Grandpa has been waiting for those glittery colors, and his mouth dropped open, "Holy mackerel, that's her."

The deer moved deeper into the woods, and Ethan picked up his pace.

Suddenly, Grandpa dropped the microphone to the ground, creating an ear-splitting squeal over the speakers. He took off after the buck with all the gracefulness of a bat as he yelled, "I need answers, you dumb deer!"

Nearly everyone in the audience rose to their feet. The deer ran, quickly disappearing into the forest. Ethan and Grandpa followed the colorful beast until there was more dark than light.

***
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July 31, 2021 - 2:35 PM

Deep in the woods, far from the memorial, Ethan had separated from Grandpa. Worried about ticks, any trailing family and friends had given up. Ticks did not concern Ethan, and he wasn't alone for long.

"Wanna see a trick?" a girl called out. Ethan could hear her but couldn't find her until she clued him in. "Up here."

The girl was sitting on a tree branch fifty feet off the ground. She was no older than twelve with shoulder-length brown hair, wearing a bright shimmering dress and standing under a fiery pink and purple sky.

Her eyes were red and watery like his.

Ethan asked, "How did you get up there?"

"Wait, do you want to see a trick?" the girl repeated.

"Okay," Ethan responded.

The girl stood and leapt off the branch like a high diver at the Olympics. Before her body hit the ground, she transformed into a pink and purple hawk. She flew one loop around Ethan before settling on the ground next to him. The girl quickly transformed again into a massive pink and purple gorilla. Nervous, Ethan took a step back, but the gorilla scooped him off the ground and carried him up the tree. The tree bent wildly under the gorilla's weight until the animal placed Ethan on a tree branch close to the top.

Ethan was too frightened to notice the gorilla leave. A few moments later, the girl climbed down to a nearby branch. Her dress was now backward, but Ethan didn't notice this detail. He was in survival mode, making as little movement as possible while hugging the tree trunk with all his strength.

"It's not as easy as it looks, going from a bird to a mammal, I mean," she said, trying to regain her breath. "You're Ethan, right?"

Ethan only nodded.

"I knew it. I was watching you. I'm Lizzie," she told him. She reached out her hand to shake, but Ethan was unwilling to give up his grip, so she shook his pinky finger. "I know what you're thinking: I killed your Grandma. But I didn't. I swear."

"Okay," Ethan said, unsure if the word actually left his mouth. He wasn't thinking about anything except falling.

"I mean, would I be this sad? No," Lizzie protested, pointing to her face. "And here's a secret: she's not even dead."

"How did you turn into animals?" Ethan mumbled, more in shock over her ability than the bombshell fact she dropped.

Lizzie smiled. "I stole some magic. This was years ago. Best thing I ever did. Cause now, I'm free."

"I could use some magic too," Ethan said, hoping for a way down.

"There ain't any left," Lizzie responded. "If there were, I sure as heck wouldn't be some dumb twelve-year-old anymore. I'd be a movie star. Maybe a singer. Or both. Like Barbra. You're too young to know about Barbra. I'm fifty-eight years old with a heckuva memory."

Someone at ground level called for Ethan. It was Mom. He spotted her wandering around the forest floor.

"Mom!" Ethan yelled down to her.

Mom's head swiveled around, but she couldn't find Ethan.

"I can help you find your Grandma," Lizzie whispered. "All it'll take is the right potion."

"You just said there wasn't any left," Ethan said.

"But you can make more," she pointed to his mother down below. "She's not safe. Grandpa too, and you won't be either. They want the potions."

Ethan asked, ignoring Mom for a moment, "Grandma told me to protect the potions?"

"That's not telling you not to make more," Lizzie said. "Without them, you are in serious trouble. The folks who want the magic. I can't protect everyone. You gotta do it yourself."

Mom called out Ethan's name again, now standing ninety feet below him.

"Up here," Ethan answered. "If they are watching me right now, it kinda looks like I have magic."

"It kinda does," Lizzie admitted.

Mom looked skyward and fell to her knees in horror. She stammered, "Oh my. How did you get up there, Ethan?"

"Lizzie carried me," Ethan said, pointing to where Lizzie was but was no longer. "You know, the deer? The girl deer."

"I don't understand. Don't do anything. I'll get help," Mom said with a brave face before screaming, "Somebody, help us!"

"I'll get him down, Mom," Gavin called out.

Mom put a hand on Gavin's shoulder. "Go back to the funeral."

Alone, Ethan gave the tree a bear hug. His face pressed against the bark. He spotted a brightly colored ant crawling up the bark, while Lizzie's shimmering dress floated to the ground, unnoticed.

It took an hour, a bunch of firefighters, and a tree expert to get Ethan down from the tree. The gaggle of folk at the base applauded when his feet finally touched Earth. Mom hugged him, but Ethan was too sore to hug back.

Gavin had questions. Grandpa had questions. Mom blocked them all and ignored her own, hoping it would all go away. And it did, but only for a little while.

***
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November 3, 1978

Many years ago, when Audrey was just beginning her extraordinary journey, she strode into her boss Louis Barstow's office with unwavering determination. A small glass vial, which contained a precious white rose petal, rested in her palm. she had retrieved from Antarctica on a daring expedition. She believed this petal held the key to unlocking magical properties, and after months of secretly formulating potion recipes using rare organic elements like this one, she hoped this "proof" would finally convince Barstow to properly finance her groundbreaking research.

"Just imagine, Louis - these formulas could manipulate matter, transform beings...even warp time!" she insisted eagerly. "With resources to test them, we could revolutionize—"

"Enough!" Barstow interrupted, his lined face hard as he pushed the vial away in disgust. "I won't have you wasting company resources on these fantasy potions, Audrey."

Despite his imposing presence, Audrey stood firm. She presented her packed journal of theories, pointing to the measurable results. "Then don't think of it as magic. Proper testing could unlock wonders beyond our comprehension!"

Barstow simply shook his head, steadfast. "It's too dangerous. And I won't have pseudoscience tarnishing this company." His expression like ice, he added, "Your position is terminated, Ms. Gross. Now please, leave behind these ludicrous notions."

Jaw clenched, Audrey reached to take back her precious Antarctic rose sample. But Barstow deftly pocketed the unique petal first.

"I'll be keeping this," he remarked with a thin, smug smile. Audrey stormed out alone but more determined than ever to prove her formulas' immense power.

***
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June 3, 2023 - Present Day

Mom comes in from the garden, her hands caked with dirt and confident that the last frost of the season has passed. She's planted her Gilfeather turnips, hoping they'll be prizewinners again this year. As she washes her hands, she realizes the house is strangely quiet. "What are those boys up to?" Mom wonders aloud.

An answer comes quickly in the form of a bang, followed by a noisy exchange of blame between her sons. She dries her hands and finds Ethan, now ten, and Gavin, eight, standing at the midpoint of the stairs leading to the bedroom level. Between them sits a large metal desk they apparently could no longer manage to carry.

"Hey, Mom," Ethan says, as calmly as possible under the strain of the heavy desk. The only thing saving Ethan from being crushed is Gavin, dressed as a knight from the neck down, whose face is a shade of red he's never worn before.

Seeing her boys struggle, Mom leaps into action, quickly relieving Ethan of the heavy desk.

"I'm impressed you made it this far, but the desk needs to go back to the basement," Mom says, a bit out of breath. "This is Grandpa's, and you need to get his permission."

"You said it's easier to get forgiveness than permission," Ethan answers.

"It's easiest to leave it where it was," says Mom.

"Where it's collecting dust," Ethan protests.

Mom explains, "You have a desk. What happened to the old one, Ethan?"

"I was doing an experiment," Ethan begins, "for the science fair."

"He used dry ice!" Gavin interrupts.

"Where did you get dry ice?" Mom asks.

"I made it," Ethan says with an uncertain pride. "And it broke the desk."

"It's not like we wanted to break it," Gavin says. "Science broke it."

"How do you even make dry ice?" she asks, before quickly changing her mind. "Forget it. I don't want to know. Just don't make more, okay?"

"Can we just bring the desk to my room?" Ethan appeals. "I'll make sure to get Grandpa's permission and forgiveness."

Mom wants to say no but doesn't. "Alright. Heave ho, boys."

She directs them to the other side of the desk. The three work in tandem to lift it one step at a time, resting momentarily on each stair. In less than two minutes, the desk arrives at its destination in Ethan's room.

"It does look good in here, Ethan. May it provide you with much success," Mom says. "Now, I need to order a pizza."

***
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"This desk is giving me genius vibes," Ethan proclaims while admiring the new furniture in the room as if it is a Lamborghini. "Grandma did her science stuff here."

"What stuff?"

"I dunno really. All the times she talked about stuff she found on her travels really made like no sense." He tries to open the top drawer but finds it locked. "Maybe the answers are in here."

"Could be candy."

"Hope not," says Ethan while sticking the ends of a paper clip into the drawer's lock. "Remember that video about lock picking we watched? Coming in handy, right?"

"And Mom says YouTube's a waste of time," Gavin says.

The effort pays off because, in less than a minute of tinkering, the lock is freed.

"Boom," Gavin shouts.

"Shhhh. This is our treasure. Don't let Mom hear what we're up to."

"Mom's going to find out anyway," Gavin admits. "She always does."

"She didn't know about the dry ice thing 'till you told her," Ethan protests. "I seriously wonder whose side you are on."

Ethan opens the drawer. It's full of pens, stationery, and an old dog-eared photo of their mom and uncle when they were kids. In the picture above the words "Halloween 1984," Mom is dressed as Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz, and her younger brother is the cowardly lion. Ethan sets it aside.

"Whoa, pencils," Gavin shouts sarcastically before spotting an old pack of gum. He snatches the open package and finds a single piece wrapped in foil. "Wanna split it?"

"Heck no, Gav," says Ethan. "I doubt it's even edible."

"You mean, eatable?"

"Eatable's not a word. It's edible," Ethan argues.

"Whatever," Gavin says, unwrapping the foil. It's a light pink with a dusting of sugar. He takes a whiff. "Smells like gum."

He quickly puts the entire piece in his mouth and, after two bites, realizes his mistake. The gum immediately crumbles into dust in his mouth. Gavin coughs, and a cloud of ancient gum powder puffs from his face.

Gavin runs out of the room with his hands to his mouth, asking, "Am I gonna die?"

Ethan ignores Gavin's drama and begins clearing out the drawer but finds nothing of interest. "There's gotta be more."

It's when the drawer is completely emptied, the contents scattered on the desk, that he finds a clue. Hidden under all the junk in the drawer is an arrow drawn in faded marker, pointing to the back of the drawer.

When he sees nothing there, a desperate Ethan removes the whole drawer, accidentally dropping it to the floor.

Mom yells up, "You guys okay? I'm hearing a lot of commotion."

"All good, Mom," Ethan responds before mumbling to himself, "What's a commotion?"

He crouches down to peer into the open space created by removing the drawer. In the back, he notices something—paper. He reaches for it; it's firmly attached, and he gently pries it away before taking it out.

It's an old envelope, yellowed over time. The first thing he sees is the Captain James Cook stamp and the postmark date - Feb 3rd, 1978. Typed on the front is:

From: P.X.P.

237 Greene St

New York, NY

To: Audrey Gross

732 Main Street

Jericho, VT

He turns his focus to what's inside to find a note and pulls out three articles cut from newspapers, along with a handwritten note. Ethan reads the note first:

Dear Audrey-

I'd say the answer is simple; weird things happen all the time. The kid says howdy. She's going through a dog phase at the moment. On a serious note, what were you thinking? How'd you let him get his hands on magic? He's dangerous.

Love you, darling.

B-A-R

There's no signature. He sets the note down and takes up the articles. They are old and feel like they're about to fall apart.

"Okay, that was disgusting," says Gavin, returning to the room, wiping his mouth of any rotting gum residue. He spots the articles. "What did I miss?"

"Grandma hid this letter from someone with the initials B-A-R," Ethan starts. "And these newspaper articles were in there too."

Ethan is set to read them when Mom calls up, "Pizza's here, boys."

Gavin jumps off the bed and runs to the door. He stops to wait for Ethan, who is still examining the newspaper clippings. "Come on. Mom told me there's a plain one for you."

"Yeah," Ethan says distractedly. He reads the first article's headline, asking, "Who is the Coney Island Mermaid?"

***
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Audrey, a curious 12-year-old girl with bright eyes and a warm smile, skipped across the hallway from her family's small apartment at 237 Greene Street. She paused in front of the ornate door adorned with intricate carvings, a stark contrast to the plain doors lining the rest of the building. Audrey knocked and waited eagerly for one of the eccentric sisters to answer.

The door creaked open, revealing Dora, the youngest of the three sisters, her dark hair peppered with streaks of silver despite being only in her 40s. She greeted Audrey ushering her into the dimly lit apartment filled with an assortment of peculiar objects and antiques.

"Good morning, Audrey! Ready to help out today?" Dora asked, her voice soft and melodic.

Audrey nodded, her gaze darting around the room, taking in the various curiosities displayed on the shelves. Dora handed her a list of chores, and Audrey's eyes widened as she scanned the tasks, some of which seemed rather unusual for a young girl to undertake.

As Audrey made her way through the apartment, dusting the bookshelves and tidying up the scattered papers, her attention was drawn to a glass case tucked away in a corner. Inside, a magnificent wooden sword rested on a velvet cushion, its polished surface gleaming under the soft light. Intricate carvings adorned the hilt, and Audrey couldn't help but wonder about the story behind a sword that looked anything but dangerous.

Next to the sword, an ancient leather-bound book caught Audrey's eye. Its cover was embossed with strange symbols, and the pages appeared yellowed with age. Audrey glanced over her shoulder, ensuring Dora was occupied elsewhere before carefully lifting the glass case and retrieving the book.

With trembling hands, Audrey opened the ancient book, her eyes widening as she scanned the pages filled with cryptic formulas and detailed illustrations of fantastic creatures. The words “Uno Modo” caught her attention, and she delved deeper into the text written in a language she couldn’t comprehend.

Lost in the pages, Audrey didn't notice Dora's approach until the woman's gentle hand rested on her shoulder. Startled, Audrey snapped the book shut, her cheeks flushing with guilt.

"I see you've found our little secret," Dora said, her voice tinged with amusement rather than anger. "The grimoire has been in our family for generations, passed down from one potion keeper to the next."

Audrey's eyes sparkled with curiosity. "What is ‘Uno Modo?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Dora's expression grew somber. "It's a realm created by the original author of the grimoire, a place where the secrets of potion-making are protected from those who might misuse them. But it's not a place for the faint of heart, Audrey. It's a one-way journey, and few if any have ever returned."

Audrey nodded solemnly, her mind racing with the possibilities of what lay within the pages of the ancient book. As she carefully placed the grimoire back in its case, she knew that her fascination with the mysterious world of potions had only just begun.

From that day forward, Audrey's visits to the sisters' apartment took on a new purpose. She longed to uncover the secrets hidden within the grimoire and to one day master the art of potion-making herself, little knowing the incredible journey that lay ahead of her.

***
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Mom is setting the table when the boys enter.

Gavin lifts open the pizza box and takes a slice before he can even find a plate or a seat. "This is what heaven smells like."

"Can we sit and eat like civilized people?" Mom pleads.

"Civilized people don't eat pizza," Ethan responds, taking a seat at the table. He inspects a slice, pushing off a small piece of tomato before taking a timid bite.

"Everyone eats pizza," Mom retorts.

Ethan is a code-red level picky eater, once going a month eating only three foods: chicken nuggets, noodles, and frozen waffles. His complete diet consists of ten foods: crackers, chips, cookies, noodles, pizza, pancakes, waffles, bacon, milkshakes, and carrots.

"What kinda scientist was Grandma?" Ethan asks.

"She was a biologist," Mom answers.

"Why'd she stop?" Gavin asks with a mouth full of pizza.

"She never stopped her research," Mom says. "She even raised two scientists."

"You're a dentist, Mom," Ethan says.

"And the last three letters in dentist are?" Mom queries.

Gavin jumps in, "I-S-T."

"Right. Just like biologist or botanist, dentistry is a science. Your Uncle Leo may be a rocket scientist, but I'm a scientist too," Mom clarifies. "And it's not like Grandma abandoned science. Her wacky, unproven ideas didn't make the company money, and she put her colleagues in danger, so they axed her position. She toured with Grandpa, and started a family."

"I'm never working for a company," Ethan replies.

"Just don't try to prove the existence of magic on the company dime, and you'll be fine," Mom says.

"I ate forty-year-old gum," Gavin says just before he stuffs a folded slice of pizza in his mouth. That doesn't stop him from talking. "Ethan found some old newspaper articles in the desk."

"Oh yeah?" Mom questions. "About Grandma?"

"I dunno. Didn't read 'em yet," Ethan says, removing some pepperoni that found its way onto his slice. He gives up and puts down the pizza. "Can I be excused?"

"How 'bout you eat a little more and then go upstairs?" Mom requests.

"I'm ten, Mom. Can I eat it later?"

"What does being ten have to do with anything?" Mom wonders. "You can go upstairs, but what if Gavin wants your slice?"

"It's his," Ethan shouts from halfway up the stairs.

***
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Ethan sits at the foot of Gavin's bed, impatiently waiting for his brother to finish dinner.

As Ethan reaches for the hidden articles, his hands tremble slightly, a mix of excitement and fear. He carefully unfolds the fragile paper, his heart pounding. These aren't just old newspaper clippings; they're pieces of a puzzle, clues that could unravel the mystery surrounding Grandma's disappearance and the secrets she kept hidden for so long and so close.

"Hurry," Ethan says from his room, hearing Gavin bound up the hardwood steps.

"I was eating," Gavin wipes his mouth; he's still chewing a piece of crust. "Did you read it?"

“Some of it. There’s three and it's weird." Ethan holds up the newspaper clippings. "This one's from the New York Daily News back in July 1965."

"I didn't even know they had newspapers back then."

"Apparently. Anyways, listen to this."

What exactly did a submarine full of tourists see in the depths of the murky ocean? Some say a seal; others insist it was a mermaid. A blurry photo does little to solve the mystery. The Ulysses, a new submersible ride at the end of Coney Pier, dives fifty feet into the ocean, giving its passengers a glimpse of what lurks below. The Ulysses, nicknamed The Keg due to its canister shape has thus far received lackluster reviews as riders complain the trip's ten minutes of murky water and little sea life. That changed this weekend as something appeared to be waiting for The Keg at the bottom. A boy believes he saw a mermaid. "She was the same age as me. She didn't have flippers, just regular feet and a pink bathing suit." When asked how long she was down there, the boy related, "The whole time. You couldn't see her that well, but I watched her the whole time. She was totally breathing water." Skeptics believe the sighting is a publicity stunt to garner attention to the poorly-attended ride. Others said it was just a curious seal watching the visitors from a distance. A picture only further fuels the mystery.

Ethan can't make out what's in the photo due to the faded paper and poor quality. The camera's flash reflecting off the submarine's window obscures most of the image, but something is swimming in proximity to the submarine.

"That's a seal," Gavin says confidently. He points to the image. "There's the flipper."

"No, that's hair," Ethan insists.

"Hair?" Gavin asks, tilting his head for a different perspective. "You mean shadow."

"How can that be a shadow?" Ethan charges.

Mom knocks on the door, startling the boys. "Homework finished, Gavin?"

"Almost, but gimme five more minutes," Gavin pleads.

"Two," Mom allows. "And you still have pizza sauce on your face."

"I know. I know," Gavin replies impatiently.

Seeing the boys huddled together, she questions, "What are you two arguing over?"

Ethan covers up the newspaper. "Typical brother stuff."

"Brother stuff?" Mom exits the room. "Two minutes, Gav."

"Okay, okay," Gavin whispers his demand. "Next one."

"This one's from the Las Vegas Sun."

Mr. Louis Barstow, 82, of Boston, Massachusetts, won five million dollars playing blackjack at the Desert Sands Casino in Las Vegas, Nevada. His winnings are thought to be a record for the gambling oasis, "Mr. Barstow's run of luck was nothing short of miraculous," said Fred Harris, Casino Manager for the Desert Sands. Mr. Barstow most notably won 31 straight hands. "He hit exactly 21 fifteen times in a row. This is one of those things you won't ever see again. Never," said Mr. Harris. The Casino Board and the Las Vegas Police Department investigated the improbable win and could find no signs of deception. Even so, Mr. Barstow has been banned by all the casinos on the Strip. Mr. Barstow, a resident of Newton, Mass., and a retired chemist from Mosaic Foods in Cambridge, declined comment.

"A guy gets lucky in Vegas, and Grandma keeps the article? That's no superpower," Gavin scoffs.

"This is not just one of those things. Barstow hid his magic behind luck. I think magic happens all the time. Doesn't matter where you look. It matters how you look. Comprende?" Ethan says blankly, questioning the source of his own words. "Was that out loud?"

"Yeah," answers a confused Gavin. "What the heck are you even talking about? Comprende?"

"I was saying words I wasn't thinking," Ethan says, grabbing his trashcan. He searches around the bottom and pulls out an old blue pencil dotted with teeth marks. "Look. What do you see?"

"Someone likes the taste of wood?" Gavin comments.

"No, read it."

Gavin leans in for a closer look. He sees the words "Mosaic Foods" written in gold foil on the side. His face lights up. "Mosaic Foods. That's where the Vegas guy worked."

"That means Barstow and Grandma worked together," Ethan says, tossing the pencil on the desk and showing the article to Gavin again. "Okay, and check this out. Look what it says next to the article."

"Time-stopper?" Gavin reads the handwritten note, and his eyes widen. "Wait. What?"

Ethan explains, "Maybe he was winning by stopping time. He could then see what the dealer had."

"Whoa, that's wild," Gavin murmurs. "Can we read the last one?"

"You know how powerful someone would be if they could stop time?" Ethan says. "Go to bed."

"But we still got one more."

"Later. I hear Mom coming."

***
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Gavin is tucked in his bed. Ethan sits at the foot. "Okay, read it," he says impatiently.

"Read what?" Mom asks, poking her head into the room.

"Nothing," Ethan replies reflexively before quickly reversing his tone. "It's an article we found in Grandma's desk."

"Hand it over," Mom says. Ethan hands it to Mom, and she immediately reads it aloud. "Boston Herald. Nineteen-Sixty-Three."

"Mom, you don't have to read it," Ethan interrupts.

"Nonsense," she continues.

In our stories from around New England comes the strange tale of a ten-year-old New York boy. The boy, who due to privacy concerns will go unnamed, lost his ability to speak English for two weeks. Even more peculiar, he discovered he could talk Seneca, the nearly abandoned language of the Iroquois Nation. The validity of this story was questioned, but a tribal elder brought in to help confirmed the boy was speaking fluent Seneca. Details are vague, but some blame the housekeeper, who may have accidentally fed the boy a poisoned pear pie. No charges will be filed as the boy suffered no additional symptoms. According to the translator, the boy spoke the rare language at the level of a ten-year-old. He has since regained his ability to speak English and lost his capability to speak Seneca entirely.

"I'm not buying it," says Mom, pointing to a handwritten note next to the article. "Who wrote that? Lingua virga? What's that mean? Did you write that?"

"No," Ethan answers.

"Give up the fantasy. Magic's not real," she says, giving a kiss to the top of Ethan's head and to Gavin's forehead, then exiting the room with the article in hand. She yells from down the hall, "Pancakes in the morning, kiddos."

"Can you make apple bacon ones again?" Gavin asks, half-asleep.

"Can you not?" Ethan argues meekly.

"I can manage both," Mom says as she walks downstairs.

"I know what lingua virga means," Ethan says quietly. "I looked it up. Lingua means 'language' in Latin."

"What country's Latin?" Gavin asks with a yawn, his eyelids growing heavy. He blinks slowly, trying to focus on Ethan's words.

"Latin just means old, I think," Ethan answers. "And it said virga can mean branch or broom or even, listen to this, magic wand."

Ethan excitedly turns to Gavin but is disappointed to find his brother already asleep. Ethan is always amazed at how fast the kid can sleep despite being a ball of radioactive energy. Ethan is too excited to sleep.

"I can't wait to talk to Grandpa about this," Ethan whispers. He knows he won't need to wait long, as Grandpa's on his motorcycle, heading their way.

***
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The boys wake to the scent of bacon and are seated at the breakfast table in record time. While Mom waits on another round of pancakes to cook, she packs lunches. Gavin chows down on a short stack of bacon pancakes, soaked in syrup. Ethan works on a small pile of extra crispy bacon, pushing away his uneaten pancakes. His mind wanders back to the strange newspaper articles tucked away in Grandma's desk. He itches to examine them more closely, sure they held clues about the secrets Grandma had hinted at over the years.

"Dude, you like pancakes, and you like bacon," Gavin says with a mouthful of food. "Why can't you eat 'em together?"

Gavin laughs through a mouthful of pancakes and bacon, spraying flecks of food across the table. Ethan grimaces at his brother's wild chewing, his skin crawling with annoyance.

Ethan scowls at his brother, "Do I look like someone who cares about your questions?"

"Kinda, yeah," Gavin retorts.

"Boys, stop. Chunky or creamy, Ethan?" Mom asks Ethan, slapping some jelly on a piece of bread.

"O-M-G, Mom, always creamy," Ethan answers and changes the topic. "What's up with the guy Grandma worked with who beat Vegas for a bunch of money?"

She says, "Which co-worker?"

"Louis Barstow," Ethan answers. "From the article."

"Oh gosh, the crypt keeper?" Mom says with a chuckle.

"The crypt keeper?" Gavin repeats with a mouthful of food. "That's name-calling."

"You're right. But he looked like the crypt keeper. He's the one who fired your Grandma," Mom explains. "The guy was always whistling like he was in some old Disney movie. Wait, so he won money?"

"Yep," Ethan replies. He's still hungry and takes a second look at the pancakes. "He won a lot of money."

"Didn't seem the Vegas type," Mom adds. "I babysat his grandkids when I was in high school. Guess they felt bad for firing Grandma."

Ethan investigates his flapjacks carefully and says, "Mom, what's this little black stuff in the pancakes?"

"Burn spots, Ethan," she says. "The tiniest of the tiny burn spots from the bacon grease."

"I'm not eating bacon grease." Ethan pushes his plate away.

Gavin laughs.

"Stop it, Gavin." Mom cleans the pan to make a new batch of pancakes for Ethan. "Apologize."

"Sorry, brother," Gavin says, then quickly changes the subject. "Is the crypt keeper alive?"

"Gav, he'd be like 100," Ethan answers.

"More like a hundred and ten," Mom replies. After a few moments, she moves Ethan and Gavin's lunch bags to the end of the counter and new and improved pancakes to Ethan's plate. "Breakfast and lunch is served."

***
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Eighties tunes fill Mom's headphones as she gardens on a sunny Saturday in the spring. Ethan and Gavin idly shoot hoops in the backyard, waiting for Grandpa's return. He's spent nearly two years searching for a shape-shifting girl he believes ate Grandma, including six months in the Arctic. Ethan is starved for intel and is confident Grandpa will kick-start their investigation.

"Grandpa's just gotta know who P.X.P. is," Gavin says as he grabs a rebound.

"Don't forget this B.A.R guy," Ethan returns.

The roar of a motorcycle rolling up the driveway interrupts their conversation.

The boys sprint to meet Grandpa, while Mom remains in the garden humming away her tunes. Grandpa parks his motorcycle in front of the garage and removes his helmet, revealing hair and a beard as long and wild as ever. He is tired but energized by his grandsons' enthusiastic welcome.

Looking like a visitor from the future, he wears heavy motorcycle gear even on a warm day like today. "Dress for the slide, not the ride," he would often remind the boys when they complain about wearing their helmets.

"What's the rumpus?" Grandpa says, stretching his stiff back after giving the kids a squeeze. Despite his age, he still dresses like a rock star with black t-shirts, several ring bracelets, and the coolest sunglasses. "Where's your Ma?"

"In the garden," Ethan replies.

"The Gilfeathers?" Grandpa asks.

"Yep," Ethan answers.

"See anything in Canada?" Gavin peppers.

"Well, I got arrested in Moose Jaw for something I did back in the seventies," Grandpa explains. "But it was all a misunderstanding because I couldn't even remember the 70s really, except for a few months in '76."

"Did you find the girl?" Ethan interrupts.

"Shhh," Grandpa whispers. "I spent three months in a dusty old cabin. My only friends were the deer on the walls while I waited for this girl to come out of hiding. Saw more polar bears than people."

"I told you it was a waste of time," Ethan replies.

"I know. I know. But those darn totem poles," Grandpa explains. "Her face is carved right into the wood, all those birds and bears in pink and purple. I just figured since the Inuit folklore's littered with shapeshifters. Speaking of litter, I smell like a dumpster."

"You smell really funky, Grandpa," Gavin agrees.

"I haven't taken a proper shower since March," Grandpa says. "What month's it now? May?"

"Did Grandma ever tell you about a kid who spoke Spanish when he got poisoned by a pie?" Gavin asks.

"Not Spanish, Gav - Seneca," Ethan corrects. "The boy who forgot English? That kid. Did she talk about him, Grandpa?"

"Kinda outta left field," Grandpa laughs. "Can I get a shower first, kiddos? I stink, and your momma will have my head."

"But you know the story, right?" Ethan needles.

"Yeah, I know it. Audrey loved the strange but true and the truly strange." The kids follow Grandpa into the house as he talks. "If it was a food-related mystery, she'd need to solve it - and she always did."

"Tell us about Louis Barstow, Grandma's boss," Ethan pushes.

"Barstow?" Grandpa repeats. Ethan sees Grandpa's smile quickly melt away. "Audrey's nemesis. Where'd you uncover his name?"

"What's a nemesis?" Gavin asks.

"The bad guy," Ethan answers.

"You think he killed Grandma?" Gavin asks.

"Not a chance. Doesn't mean bad guy either. Nemesis is a rival," Grandpa says. "She ain't dead. She's just ain't with us right now. You know how I know this?"

"Cause they never found her body?" Gavin blurts out.

"Well, yah, but there's something else," Grandpa smiles. "I know this 'cause she keeps entering my dreams and telling me to not mourn her and go find her. But she won't tell me where."

"There's a lot to unpack with that," Ethan says before quickly changing the subject back. "We figured out the name of the kid who speaks Seneca, the one in the article."

"You talking about Edmund Conley?" Grandpa asks.

Ethan nods, astounded Grandpa remembers.

"Oh, yah? How d'you find him?" Grandpa questions.

"The internet," Ethan says.

"It took Audrey two weeks to get a name," Grandpa laughs. "Kiddos, I need a shower, pronto."

"Edmund lives the next state over," Ethan says.

"Oh yah, I know. Your Grandma and I got friendly with him," Grandpa says with a smile. "I had coffee with him this morning."

***
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The boys wait for Grandpa in Ethan's room. Gavin sits on the desk, and Ethan in the chair.

When Grandpa comes into the room, he is out of his motorcycle gear, showered and refreshed. His wiry gray hair sticks out at odd angles from towel drying. He wears an old faded t-shirt with a mouth and tongue graphic that mimics his own silly expression.

Ethan's ready with his desk apology, but before he can, Grandpa gets right to it.

Grandpa laughs, "Your great-grandfather sat at this desk when it stopped a torpedo cold. The water missile cut through the ship's hull like butter but bounced off the cold metal of this here desk. Never detonated."

Grandpa lifts Gavin and slides the desk away from the wall. He points to a discolored and dented area in the back. "It's been cleaned up, but you can still see the impact area."

He continues the story, "Then it was put on a rail car bound for New England, but the train derailed, and the desk rolled into a ravine somewhere in Pennsylvania. This desk sat in a creek bed until some guy out hunting deer found it twelve years later. He noticed the destination and flipped out. This hunter and my father were bunkmates in boot camp. So he drove it up himself. My father gave it to Grandma and me as a wedding present. I hadn't sat at a desk since before I could drive, so Grandma adopted it."

Gavin shakes his head in amazement. "People used to live such interesting lives."

"Life's too short to be a bystander, kid. Make your mistakes young." Grandpa notices the envelope and the letter on the desk. "Let me take a gander at your discovery."

Ethan hands the envelope and its contents to him. "It was hidden in the back of the drawer."

"Vintage Audrey," Grandpa says.

"The articles are about people who seem to have a power," Ethan starts. Grandpa raises a hand to cut him off and reads quietly. As Grandpa scans the letter's contents, sunlight from the window highlights his weathered face and purple-tinted reading glasses. His eyebrows raise with interest.

"The articles are juicy, but you're burying the lead, boys." Grandpa holds up the envelope and points to the P.X.P. and the return address. "This is the fresh info we've been looking for. Holy smokes."

"So who's P.X.P?" Ethan asks. "And B.A.R?"

"For starters, B.A.R is not a name," Grandpa answers, handing the envelope back to Ethan. "It means burn after reading. Quite happy she ignored that. Audrey planted clues like your mom plants turnip seeds."

"Then who is P.X.P?" Ethan asks again.

"That's the gazillion dollar question," Grandpa answers. "Audrey didn't invent magic. Someone introduced her to it, likely this P.X.P. character. They'll know Lizzie too. Guaranteed. Tell me, Watson and Holmes, what would I find at the Greene Street address today?"

"A bagel shop," Gavin says.

Ethan asks, "What did Edmund say about the pie? Can I make it?"

"I thought I smelled you," Mom says to Grandpa. She walks over to Grandpa.

"Long enough to change out of my stinky clothes," Grandpa hugs April. "Don't let me interrupt you. Did I hear you say something about making a pie, Ethan?"

Grandpa informs her, "The kids are getting into baking."

"Seriously?" Mom questions with arms crossed.

"How hard can it be?" Ethan boasts.

"Depends on what you're baking," Mom tells them. "Cupcakes? Pretty easy. Muffins? Sure, you can handle that. Now pies?"

"I'd love a pie," Grandpa interrupts.

"Now pies," Mom repeats loudly, "especially pear pies, are challenging. Can I talk to you in the hall, Grandpa?"

Mom exits the room, and Grandpa follows.

"Can I get a little help here?" Mom tells him when they're alone. "Ethan's already worked up about this magic business, and he thinks Mom's alive. I want it to stop. Now."

"She is alive. Hiding or hidden. Ethan's on a quest," Grandpa whispers to her. "Gavin too. They're both questing."

"You seriously think I'll be okay sending them to Florida for two weeks, without me, if they're questing?" Mom says. "When I was a kid, how many so-called adventure vacations were just Mom's wild goose chases?"

"Zero," Grandpa answers, making a circle gesture with his hand. He lowers his voice. "Your mother caught the wild goose every time. She's hiding from them. I see her in my dreams. She talks to me."

"I see her in my dreams too, Dad, and that's the only place you can because she drowned," Mom retorts loud enough for the kids to hear. Her face flushes with frustration, years of unresolved grief and skepticism boiling to the surface. Then in a harsh whisper and a clenched fist, "Do not involve the boys. Don't fill their heads with this madness. There's no mystery to solve. They'll never find magic, and I don't want them to. It made Mom looney. Quit questing. It's a dead end."

"Kids can't see a dead end," Grandpa murmurs, distracted, peering over April's shoulder to a window. His gaze locks on something outside. Spine straightening, Grandpa turns with sudden alertness. "The boys are headed to Florida soon."

Mom presses, arms folded tightly. "I don't want any magical schemes brewing. Are you even paying attention to what I'm saying?"

Grandpa swings open Gavin's bedroom door, calling out, "That son of a gun!" Propelled now with renewed purpose toward the window, he points dramatically. "Boys! There's a crazy squirrel spying on us. Get outside and capture the beast. It's the girl."

Frozen in frustrated disbelief, Mom watches helplessly as the action launches around her. Grandpa goes to the window in Gavin's room while the boys run down the stairs and out the front door. She's left alone, wondering how long it'll take to get back to normal.

***
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On the morning of the spying squirrel incident, Grandpa visited the infamous pie thief Edmund Conley. At 50, Edmund has long since moved out of his parents' estate, now residing in a restored barn, doubling as his art studio. Edmund waits in front of the giant barn doors, wearing paint-covered overalls. He's tall with narrow shoulders and a jolly round belly; like a pear.

Revving his motorcycle's engines, Grandpa raced up the long dirt road to Edmund's barn, kicking up plumes of dust across the surrounding pear orchard. He pulled up to the giant weathered doors where Edmund waited, a paint-flecked apron over his overalls.

"Thomas! Good to see you," Edmund called, waving Grandpa into the cavernous interior. Grandpa killed the rumbling motor and parked his bike before pulling off his helmet. Stepping inside, he gave an impressed whistle at the size of the space - easily a basketball court with colorful abstract works clustered throughout the paint-spattered concrete floor.

"Quite the operation you have here," Grandpa remarked, inhaling the rich scent of oils and turpentine. Sunbeams slanted through the high windows, giving a warm glow to the eclectic artist's domain.

Grandpa's eyes widened at the explosions of color and shapes covering every last inch of wall space - hundreds of paintings, sketches, and sculptures celebrating the noble pear! Edmund had crafted cute cartoon pears, regal royal pears, even pears dressed up like rock stars. Watercolor pears, clay pears, tall metal pears, no surface lacked pear art.

"Dude, I've heard of bananas for art, but this is pear-fect!" Grandpa joked.

Edmund smiled, fiddling with paint-smudged suspenders as if unsure what to do with his hands when not wielding brushes. "Why thank you! I do get carried away because pears make me so...happy! Now please, how many would you like?"

"Any paintings of pears playing poker?" Grandpa asks.

"There could be," responds Edmund. "Can I pour you some coffee? It's pear coffee."

"Okay? Sure. Please." Grandpa finds a seat at a table in the small kitchenette.

"I'm sorry to have missed Audrey's memorial," Edmund says, placing a mug on the table for Grandpa. "I have the most god-awful headaches unless I paint, so I never leave this studio for more than an hour or two."

"One slice of pie and a life of headaches?" Grandpa inquires, taking a sip of the cold, fruity coffee.

Edmund nods absently. "When I ate that pie, it came alive inside me. Audrey suggested our housekeeper accidentally created a potion using such odd ingredients. She said she could recreate that potion. Tell me, Thomas, was she right?"

"She was right, mate," Grandpa says. "But what I don't get is why you were the only one in your family who got sick."

"I was a little piggy. I snuck a slice, then ate half the pie," Edmund pauses momentarily. "Spoiled rich kid. They blamed the housekeeper for leaving it out. I tried sticking up for her, but the only things coming out of my mouth sounded like gibberish. My parents had to track down a linguist to figure out what I was saying. There were only five people in the world who were fluent in Seneca, and for two weeks, one of them was me."

"Bizarre," Grandpa comments as he takes his second and last sip of the horrible coffee.

"The language thing was but a side effect," Edmund points to his heart. "Magic makes the blood pump in the opposite direction; it's unfixable."

"And the tree that pear came from?" Grandpa asks.

"My father had it turned into mulch by the next day."

"Hold on," Grandpa interrupts. "My mind works slowly. You said the language thing was a side effect. What else did it do?"

Edmund laughs nervously. "She never told you? Guess Audrey can keep a secret. So while I could speak another language, I could hear the thoughts of anyone who shared a room with me. Not perfectly, but enough to know my father was a crook. I knew my mother loved show tunes but wasn't allowed to play them. She sang those happy little songs over and over in her head. For every birthday from then on, I gave her Broadway albums."

Grandpa asks, "Why'd you keep that to yourself?"

"I had power over my father for the first time," Edmund says. "Miss that power. I'd do anything for more magic, and so would anyone who had it. Must have killed Audrey to destroy her research. Sorry, 'killed' was a poor choice of words."

"No offense taken. She ain't dead."

Edmund shrugs. "No doubt her blood flowed backward like mine. Just because she's gone doesn't mean they've given up with the Gross family. I'd give up the pursuit and go back to being a rock star. It's safer."

Grandpa shakes his head, partially distracted by a painting over Edmund's shoulder of a diseased pear sliced in half, with its insides turned mushy and gray. "I bet you can read what my simple mind is thinking right now."

Edmund nods. "You're thinking there ain't no going back."

"Darn right."

***
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Grandpa planned to spend a week in Vermont before riding to his Florida condo, but after getting fresh clues, he's Big Apple bound. As guitarist Tommy Gross, he played dozens of legendary shows at venues in New York City and has great memories there, but always despised its traffic. Usually, he takes a big fat detour, avoiding the highways and byways of the tri-state area, but today he rides directly into the belly of the beast, his destination a Greene Street bagel shop.

The GPS guides the motorcycle through the busy cobblestone streets of New York's meatpacking district. He stops in front of a two-story building marked by a neon "Three Sisters Bagels" sign flickering through a fogged window.

He parks his bike by the curb and dismounts, shaking loose his frazzled grey mane. He checks out the three-story building's directory. Other than the bagel shop, there were just a couple of unmarked doorbells belonging to the floors above the bagel shop.

As Grandpa stepped into the bagel shop, an eerie silence enveloped him, a stark contrast to the lively bustle he had expected. The interior, decorated with faded illustrations of old New York, seemed abandoned. Dust particles danced in the dim light, while the buzz of flies echoed through the empty space.

The air hung heavy with the scent of decay, a pungent mixture of spoiled milk and moldy bread. Grandpa's eyes roamed the shop, taking in the bare countertops, cold ovens and racks covered in cobwebs. As Grandpa approached the counter, his gaze fell upon the wall clock, its hands frozen at 2:37.

Grandpa waited for service with nothing but the dust-covered counters and moldy bagels in the baskets.

"Hello?" Grandpa calls out to no answer and taps a bell.

Ding.

The sound of the bell triggered a response. The door to the walk-in freezer creaked open and from the icy darkness emerged a young man, his movements stiff and unnatural, as if puppeteered by an unseen force. Clad in black, with a white apron hanging limply from his waist, the man's appearance sent a chill down Grandpa's spine.

As the man approached the counter, Grandpa couldn't help but stare at his face, transfixed by the unnatural blue tint of his skin. His eyes, glassy, frozen in place stared ahead with an unsettling emptiness.

"How long you been in there?" Grandpa asked, tilting his head to read the man's upside-down name tag. "Ben?"

Ben doesn't reply. Grandpa is weirded out by the man, who hasn't blinked once. Maybe his lips and eyes are frozen, he thinks, but the spoiled milk smell is making him nervous. The cash register is open and emptied of any money.

"What's the deal?" Grandpa asks.

The man turns around robotically, tosses a bagel half-covered with fungus into a bag, and holds it out for Grandpa, who has no intention of touching it.

"Any fresh bagels?"

The man shakes his thawing head slowly from side to side.

"Well, thanks anyway, chief," Grandpa says. Grandpa makes a mental note to have someone check on this kid. He moved robotically or as if by remote control.

The man turns around, saunters back into the walk-in freezer, and closes the door behind him, leaving Grandpa alone in the store.

"What is happening?" mutters Grandpa. He studies the walls. The wallpaper is made up of black-and-white photos of bridges and 1930s-era cityscapes. On one wall, there's a mural of the bagel shop in the same location, taken before the neon sign was installed. Next to that is a picture of the three sisters the store is named for, none older than ten, holding trays of bagels. The names marked beneath each girl are Nell, Sandi, and Dora. Not P.X.P. as Grandpa hoped.

Grandpa exits the store, feeling the increased weirdness is a distraction from the truth. All that traffic for a moldy bagel. Moments after he leaves, the lights inside shut off.

He hops on his motorcycle and kick-starts the engine, ready to continue to Florida, but can't shake the idea he's missing something. The haunting image of the three girls... Even outside and with his helmet on, the picture of the three sisters can be seen through the window, their eyes following anyone who looks at them.

Aloud, he reads and repeats the names of the three sisters aloud. "Nell, Sandi, and Dora. Nell, Sandi, and Dora. Prunella, Sandi, and Dora. Prunella, Xandra, and Dora. Prunella, Xandra, and Pandora."

There it is. P.X.P.

Shutting off his motorcycle, Grandpa dismounts but marches right past the bagel shop entrance. Instead, he approaches the door leading up to the apartments atop the store. Pressing his face close, he peers through smudged glass to a shadowy stairwell disappearing to the second floor. A single light in the foyer blinks dimly.

Grandpa's finger hovers over the intercom button. But he pauses, a nagging thought surfacing - confronting whatever awaits upstairs head-on could be courageous...or foolish. He weighs the risk, then tries the handle instead, just in case. Finding it unlocked surprises him, though perhaps it shouldn't have.

Grandpa chuckles softly to himself. Reckless actions sometimes pass as bravery, but also as brash stupidity. At this moment, he finds the line between the two appropriately blurry.

"Well Grandma, let's see what trouble we uncover," he mutters. With a deep breath, Grandpa opens the door and begins climbing the creaky stairs, one cautious step at a time into the dark unknown.

***
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Ethan lost an ally when Grandpa left for Florida, leaving the brothers floundering in a wild mix of desperation and imagination. Despite that, their obsession with magic didn't fade one bit. Summer couldn't come fast enough because it meant going to Grandpa's in Florida, and, for the first time, Mom wasn't coming.

Ethan thinks the last weeks of school are a complete waste of time. The teacher who assigned a book report on Moby Dick the first week of June should be fired. When June comes, kids expect to watch movies in darkened classrooms. In a world occupied by division, shape-shifting doesn't matter. What would life be like as a warlock in the modern world? That's what Ethan is considering.

To feel magically productive, Ethan briefly shifts into baking mode. He couldn't accidentally create a pear pie potion if he didn't produce a pear pie. He uses birthday funds and snow shoveling cash to buy green pears at local farm stands. Grandpa told him one ingredient - Bradford pears - but they prove elusive, so he substitutes Concords and Green Anjou varieties. Later, Ethan tries Forelles and Seckels. He tries European sugars and spices from the Bahamas he finds in the frou-frou supermarket.

Ethan bakes, Gavin taste-tests, and when nothing happens, Ethan tweaks the recipe. After a week, the fridge is full of inedible pies, containing increasingly unusual ingredients.

Mom tries to nudge them toward other endeavors. When she has no space for groceries, she gives full-on resistance.

"You'd be able to sell these pies at a bake sale if there weren't a slice missing out of each," Mom says of the pies.

"He'd be able to sell them if they tasted good," Gavin teases.

"Gavin," Mom warns. "If you don't have anything nice to say-"

"It's okay, Mom. Taste doesn't matter," Ethan interrupts.

Gavin nods. "Yeah, he only wants to poison me, Mom."

Mom shows concern. "Ethan, you're not trying to poison your brother, right?"

"The opposite; I'm trying to give him superpowers," Ethan says.

Mom takes a gander at the ingredients of the pie in progress.

"Jalapeño sea salt? In a pie?" She holds up a yellow and blue tin. "And this stuff is meant for crabs. Superpowers don't come from a supermarket."

"I know. I know, Mom. Can we work in peace?" Ethan protests. Mom agrees, but after twenty-one more disgusting pies, Ethan quits the baking business.

"Don't worry, bro," Gavin consoles Ethan after their experiment. "We'll be stuffing our faces in Florida in two days."

***
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The dingy hallway offers all the cheer of an abandoned mineshaft. Squinting in the dim light, Grandpa makes out two metal doors. Only 2F shows signs of life, a pale glow leaking from underneath.

He raps firmly. "Anyone home?" No reply comes, save muffled laughter from a blaring television. Odd.

Checking the knob reveals it inexplicably unlocked. Grandpa mutters, "What shapeshifting beast leaves their door unlocked in New York?" A chill runs through him. "Either an assassin...or something more sinister..."

Equal parts brave and foolish, Grandpa enters - and stumbles back, assaulted by piercing light. As his vision adjusts, he takes in the bizarre hallway lined by two dozen wildly different lamps. Sweat beads his brow.

Between the excessive fixtures and blasting vents, sweat instantly dots Grandpa's brow. Still sight-dazzled, he discerns the laughter carries on from an unseen TV. The voice on the TV he recognizes immediately: Grandpa Munster. To his disbelief, someone is watching The Munsters, an old black-and-white show about a family of Monsters trying to fit in.

"A little magic now and then never hurts," Grandpa Munster tells his granddaughter Marilyn after trying to spike her oatmeal with a love potion.

"Grandpa, there's more than one kinda magic," Marilyn replies to big laughs after telling him she doesn't need the potion.

The apartment is massive by any standards and defies mapping. Along the hallway, there is a series of closed doors with strange symbols marked above each warped entrance. Grandpa Thomas moves slowly past the parade of lamps towards the laughter. Hearing the silly show decreases his fear, but he has no plan to handle the impending confrontation.

Reaching the TV room, he slowly peers around the doorframe, where he sees an ancient TV that could be on loan from the Smithsonian. Across the room, sitting in an antique wheelchair, covered in blankets, watching the program, is an elderly woman.

The woman with the thin gray hair and skeletal face spots him. Her first reaction is to recoil in fear. Grandpa freezes so as not to further frighten her. After a few moments, Dora smiles faintly in recognition. She points to the wall opposite. There are old photos. One is of Thomas and Audrey on their wedding day in Bermuda many years ago.

Grandpa takes the smile as a welcome and enters, speaking quietly so as not to alert anyone else who could be in the apartment. The show has gone to commercial, and it is loud enough to cover up a conversation.

"Hey, I'm Thomas. Are you Sandi?" whispers Grandpa.

She shakes her head.

"Nelly?"

Again, she shakes her head.

"Hold on. Are you Penelope? No, Pam," he says, trying to remember the other name. "Wait. Dora. Are you Dora? Pandora?"

She nods.

"Where's the girl?" Grandpa asks, looking around the room. It hasn't been updated in half a century. Dora doesn't appear able to speak, but Grandpa is determined. "The bloody shapeshifter. Where is she?"

Dora raises a bony finger to her lips, her eyes suddenly sharp with alarm. She waves an urgent silent warning to Grandpa.

But too late - Grandpa feels a puff of air on his neck as from a swung fist. Whirling, he finds himself face-to-face with a tall, imposing woman clutching a wooden sword. Though made of oak, the blade still holds lethal danger, especially positioned less than an inch from his skull.

Along the sword's edge, Grandpa notes Viking-like carvings etched into the glossy timber. And the steel grip of its hilt appears almost Native American in inspiration.

Before he can glance up at his attacker, the sword tip is now inches from Grandpa's throat. When at last meeting the fierce woman's gaze, her fiery eyes and granite expression make one thing abundantly clear - she is no mere caretaker. And in this confrontation, Grandpa is utterly outmatched.

"Where'd you come from?" Grandpa asks, startled by her sudden appearance.

"Magic," the woman replies, deadpan. She keeps the ancient sword poised unwaveringly near his head.

***
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Meanwhile, at the Gross residence, Ethan and Gavin work on homework in Ethan's room. They pause when they hear a knock at the door downstairs. The babysitter has arrived.

"Hi, Rachel." The boys hear their mother welcome their long-time babysitter. "Cute dress."

"Thanks," Rachel answers. She sounds bright and cheery.

"So happy you were available." Mom sounds rushed. It's the way Mom talks when she's putting on earrings and shoes simultaneously. She doesn't want to miss a minute of girls' night. "The boys are upstairs doing homework. If they finish, some TV's fine, but absolutely no video games, okay?"

"Yes, Mrs. Gross. I'll take care of them. You have fun."

"It's Miss Gross. I plan to," Mom says, then yells up the stairs, "Boys, Rachel's here. Be your best."

The front door slams shut as Mom exits. The babysitter heads up the stairs; her feet climb each step with an increasingly heavy thud. Their backs are turned as she approaches the door to Ethan's room.

"Hey," Ethan greets the babysitter casually before swiveling. When he glances back, he falls off his chair, pulling Gavin with him to the floor. Both boys lie awkwardly on the ground, gawking at their babysitter.

"Lizzie?" Ethan says breathlessly to find a girl in a pink and purple dress with the facial features of a pygmy elephant standing at his door.

The elephant face transforms back into one of a twelve-year-old girl, and Ethan realizes that this is the same Lizzie he encountered in the woods.. As the initial shock wears off, Ethan's mind floods with questions about Lizzie's incredible abilities and her mysterious connection to Grandma.

Lizzie, sensing Gavin’s fear and confusion, begins to explain. "I know this might seem strange, but I'm not just an ordinary girl. I have the power to shapeshift into any animal I choose. It's a gift that Grandma Audrey helped me with. I’m the product of a potion. Two potions really.”

Ethan and Gavin listen intently as Lizzie reveals the depths of her bond with their grandmother. "Audrey was more than just a brilliant scientist; she was a mentor and a friend. She took me under her wing and showed me how to harness my abilities. Together, we explored the boundaries of what was possible with magic and science."

As Lizzie shares her story, the boys begin to understand the important role she played in Grandma's life and work. They learn that Lizzie was not only Grandma's clone but also her partner in uncovering the secrets of the potions and their potential to change the world.

"Grandma Audrey entrusted me with protecting her research and ensuring that it didn't fall into the wrong hands," Lizzie confesses, her voice filled with determination. "I made a promise to her, and I intend to keep it, no matter what. But there’s a problem.”

“Which is?” Ethan asks.

“We need to find the recipes,” she says. “Cause without them you’ll never see her again.”

Ethan and Gavin exchange glances, realizing that Lizzie is not just a shapeshifter, but a key piece in the puzzle of Grandma's disappearance and the mystery surrounding her life's work. They know that if they want to uncover the truth and find Grandma, they'll need Lizzie's help and guidance every step of the way.

***
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"Who would you be?" Grandpa questions. This warrior woman seemed to have materialized from thin air.

Squinting through the television's frenetic glow, he can at last study her fully. She stands nearly six and a half feet tall, with wild hair streaked red and silver that spilled across her angular shoulders. Strange Norse symbols marked her emerald scrubs and leather belt - a nurse's uniform, yet subtly hardened.

"I'm Thomas Gross," Grandpa responds. "Are you the monster that drowned my wife?"

"What lake is deep enough to drown a mermaid?" the woman says. "I know all about her, Mr. Gross. I'm no monster, I'm just Bea. I'm Dora's nurse and bodyguard. It's my job to protect her from disease and assassins."

"I ain't no assassin, lady," Grandpa pleads. "Where'd Dora find you?"

When Grandpa asked the question, her narrowed eyes flashed briefly before she concealed it. But her guarded response convinced Grandpa - this "nurse" surely battled far deadlier foes than disease.

"I found her," Bea responds, putting the sword back into the sheath. Grandpa can't pinpoint her accent. He hears influences from four continents. Across her back, Grandpa spied an intricate wooden scabbard housing the sword that seconds ago threatened his life. Though lowered now, the imposing weapon still glinted dangerously - a stark reminder she could draw her aged wooden blade again in an instant. "As a potion keeper, Dora is essential."

"A potion keeper with nothing to keep," Grandpa says, looking to Dora. Dora is distracted by the television, which seems to be getting louder. "I was told there are none left."

"Correct," Bea tells him. "Stolen by the same girl who stole your wife. The bloody shapeshifter. Lizzie is her name."

The commercial is over, and the shenanigans on The Munsters continue.

"I know about Lizzie," Grandpa admits. "I followed her to the Arctic."

"She was never in the Arctic," Bea reveals. "Lizzie was likely here or close to your family. Mr. Gross, Lizzie cannot age. She's been two weeks shy of her thirteenth birthday for over fifty years. Your wife Audrey grew up in the apartment across the hall. She worked for the sisters as I do now."

"What is this place?"

"This is where accidental magic was collected and stored."

"Accidental?"

"Potions aren't new, but for all of humanity, no one knew how to brew them," Bea says. "Like your friend in New York who loves pie. That was accidental magic. The sisters went home, ripped through the trash, found a sample of the pie, and studied it. The sisters could merely harvest magic leftovers - harnessing cosmic shards into worn elixirs to modest effect."

"What was Audrey's part in this?" Grandpa asks, studying the photos on the wall.

"Audrey built upon their limited alchemy to generate sorcery exponentially greater. Like I said, she lived across the hall. The sisters paid her to clean. She did much more. She stole some and then took it all. Your wife and Lizzie are powerful. Audrey was always smart, but she has otherworldly intelligence I don't think she ever told you about. The fact she determined how to make hundreds of potions scared her."

"That's why she disappeared and destroyed the recipes."

He looks over to Dora, who stares at him with daggers in her eyes. "Why are you giving me the stink eye? I don't got any potions. Cross my heart."

"But you can get them," Bea exclaims.

"You got wax in your ears?" Grandpa shouts, turning his attention back to Bea, who looks ready to slice Grandpa in half. "Audrey did the universe a favor burning the book. I got nothing out of this whole deal. I just want my wife back."

"You believe that Audrey's alive somewhere, but not the potions?" Bea shakes her head angrily. "She is the potions."

This is not the confrontation Grandpa was expecting. Somehow, this is worse, and The Munsters are giving him a Lurch-sized headache. "I don't know what to believe."

"Well, you better start believing she left you something, Mr. Gross. Without magic, you're in trouble, and you'll never see your wife again."

"Can we turn off the TV so I can think?" Grandpa requests, looking at Grandpa Munster laughing like a madman on the television. Dora hums loudly, trying to get everyone's attention but can't.

"Think, Mr. Gross," Bea interrupts. "If you can't find the potions, someone will."

"Thinking doesn't come easy for me, lady," Grandpa says, increasing his volume. "I need your help as much as I need an extra nostril. I know what that kid can do, and it'll take more than your ugly sword to stop her."

"But you haven't even seen what this sword can do," Bea says, drawing the sword aggressively from the leather scabbard. Without a flicker of hesitation, she swings the ancient blade in a vicious arc straight toward the blaring television set!

With an earsplitting boom and burst of green smoke, the television vaporizes. Dora wails shrilly in despair as Grandpa stammers, wide-eyed, "Holy cow! Wh-where'd it go?"

"One mystery at a time, Mr. Gross," Bea mutters coldly.

"Is that where she is...wherever that TV vanished to?"

"Possibly," admits Bea. "I can assure you I had nothing to do with it. This sword is as old as the water in the river out there. It's called the Hell Sword. You should hope it's not where she resides."

A loud buzz from the hall interrupts them—someone at the door.

"Who's with you? Never mind. It doesn't matter. Stay right here," Bea orders, exiting the room.

The moment Bea leaves, Dora motions to Grandpa to push her, pointing her bony finger out the door.

***
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"There are no potion books here!" Ethan called as the pygmy elephant rifled through cabinets with a tumble trunk, candy wrappers sticking to its massive hind legs. Gavin gaped, bewildered, from the couch amidst flung pillow stuffing as their intruder unceremoniously dumped each shelf, ingredients clattering everywhere.

"Can you turn into people?" Gavin questioned.

The elephant scooped up Lizzie's clothes from the floor and meandered out of the room. In a blink, she returned in her dress, not like Rachel the babysitter, but back in her Lizzie form. She plopped down on a chair. "I turned into your babysitter, didn't I? But humans are tough. Your mom was expecting Rachel, so that's what she saw, but good thing she didn't look closely."

Gavin quizzed her, "What does it feel like? The turning part?"

"It hurts and is exhausting. You ask a lot of questions," Lizzie said. Despite her powers, she had a friendly manner. "Are you sure you've never seen any potions here?"

"Why would you think we have potions?" Ethan asked.

"Audrey told me she figured out all the potions in the world, and we'd find all the ingredients together," Lizzie said. "She lied to me, and now I'm never gonna be a teenager."

"She burned them," Ethan said. "In the backyard. I saw you there."

"There must be a copy," Lizzie said. "She told me once to always back up my work."

"Maybe Grandpa can help you," Gavin said. "Maybe the copy is at his house in Florida."

"Yeah, sure," she said sarcastically. "He thinks I'm a killer. But I saved him from drowning."

"That's not Grandpa's story," Ethan said.

"I didn't do anything. Your Grandma was a big fat liar. She told everyone who'd listen about her discovery, and that's why she's not here. She told too many people," Lizzie exclaimed. Suddenly and shockingly, she turned her face into the mouth of a giant rodent. "If you say anything to anyone, I'll come into your room and eat a piece of you every night until there's nothing left but eyelashes."

There was an uncomfortable silence.

"That's so creepy," Gavin responded, unafraid.

Lizzie instantly turned her face back to her default human face. "Sorry."

Gavin reached out to touch Lizzie's head, but she ducked him.

"Hey, you mind?" she yelled. "Do you have bikes? I wanna get some Twizzlers."

***
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Hustling down a shadowy hallway, Grandpa's gaze is fixed on Dora's crooked finger pointing insistently toward a lone faded wooden door.

He hesitates to open it, but Dora's wheel nudges him expectantly.

Grandpa opens the door, pulls Dora's chair in with him, and closes the door behind him. The windowless room beyond is merely an airless closet, lined floor to ceiling with cracked plaster and yellowed floral wallpaper. It smells of dust and fermenting secrets.

On the wall hangs a collage of photos of Lizzie. The images are taken in different areas of the world, like at sites such as Stonehenge, Egyptian ruins, and even Red Square over a four-decade span. Despite the passage of time, Lizzie stays the same age, while the three sisters go from middle age to elderly.

"Lizzie's stuck being a kid for life," Grandpa mutters. Under a poster of a musical band, there is a wallet-sized photo attached with a thumbtack. The picture is of two girls standing on the Coney Island Boardwalk at some point during the 1960s. One of the girls wears a pink and purple dress. The name Lizzie is written in the white space beneath her. The other girl, dressed in a bathing suit with a towel draped over her shoulders, is identical in appearance to Lizzie. Written under her picture is the name Audrey.

Confused, Grandpa stares blankly at the photo for a few moments before turning to Dora for clarification.

"Lizzie and Audrey are twins?" Grandpa whispers.

Dora solemnly shakes her head, dismissing his question about twins. She waves Grandpa anxiously nearer with a frantic tremble. He leans in until their faces are mere inches away, and he can smell her floral perfume masking a medicinal undertone.

Dora winces, trying to gather strength in her disabled voice. "Stop ... her ..." Dora finally manages in a rasp almost below human registers. Grandpa senses more is coming, but the fragmented warning taxes Dora's every reserve.

"Stop who ... Lizzie?" Grandpa asks, hoping for clarification, but there will be none. "Bea."

"Yes.” The bedroom door swings open, and an upset Bea fills the doorframe. Reflexively, Grandpa kicks the bedroom door closed and locks it faster than he'd thought possible.

***
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The worn bike tires crunch loose gravel as Lizzie coasts into the parking lot of Stewart's Shop, Ethan and Gavin trailing behind her. Leaning her purple bike against the wall, she holds the door for the boys.

"It's not like the movies," Lizzie says, scooping up a red plastic basket. "When I become an animal, my clothes don't transform, so I always need clothes ready when I change back."

"Can you fly?" Gavin asks.

"Yeah, Ethan saw me fly like an eagle," she answers. They pass stacks of snack cakes to the refrigerated section lined with gleaming glass doors. Lizzie presses her hands and nose to the cold glass like a kid at the aquarium before swinging the door open.

"And you can eat anything you want?" Ethan asks.

"Like a pig. No one can tell me what to eat, and it doesn't matter anyway. I'm not human. Technically."

Gavin begins to ask another question, but he is cut off immediately by Lizzie, "Five more questions."

"Do you poop as each animal?" Gavin blurts out.

"Don't count that question, Ethan," Ethan interrupts.

"No," Lizzie answers, "I don't poop."

Gavin is ready with another question, but this time Ethan stops him before he can blurt it out.

"Hold up, Gav," Ethan orders. He turns to Lizzie, who plucks a licorice rope from the shelf. Lizzie adds it to her basket with a Twizzler, Fudgsicle, and king-sized Butterfinger. "Let me get this straight - the potion she drank on the boat was supposed to temporarily make Grandma invisible?" Ethan asks.

Lizzie nods, strands of licorice stuck in her teeth. "That's what she told me. She mixes up some sparkly pearl dust with a bunch of other weird crap. She says it will let her vanish completely for a few hours. I am really on there to be a distraction and moral support. I suck at both."

They exit the store and hop on their bikes.

"But I thought you swallowed her to fake her drowning?" Gavin says, riding after Lizzie.

"Yeah, because one - she can actually breathe underwater," Lizzie explains. "We stole a mermaid potion a million years ago. And two - we figured her being 'dead' would get the research vultures off her tail."

She crumples her wrapper angrily. "A lotta awful people wanna get their claws on those recipes and use them for crap you don't even wanna know about. Like in the history of the universe, there were nine potions made, and they were made by accident. Audrey's recipe book had hundreds more. That was before she burned it."

Lizzie shudders. She hopes to high heaven Grandma hasn't accidentally banished herself to the One Way. That nightmare realm chews up the toughest adventurers, driving them mad. As talented as she is with cosmic forces, even Audrey might not emerge with her mind intact.

Lizzie shakes the chilling thought away and plasters on a grin. "We'll find her though. Like I said, as long as I'm still kicking, she must be alright! Probably just dimension hopping without a map."

Ethan interrupts her pep talk. "Tell us what we don't want to know about. Why we should not just forget the potions?"

"I'm afraid of where she may be," Lizzie says. "The only place I know that exists outside this world. Bea calls it The One Way. 'Cause there's no going back. I was told the only way to get there is to be unlucky enough to get touched with a sword. The Hell Sword. There's a potion to make it a return trip."

As Ethan, Gavin, and Lizzie enjoy their candy and discuss the potions, they have no idea how wrong they are.

***
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July 15, 2021 - 2:37 PM

Audrey burst through the surface of the lake, desperately searching for any sign of Lizzie, but she was met with nothing but the vast expanse of open water. Despite her mermaid skills, Audrey's now seventy-year-old body protested as she began the swim back to the boat, her mind racing with the implications of what had just transpired.

The surface of the water was as still as glass. The only movement was the ripples caused by her own motion. The boat rested motionless, its once lively atmosphere now replaced by an eerie silence.

Everyone must be in the cabin, she considered, not seeing any of her family on deck.

As Audrey pulled herself onto the boat, the once festive scene lay eerily still. The smooth surface of the lake reflected her growing unease as she surveyed the deserted deck. The party decorations hung lifeless, their vibrant colors muted, as if they were mourning the absence of the family that should have been there. Audrey moved slowly across the silent deck, each drip from her soaked clothing marking the passing of time that seemed to have stopped entirely.

***
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Bea's impatient fist pounds the locked door as Grandpa urgently seizes the moment, asking wheelchair-confined Dora, "Who killed Audrey?"

But before the frail woman can respond, the barrier splinters, and Bea fills the doorway, ancient sword still glinting.

"I'm honing lethal skills with this blade," she remarks coolly, re-sheathing the carved weapon. "Like on your friend Edmund at the door."

"Edmund?" Grandpa blinks in bewilderment. "He was here? Why?"

Bea's stern expression remains stony. "Was here. Briefly, until I twisted him off."

Grandpa's stomach tightens at her ominous phrasing. Through gritted teeth, he mutters, "... Please elaborate?"

Haltingly lifting one palm, Bea divulges, "He somehow tracked you here seeking potions."

Stone-faced, Bea continues, "I informed Edmund no shred of magic remains before hastening his departure."

Grandpa shakes his head bitterly. "You mean the formulas Audrey sacrificed everything to destroy?"

Pitiless eyes glinting, Bea proclaims, "Somehow you found this place previously hidden for decades...so others shall follow, seeking magic from these barren ruins. When they find none here, they'll look to you, your daughter, and your curious grandchildren. Leave now."

***
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When Audrey was two weeks shy of her 13th birthday, she knew there would be no party. No days off for Mom, what with rent to pay. Maybe the sisters would give her some free bagels, but no one knew, and that was fine because Audrey planned her own festivities.

The first wrong thing she did was call her school, imitate her mother, and call herself out sick. Now, she had the freedom of a day off. Most importantly, the sisters across the hall would expect her to be at school and leave their apartment empty while they were busy working in the shop. The sisters trusted Audrey enough to reveal their collection of potions to her, but not enough to give her access to them. That, she'd need to figure out alone.

The potions sitting in their jars and vials untouched was not proof that magic existed. The sisters dared not try them, and so no one knew their potential. Audrey began classifying the centuries-old ingredients held in the sisters' vault by country of origin. There were ten potions, labeled by smell, age, and volume, but Audrey wanted to know more.

She dressed for a day at Coney Island, putting on her favorite pink and purple dress over her bathing suit. She packed a change of clothes in case she got wet or sandy to avoid detection by Mom. Audrey looked at herself in the mirror, almost a teenager; time was running out to blame mischief on youth. With a deep breath and a sly smile, she exited her apartment.

While the sisters worked in the shop, Audrey entered their apartment with a key she had held onto for months. Inside the large apartment with its long hallways, tall ceilings, and squeaky wooden floors, designed to be challenging even for an adult, she set to work.

As keepers of magic, the sisters had a bank vault built into the center of the loft, so massive that a column of concrete was needed to keep the building from collapsing. Audrey was allowed into the vault only in the presence of the sisters; however, she knew one thing the sisters didn't: the full combination code for the lock.

Each sister was responsible for a single combo number, but over time, Audrey had witnessed all three. While unlocking the immense vault was a cinch, opening it required a regime of 50 pushups a day, twice a day, for a year. The door, designed to be challenging even for an adult, was two feet thick with steel.

Within the vault, two vials interested Audrey most: one was a small green bottle, and the second, a clear jar with a golden liquid inside. She wrapped both in a handkerchief, placed them carefully in her purse, and then closed the door before leaving for Coney Island.

The Wonder Wheel was born in the 1920s as Coney Island's Ferris wheel, and it was Audrey's first ride that day. Oscar, its operator, was an old fellow who peppered Audrey with questions concerning her absence from school. Oscar eventually relented and let her on. As there was no line, he gave her as much time as she wanted.

At the top, Audrey decided on the colorless bottle with the golden liquid as the first potion. Audrey had no idea what the contents would do when ingested. She knew only that it would do something, good, bad, or deadly.

The Ferris wheel came to a hard stop at the top. Audrey took in the scene: the ocean, the boardwalk, and the other rides. She removed the lid and downed the entire contents in a single gulp. It was thick like mucus, and it smelled like fish guts, and the taste was so bad she nearly vomited, but knowing the value of the potion, she held it in.

At the bottom, Oscar waited; he enjoyed working the Ferris wheel most because of its history. It was a symbol of amusement around the world. Many couples fell in love at the Wonder Wheel. For others, it was their first amusement ride after the war. It was a wheel with no beginning and no end, meaningful for each rider, young and old.

While Oscar had witnessed many crazy moments at the Wonder Wheel, he was unprepared for this. The young girl in the pretty dress had done two spins on the Ferris wheel and had been up top for nearly ten minutes. He couldn't see what she was up to, but he heard Audrey's laugh. Then the surprise: he heard two voices accompanied by the giggles of two people. Oscar slammed the button to start the wheel and return the girl to the bottom; he watched the empty cars pass until Audrey's car slowly approached, then his mouth dropped open. In her car were not one girl but two. The twin, who shared the same age, height, weight, hair, and eyes. With their arms interlocked and broad smiles, the girls stepped off casually.

"Thanks, mister," the girl in the red dress said. "Let's do the Cyclones next, Lizzie."

Oscar scratched his head, watching the girls skip away happily through the park.

***
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After a sprint to clean the house, the trio waits in the backyard for Mom to return amongst the fireflies. Gavin lies on the sliding board, and Ethan paces while Lizzie sways lazily on the swing.

"You think the One Way is paradise?" Ethan wonders.

"Heck no," Lizzie shouts. "It takes a sword to get there. What do you think?"

"Again, how do you know Grandma's alive?" Ethan asks.

"It's really simple. I'm a copy of Audrey. When Audrey, your Grandma, dies, I die," Lizzie explains, lazily twisting in the swing. "I ain't dead, so neither is she. Normally, I can feel her presence like a phantom limb feeling, but there was some sort of weak signal. She's mostly gone now."

"So, then how do we get Grandma?" Ethan asks.

"Why are you asking me, like I'm some kind of expert?" Lizzie questions. "Find the right potion."

"What potions? We have none," Ethan queries. "Do you?"

"I used to. I've tried five," Lizzie begins before taking a long pause. "The first I tried with your Grandmom. It made me into a mermaid. The second, a shapeshifter, and I wasted two messing around."

Ethan corrects, "What about the last?"

Lizzie reaches into the pocket of her dress and takes out a small, clear vial half-filled with a bright orange liquid. "The fifth gives you courage."

"I want some," Gavin calls out.

"Each sip gives me a year's worth of courage," Lizzie explains. "To do things you're not born or made to do."

"Can we have a sip?" Ethan says. "So we can help you."

"You probably already have enough courage," Lizzie says. "Too much will mess you up."

"One sip," Ethan asks. "Because we haven't even started with the potions."

"Okay, one sip." Lizzie removes the cork lid and passes it to Ethan. "Put it to your lips but don't drink. One drop will fall into your mouth. That's all you need."

Ethan takes a drop, and then Gavin mimics his brother.

"Ew, gross," Gavin says.

"How old is it?" Ethan says, disgustedly.

Lizzie recorks it and puts it back in her pocket. "I dunno. Hundreds, maybe thousands of years."

"I don't feel any different," Gavin says.

"You won't," Lizzie answers, "until your heart calls on it, then wham-o."

They are quiet for a few moments. Then a car pulls into the driveway.

"Mom's home," Ethan says.

"Can you do the animal trick again?" Gavin requests.

Ethan and Gavin look on as Lizzie's ears transform into pink and purple bunny ears that hang down to her shoulders. She quickly changes back into Rachel.

"Shhh." Lizzie holds a finger to her lips. As she does, her ears return to their normal form. "Find the potions. Save your Grandma. With courage, nothing can stop you."

The boys nod in agreement.

Mom pays Rachel. Ethan and Gavin take baths and get ready for bed. Gavin is in his room, putting on his pajamas, when he looks out the window and sees a giraffe with dark purple splotches and a pink undercoat tasting leaves from their tree. It turns its head slowly and looks directly at Gavin in the window. Surprised, Gavin quickly yanks the window shades closed, counts to five, then opens the shades again, but the giraffe is gone.

***
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Two days after visiting New York, Grandpa sits in a North Carolina diner working on a spongy stack of pancakes.

A large biker walks up to the table and in a gravelly voice says, “You that guitarist, Tommy Gross, aren’t ya?”

Grandpa tells the biker, “You got me.”

“Can I get an autograph for my niece?” the biker requests, grabbing Grandpa’s napkin off his lap. “On this napkin.”

“On my napkin, sure, why not?” Grandpa takes out a pen he always carries for such occasions. “What’s your niece’s name?”

“L. Ellie E. Leespit,” the man says quickly. He turns around and yells to a table of his friends. “Told you it was him. Come over. Bring some napkins.”

“What was that name? Ellie Ellie Spit?” Grandpa asks, noticing the friends coming over with hands full of napkins to sign.

“Are you making fun of poor L. Ellie?” the biker grumbles.

“Who’s making fun of L. Ellie E. Leespit?” the biker’s friend voices in the back.

“Nobody.” Grandpa signs the napkin and hands it back. “Just eating.”

Another napkin gets slammed on the table in front of him. “Make it out to T-Bone.”

Grandpa’s table is surrounded not just by the four or five bikers, but suddenly by everyone in the restaurant. There was only a handful of people in the diner a few minutes ago, but now there are nearly a hundred forming a crowd around Grandpa.

“Okay people, I’m not signing all your napkins,” Grandpa announces loudly. He was always a curmudgeon when it came to strangers seeking him out for a signature.

A woman slams a menu on the table. “Sign this menu. Make it out to Davey.”

There’s a push from the back, and Grandpa’s coffee spills on the menu as he’s trying to sign it. “C’mon, people, I’m warning you out of peace and love: no more autographs." He shouts, “Where’s that waitress? Where’s Ringo?”

“You’re not going anywhere until you’ve autographed everything for everyone,” the first biker orders. Grandpa tries to slide out of the seat but is pushed back. His motorcycle sits parked just on the other side of the window. This situation quickly escalates into Grandpa versus an angry, caffeine-fueled crowd.

“Excuse me. I need to get to my appointment with the foot doctor,” Grandpa says just as a bunch of kids bang on the window outside where an overflow crowd waits. “Where’d you all come from?”

“Foot doctor?” a lady yells. “There’s no such thing as a foot doctor.”

A man significantly older than Grandpa sits down across from Grandpa. His face resembles a crinkled sheet of paper, but his posture is straight and tall. His shoulders are broad and powerful. He looks like his head sits on a younger man’s body.

“Louis Barstow? You’re older than the Chicago Bears,” Grandpa comments. “What’s your secret?”

Barstow begins, “Audrey left a little magic.”

“You’re welcome for the extra thirty years, but I need you to call off the autographing hounds,” Grandpa says. “They’re yours, right?”

“Get used to the brigade, Tommy,” Barstow answers. He looks over to the hundred or so people in the room waiting for signatures. “They’ll be everywhere you are until you give me Audrey’s formulas.”

“Ah c’mon, not you too,” Grandpa answers. “She destroyed them.”

“No, I fail to believe that.” Barstow looks out the window, his wrinkles well-lit in the morning sun. “Against my wishes, Audrey took a colleague to Antarctica, where she found a cavern filled with animals and plant life. The only reason she knew it was there was because of her research. I want that research. She did it as my employee. That research is mine.”

“Did you find the cavern?” Grandpa asks.

“Of course,” Barstow answers. “The warm pool, trees, birds, reptiles and the most interesting plants were all useful in my research. There’s more out there. I know it. I know you’re looking too.”

Grandpa leans in. “If only you hadn’t fired her.”

“Brilliant girl, but not a model employee,” Barstow cuts him off. “I’ll make you a deal, Tommy. I will give you a half-billion dollars when you hand over her work.”

Grandpa laughs, “I already have more money than I know what to do with. What am I gonna do? Buy a taller stack of pancakes? Take your flunkies and beat it.”

“You can always pay them to leave, but I’ll always pay more,” Barstow says.

A deep, loud lion growl from the other side of the restaurant startles everyone, including Grandpa. The wall-to-wall people in the room move apart; a few run outside. They make a path for a waitress. This woman looks hardly old enough to work. She wears a blond wig and a pink-purple dress with a name tag that reads Tonya. She walks up to the biker, the man who started this brigade, and growls an inhuman growl in his direction. Her face briefly turns cat-like, but if you blinked, you’d have missed it.

“Hello,” Barstow reads the name tag. “Tonya?”

“It’s Lizzie. Why are you having breakfast with this jerk?” Lizzie says.

“Which one of us is the jerk?” Grandpa asks.

Lizzie reaches out her hand to Grandpa, and he takes it. She pulls him out of the booth. “Louis is nothing but trouble.”

“Picking the monster over the money?” Barstow says to Grandpa.

Lizzie puts her face right into Barstow’s and roars, before moving away from the table.

“I’ve outlived fear, little girl,” Barstow yells as Lizzie and Grandpa walk through the crowd. Lizzie’s in full lion mode, her deep guttural growl and sharp teeth, as real as the predators of the safari. Grandpa puts on his helmet and jumps on his motorcycle. “Let’s go, Lizzie.”

But there’s no Lizzie. Grandpa swivels around to find her while starting his motorcycle, but she’s gone. Without her, the autograph brigade rushes outside. Grandpa wastes no time putting the crowd in the rearview. As he speeds up the highway ramp, he spots a hawk with rainbow-tinged feathers watching him pass.

***
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Ethan used to enjoy teeth-cleaning day. Mom would bring her boys into her dentist's office and give the hygienist the afternoon off. She'd hum lullabies while scraping and polishing their choppers.

Now, Ethan gets lectures on teeth-cleaning day. As soon as the mouth lock is opened, the instructions begin, with no way to respond except a grunt. With summer break underway, the boys are heading to Grandpa's Florida condo for two weeks while she attends a conference in Vegas.

"Seeing how this is the first time you're going to Grandpa's without me, we need to discuss the rules. The non-negotiable rules," Mom explains while scraping tartar off a molar. "Number one, listen to Grandpa."

She continues the scraping.

Be in bed by ten.

No junk food first thing in the morning.

No junk food after eight.

Brush your teeth three times a day. Four if you break the last two rules.

No bad language, even if Grandpa says it's okay.

No fighting on the plane.

Let Grandpa know where you'll be at all times, but don't go anywhere you'll need to tell him where you are.

Call twice a day.

Ethan grunts.

Mom interprets correctly, "No phone?"

"Don't make Grandpa chase you guys around. He's old. Please, none of this newspaper superpower stuff. Been there and done that. Rinse. Agreed?"

Ethan spits into the tiny sink. "Okay, Mom."

Mom stands and thrusts her hands in front of him with her little finger extended. "Pinky swear."

Mom and Ethan hook their pinky fingers, “The pinky swear is established. There are no take-backs.” Mom says. "Have fun in Florida."

***
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Sometimes, when you're wealthy, you can have a house and not live in it for a long time. Grandpa has a condo in Florida he hasn't even visited since Grandma died. Now he's back and sees that things are mostly as he left them.

Grandma's yellow bike with the metal basket sits by the door. Inside, there is no musty smell, but Audrey's lingering vanilla perfume remains. The plants sit slightly wilted but alive. There are oranges in a bowl where he left them, now dried out.

"Is there a ghost in this house?" he calls out, thinking somehow Audrey must be present here still. "Audrey?"

Only silence replies. Yet signs emerge that in his long absence, a stealthy intruder searched for hidden secrets. While they obscured their tracks covering the invasion, some evidence lingers. The books sit rearranged on the shelf, tidied but misplaced. A thin film of dust disturbed and resettled hints at a thorough yet covert combing of the premises.

Grandpa's mind races with implications - someone desperately hunted for Audrey's magical formulas during his years away. But did they finally uncover what remained so carefully concealed? And with obscure recipes unleashing unimagined chaos, who or what might now be tracking his return?

Grandpa felt that every action he took to uncover Audrey's fate was guided by her assistance. Now in her world, he could ask any question and wait.

It took a while for Audrey's guidance to come through. Grandpa pulled all the books off the shelves and emptied the cabinets, but her trail remained frustratingly obscured. Perhaps clues hid back in Vermont, but asking April to scour her home for a magical potions book carried little appeal - like stepping on a rusty nail.

The Rolling Stones song, playing softly on the radio, echoed Grandpa's relentless yet unfruitful search, as Mick Jagger's voice filled the room singing "You Can't Always Get What You Want.” Grandpa collapsed on the couch, weary and discouraged.

"I'm trying, man," he muttered, studying the familiar room around him for untold hours. Finally his eyes fixed upon a photo album on the shelf with an '80s style flower cover, sparking recognition. Grandma had adored the '80s. Running his fingers along the gold foil title, he read "Memories are Magic" and instantly knew - the key he so tirelessly sought rested inside. He picks up the album; a photo falls out, a thirty-year-old picture of April and her brother Leo seated on an airplane. It was the first time flying for both kids, some time in the 1980s. In the photo April has the window seat. A rush of nostalgia practically knocks Grandpa over. He remembers April saying, "I'm not afraid of flying. Give me the window seat."

He was taking the kids along on a work trip. Going to Miami to record an album with a young Gloria Estefan.

Examining an old photo that fell out of the album, Grandpa runs his finger over the image and feels faint indentations. Flipping it over, he finds more subtle indented markings on the back, too hard to notice but enough to be felt by touch.

He heads to the kitchen and grabs blank notepaper and a pencil. Placing the paper over the photo, Grandpa carefully rubs along the back of it with the pencil's edge. Bit by bit, hidden etched words get transferred onto the sheet through the graphite rubbing.

Reviewing the transferred words, Grandpa confirms it is text written in Audrey's hand. But the content reads oddly: "earthquake root," "yin-yang something," and more terms that sound fictional.

He takes another photo from the album, one of a famous clock tower, and repeats the pencil work and finds another recipe. The images are a seemingly random collection from the course of Audrey’s travels.

Grandpa realizes the album contains at least a hundred recipes. There is no mention of what they do or where the rarest of these rare ingredients are, but Grandpa has a hunch who does. He keeps the first flight photo out and returns the album to the shelf. Grandpa doesn’t have what he wants - Audrey - but now he has what he needs

***
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June 13, 2023 - 3:00 PM

Mom must have been kidding when she claimed Grandpa was slowing down. He's got more energy than a kindergartener with a bag of gummies.

"Welcome to the Sunshine State, kiddos," Grandpa announces as the boys touch down in Florida. Taking their bags, he confidently strides through the airport, guiding them to an old mail truck painted purple in the parking lot.

"We're riding in that?" Ethan asks, a hint of distaste in his voice.

"Groovy, right?" Grandpa responds. "A friend loaned it to me."

"Grandpa, you're a legend," Gavin comments. "You should be rolling in a Bugatti or a Honda or something."

The jeep lacks a back seat, but Gavin doesn't mind.

"You're sitting where the mail used to go," Grandpa informs him. "What do you kids want to do while you're here?"

"Whatever," Ethan says, his mind on magic, though hesitant to be the first to bring it up.

Gavin eagerly suggests, "Let's wrassle some gators!"

"Checking out the space shuttle would be cool," Ethan admits.

"Oh yeah, it's way cool," Grandpa agrees. "But let's save that for Plan B. For now, lunch. I know a spot with amazing sandwiches."

Excitement flushes through Ethan and Gavin. Grandpa is synonymous with adventure, his tales of Air Force trips, global band tours, and motorcycling to the tip of South America surpassing anything they've read.

Surprisingly, the sandwiches turn out to be ice cream.

"I knew pastrami on rye was a no-go for you," Grandpa says to Ethan. "This won't mess with your food rules."

Lowering his voice, he asks, "You still think Grandma's alive?"

Ethan nods.

Stroking his beard, Grandpa says, "You may be onto something."

Gavin, eager to share, begins speaking rapidly. "Lizzie babysat, tricked Mom into babysitting, and claimed she'd eat our face as a rat. We got Twizzlers, and she told us if Grandma dies, she dies. So Grandma's alive, she thinks she may be in a place like hell."

"That's pretty dark, Gav. Does that make sense, Ethan?"

Ethan nods.

"Let's compare notes, fellas," Grandpa says, leaning in conspiratorially. "We know Grandma wanted to destroy the potions, and she did, but her plan didn't go as planned. Meaning, she's out there somewhere."

Ethan adds, "And this shapeshifting babysitter mentioned a magic sword that sends people to a realm called The One Way."

Grandpa excitedly says, "Oh, I met a nurse with that sword who implied she knows where Audrey might be captive. I saw her vaporize a TV and door."

"Like made it disappear?" Gavin asks.

"Yeah, it made no sound. Just a poof, some green smoke, and that's it," Grandpa says.

"The condo's haunted – I think it's Grandma," Grandpa says. "It smells like her. The place—"

"Speaking of magic and shapeshifters, Lizzie confessed some pretty wild stuff to us," Ethan adds. "She said she can sneak into anywhere undetected as different animals. Get this - she turned herself into a full-on elephant once to hunt for potion ingredients inside our house, Grandpa!"

Grandpa's eyes widen. "No kidding? That would explain some furniture I found out of place."

"What should we do to find Grandma?" Gavin asks.

Grandpa answers, "We need to cook up her potion recipes if we aim to get to the bottom of this mystery."

"Even if she told us not to?" Ethan asks.

"I mean if she's in hell, we gotta get her out of there. We're gonna need potions to do it," Grandpa says. "Good thing I know where I can get them."

"Can you?" the boys ask at once.

"Does a one-legged duck swim in circles?" answers Grandpa. Seeing blank looks, he adds, "It does, and I can."

Grandpa places the airplane photo of Mom and their uncle on the table. Ethan inspects it closely.

Gavin asks anxiously, tilting his head to keep his ice cream sandwich from melting, "What's the big plan, Grandpa? Why the old picture?"

Suddenly serious, Grandpa says, "I'll explain, but first your word. Don't tell Mom about this rescue mission."

"That's a small price!" Gavin exclaims.

"Who said small?" says Grandpa. "Are we tourists or explorers, boys?"

Gavin grins. "Both?"

"True," Grandpa nods. "We'll track the world's rarest materials – super rare. Mom would end this immediately, so total secrecy, please. Are you in or out?"

"Whatever the plan, count us in!" affirms Ethan. "But how's the photo involved?"

Grandpa points to the photo. "Folks stumble on magic, but no one – no one – makes more. Except us three."

"An old picture?" Ethan remarks doubtfully.

"Flip it over," instructs Grandpa, removing purple-lensed reading glasses from his pocket.

"It's completely blank," declares Ethan.

"You feel the bumps. She wrote on the back of it. I traced it."

"What is it?" asks Gavin, getting the glasses.

"A formula – one of hundreds," says Grandpa.

"A hundred potions!" shouts Ethan. "Where's the rest?"

"Safe place," Grandpa tells the boys. "Ingredients like desert rain, three-yolk eggs, albino eagle feathers – cooked on Egyptian parchment. She left this one, our starting point."

"Sounds disgusting," opines Ethan.

"Taste is irrelevant," emphasizes Grandpa. He points to the photo. "We begin here."

"So Grandma was a witch?" asks Gavin.

"No, no, no," insists Grandpa. "These are scientific formulas, not magic."

"What do these potions do?" questions Gavin.

Grandpa shrugs, "Beats me. Maybe she didn't know."

"She didn't test them?" asks Ethan.

Chuckling, Grandpa says, "If I ate albino reindeer antler, I'd hope she'd tell me!"

"How do we know they actually work?" presses Ethan firmly.

"We go for it, starting here," Grandpa concludes. "It's doable – earthquake root, sparking pitcher plant syrup, yin-yang snail. Can't buy the ingredients at Stop 'n Shop."

"Where then?" asks Ethan.

"I hoped you'd tell us," says Grandpa. "What do you know of earthquake root?"

Ethan's eyes dart as he tries to remember. "I have no idea."

A college girl approaches their table, asking, "Tommy Gross? Can I get your autograph?"

Silently signing her paper, Grandpa hands it back without eye contact.

"Where are all these people from?" exclaims Gavin, noticing the crowd.

"They found me," sighs Grandpa, observing the little ice cream stand's sudden crowd clutching pens and papers. "Dang rabbit! The autograph brigade. Quickly, Ethan - the earthquake root?"

Gavin follows up, "The Autograph Brigade?"

Frustrated, Grandpa presses, "Think hard! Audrey told you things no one else knows. 'Little Tiger,' she'd say, 'I'll share what I know.' She was telling the secret."

A family of six fans then approaches. "Tommy, big admirers here - may we have autographs?"

"I remember now!" Ethan half-shouts before Grandpa muffles him to sign for the family rapidly.

"We gotta jet," Grandpa urges, hustling them from the increasing crowd.

Passing the fans swiftly, Grandpa asks, "Where?"

"Thingvellir," answers Ethan, "in Iceland, at the continental divide."

"Let's boogie!" Grandpa orders.

The boys exchange a happy high five.

***

33

Ethan's thoughts race faster than Grandpa's driving – no easy feat, especially considering the old purple jeep they're in. There's no time to delve into the situation with the autograph brigade.

"Hold on," Ethan shouts over the music blaring from the speakers, "how are we going to leave the country without passports?"

"Already taken care of." Grandpa turns the music down a notch or two, reaching into his pocket and producing three passports. "You guys left them at the condo after Uncle Leo's wedding. Good thing I forgot to send them back to Mom."

Parking the purple jeep by the beach with the motor running and the radio still playing, Grandpa issues instructions.

"Okay, hop out. We need to grab some stock photos from the library," he says, heading to the back of the jeep. He opens up their luggage, pulling out a handful of t-shirts. The kids exit the vehicle, feeling bewildered.

The ocean sprawls in a bright blue, and the sand dazzles in near-blinding whiteness – a refreshing sight for two boys from Vermont. They don't let their confusion dampen the fun, springing ahead of Grandpa, hooting and hollering. Grandpa captures the moments with his phone.

"Switch it up. Change into these," Grandpa instructs, handing them different shirts.

"Why are we doing this?" Ethan asks, puzzled.

"Mom's gonna need Florida pics. Lots of white sand, palm trees, and crystal blue water," Grandpa informs them. "Basically, the opposite of Iceland."

Gavin needs further clarification. Ethan assists, "We gotta trick Mom into thinking we never left Florida."

Gavin laughs. "Trick Mom? Good luck."

Grandpa captures photos of them playing on the lifeguard stand, wrestling in the sand, and splashing water in the ocean. Ethan knows Gavin's right; Mom will out-sleuth anyone.

"They're here," Gavin yells from atop the lifeguard stand, noticing a half-dozen people walking over with paper for Grandpa to sign, "even more irritating than a car alarm."

"Let's ramble, kids. See ya next week, F-L-A."

As they hustle back to the jeep, Ethan feels a mix of nervousness, excitement, fear, and nausea thinking about the adventure ahead, those persistent folks with the sharpies, and the secrets it'll take to make magic.

This summer is going to be bonkers.

***
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June 13, 2023 - 11:59 PM

At the stroke of midnight, the plane begins its descent onto Keflavik Airport in Iceland, where the summer's midnight, defies the night's darkness with its perpetual light. The uneasy pit in Ethan's stomach persists; he's certain they're making the right decision, yet the sensation is akin to preparing for a bank heist. The autograph brigade, now lost in slumber, is somewhere in the distance. However, Ethan fears relaxation may elude him indefinitely. He's dreading Mom discovering their escapade and feels incessantly scrutinized.

Though well past the boys' bedtime, the sun defiantly hovers in the sky, a phenomenon attributed to Iceland's high latitude that results in prolonged daylight during the summer months. Grandpa arranges for a taxi to transport them to their hotel in Reykjavik, Iceland's largest city.

"From America?" Queries the taxi driver, his robust Icelandic accent unmistakable. He's a man in his mid-thirties, sporting blonde hair and glasses.

"Yes," responds Ethan.

"What do you think of my country?" the driver inquires.

"Needs more ice," quips Gavin, observing the absence of ice or snow.

"It's all in Greenland," the driver explains. "We have trolls and elves."

"Trolls?" Ethan questions skeptically.

"Yes, so be alert, and you may spot them," the driver winks. "Iceland is smaller than your Ohio and with a lot fewer Americans."

"Not counting the elves," Ethan remarks.

"Not counting the elves, trolls, or gnomes," the driver adds. "Are you hungry, fellas?"

"Starved," chuckles Grandpa.

"This is a popular snack here," the driver says, handing Gavin a clear bag filled with small gray flakes. He looks at Ethan. "Take and pass around. Ethan, I have mints since you are picky."

"These don't look like nachos," Gavin says, eyeing the unfamiliar snack with a mix of curiosity and suspicion. He tentatively takes a handful, pauses to sniff cautiously, and then, with a brave or perhaps reckless shrug, stuffs them into his mouth. His initial confusion quickly changes into a surprised frown, then a timid nod of approval. "What is this, fish jerky? Tastes weird but not horrible."

The driver laughs. "You, my friend, just made the new slogan for my country: Iceland. Weird but not horrible."

Everyone laughs, except Ethan, who sits silently contemplating the offhand comment about his eating habits. "How do you know my name?"

"Your name?" the driver stammers, visibly flustered. "Your Grandpa must have said it, no?"

Ethan can't recall.

"Then you said I was picky," Ethan adds. "No one said that."

"But it's true," the driver begins. "I read your face when I took out the bag."

Uninterested, Ethan declines the snack. Grandpa, on the other hand, eagerly helps himself to a few, eager to engage in the local customs. He then turns to the driver and, in fluent Icelandic, compliments the unique taste of the snack and asks about local spots not to be missed by tourists. The driver, impressed by Grandpa's language skills, laughs and recommends a hidden geothermal spring known only to locals, promising a genuine Icelandic experience.

"Hold up, Grandpa, you know Icelandic?" Gavin interrupts, surprised.

"The Air Force didn't know what to do with me, so they hid me on this little island in the North Atlantic for a while. Mostly practiced guitar. The language is weird as heck, but I can still order a hot dog." He leans close to the driver and asks, "Tell me, please, is Bæjarins Beztu Pylsur open this late?"

"Of course. It's the solstice," the driver says. "Would you like a pit stop?"

"I would," Grandpa answers. "You could say this whole adventure we've embarked on is just an excuse to get this hotdog."

***
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"This is incredible," Ethan exclaims, savoring Iceland's rendition of a hot dog. He opted for a modest smear of mustard, unlike Grandpa and Gavin, who loaded theirs with the recommended toppings. Despite its modest size, the hot dog stand attracts both locals and tourists, and even the taxi driver has joined them for a quick bite. A lively, festive crowd lingers, relishing the warmth of the midnight sun.

Grandpa enlightens the boys, "Baejarins Beztu Pylsur means 'best hot dog in town,' but they're being humble, if you ask me. You won't find much in the way of nuggets and pizza on this adventure."

"I'm good with hot dogs," Ethan replies.

Turning to the driver, Grandpa inquires, "What's on your agenda for tomorrow? Fancy driving us around to a few spots?"

"I'm afraid not. Tomorrow is my son's birthday," the driver responds, wiping some pylsusinnep, Icelandic mustard, from his cheek.

"No worries. Next time, we can rent something," Grandpa suggests.

A nearby woman interjects, "I'm free tomorrow. Where are you boys looking to visit?" She's Icelandic, blonde, attractive, and speaks English with a distinctive accent.

"Just hitting the greatest hits—the geyser, lava fields, and what's the spot where the two continents join?" Grandpa asks.

"Thingvellir," the taxi driver contributes.

"Bingo," Grandpa acknowledges.

"A popular spot with Americans. I'd be happy to take you there," the woman offers.

"How do you know we're Americans?" Ethan wonders aloud, perplexed by the uncanny knowledge everyone seems to possess.

The woman smiles, leaning in close to Ethan. "You have a famous Grandpa."

Grandpa chimes in, "We'd love a ride."

"I'm Anna," she introduces herself.

Grandpa introduces himself and the boys.

She inquires, "What hotel will you be staying at?"

"The Peninsula," Grandpa replies.

"I can meet you in the lobby at nine?" Anna proposes.

"Perfect," Grandpa agrees.

Ethan and Gavin exchange a silent high-five behind him.

"Sleep well, my new friends. Long day tomorrow," Anna bids, walking away.

Gavin adds, "They should just call this country Niceland."

"Friendliest place on the planet," the taxi driver remarks, his mouth full of food.

***

36

The boys catch up with Mom in the late hours, engaging in a speakerphone conversation from their softly illuminated hotel room with drawn blinds, attempting to ward off the persistent evening sun. Meanwhile, Grandpa, absorbed in an Icelandic show showcasing kids lifting colossal rocks, keeps the TV volume at a minimum.

“I saw the pictures Grandpa sent. Was the ice cream good? It looks hot down there,” Mom comments.

“Yeah, it's hot in Florida,” Ethan responds.

“What else have you been up to?” Mom inquires.

“Did normal stuff. Went to the beach,” Ethan shares. He glances at Gavin, who appears to have dozed off. A quick jab with a finger brings Gavin back with a scowl.

“Dad, don’t let them watch TV all day, okay?” Mom advises, unaware that Grandpa has drifted off in the chair.

The boys offer succinct, one-word responses to Mom’s queries. Following a brief discussion about the purple mail truck, Mom bids them goodnight, and the call wraps up.

Skillfully finessing details is second nature to Ethan and Gavin. The art of crafting partial truths is a skill children often excel at, tactfully omitting certain aspects of a story to navigate potential consequences. Yet, amidst this adept maneuvering, Ethan contemplates the challenge of concealing the marvels on the horizon—captivating sights like geysers and waterfalls. He looks forward to sharing these tales with Mom, even if she may not be entirely ready to embrace them.

***
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The sun, akin to a vigilant sentinel, hovers in the sky, awaiting their arrival in the morning. The two boys experienced peculiar dreams involving elves, fairies, and winding paths in the deep, dark woods. Grandpa's dream took an even stranger turn, playing a trick on him. It's only when Ethan awakens that the dream's impact becomes evident.

"Mornin', Grandpa," Ethan whispers to him from the boy's bed.

Grandpa attempts to respond with a "morning, Ethan," but his voice eludes him. Another effort, with increased volume, renders his voice on mute, producing only soft grunts and squeaks.

Grandpa grabs his phone, types a message, and tosses it over to Ethan: wake your brother.

Downstairs in the hotel restaurant, Ethan and Gavin devour a tall stack of American-style pancakes drenched in syrup for breakfast, while Grandpa opts for hafragrautur, a challenging way to say oatmeal. The boys press Grandpa with questions about his voice, and he painstakingly spells out simple sentences on a pad of paper.

We proceed as planned. Just inform Anna I lost my voice. I'll write to her what I can. Do not mention earthquake root to ANYONE.

As soon as they read it, Grandpa tears the note. Their new friend Anna locates them and guides them to her massive, off-road truck named Stufur. Its colossal tires surpass Ethan's height and dwarf the group standing shoulder to shoulder, adorned with lights, tubes, and decals.

"Whoa, is this yours?" Gavin asks, astonished.

"I call it Stufur, named after the yule lad who steals pie crusts. There are no pie crusts in Iceland that Stufur cannot retrieve," Anna claims. "Does anyone need assistance entering the vehicle?"

The three decline her offer. The boys employ their monkey bar skills to hoist themselves into the back seat. Grandpa attempts a similar maneuver but slips and falls to the ground.

Anna extends a hand, but Grandpa declines again. After a bit of a struggle, he finds a manageable route to his seat, sore and muddied, hoping for a swift improvement in his day.

By the third or fourth attempt, entering the monster truck becomes routine for everyone, even Grandpa.

"You're always hungry," Ethan says. "Can we find the earthquake root first?"

"Earthquake root?" Anna questions as she steers the truck back to the road.

Grandpa shoots a scolding glance at Ethan, typing on his phone, Thingvellir, and showing it to Anna.

"Ah, Thingvellir. Yeah, sure, let's go," Anna says. "I know a spot on the way we could stop for a bite. Though I must warn you, she has a limited menu. But it is all edible."

Ethan looks at Gavin and says, "See, even Icelandic people know that 'edible' is a word."

***
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Ethan senses an inner turmoil, feeling as if he's withering away. They've been on the road all day, glimpsed at two water features, and encountered scarce signs of civilization. His hunger has escalated to the point where he's willing to abandon his picky-eater label. Little does he know, he's moments away from putting that resolution to the test. Anna maneuvers the truck up a steep driveway, leading to a small gray cabin. Ethan and Gavin exchange a nervous glance.

"This feels like a horror movie," Gavin whispers to Ethan.

Behind the cottage stands an old barn, its paint stripped away by Iceland's unforgiving weather.

"Please have hot dogs. I'm so hungry," Ethan mutters, stepping out of the truck.

"Hot dogs? No," Anna says with a sly grin. "Hákarl, yes."

"What's hákarl?" Gavin asks.

"No, no." Anna laughs and repeats herself, slower this time, "It's not hacked Carl. It's hákarl. Shark."

"Oh hey, I've had shark," Gavin exclaims. "It's tasty."

"This is a distant relative to the shark you ate," Anna says, "the grumpy uncle who smells funny."

Grandpa chuckles; he's made progress in recovering his voice, emitting guttural noises in response but not yet forming full words.

As they step out of the truck, an older woman emerges from the cabin and leads them to the barn without offering any greeting.

"I can smell that uncle," Ethan whispers, covering his nose.

"That's the hákarl," Anna explains.

The elderly woman slides open the massive barn doors, releasing a smell that nearly knocks Ethan out. Inside, they discover hundreds of items hanging from the ceiling, resembling giant loaves of burnt bread. Grandpa sidles off to the side with a big smile on his face, knowing it delays the onset of nausea.

"That's all shark meat?" Gavin asks, pointing to the items hanging from the ceiling.

"Yes," the woman says. "They have been drying since Christmas."

"I think it's gone bad," Gavin remarks.

"Oh, it has. It's utterly putrid," Anna informs them. "That's the intention, but don't worry; it won't make you sick. It's one of Iceland's delicacies."

Using a sharp knife, the woman cuts a few small cubes of meat from the hákarl and places them on a plate.

"Most visitors aren't brave enough to try it," Anna says, looking over to Ethan. She hands each of the boys a piece.

"Got any barbecue sauce?" Gavin jokes before taking a bite. There is a long pause. Gavin chews slowly. His face contorts in a series of odd, cartoonish expressions before saying, "Flavorful."

"What's it taste like?" Ethan asks nervously, his growling stomach and rising heartbeat struggling for dominance.

"Doesn't taste like anything I ever had," Gavin says. "Flavorful. Full of flavor."

"That doesn't help," Ethan mumbles, noticing Anna and his grandfather watching him. He can't think of an alternative show of bravery, so he pops the putrid shark in his mouth. His face immediately turns green, and he sprints out of the barn, while Gavin asks for another piece.

"Mom says my superpower is my stomach," Gavin proudly announces.

"That's the worst thing I've ever tasted," Ethan says upon returning to the barn. He looks over to the old woman. "No offense."

The woman laughs and offers some Icelandic yogurt from the house. Ethan isn't thrilled about that choice either, but he's too hungry to refuse. Entering the house, Anna tells the woman about Grandpa's missing voice. The woman removes a green bottle from her cupboard, fills a small glass with a clear liquid, and hands it to Grandpa.

"Brennivín," the woman says, her voice deep and full of Icelandic wind.

"Means burned spirit," Anna tells Grandpa. "But we call it black death."

"Oh, can I have some?" Gavin asks without receiving a reply.

Grandpa takes a gulp of the drink. He grabs his throat in jest, pretending to be poisoned. Unfortunately, black death is gross but not an immediate cure for voicelessness.

They thank the woman and return to the road.

"Explore Thingvellir or back to the hotel?" Anna asks.

"Explore!" The voice able passengers agree wholeheartedly. They continue on the road to Thingvellir.

Anna's friendly demeanor and willingness to help navigate the Icelandic landscape put Ethan at ease, but there was something about her that he couldn't quite put his finger on. The way she seemed to anticipate their needs and her uncanny knowledge of their American background suggested a deeper connection that Ethan couldn't yet fathom. As they continue their adventure, Ethan made a mental note to keep a close eye on Anna, sensing that her role in their journey was far more complex than it appeared.

***
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The parking lot, seemingly isolated in the middle of nowhere, is a brief stroll from Thingvellir, a park nestled in a valley formed when the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates separated countless years before humankind existed. The rock cliffs remain barely visible from the road. The boys, anticipating an Icelandic version of the Grand Canyon, are taken aback to see that the mountains are smaller than the hills back home in Vermont.

Clouds blanket the sky, and they can discern a small town in the far distance, clustered around Lake Thingvallavatn, but little else.

Exiting the truck, Grandpa seizes Ethan, and his voice, growing stronger, he hoarsely whispers, "Run. Find the root."

"How will I know what it looks like?" Ethan questions, a bit too loudly.

Grandpa places one finger to Ethan's lips and mouths, "Just run."

Without hesitation, Ethan sprints down the path as fast as he can.

"What the heck, bro? Where are you going?" Gavin yells after his sprinting brother. "Wait!"

Ethan sprints to the end of the path and begins climbing the hill. The bluff, made entirely of rock, is out of Grandpa and Anna's view.

"What are you doing?" Gavin asks, finally catching up to Ethan.

"Getting what we came here for—the earthquake root," Ethan quickly explains between heavy breaths as he works his way up the hill.

"I know, but..." Gavin starts, but Ethan stops him.

"No one can know what we're up to, including Anna," Ethan insists. "Let's go."

Together, they climb a steep path on the left and rush to the top of the bluff. They find dirt and clumps of grass in the cracks, but nothing looks magical or even the least bit interesting. The boys make their way to the upper part of the east-facing cliff. Their lungs hurt from the effort, and with each tortured breath, they can still taste the rotting shark.

Below, Grandpa leads Anna to the opposite side.

"I don't see anything. It must be on the other side. Or underground?" Ethan says. "Roots are underground, right?"

Gavin answers, "How would we find a root without a shovel?"

After fruitless searching, they spot Anna and a winded Grandpa standing across the ravine. Anna gives a friendly wave.

Ethan waves back and leaves his hand frozen in the air. "I see it," he mumbles between fixed lips.

"What? Where?" Gavin yanks Ethan's arm down.

"On the other side, on the wall. Do you see that flower?" Ethan tells him, trying not to look excited. About halfway up the rock wall, a purple flower has taken residence on a rocky ledge. Its bright purple color stands out against the colorless backdrop; its long root hangs free, faintly moving in the breeze. The whole of Iceland is mostly black and white with bits of blue, but this flower is the only thing that shade of purple for miles.

"I dunno, Ethan," Gavin says doubtfully. "Doesn't look like anything special."

"It's the only thing I've seen with any color since we got to this country. Do you see anything else like it with a root?"

"But there's no way to get it. We'd need a gigantic ladder or rope or something."

Grandpa waves. Then he signals with a thumbs-up and thumbs-down.


The boys give a thumbs-up. Ethan points to the flower, and Grandpa looks over to Anna, who is nearby but distracted by the busloads of tourists who have just arrived. Grandpa leans over the side and sees the flower. His shoulders sink. It's much too far for him to reach over and pick it.

Ethan and Gavin are vexed, unable to work out a plan quickly. Anna starts heading down the hill, and Grandpa follows.

"Let's find another," Gavin says, slowly walking away with his head down. "There's gotta be another one somewhere."

Ethan stays put. Deep in thought, he is startled by a large black bird that nearly hits him as it flies by. He watches the bird's path as it dives into the ravine before landing on the rock face opposite them, the same ledge the flower occupies.

"What's that crow doing?" Gavin asks.

"It's too big for a crow. I think it's a raven," Ethan says.

"What's it doing?" Gavin asks.

Before Ethan answers, the raven takes hold of the stem of the purple flower with its beak and pulls gently. The flower, stem, and root shake loose. Holding the bulb and root in its beak, it takes flight, heading directly towards Ethan, again nearly knocking him over. The bird flies low to the ground in a straight line away from the park.

"Run after it!" Ethan shouts while following the speeding raven.

"It's too fast. We can't catch it," Gavin says.

"We can't lose it," Ethan says, running as fast as his legs will take him.

They sprint downhill, but the bird is nearly out of sight. Gavin trips, rolls, and skins his knee. He yells out in pain but hops right back up with a temporary limp. Ethan runs along a dirt path, watching the bird swoop down behind another hill. Ethan and Gavin climb the rocky slope, but there's no trace of the raven.

The boys meander around giant boulders to the edge of a woodland area. At the entrance, they are startled by what appears to be the skeletal remains of a massive whale. They realize quickly they are wrong. The whale is a fallen tree, its trunk and limbs stripped of bark, leaving a line of bone-white branches that perfectly resemble a whale's rib cage. The boys slowly step through. At the whale's head, there is a grouping of black boulders.

Gavin points to a space in the rocks. "There!"

They move closer, carefully and quietly. The boys' lungs hurt from the run, but they suppress the pain for fear of disturbing the bird. In a hollow space within the rock grouping is a large nest with a very active raven.

"Let's scare it out. Then, grab the flower," Gavin says.

"Shh, it's still in its beak," Ethan whispers. "If it flies off with it, we'll never get it."

"What if it eats it?"

"It won't. It's gonna use it for its nest," says Ethan confidently. "Look."

They peek through to see the raven carefully weaving the flower and root into the side of its nest.

Once it finishes, it soars away. Gavin runs to the opening and descends. After only a few seconds, his head pops back through the hole. "Got it!"

"What do you have?" a woman's voice behind them asks. They immediately recognize it as Anna.

"A lot of explaining to do," Grandpa says between long gasps for air. His voice is scratchy but improved as he helps Gavin up through the hole. "Back to the hotel. I'm exhausted."

***
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Ethan and Gavin doze off in the truck during the journey back to the hotel. Grandpa attempts to offer Anna some money for her assistance, but she refuses; even declining reimbursement for gas.

"We are the friendliest people in the world," Anna whispers.

"Thanks for the insider's tour of Iceland," Grandpa expresses his gratitude.

"Staying long?" she asks.

"No, by this time tomorrow, we'll be gone," Grandpa replies, his voice raspy but close to normal.

"Where to next?" she inquires.

"Unsure. It's a surprise," Grandpa says with a smile. "Even to me."

"I wish my grandfather were as fun as you. It was nice to pretend for the day," Anna says, shaking Grandpa's hand. "Take care."

Grandpa loads the sleeping boys onto a luggage cart and wheels them back to the room.

Inside the room, as they sleep, Grandpa retrieves the root from a sandwich bag. The flower is flattened, and the petals rest loosely on the bottom of the bag. The root is unremarkable but emits a sweet scent, reminiscent of a frosted donut.

Ethan opens his eyes a bit and whispers, "Is it magical, Grandpa?"

"Smells enchanting, like a bakery on a Sunday morning," Grandpa says. "That can't be normal in a country that smells like old eggs."

Ethan falls back asleep. Grandpa places the root back in his luggage and goes to bed. Just before closing his eyes, he mutters a request: "No more dreams."

***
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Ethan, Gavin, and Grandpa luxuriate in the sparkling blue waters of Iceland's Blue Lagoon, a natural hot spring renowned for its fluorescent blue hue and natural warmth. Steam wafts off the water into the crisp morning air.

"So glad Anna suggested this place," Ethan says as he executes the backstroke.

"Tell me, Little Tiger," Grandpa says as he playfully hops around with only his head out of the water, "where do we go next? Where can we find the painted snail with the yin-yang?"

Ethan is silent for a moment, then confidently utters, "To a forest in Cuba, a short drive from Havana."

"How do you do that?" Gavin asks.

"I dunno," Ethan replies. "I don't even know where Cuba is."

Grandpa continues drifting around on his back while the boys follow. "Cuba's just ninety miles from Florida. It's been off-limits to Americans for a long time."

"Oh great, we gotta go to an enemy country to find a bug," Gavin says. "We shoulda done that one first. I hope it's a small country, at least."

"It is, and we're all good," Grandpa reassures him.

"Anyway, snails aren't bugs. They're mollusks."

"Everything's so complicated," Gavin says, dropping a handful of the lagoon's soft white sand on his head. "And what the heck's a yin-yang?"

"You'll know it when you see it," Grandpa answers, motioning them over to the edge of the lagoon. In the milky white sand, he draws a circle with his finger. "The yin-yang is a symbol of opposite energies working together. Kinda like you two." He smiles and draws two teardrops that are the same size, going in opposite directions within a circle.

"I've seen that symbol in karate class," Gavin exclaims.

While they quietly contemplate what finding a tiny snail would entail, Ethan remembers a more pressing matter. "We never called Mom last night!"

"I messaged her some more pics. Her conference is keeping her busy," Grandpa says, floating away from the boys. "We'll call when we get down to Havana. Plus, Cuba has beaches like Florida, where we can take more pictures."

"She'd love Iceland," Ethan says.

"The more we do, the more I miss her," Gavin adds.

"What's better than sharing your best experiences with everyone you love?" Grandpa says. "And we will, but not yet."

***
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June 15, 2023 - 2:30 PM

It takes a full day to journey from Iceland to Havana, and by the time Grandpa and the boys arrive in the early afternoon, they're jetlagged and famished. Stepping into the Cuban air, they're greeted by the heat and humidity, a stark departure from the cool climate of Iceland. The bustling energy of the eleven million people in Cuba contrasts sharply with the tranquility of the North Atlantic.

At the airport, they hop into a vibrant purple taxi, reminiscent of Grandpa's purple jeep from the start of their journey.

"¿Dónde vamos?" inquires the driver as he assists them with their luggage. He's a tall man with a thin mustache. When met with silence, he switches to English. "Where are we going, hombres?"

"Hotel Nacional," Grandpa replies.

"Excelente," the driver responds fluently. "Lots of great Americans stayed at the Nacional. Hemingway. Sinatra. DiMaggio."

"Who are Hemingway and Sinatra?" Gavin queries Ethan.

Ethan shrugs. "No idea. Are they football players?"

Grandpa groans.

As they traverse Havana's vibrant streets with colorful buildings and classic, brightly colored cars, Ethan and Gavin are captivated. Transitioning from Iceland to Cuba, each place offers a unique visual spectacle.

"Is there a classic car show this weekend?" Gavin wonders. "The cars are so old."

"We haven't imported American cars in fifty years, so we just fix them," the driver explains. "We are the world's best mechanics."

The car meanders through neighborhoods alive with kids playing baseball in the streets, people dancing on balconies, and a stream of bike taxis.

The Hotel Nacional, a tall, gleaming white structure by the ocean, resembles a beach umbrella.

Before checking in, Gavin and Ethan decide to pose for a photo on the beach, taking care to ensure that nothing in the background could give away their true location. It was all part of their plan to keep their adventurous departure from the country a secret from Mom.

"Can we call Mom?" Gavin impatiently asks.

"Sure thing, buckaroo," Grandpa assures him.

"What if I don't know what to say?" Gavin wonders. "It's getting harder."

"Ask how she's doing. Ask about the food at conferences. You know, stuff that matters," Grandpa advises, considering their current location—a big city with significant challenges, mostly off-limits to Americans. He reassures himself, harboring no regrets. "Tell your mom the truth. Tell her you love her. Tell her you miss her. Tell her you can't wait to see her."

***

43

"Do I need to come down there? I had one rule: you need to check in," Mom blasts before even offering a hello.

Grandpa and the boys gather around the phone beside the hotel's pool. "Text messages don't cut it, Dad."

"Sorry, hon," Grandpa apologizes. "The boys have been splendid. You know how I am with cell phones; they're either lost or dead or-"

"Don't say the d-word," Mom interrupts. "Not when you're skipping your check-ins. And what about your house phone?"

"Can we not have a phone conversation about a phone conversation?" Grandpa requests.

"You better be having fun," Mom says, sounding less irritated.

"Lots," Gavin answers enthusiastically. Behind them, two men engage in a loud argument, speaking in Spanish.

"Who is that?" Mom asks.

"A neighbor," Grandpa says.

"TV," Ethan says almost simultaneously.

"Doesn't sound like Mr. Higgins," Mom says, observing as the arguing men hug and walk away.

"Neighbors on a show," Grandpa fibs. "The boys are trying to learn some Spanish by watching the Spanish channel."

"For real?" Mom questions.

"Grandpa's taken us to so many interesting places," Ethan says.

"Disney? Universal?" asks Mom.

"Not yet," Grandpa answers.

"So what interesting places?"

There is a pause.

"A park, with geysers, giant waterfalls, and floating pools," Ethan offers.

"Oh, fun," Mom says. "Grandpa feeding you well?"

"I ate shark," Ethan comments.

"Shark? Is this Ethan? Wow, bud," Mom exclaims. "Was it good?"

"The worst thing I ever ate," Ethan says.

"But I liked it, Mom," Gavin adds.

Mom asks, "What's the plan for tomorrow?"

"We are going to check out -" Gavin pauses, unable to think up an answer.

"Wildlife," Grandpa adds quickly. "We're going to check out the wildlife."

"Gators?" asks Mom.

"Snails," Gavin says.

"Snails?" Mom questions.

"You know, less dangerous," Ethan explains.

"Good answer," Mom says.

"Miss you, Mom," Gavin announces.

"Me too," Ethan follows.

"Miss you both," Mom tells them. "And none of that magic business, right?"

There's a pause.

"Right?" Mom repeats. "Not spending your days making pear pies, I hope."

"Oh, no way. That was such a waste of time," Ethan answers.

"Hope you're having fun," Mom says. "Have a good night. Love you."

"Most fun ever. Good night!" Gavin shouts just as a hotel guest behind them performs a cannonball into the pool.

"That was a close one," Grandpa says.

***
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The following day, Grandpa and the boys load up on hotel buffet fare before heading out into the summer heat. Ethan is particularly pleased to bypass Cuban cuisine, choosing pancakes and bacon instead. Gavin opts for spicy eggs and beans, while Grandpa rejuvenates with a cup of strong Cuban coffee, aiming to bring some color back to his beard.

Post-breakfast, they explore the nearby Museum of Natural History in Old Havana. Although significantly smaller than the Natural History Museum they visited in New York, Grandpa, Gavin, and Ethan are keen to discover the whereabouts of the painted snails. Grandpa questions Leya, the museum's curator, about their location.

"In the forest, hiding under long leaves," Leya replies in a thick Spanish accent. "We have a few right here in the museum."

"We saw your little case over there. Beautiful little mollusks," Grandpa comments. "But we'd like to find them in the wild."

"Yeah, we want to eat them," Gavin proudly announces, but quickly notices Leya's horrified expression.

"He means meet. We want to meet them," Ethan interjects. "Not meat like m-e-a-t. The m-e-e-t meet."

"Polymita picta is endangered. You cannot eat them. For many years, people made jewelry with their shells, and they all but disappeared from the island."

"Gavin's our jokester," Grandpa explains. "What we wanna do is photograph them."

"Again, we have some right here," Leya escorts them to a large display case housing a leafy tree. "You are welcome to photograph these and save yourself a trip. It's uncomfortably hot in the forest areas where they live. We've had magazine photographers attempt and go home with nada. Where is your camera?"

"Must've forgotten it," Grandpa fibs.

"Are there poisonous snakes in the forest?" Gavin asks, watching one slither around in a case.

"Not poisonous ones," Leya says. "Plenty of scorpions and spiders, though."

"Scorpions?" Gavin blurts out. "I hate scorpions."

"Scary animals are everywhere," Leya responds. "You have bears in America."

"And they're so cute," Gavin says. "Scorpions are uggggllllly."

"Have you seen a baby scorpion?" Leya asks.

The boys examine the snail display. Ethan spots a snail with a shell colored in a spiral of red and yellow.

"They all look like this?" Grandpa asks Leya.

"Variations of this," she answers. "Different colors."

"Black and white ones?" Ethan follows.

"None that I've seen," she says before being called away by a colleague. "Good luck on your adventure, and remember, if you find a snail, you must leave it where it is."

Once she's gone, Ethan speaks quietly, "What do we do if we can't eat it or take it? It's impossible."

"It's just a snail. No one will know," Gavin says.

"Someone will know," Grandpa disagrees. "Cart before the horse, kids. Let's find the thing first. Then figure it out."

Ethan replies, "As long as I don't have to call Mom from a jail cell in Cuba."

***
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Grandpa was filled with childlike excitement as he picked up his rental car—a vibrant cherry red 1950s model Chevy.

"It's so old it's futuristic," Gavin comments, studying his reflection in the car's chrome bumper. He grins, revealing his teeth, and playfully sticks out his tongue, causing his reflection to appear stretched and somewhat demonic.

"A diner on wheels," Ethan remarks, admiring the colorful fins at the back before joining Grandpa in the front seat. Gavin takes the backseat.

"Wait, where's the seatbelt?" Gavin asks, a hint of panic in his voice.

"The car's older than seatbelts," Grandpa explains.

"How could someone invent the car and not the seatbelt?" Ethan questions incredulously.

"Seems stupid," Grandpa agrees.

"Airbags?" Ethan asks. "Tell me there are airbags in this thing."

"'Fraid not," says Grandpa.

"Mom would so not be cool with a single thing we've done on this trip," Gavin declares as the car starts down the road.

"Go real slow, Grandpa," Ethan orders. "I'm freaking out over this no seatbelt thing."

Once outside the city, they drive with the windows down along winding roads, absorbing the sights and smells of the country's seaside communities. After an hour on the road, they reach a beach bordered by a forest.

Kids with surfboards hang out at a food stand at the edge of the parking lot.

"Let's fuel up," Grandpa directs, walking over to see what the lady at the stand is selling.

"I'm down for some pingslivers or pizza," Gavin exclaims.

"No pizza, but go for the papa rellenas. They're fried balls of mashed potatoes filled with meat," Grandpa explains. "I get them at this Cuban joint by the condo."

"Mmm. That'll work," Gavin responds.

"How about you, Ethan? Better than rotting shark, right?" Grandpa asks.

Ethan agrees, and Grandpa buys three. Gavin digs in, quickly asking for a second, while Ethan is initially reluctant as it hardly resembles mashed potatoes. He grows braver with each bite until, without much fanfare, he finishes it. They wash their food down with guarapo frio, a sugarcane juice.

"As a food adventure, we're a rocking success," Grandpa says, celebrating the addition to Ethan's food list. "Now let's track some snails."

Heading into the forest is like transitioning from day to night in just a few feet. The dense trees shield most sunlight, and the intense humidity makes it feel like they are walking through a hot shower. Within a few minutes, all three of them are drenched in sweat.

"Oh, where, oh where has my little polymita gone?" Grandpa sings, searching the low-hanging trees around him.

"Polymita?" Gavin asks.

"Weren't you listening at the museum?" Ethan asks. "It's the scientific name for the snail."

"Remember," Grandpa says, "science classifies everything."

"Even people?" Gavin asks.

"Sure," Grandpa says. "We're a trio of Homo sapiens."

***

46

After dinner, Grandpa and the boys take a leisurely stroll through the lively streets of Havana. Their feet ache, but the vibrant energy of the city is too enticing to resist. Music spills out of restaurant windows, and enthusiastic vendors shout from their stands.

Grandpa rises from his seat and stretches for a moment.

"From the Antarctic to the hottest forest on earth to find a bug - I mean, mollusk," Gavin exclaims.

"I totally underestimated the difficulty of this task," Grandpa admits, taking a seat on a large rock. All three are drenched in sweat and visibly exhausted. "Reminds me of a time I thought I could play Hendrix's 'Voodoo Child' live without rehearsal in front of 50,000 people."

"What happened?" Ethan asks.

"I screwed it up. I was embarrassed," Grandpa confesses. "Then I practiced all night, until my fingers were numb. The next day, I nailed it."

"We need a raven to fly in and help us again," Gavin suggests.

"Are you sure it needs to look like a yin-yang?" Ethan questions. "What do we do with an endangered snail anyway?"

A street musician playing the guitar recognizes Grandpa. "Maestro de la Guitarra," he calls him, the Master of the Guitar. He offers Grandpa his guitar to play, but Grandpa simply shakes his head.

"No más. My fingers aren't good," Grandpa says, continuing down the road.

As they walk, they notice Leya, the museum curator, heading their way.

She greets them with a warm smile and asks, "How did the snail search go?"

"We tracked some beautiful snails," Grandpa says, "but not the one we were searching for."

Leya gives a bemused look and says, "You seek a particular snail? This I don't understand."

"Ayuh, it sounds odd," Grandpa answers, "but we're odd."

The boys wander further down the street while Leya and Grandpa engage in conversation.

"What does this snail look like?" Leya asks, genuinely interested.

Grandpa pauses momentarily and says, "I'd rather not say. I'll know it when I see it."

"And what if you do find this one snail? You know you must not take it," she says.

"Sure," Grandpa answers. "Photographs only."

Grandpa shrugs, and she says with a slight grin, "Americans are so strange." Her attention turns to the boys, who have wandered halfway down the block. She yells to them, "Voló como Matías Pérez."

The boys hear her. Grandpa waves them back and asks Leya, "Okay, who's Matías Pérez?"

"My mother would say 'voló como Matías Pérez' anytime we wandered off. Matías Pérez was a Cuban who floated away in a hot air balloon, never to be seen again," she warns. "You must be careful here."

When the boys are near, Leya explains, "Stay close, kids; you don't want to end up like Matías Pérez."

"Who?" Gavin inquires.

"Ask your grandfather," Leya says, continuing down the road. "Buena suerte. Adiós."

"That was interesting," Ethan remarks.

Grandpa says, "She's right, though. We may feel safe, but it's good to remember we're not at home. Let's go back to the hotel."

"What does 'buena suerte' mean?" Gavin asks.

"Good something," Ethan responds.

Grandpa answers, "She wished us good luck."

***
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Smart people would have quit, or never even started. The excitement of locating the second element wore off the day before. Today, they question their whole plan. Ninety miles from Florida, Grandpa reminds them. Chances are the yin-yang snail is a myth, or it'll take three lifetimes to find it. Day Two is somehow hotter, and the humidity is even more disgusting.

Grandpa and the boys repeat their steps from Day One, starting earlier in a different section of the forest. They bring fruit, nuts, and jerky, needing every bit of energy for what they expect to be a long day.

It was the right call. The day is long and grueling, and they find precisely twice as many snails as on the first day. Each shell is unique and beautiful, but none of it matters. A million snails could have been there, but if none carried the needed markings, it's a waste of time.

As the dense canopy of trees cloaks the forest in an early darkness, it feels as though the sun sets here long before it does in the open world outside. By late afternoon, Grandpa needs a flashlight. Tired and hungry, they hike back to the car. Conversation between the three dries up for long stretches.

While the humans are quiet, the birds and the bugs demonstrate their large numbers with an ever-increasing chirr.

"I wish those birds would shut up," Ethan says between gritted teeth.

"And the bugs too," Gavin adds.

"The birds are laughing at us," Grandpa jokes. "They say, 'Look at these fools. They believe there's a magical snail. Have you ever heard a more ridiculous thing? Go home and leave us alone.'"

"What now?" Ethan asks. "Another day of this?"

"I'll come back another time," Grandpa offers.

"Maybe I remembered wrong," says Ethan.

"No way," Grandpa says. "It's here."

They walk through a tunnel of tree branches, exiting in the parking lot. There, a few dozen seagulls loiter on the ground close to the car. More circle high above. The gulls go unnoticed by the gang until a dispute breaks out between the birds. They tussle in the air, squawking at their highest volume. Additional birds arrive in support.

"One of them must have a crab," Grandpa says as they reach the car.

"Not for long," says Ethan. "Looks like they all want a piece."

The crew gets into the car to watch the seagulls brawl. The scrum moves closer to their vehicle. More birds join, and they can even hear a couple of gulls land on the car's roof. Grandpa is too entranced to start the car. A few moments later, their numbers grow so numerous that the gulls cast a shadow over the entire Chevy.

"What in the name of—?" Grandpa begins, but is interrupted when a single seagull lands on the hood of the car with a soft thud. It's the largest gull any of them have ever seen. After he lands, so do all the others. The birds surround the car, but the great gull has the hood to himself.

"This is crazy," Ethan says, leaning forward in his seat. "That is the biggest bird I've ever seen."

"What about turkey vultures?" Gavin asks.

"Shhh." Ethan motions. "What are they doing?"

"Either they think we're a crab, or they believe—" Grandpa says softly before pausing. "I rightly cannot say."

"What's in his mouth?" Gavin asks, noticing something in the large bird's beak keeping it from closing.

"It's not a crab," Ethan says. "Looks like a shell. Maybe a hermit crab?"

The gull, as large as a mature eagle, casts his gaze into the car.

"What is happening, Grandpa?" Gavin asks. "He keeps staring at us."

"Shhh," Ethan whispers. He can barely move. "Grandpa? Is that the snail shell in its mouth?"

"I do believe so," Grandpa answers hesitantly. Slowly, Grandpa opens the car door. The gulls on the ground shift slightly, but the giant gull doesn't budge.

"Where are you going?" Gavin asks.

Grandpa steps out of the car and slowly moves to the giant gull, which rotates a bit to keep an eye on him.

"Easy, fella," Grandpa says as calmly as possible. He reaches out his arm and puts his hand under the gull's beak. Without hesitation, the gull drops the shell into Grandpa's hand. The gull then immediately takes flight, as do all the birds that surround the car, each flying away in a different direction.

Ethan and Gavin exit the vehicle. Grandpa watches the birds fly away and then looks down at his hand wrapped tightly around the shell. He slowly unfolds his fingers. In his hand is a large but empty snail shell with a yin-yang design. He is frozen in amazement. Gavin and Ethan have surrounded him as well.

"In all my life, I've never seen anything like that," Gavin says.

"I can say the same thing, and I've been to Woodstock," Grandpa says. "And I don't think we're nearly finished."

Before getting back in the car, they walk to the beach so Grandpa can take more pictures. The food stand is closed, and the surfers have left. There was no one else to witness the event. Grandpa takes photos of Ethan and Gavin on the beach with the sun setting behind them.

"Does it look like Florida?" Ethan asks.

"Close enough. I'll send these to your mother. I'm sure she'd like to see your faces," he says.

The events of the day have thrown off Grandpa's focus. It's not until after he sends the photos that he realizes a setting sun is visible. The sun sets on the western coast of Florida and not near his home.

Hoping his daughter wouldn't notice is like hoping it will never rain again. The mission clock ticks as loud as fireworks.

***

48

June 19, 2023 - 6:00 AM

Grandpa doesn't need the Little Tiger to tell him where the next ingredient is. The Khasi pitcher plant grows in one place, and it takes 23 hours and four airports to travel from Cuba to its location in Northeast India. Grandpa and the boys arrive at Shillong Airport, a small airfield planted between a cluster of mountains. The temperature is nearly triple digits, their eyes tear with exhaustion, and their bellies ache with hunger. They grab their luggage and step out into the blinding white sunshine of a hot and dusty parking lot.

"Where is she?" Grandpa mumbles. Ethan doesn't know the grumpy Grandpa his fans know, but the three are a tested bunch.

"Who, Grandpa?" Ethan asks.

"Priya!" Grandpa shouts to a woman walking their way; his mood brightens instantly.

Priya wears a big smile and a flowing red dress known as a sari. She's younger than Grandpa but older than Mom. Grandpa and Priya hug. "Mr. Gross, I'm delighted to see you."

Priya speaks with a mix of Indian and American accents. "These young men must be your grandsons?"

"That they are," Grandpa answers. "The older one is Ethan, and that's Gavin."

Priya bows and says the traditional greeting, "Namaste."

The boys mimic her greeting and repeat, "Namaste."

"Shall we?" Priya says, escorting them to her small truck.

Inside the truck, Priya studies the boys' faces. "I see much of your grandmother in you both. Curiosity, intelligence, and hunger for adventure."

"And exhaustion," Grandpa comments.

"You knew our Grandma?" Ethan asks.

"Audrey was my mentor," Priya says as they drive away from the airport. "I learned more from her than anyone else. She wanted to change the world; I'm glad to see you have taken up her mission. I hope I can help.”

As Priya drives them to her home, Ethan notices an air of mystery surrounding her. There was a quiet strength in the way she carries herself. Ethan sensed that Priya's connection to Grandma Audrey ran far deeper than a simple mentorship, she knew secrets.

***
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The early morning ride from the airport to Priya's home takes them through the lush mountainous area in India's Northeast region. Low-lying clouds blanket the taller hills, and a soft mist makes everything look out of focus.

Ethan breaks the silence, captivated by the scenery. "It's beautiful here," he remarks. "Looks like Vermont."

Priya nods, her eyes reflecting a deep connection to the land. "It's indeed stunning. Warmer in winter than Vermont, though. But on days like today, I can see the resemblance. This region is often referred to as the Scotland of India."

Ethan's voice carries a hint of curiosity as he asks, "Being from America, what led you to make the move to India?"

"This is home, and thanks to your grandma, I had the knowledge to make things better here," Priya says. "We are working to fix problems here that America mostly fixed decades ago. Don't let the tranquility of these hills fool you. India has a billion people. Finding ways to get food and clean water to the entire nation takes a little magic."

***
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The boys are surprised to find that Priya's home is not much different from houses in the United States. In some aspects, her house appears more modern than their own, but the scents emanating from the kitchen create a stark contrast. "You're smelling curry," Priya explains as she leads them into the house. "And yes, it is food."

A small white dog rushes in from another room, weaving between the boys' legs in search of new friends. With tall, pointed ears and a long, bushy white tail, Ethan remarks, "Kinda strange-looking dog."

Priya laughs, correcting him, "That's not a dog, Ethan."

"India's got foxes as pets?" Gavin inquires while petting the fox.

"She's not from here," Priya responds, hesitating momentarily before revealing, "She's an Antarctic fox."

Ethan's eyes widen. "Wait? You mean like the one from Grandma's story? The one Grandma brought home?"

Priya nods. "The same. I was the sick colleague on the plane."

"So it’s not make-believe?" Ethan mutters.

"Not make-believe," Grandpa affirms, settling into a chair.

"Here's the proof," Priya says, picking up the fox. "Her name is Amrita; it means 'immortal potion.'"

"I gotta lay down. My brain hurts," Ethan says, struggling to process the coincidences. The tired boys head to the guest room for a nap, while Grandpa relaxes in the living room.

Several hours later, Ethan is the first to wake. In the kitchen, he overhears Priya questioning Grandpa about a giant seagull giving him a shell. Grandpa describes the massive bird, and Priya inquires about what happens when they find the last ingredient.

"Something magical? You were on the plane," Grandpa responds. "You saw what Audrey found."

"A rose petal and a fox are rare, not magic, but I don't doubt her work," Priya warns. "My advice is to keep it in the family."

"There are a hundred potions," Grandpa muses. "Maybe one can feed the Earth and end starvation."

"And another can poison it," Priya cautions. "The point is you don't know. Audrey killed the project, and you bring it back to life to save the one who killed it."

"Yeah? What's your point?" Grandpa questions.

"What if she doesn't want that?"

"It's risky. I get it," Grandpa acknowledges. Their voices escalate, and Ethan walks into the kitchen, asking, "What's risky?"

There is a pause.

"Creating magic to save your grandma. Even folks with good intentions can be careless," Priya explains. "Fire can make food and feed the planet, but it also can make bombs and burn down forests and cities. That's the risk."

"Proving Grandma was right, good. Putting the entire planet at risk, bad," Ethan says, taking a seat at the table.

"Also good: these here Khasi buns," Grandpa comments, passing Ethan a plate of scone-like pastries. "Give it a day in court."

Ethan inspects the bun before taking a bite. His face lights up with approval.

"Care for a chai?" Priya offers.

"The weird tea Mom makes?" Ethan asks.

Grandpa answers, "Better version."

Priya pours chai for Ethan. "You'd dig the food here," Grandpa says.

"Nuggets and burgers?" Ethan queries.

"No hamburgers," Priya responds, taking a seat across from him. "Cows are sacred to most of India."

"Moo cows?" Ethan asks.

"Yes," Priya laughs. "Cows are the symbol of life in the Hindu religion."

He sips the chai and smiles. "I won't say if this beats Mom's, but I like it."

"Let's get Gav up. We find what we need today, and we're on the morning plane home," Grandpa declares.

"Oh, not another plane," Gavin complains, entering the kitchen.

"Finding the pitcher plant won't be hard, but finding the one with the syrup may be," Priya explains. "I'll take you."

"She knows about the recipes?" Gavin asks.

"Your grandma did not keep the idea secret," Priya comments. "But it was kooky, and no one believed her."

"No one," Grandpa says, "except you."

"Who said I believed her?" Priya retorts. "'Kooky' implies I didn't believe her."

"Can someone tell me what Grandma believed that everyone thinks is so kooky?" Ethan asks. "Besides the magic part."

Grandpa nods to Priya.

Priya begins, "You heard of Pangea, right?"

"Yeah, it was when all the land on Earth was smashed together," Ethan recalls, "millions of years ago."

"Right. About 200 million years ago," Priya says. "Long before people existed, you had some dinos, jellyfish, and like horseshoe crabs. There were lots of plants but not stuff you know like carrots or bananas or ninety-nine point nine, nine, nine, nine of it. But there was this wee bit of land Audrey called the 'First Forest.'"

"Never heard of that," Gavin remarks.

"Because no one believed her. She figured out there was a wonderful bit of land in the center of Pangea with perfect weather where plants and animals evolved faster and in beautiful, magical ways. But nothing that perfect could last. Pangea couldn't stay together due to tectonic movement. The First Forest was fragile and was split like slices on a pizza. So some went to the Arctic, some to the deserts, and eventually to all the corners of the planet. The forest and all its enchanting characteristics were watered down over time to the point where they almost disappeared."

"Almost?" Ethan points out.

"Almost because your Grandma figured out that combining different biological matter, let's say, a particular blade of grass in Wyoming and an odd duck of a bug in Egypt, solves a puzzle. The solution is a magical potion."

"It was a tough sell," Grandpa admits. "Grandma had the smarts and passion but not the proof."

"So, what exactly are we looking for in India?" Ethan asks.

"The proof. Our last ingredient, the sparkling syrup from a Khasi pitcher plant," Grandpa says.

"Does this involve walking?" Gavin says, lifting a foot off the ground. "My dogs are already killing me."

"You are welcome to stay here," offers Priya.

"Nah, I don't want to miss anything." Gavin stands. "Just wanted to complain. Let's go."

"Eat first," Grandpa insists.

"You don't have to tell me twice." Gavin walks over to the table, grabbing a Khasi bun. "What kinda muffin is this?"

"I'm too excited to eat," Ethan says.

Grandpa advises him, "Chill a little. Eat a little."

***
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Priya navigates the narrow dirt road, enveloped by trees.

"I gotta say it. I'm tired of jungles," Gavin complains.

"Same latitude. Different day. Different continent," Grandpa explains. "New ecosystem."

Eventually, the road dead-ends, and Priya parks the truck. "We have arrived at our departure point."

"Can you give us a rundown on what we are looking for?" Grandpa asks Priya.

"Of course. The flower of the Khasi pitcher plant is cylindrical. It's called a pitcher plant because it can hold liquid for bugs to eat. Normally, it's yellowish-green. It stands out. They're the only ones of their kind. The Khasi is a carnivore. Bugs go in but don't come out." Priya continues, "Little warning, folks: there are fewer than twenty spots in the world with the plant, and you absolutely cannot pick it."

"We only need what's inside," Grandpa says, holding up an empty jar, "which'll go in here."

"When will we know we have the right one?" Ethan asks.

"Find the plant, and we'll do the rest," Grandpa tells him.

"Are there poisonous snakes?" Gavin asks.

"Yes, lots," Priya says with a smile, "and mountain gators."

"Mountain gators?" Ethan questions.

"Bigger than water gators and with fur," Priya adds but is unable to hold in her smile.

"Are you being serious?" Gavin asks.

Priya shakes her head.

Gavin nods. "Okay. Thank god."

"The real enemy is darkness," Priya explains. "We don't want to split up, get lost, and not be able to get back here before dark."

They head into the forest, tired but propelled by optimism. After a grueling, hour-long hike, they come to a clearing where trees have given way to low-lying bushes.

"The plant should be near," Priya informs them. "Remember, don't pick."

After searching for only a few minutes, Grandpa spots the flower. He and Priya pour the contents of each plant into a glass jar, but each is empty save for a few unlucky insects.

An hour goes by, and there are no pitcher plants anywhere, as if someone has already come along and picked them.

The sun falls over the hills behind them, and darkness has found their group; Grandpa warns, "Ten minutes, folks. Then back down the hill."

Gavin is already finished. He found a boulder to relax on while Ethan heads in a bit further, still within earshot of the group.

He searches, murmuring, "C'mon, c'mon." He hears footsteps quickly rush towards him and sees Gavin running at him.

"What the heck, dude?" Ethan says, getting out of his way.

Gavin says nothing and rushes past him.

"Where are you going?" Ethan calls out, but Gavin doesn't respond. Ethan follows, but it's hard to keep up with sprinting Gavin on the sloping terrain. Eventually, Gavin disappears into the thick foliage. Ethan shouts, "Gavin!"

Dusk is becoming night when Ethan reaches a clearing, and there's no Gavin. Too concerned about his brother, Ethan pays no mind to the wildlife until he almost bumps into it. He comes upon a large, handsome-looking cat with a tiger-like face. It has a dirty yellow coat and a long tail. Though it is bigger than most dogs and with much larger paws, this cat is just half the size of a tiger, but plenty big to take Ethan down.

The big cat and Ethan are locked in a standoff. The cat is unwilling to give up its ground but not aggressive enough to push Ethan back. Ethan's eyes dart to the bush behind the cat. Dotted throughout the grouping of shrubs are a half-dozen Khasi pitcher plants. The cat guards the plants, unwilling to move.

"Lizzie?" Ethan whispers nervously to the cat.

***
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"Alright, team, time's up," Grandpa declares, approaching Priya. "Any luck?"

"Somebody must have grabbed them all," Priya replies with a shrug. "I've been here before, and there are usually dozens."

Turning to Gavin, who is seated on a rock, Grandpa inquires, "What about you, kiddo?"

"My feet hurt, and my eyes too," Gavin says. "I can't see anything."

Checking on Ethan, Grandpa calls out, but there's no response. "Ethan?"

Grandpa's mobile phone chimes.

"You've got a message," Priya informs him.

Glancing at his phone, Grandpa's expression changes. He manages a weak, "No good."

Gavin stands up to see. "What's no good?"

"Your mother sent a selfie, standing in front of my condo," Grandpa replies.

Reading the message beneath the photo, "Surprise! Where are you guys?" Gavin says, "You didn't tell her. You didn't tell her you took her children to India?"

"Mmm, no," Grandpa admits hesitantly. "Nor Cuba or the cold one."

"Major fail, Thomas," Priya remarks.

"What are you going to tell her now?" Gavin asks, feeling ill. His eyes well up with tears. "I miss her. Tell her. Tell her the truth, Grandpa."

Grandpa types a message to Mom on the phone.

"So?" Gavin inquires.

"I told her we were out of town visiting a friend, and we'll be home tomorrow," Grandpa responds. "All technically true."

"Grandpa, can you just tell her we're in India?" Gavin demands. "I can't wait to not lie anymore."

"Gavin's right," Priya agrees. "You need to be fully truthful."

Grandpa is silent for a moment. Once again, he types out a message on the phone and puts it in his pocket.

"What did you tell her now?" Gavin asks.

"She'll never trust me again," Grandpa admits. "I told your mother we're in India, and I'll call her shortly."

"So, where's Ethan?" Gavin inquires.

***
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The formidable feline takes a threatening step toward Ethan. Fearless and convinced it's Lizzie, Ethan mirrors the cat's movements, unyielding.

"Brave boy," a voice nearby comments. Lizzie stands in the tree to his left. Ethan shifts his gaze between Lizzie and the cat. "Nope, not me," she clarifies. "I'm not skilled with felines."

Terrified, Ethan asks through gritted teeth, "Can you do something?"

"I can do lots of things," she responds, transforming into a large, colorful bird, clutching her dress in her talons. Instead of aiding Ethan, she takes flight and leaves.

"Oh, come on," Ethan mutters, stepping back a few inches.

***
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"You lost your grandson in the jungle," Priya remarks, pulling a flashlight from her bag. "It's bad enough we'll need to walk back in the dark. You didn't put a lot of thought into any of this."

"Ethan!" Grandpa and Gavin shout, receiving no response.

"Major fail," Priya reiterates.

"Yeah, major fail, Grandpa," Gavin adds.

Up in the sky, Priya notices a vibrant, large-winged bird. Its colors contrast sharply against the dark sky. Circling just above the trees, it flaps loudly, seeking attention.

Priya comments on the bird, stating, "That is not native."

"I know what kind of bird that is," Gavin calls out. "It's a Lizzie."

Grandpa shouts to Lizzie, "Well, you goofy-looking thing, let's go."

Priya questions their sanity, but they trail the bird and continue calling out Ethan's name in the darkness of the night.

***
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Excitement fills Ethan upon hearing his grandpa's shouts. "Over here. I think the plant is here."

He perceives Priya and Grandpa moving closer with Gavin in tow. Grandpa shouts, "I'm hearing ya but not seeing ya."

"Right here." Ethan holds a hand in the air. Just before the crew comes into view, the guarding cat bounds away. Ethan watches it disappear into the thick foliage.

"Where'd you go?" Grandpa says.

"I followed Gavin here," Ethan says.

"Followed me?" Gavin asks.

"Yeah, her. She tricked me into following her," Ethan explains. "She led me to the plant."

"I didn't even know about these over here," Priya says, moving closer to the flower.

Ethan asks, "A tiger was guarding it?"

"Tigers? No. There are clouded leopards, but they'd never let you see them," Priya says. "I've never—"

Gavin interrupts, "You saw one?"

Ethan nods. "It was guarding this plant."

Grandpa removes a small glass jar from his bag. He and Priya empty each flower's contents into the jar. The first four pitcher plants are empty.

A dragonfly sitting on the fifth flies off when Grandpa and Priya near. Slowly, Priya turns the flower over, and a translucent blue liquid spills into the jar.

"Whoa," Gavin utters.

"Doesn't even look real," Grandpa says.

"Like a cartoon pouring out in real life," Ethan adds.

Grandpa puts on the lid, and they all take a closer look. The milky blue liquid is thick and not at all transparent. The syrupy milk looks alive with electricity.

"What is it?" Ethan asks.

"I have no clue," Priya says, shaking her head in disbelief. "I must study it."

"We'll share," Grandpa tells her. "Let's go before the snakes and mountain gators get curious."

Walking back to the truck, Ethan is in the back of the line. He spots the leopard sitting under a bush, observing them. Ethan can't help but feel sorry for the intimidating cat watching the humans leave with the nectar it was entrusted with protecting. Or perhaps its job was to be sure Ethan found the syrup. Either way, the cat is out of a job.

"Do you think Grandma's right?" Ethan asks Priya. "About magic?"

Priya says, "I won't go so far as to call your grandmother a sorcerer."

"How did Grandma know where to find the stuff?" Ethan asks.

Priya says, "She must have found some pattern."

"I'm hungry," Gavin interrupts.

"Let's celebrate with a feast," Priya announces. "And Ethan, I promise to awaken new taste buds."

"That's what I'm afraid of," Ethan comments.

"Ethan, you kicked the picky eater to the curb," Grandpa says.

"I wouldn't say that," Ethan tells him.

Grandpa's phone beeps.

"Oh, by the way," Gavin says to Ethan," Mom knows we're here."

***
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Just as the sun began to rise the next morning, Priya bids farewell to the group at the airport, holding the little fox in her arms. She tells Grandpa, "I can't wait to examine the items under the microscope. I want to learn everything while in the States, like what will happen when April sees you and if the potion works."

Grandpa winces. "If April doesn't get to us first."

"It would be understandable if she did," Priya says before walking over to the boys. "We have a saying here: If you come across no problems, you can be sure you are traveling the wrong path. Understood?"

They agree, thank Priya, and head into the terminal.

Indoors, after checking in, Grandpa paces about, while the boys sit slumped in chairs, waiting for their plane to board.

"What do you think Mom will do to us?" Gavin asks his brother.

"Probably ground us for the rest of the summer," Ethan replies, "to start."

"And it's only June."

"Totally worth it. This is the coolest thing we've ever done," Ethan says. His voice trails off, and he sits up in his chair, noticing something on the other side of the small terminal building.

"What is it, Ethan?" Gavin asks.

"Hey, remember our taxi driver in Iceland?" Ethan asks.

"Fish flake hot dog? Yeah?" Gavin replies.

"I just saw him," Ethan says, confused. "He's in India."

"Now that's a coincidence," Gavin declares.

"I don't think it is," Ethan murmurs.

Moments later, they are called to board the plane. Grandpa sits in an aisle seat, while Gavin takes a window seat with Ethan in the middle. Gavin watches the handlers load the luggage outside, and Ethan and Grandpa watch the passengers board. Grandpa has his small leather satchel containing the collected ingredients on his lap. Ethan again notices the Icelandic taxi driver, now boarding the plane. Ethan elbows Grandpa, who also recognizes him immediately. Moving along the aisle, the driver smiles at them. Ethan reflexively smiles back. His smile fades upon locking eyes with Anna, their Icelandic tour guide, trailing the driver up the aisle.

Anna strides past them without so much as a glance, as she makes her way towards the rear of the aircraft. Ethan turns to Grandpa, anxious to gauge his reaction, and is taken aback by what he sees. Grandpa's eyes have grown wide and his bushy eyebrows climb towards his hairline.

"Why are they here?" Ethan whispers to Grandpa. Gavin's eyes remain fixed on the outside luggage movements, paying no mind to his brother and Grandpa.

"I haven't a clue," Grandpa says, hugging the satchel tighter. "Somehow, they fooled us."

A woman across the aisle from Grandpa leans over with a request. "Tommy Gross, can I get your autograph?"

There's a murmur. Suddenly, everyone on the plane wants an autograph, but the flight attendant has them sit down.

"Don't let them get the bag," Ethan pleads.

"Nobody's getting this bag," Grandpa says, quickly returning to his thoughts. He replays the events of the week in his mind to determine what they could know.

After the plane lands in Florida, Grandpa's arms hurt from the tight grip on the bag during the entire flight. He managed not a wink of sleep and still has no idea how they were fooled. Worse than that, he knows April is waiting for them.

***
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June 21, 2023 - 10:00 AM

Arriving in Florida is a different experience for the Gross brothers this time. After a week of chasing magic, palm trees have lost their appeal. What's worse is the extreme fatigue. Ethan and Gavin are bad, but Grandpa is worse, much worse. While the boys managed a few winks here and there, Grandpa didn't, and his face has taken on an almost zombie-like quality. His eyes are bloodshot, and his hair and beard are wildly ungroomed.

As they wait to deplane, Grandpa leans over to Ethan and warns, "This is gonna get dirty, kiddo. Mom's got you dead to rights."

"But you said," Ethan defends.

"But you agreed," Grandpa interrupts, his words sleepily slurring together. "Am I the ringmaster? Sure, but you're part of the circus too. My advice? Whatever she offers as punishment, take it."

Ethan believes Grandpa's too exhausted to make sense. They exit the plane and hustle to the baggage area.

"Why are we walking so fast?" Gavin asks, unaware of the followers on the plane. "We're home."

"Someone's after us," Ethan says. "Everyone is, really."

Gavin turns around. Scores of travelers surround them, seemingly paying no attention. Riding the escalator to baggage claim, drivers with signs wait, including one reading "DEAD MEAT."

Mom's the funny one holding the not-so-funny "Dead Meat" sign. Her eyes and lips relay two different expressions. The mouth says she's happy to see them, but her eyes are daggers.

"This is gonna be ugly," Ethan murmurs.

At the bottom, the two boys run to Mom, and their hugs nearly knock her to the ground. Paparazzi and autograph seekers surround Grandpa. He dashes past them.

"Wait till you see what we have," Gavin says.

"Wait till you hear where we were," Ethan follows.

Mom unhappily holds up a hand and says, "I don't wanna hear it."

The brigade follows Grandpa, calling for "Tommy Gross."

Grandpa joins Mom and takes her by the arm. "Sorry, dear, but we got the stuff, and we need to go, now. All these folks want autographs."

"Give them what they want. What about your luggage?" Mom asks. She looks at his face. "You look horrible."

"Don't I know it. The luggage can wait. We can't," Grandpa says, moving to the exit.

"Yeah, we're being followed," Gavin says with a wink.

"No, Gav, we really are," Ethan urges. "The people in Iceland who helped us."

"People from Iceland are following you?" Mom asks, completely dumbfounded. "If this is some kinda plan to avoid my lecture, punishment, and tears, it's not going to work."

Grandpa urges, "Lecture us all you want, in private, in a moving vehicle. Right now." He glances over his shoulder. All of a sudden, he fears everyone in Florida is following them.

***
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At the condo, Grandpa parks beside his house. Mr. Higgins, his neighbor, is outside gardening. Mom and the boys head inside while Grandpa takes a moment to greet him.

"How was the Panhandle?" Mr. Higgins, sporting bright peach-colored pants, asks.

"Yeah, it was good," Grandpa replies, momentarily forgetting he had told everyone they were heading up to Pensacola.

"Hey, hope you don't mind, but I had to go into your condo. One of the older folks got himself lost and went into your place by accident. I saw the door open and found him in the kitchen stumbling about. Must've confused your place for his. You know how they all look the same."

"Old folks look the same?" Grandpa asks, a bit distracted.

"No, the condos," Higgins clarifies. "People get confused. You should really lock the door."

Mom returns outside, and Grandpa addresses her, "April, did you leave the door unlocked?"

She shakes her head. "Nope, I locked it."

"Can you describe him?" Grandpa inquires of Mr. Higgins.

"Real dapper gent, even wore a bow tie," Mr. Higgins says. "I heard him whistling 'It's a Small World,' and now I can't get it out of my head."

"I owe you one, Fred." Grandpa walks quickly inside, anxious to check the status of the photo album.

***
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Inside the condo, Grandpa hustles to close the blinds urgently, announcing, "Battle stations."

"Battle stations? Seriously?" Mom questions Grandpa as he leaves the room to inspect the bedroom windows. She shifts her focus to Ethan and Gavin, stating firmly, "You have one minute to talk me out of grounding you for life."

"Grandma's alive, Mom," Gavin begins.

"Sort of," adds Ethan. "She's in another dimension."

"Not a promising start," Mom interjects.

"Okay, okay. So Grandma discovered how to do magic, but she said it was too dangerous for humans, so she burned the spells," Ethan quickly explains. "Better to destroy her work than let sketchy people get their hands on them."

"Go on," Mom prompts.

Grandpa reenters the room briefly, adding, "She was looking to go into hiding. Disappear. Get the heat off her, but she messed up, took the wrong potion, and left our world."

"And she's where? The moon?" Mom inquires.

"Not the moon, Mom. It's like another dimension," Gavin responds.

Ethan takes a deep breath and reveals, "Mom, Grandma's not just in another dimension; we think she's in a place called the 'One Way.' It's a nightmarish realm where escape is nearly impossible. The only way to rescue her is by using magic, even though she told us not to. If we don't act fast, Grandma may be lost forever."

Ethan's urgency and the gravity of the situation add a compelling layer to their plea, attempting to convince Mom of the necessity of using magic despite Grandma's earlier caution.

Mom looks highly skeptical. "And you know this how?"

"There's this sword," Grandpa chimes in. "It's big and wooden, and if it hits you, you get sent there. I've seen it in action. The lady who wields it told me."

"And Lizzie told us. The shapeshifter Grandma made when she was twelve," Gavin explains. "She babysat us the other day."

"Grandma made a clone of herself with a potion," Ethan clarifies. Mom's engagement suggests there's hope. "Like a photograph that lives."

"The photograph babysat you?" Mom, attempting to trip them up, asks, "She made the sword with a potion or a shapeshifter? And who has the sword now?"

"She didn't make the potion. She stole it," Ethan responds.

Grandpa addresses the question about the sword, "Bea, this gigantic ninja nurse who lives with the potion keeper above a bagel shop in the Meatpacker's district."

Mom places her head on the table, clearly exasperated.

"So, Bea took Grandma?" she mumbles, keeping her head on the table.

Ethan, Gavin, and Grandpa exchange knowing looks. "Yes?"

Mom lifts her head, still weary. "And Bea's the one following you?"

"No," Ethan and Grandpa say simultaneously.

Mom puts her head back on the table.

"No, not her," Ethan clarifies. "Think Grandma's nemesis. The bow tie whistling guy."

"Pee-Wee Herman?" Mom suggests meekly.

"C'mon, Mom, stop joking around. It's Barstow. Louis Barstow. He used Grandma's rose and somehow can stop time or something. He's made a billion dollars and is using his money to annoy Grandpa. We need to make a potion to stop them."

"O-M-G," Mom exclaims, lifting her head again. "That's gonna be a no from me."

"Can you stop doing the funny internet Mom, Mom?" Ethan pleads. "Be real."

"Okay, fine, but how are you gonna make a potion if she destroyed them?" she asks.

Grandpa walks over to the fridge and takes out a pot filled with meatballs in a thick red sauce. He places it on the table with a thud in front of Mom.

"When Tina Tarino heard I was back, she dropped off three dozen meatballs," Grandpa says, taking out salad tongs and dipping them into the sauce. "The old guy Mr. Higgins took out of the apartment was Barstow. What he was looking for was this."

He retrieves a large Ziploc bag from below the meatballs, containing a photo album. Despite being coated in red sauce, everyone can see the album inside.

"A photo album?" Mom says dubiously.

Grandpa opens the bag carefully, revealing the book. Mom takes it and starts to leaf through it.

"Okay? Sure, I remember this day," Mom says, holding a picture of her as a kid at an aquarium with a ghostly white beluga whale behind her. "Mystic Aquarium. So what?"

"You'll find a hidden recipe on the back of the photo," Grandpa explains, holding out the photo of April and her brother on the plane. He flips the picture and gives her the purple glasses. "You'll need these to read them."

"Earthquake root, Yin Yang painted snail. This is why you were in India?" Mom replies after checking out the recipe.

"And Cuba," Gavin reveals.

"And Cuba?" Mom repeats, surprised.

"And Iceland," Ethan adds.

"India, Iceland, and Cuba." Mom shakes her head in stunned silence. After a few moments, she asks, "How'd you even know where to look?"

"You're gonna find this hard to believe," Grandpa warns, "but everything, all the details, are in your son's head."

"Which son?" Mom questions.

"Me," Ethan calls out.

"All those walks and conversations she had with Ethan for all those years," Grandpa follows. "I never knew what they were talking about, but she was uploading the information to Ethan's brain."

"But how?" she says, then stops and says sarcastically, "Oh, wait. Magic, right?"

"She's the one who found Ethan," Grandpa says. "It was her plan all along." He moves his leather satchel to the table and sets the ingredients on the table.

"What is that?" Mom asks, eyeing the glowing liquid.

Grandpa introduces the ingredients to Mom. "Earthquake root from Iceland. Painted snail shell from Cuba, and this blue liquid is the sparkling syrup from a Khasi pitcher plant."

"Earthquake milk?" Mom asks. "What in heaven's name is earthquake milk?"

"Root. Earthquake root," Gavin corrects.

Mom inspects the root closely. "What do you do with it?"

"Cook it," Ethan answers.

"Smells like a donut," she says. "But tell me, what does the potion do?"

Grandpa shrugs.

"You don't know?" Mom pushes.

"Something magical," Ethan says.

"Something magical," Mom says in an almost mocking fashion. "Nowhere on the back of this or any photo does it say anything about magic. You traveled the globe, risked your life for potions, but really it's just a recipe."

"Grandma's out there somewhere," Grandpa answers. "I know how wrong we've been. I've known it all along and did it anyway because there's something much greater at risk. We gotta do this. Whatya say? Let's give it a go?"

Mom takes a weird amount of time to stare into each of their eyes, analyze their faces, and calculate her next words. "You have twelve hours. After that, you must surrender to the authorities for punishment. I'm the authority, in case you're wondering."

"Until then?" Ethan asks.

Mom throws up her hands. "I guess we cook."

***
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It's dusk by the time they cook. The sun's last light filters through the blinds and casts a purple glow into the living room. Grandpa checks the locks and peers outside; nothing appears amiss. The right cars are parked in the right spots. The voices in the kitchen are his own family.

The boys huddle around the stove, waiting for the water to bubble. Mom listens to the stories of their adventure.

"It was the biggest seagull I've ever seen, Mom," Ethan says. "And it brought us exactly what we were looking for, this shell."

Mom looks over to Grandpa, standing at the door. "Dad, a giant seagull handed you a shell?"

"Every word," he responds, "except seagulls have no hands."

Mom sighs. "Aren't you even a little nervous? What's the expression? You can't keep trouble from coming, but you don't have to give it a chair to sit on."

"What's the worst that can happen?" Gavin jokes but wishes he'd kept quiet.

"Ugh, why did you have to say that? There are so many possibilities," Mom groans. "We poison ourselves. And if it works, we disappear into thin air, invent monsters, I dunno."

"Invent monsters? C'mon, Mom," Ethan says.

"You don't know. This concoction may turn us into werewolves," Mom says.

There is silence in the room. The boys wait for Grandpa to bail them out.

"Then Grandma was wrong," Grandpa finally offers. "After being right in so many ways, you want to say she is wrong?"

"Just want to pump the brakes," Mom explains. "If this is magic, we use it for doing good deeds in emergencies only. Can we agree on that?"

"Sure," says Grandpa. "No villainy, boys?"

"Only good," Ethan agrees.

"In emergencies only," Gavin follows.

Ethan interrupts, "Can we finish the potion now?"

Grandpa walks over to the group. "Ready?"

"C'mon! We're ready!" Ethan and Gavin cry out.

"Sounds like they are ready. Let's make magic." Grandpa removes a small eyedropper, a metal mallet, and a cheese grater from the drawer. He sets them down on the counter and lines up the earthquake root, snail shell, and the sparkling syrup. Next, he places the purple glasses over his eyes. Reviewing the recipe, he takes up the grater and moves the root back and forth a few times until a few small pieces flake off and land softly on the counter. "Okay Gav, just a pinch."

Gavin pinches a few flakes of earthquake root between his fingers and drops them into the soup. The pieces float on the top momentarily before disappearing under the boiling bubbles.

Next, Grandpa wraps the snail shell in a cheesecloth.

"You're going to break it?" Mom whispers.

Grandpa nods his head. "We need to make a powder."

"Is it safe to eat?" Mom asks.

"The shell is made of calcium carbonate," Ethan responds. "It's perfectly edible. I looked it up."

Grandpa enthusiastically brings the mallet down on the shell. After a few slams, the shell is flattened, but not a powder. He carefully unwraps the cloth and places a few pieces in a small stone bowl. Taking a wooden tool with a rounded end, he crushes the pieces. He explains that the bowl is a mortar, and the little tool is a pestle.

Before long and without much effort, he has a powder.

"Ethan, use the measuring spoon and pour an eighth of a teaspoon into the broth," Grandpa says. "And be precise."

Ethan finds the spoon and measures the correct amount before dumping it into the soup. The tiny pieces disappear immediately in the simmer.

Grandpa takes the remaining pieces of the shell and stores them, ensuring no waste.

He then opens the jar containing the sparkling syrup, its blue color as vibrant as when first poured from the flower. He hands the eyedropper to Mom. "Would you like to do the honors?"

Mom breathes deeply. "Sure."

Using the eyedropper, she carefully takes a tiny amount from the jar and holds it over the pot. Grandpa whispers, "Only one drop."

Mom squeezes one drop into the soup. Nothing happens immediately, but after a few moments, the entire contents of the soup turn a bright lavender-blue as if being lit from below by neon lights. After a few seconds, the light fades.

"Everyone saw that, right?" Mom asks.

They nod in agreement.

"What now?" Ethan asks.

Grandpa consults the recipe. He adjusts his glasses and squints to read Grandma's handwriting. "Says to let it simmer for ten minutes."

"Is this the only copy of the potion?" Mom asks.

Grandpa shrugs. "I don't think our friends from Iceland would be following us if it weren't."

"I thought you were kidding. Who followed us?" Gavin is bewildered. "The hot dog guy?"

"And Anna. They were on our plane," Ethan says. "I told you I saw him at the airport."

"Anna's a bad guy?" Gavin asks, saddened by this discovery.

"Girl. Gal," Grandpa comments. "Bad woman."

The conversation quiets, and their focus turns to the timer. Five minutes remain.

***
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Anticipation fills the room, momentarily halting the small talk, as the beeping timer interrupts the silence. "Here we go," exclaims Grandpa.

Gavin eagerly shouts, "Can I be first?"

"It's your funeral," mutters Grandpa as he sets out four bowls and searches for a ladle. Pouring the steaming soup into the bowls, he corrects himself, saying, "Sorry, 'funeral' wasn't the right word, kiddo."

Ethan dismisses the comment and grabs spoons. "These are cereal spoons, Ethan," Mom points out. "The soup spoons are the fat ones."

Ethan switches spoons. Grandpa places a bowl in front of each person and says, "Mangia!"

"Mangia sounds like magic," Gavin whispers, gazing at his bowl with affection. The family inspects their soup, smelling, visually examining, and swirling it with their spoons. It appears watery and unappealing.

"Smells like soup," Mom comments. "Looks like soup," adds Ethan. Gavin tastes a spoonful, his face twisting. "But it tastes like… soap."

"Ugh, it's disgusting," Mom reacts to her first taste. Grandpa and Ethan share similar reactions, while Gavin continues to eat with gusto.

Nothing unusual happens to those who taste the soup, and they remain silent for a few moments. Gavin takes a few more spoonfuls, and then Ethan dives in. "This does not taste like food," he declares.

Grandpa, Ethan, and Mom slurp slowly, while Gavin drinks without using his spoon. "I can taste the snail shell," Gavin says, devouring it. Mom turns to her father and asks, "Any idea what's supposed to be happening?"

"Well, I can't say. Grandma left that out, or she didn't know either," he replies.

"Let's check," Ethan suggests, running around the kitchen. "Maybe it's already happened." Gavin taunts, "You're still slow. No super speed." He tries to lift the kitchen table. "Darn, not super strength either."

"Ask me a math question," Mom proposes. "What's sixty-seven times fifty-eight?" Grandpa quizzes. "I have no idea," Mom admits. "Eyes. Check your eyes."

"How?" Ethan asks confusedly. "Look at something," she instructs. "Nothing's different!" Gavin shouts. "Super hearing? Shhh!" Mom suggests. "You look taller, Dad."

"I'm pretty sure I'm not," Grandpa responds. "That's disappointing," Mom says, taking a seat at the table. "What we have here is a very expensive bowl of revolting soup."

"It's not a total loss," Grandpa says, sitting across from her. "Do you know how pleased your mother would be if she saw us together, working on her project? Your boys are real adventurers."

"Nice try. Mom would not have whisked the kids away to foreign lands while dodging corporate spies without consulting their mother first," Mom remarks. She notices Ethan staring at her oddly. "Ethan, what are you doing?"

"Thought maybe I could read your mind," Ethan says wearily. "I can't." There's a knock at the front door. "Pizza!" Gavin shouts, though he knows it's not pizza. "Stay here," Grandpa orders, getting up from the table. "Guard the soup."

***
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Grandpa walks to the front door. Peering through the peephole, he sees Anna. She's alone, holding his luggage. He opens the door.

"You left Stufur in Iceland," he remarks.

"Who? I'm American, you dopey rock star," Anna says minus the Icelandic accent. She hands off the luggage. "Here are your bags."

"Well, thanks."

"Whatever you're about to do—"

"Is our business," Grandpa interrupts.

Anna shakes her head. "No, I'm afraid it's not. I'm warning you to stop because I like you and your grandsons."

"You've done a lot of work to warn us," Grandpa scoffs.

She says, "The company offered your wife piles of cash, and she turned it down, but we all know she couldn't destroy it. The company could not accomplish what you did on a single vacation."

Grandpa inquires, "How'd you know we'd be in Iceland?"

"C'mon, Grandpa," Gavin shouts from the kitchen.

Grandpa says, "We're playing chess. You're right, Anna. It is a scary thought, and we've decided to put any potions on hold."

"But I can smell it," she says.

"Goodbye, Anna."

Grandpa closes the door, never releasing his firm grip on the doorknob. Through the peephole, he watches Anna walk down the path and out of sight.

The moment Grandpa releases his grip on the door, weightlessness overcomes him. His feet float off the ground.

Grandpa bounds down the hallway like an astronaut walking on the moon, laughing uncontrollably as he goes. By the time he nears the kitchen, he's completely weightless, walking along the ceiling with his hands. He doesn't see his daughter or the boys at the table.

"Up here, Grandpa," Ethan says from above. Grandpa gazes skyward and sees his family on the ceiling. The height of the ceiling in the kitchen is double the rest of the house, with three skylights at the top. The boys bounce around like balloons.

"Grandma was right!" Ethan shouts victoriously.

"It worked!" Grandpa shouts gleefully, spinning in the air.

"I can't believe it," Mom says, gleefully floating above the stove.

"Gotta have faith, Mom!" Gavin says as he pretends to be swimming upside down.

They amuse themselves with their newfound power. Gavin walks on the ceiling, while Ethan bounds from one wall to the other like an Olympic swimmer. Mom spins in place like a ballerina, and Grandpa floats up to the skylight in the cannonball position. "My house has an ocean view," he mutters quietly, looking out the skylight.

After a few minutes, their buoyancy subsides, and they slowly float back to the floor.

"I'm gonna have another bowl," Gavin tells the group. "I wanna keep flying."

"We could sell this and be millionaires, no, billionaires, by the end of the week," Mom predicts. "I'll never have to look in another disgusting mouth again."

When they all land on the floor, Gavin heads right back to the soup.

"Whoa," Grandpa says. "Stay grounded."

"We can make more!" Gavin protests.

"Gavin," Mom scolds, "listen to your grandpa."

Grandpa says, "The first thing we need to do is save it. Then protect it. Then use it."

"Use it how?" Ethan asks.

"We'll use this to get other ingredients more easily," Grandpa says. "There are a hundred recipes, and this was the easiest."

"Can I have a smidgen for basketball?" Gavin asks. "I could slam over Tyler Fox. It would be so sweet."

"That's a noble cause, Gavin, but no," Grandpa says. "Grandma understood the potential, and we need to be very careful moving forward."

He continues, "Do we all agree?"

"Of course," says Mom, as do the boys.

"Can we do one more bowl, Grandpa?" Ethan pleads. "Please?"

"One more," Grandpa relents. "We've earned it."

They devour another bowl, and a few minutes later, they're weightless once again.

No sooner do they fly, than there is another knock at the door.

"Oh no, she's back," Ethan says.

"What a party pooper," Gavin adds.

"What do we do?" Mom asks.

"Ignore it." Grandpa is spinning like a top. "She'll go away."

There is another knock. This time louder.

"That's not a lady knocking," Grandpa says.

A third knock comes, followed by an urgent plea from a male voice. "I know you're home. Open the door."

"Who's that?" Gavin whispers.

"I'm guessing the taxi driver," Grandpa says, looking around for something.

"This is how it's going to work," the driver shouts through the door. He sounds different. He's American. "I'm counting to ten. If the door's not open, I'm busting it."

"What are we going to do?" Ethan asks.

"One!" the driver shouts.

Grandpa floats back to the ground, using the kitchen counter to pull himself to the floor. He needs to hold himself down to keep from drifting away.

"Two!"

Grandpa opens the fridge. His legs dangle in the air like a flag.

"Three!"

"Nothing in the fridge," Grandpa mutters.

"We can help you. What are you looking for?" Mom inquires urgently; she's floating above him.

"Four!"

"Something heavy!" Grandpa says.

"Five!"

"What about us?" Ethan asks while pressed against the ceiling.

"To the ground," Grandpa looks worried. "Don't let him see you fly."

"Six! Seven!"

"The luggage," Mom says, pointing to the two suitcases in the living room.

"Eight."

Grandpa propels himself over to the luggage. He holds one suitcase in each hand to keep grounded. He walks to the front door, clumsily carrying the heavy bags.

"Nine!"

Grandpa shouts, "Hold your horses."

He hears the television turn on in the family room. At the front door, he sets one suitcase down and grabs the doorknob to keep himself grounded.

"We have nothing in here for you!" Grandpa shouts through the door. "Leave us alone."

"I can't do that," the driver says and bangs on the door. Through the peephole, Grandpa sees Anna standing behind the agitated pretend-cab driver. He starts to float and grabs the suitcases again.

"Please open the door, Grandpa," Anna calls out. He continues to watch them, but his arms are tiring from holding the heavy suitcases. The driver consults Anna. She pushes him aside and, in one swift kick, opens the door. Grandpa drops the luggage and floats momentarily unseen behind the door. He again grabs the doorknob to keep his feet on the ground so Anna doesn't discover their power.

"Was that necessary?" Grandpa says to Anna in regards to the broken door. He looks odd standing motionless, holding the door.

"There was a warning, no?" Anna says.

The driver follows her inside. He says, "I smell soup."

Anna and the driver walk to the kitchen. Grandpa shuffles awkwardly behind them both, back to toting the suitcases.

"Hello, family," the driver announces, entering the kitchen. Mom watches television from the couch with an oversized pillow placed on her lap. "Don't get up on our account."

Gavin plays a game on his mom's phone, seated at the kitchen table. His legs are wrapped tightly around the center support. Ethan is not in the room, nor is the soup on the stove.

"What were you cooking?" the driver asks.

"Smells like soup," Anna declares with a nose in the air. She touches the stove. "Still warm."

"Nothing like soup on a hot Florida evening. Where is it?" the driver asks.

"It's gone. We ate it," Grandpa explains. He looks to the driver. "Who are you?"

"I'm Dave," the driver answers in a friendly manner.

"The villain's name is Dave?" Gavin laughs.

"Villain? I'm no villain," Dave answers. "I lied, but she broke your door."

"That's enough," Anna says. "What happened when you ate the soup?"

Grandpa shrugs. He is close to losing his grip on the suitcases. "We swallowed it. Then ate some more."

Dave leaves the kitchen to search other areas of the condo. It is at that moment, Grandpa realizes the photo is in plain sight on the counter, but he can't let go of the luggage.

"Where's Ethan?" Anna asks.

"Who's Ethan?" Gavin responds.

Mom says, "This obsession with food? Can we make you something?"

"Soup?" Dave asks when reentering the room. He spots the photo on the counter and picks it up.

"Is this you?" he asks April.

"Yeah," she answers nervously.

Grandpa drops the luggage and takes off in the air, grabs the photo from the awestruck Dave's hand, and floats to the ceiling.

"Hey, look everyone. It's Peter Pan," Anna exclaims.

"Where's the rest of it?" Dave asks. "Where's the other kid? The picky one?"

"It's gone," Grandpa discloses. Gavin releases his hold on the chair and floats up with him. Mom removes the pillow from her lap and immediately flies off the couch. Magazines spill out of the pillowcase.

Anna and Dave search around the condo while Grandpa, April, and Gavin float.

The three begin to lose their buoyancy.

Dave notices the back door is slightly ajar and walks outside.

"Anna, out here," Dave yells from the backyard. "Come quickly."

Anna runs outside, where she finds Dave standing by the outside faucet. A long green hose is being pulled a hundred feet straight into the air by Ethan, who floats above them. The hose is wrapped around his waist, and he hugs the full soup pot in his arms.

"Pull him down," Anna tells Dave.

"You look like a balloon," Gavin says to Ethan as everyone rushes outside.

Dave slowly starts winding up the hose, bringing Ethan closer to the ground with each turn, until the hose unhooks from Ethan's waist and the metal nozzle lands on Dave's head.

"Ow," Dave exclaims.

Ethan floats in place. He brings the pot to his mouth and slurps.

"Be careful, honey," Mom shouts to Ethan. "Not too much now."

"Hurry, Davey," Anna shouts. "He's gonna get away."

Mom moves closer to Anna with a wild look in her eyes, wagging a finger in their faces. "You're Barstow's grandkids," Mom says confidently. "I was your babysitter."

"Took you long enough to figure that one out," Anna says. "Pop Pop hired you so we could spy on your Mom. A trip to Disney to anyone who steals any magic."

Mom suddenly remembers Ethan. "Ethan!" she shouts.

An elderly neighbor comes out of her house. She's in a bathrobe, looking ready for bed. "What's all the fuss out here?"

"My son flew away!" Mom says, pointing to the sky excitedly. "He's up there somewhere."

"Okay then. Well, good luck." The neighbor shuffles back inside.

"I see him," Gavin says, gazing at a tiny object in the sky.

"My baby," Mom shouts. "Why did he go so high?"

"Get rid of the potions," Anna says to Grandpa. "Before it's too late."

"Like it's not already. To the jeep!" Grandpa yells. He looks to Anna and David. "You're the reason he's up there. Find him!"

***
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"We'll help," Anna acknowledges. With that said, everyone runs full speed through the house back to their vehicles. Grandpa needs a few extra seconds to find his keys.

Anna and Dave speed off in their car. Grandpa, Mom, and Gavin hop into the purple jeep, keeping an eye on the sky.

"He's heading towards the beach," Mom directs her dad.

"Someone's going to see him," Gavin says nervously.

"Nobody in this neighborhood can see the top line of an eye chart," Grandpa chuckles. "Nobody will spot him."

"I can't see him. Where'd he go?" Mom says, her gaze bouncing back and forth from the front window to the side. "I told you this was a bad idea."

"When he comes back, you gonna ground him, Mom?" Gavin laughs, but no one else does. "You know, like the ground, grounded. Nobody?"

Mom doesn't acknowledge the poorly timed joke. Approaching the beach, Grandpa slows the jeep. Mom looks to the air, while Gavin keeps an eye on the sidewalks and cross streets.

They zigzag speedily up and down every road.

"My poor baby," Mom worries. "What if he's out to sea? We need to call someone. The police? Coast Guard?"

"Air Force?" Grandpa chimes in.

"Wait!" Gavin spots something unusual. "Stop the jeep!"

The brakes squeal as the jeep comes to a halt. Gavin points to a shadowed area next to a dumpster behind a large building. After a few moments, their eyes adjust to the dark, but they can't trust what they see: an orange cat floating several feet off the ground.

Gavin jumps out of the rear of the jeep and runs to the cat. The levitating cat tries to escape, but its rapid leg movements only serve to spin it in midair. Gavin gently takes hold of the cat to calm it down, but the feline wrestles free immediately.

Gavin realizes he's standing in a puddle of soup. He looks up, but there's nothing above but clouds. Grandpa and Mom join him and the floating cat by the dumpster.

"Ethan spilled soup, and the cat lapped it up," Gavin says, denoting the puddle.

The cat's powers fade. It slowly returns to the ground and sprints away into the shadows. They walk quickly back to the jeep.

Anna and Dave's car darts around the corner and heads towards them.

"Any luck?" Anna asks through the open window. She sees their faces and answers her own question, "Guess not."

They wait quietly for a moment, working on their next move, when a crack as loud as thunder makes everyone jump. The soup pot, dropped from a high position, lands on the hood of Dave and Anna's car, leaving a crater and fracturing the windshield. The remaining soup casts from the container all over the car and road.

There is a moment of confusion before they peer skyward.

There they find Ethan, hovering a few hundred feet above their heads.

"Sorry," Ethan shouts as he slowly drifts back to earth. He nimbly lands between Mom and Gavin. "I couldn't hold it any longer."

Gavin runs to bear-hug him, followed by Mom.

"I thought you were in space," Gavin comments.

"I think I was close," Ethan reveals. "It was so cold. Feel my hands."

Gavin touches them. "They're ice cubes."

He sees Anna and the driver step out of the car. "Wait. Why are they here?"

"Can we go?" Gavin asks.

"Sure, hon," Mom answers.

Ethan, Gavin, Mom, and Grandpa walk to the purple jeep.

"You're grounded, young man," Mom smiles.

"C'mon, Mom," Gavin pleads. "That was my joke."

"Hey," Dave yells out. He points to the empty pot and the broken windshield. "What about my car?"

"And what about the potions?" Anna asks.

"I think you know what I'll say about the car," Grandpa tells him. He walks over to their car and removes the empty pot from the hood.

"Destroy the potions, Tommy Gross," Anna warns.

Grandpa turns back to Anna. "Alright, I'll help you with the damages, a little bit, if you answer one question."

She looks at him and agrees.

"Can you stop time?" he asks. "With the petal?"

"No," Anna says, ignoring her brother who motions for her to stop. She removes a sandwich bag from her pocket. Inside the bag are two bite-sized cookies. "Eat one of these, and you go back a full day, so you can collect the knowledge you'll need to be an expert in Icelandic culture, for instance."

"Time machine cookies?" Ethan says in disbelief.

Anna nods. "Twenty-four-hour rewind."

"You went to Iceland before us and had time to become experts," Grandpa says.

"It took five cookies," Dave acknowledges.

"Four for me," Anna says.

"Makes you wonder if you've been through today before," Grandpa says.

"Or will be again," Anna responds.

"Makes you wonder," Grandpa nods, turns around, and joins his family. Mom holds her boys tightly, walking back to the vehicle. Together, they climb into the purple jeep, filled with a mixture of exhaustion and excitement.

Grandpa climbs behind the wheel. Ethan and Gavin high-five in the back of the jeep. Mom, confounded by the events of the day, sits with a confused smile, waiting for the jeep to move, but it doesn't. Mom glances over to Grandpa and asks, "Should we go?"

Ethan spots the unhappy look on his grandpa's face. He's seen it before.

"What is it?" Mom asks, recognizing it too.

"I left the photo album in the kitchen," Grandpa says faintly. "Unguarded."

***
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When Grandpa pulls into the driveway, he sees the door Anna busted open. Approaching it, Grandpa hears someone whistling inside his home. The song? Grandpa recognizes it immediately as "How Much is that Doggie in the Window?" an old song he hasn't heard since he was a boy.

"Hello, Thomas," Louis Barstow says, greeting Grandpa in his own kitchen. Barstow's voice is hoarse but forceful. He wears his signature outfit: bright white pants, a white shirt, a bright red bow tie, and blue suspenders. He looks like the American flag.

"Hey, Louis," Grandpa returns. "I just had a nice visit with your grandbabies."

The boys and April enter the condo, not expecting another visitor.

"Did he get the album?" Gavin shouts.

Barstow holds up the photo album. "Right here."

"I need the potions to find Audrey," Grandpa pleads. "That's all."

"It's never all. Magic changes you," Barstow remarks. "It's already changed you."

"I funded Audrey's work from the beginning - those recipes are rightfully mine to control and profit from," Barstow declares, a frenzied glint in his eye. "Imagine patented potions enhancing lifespan and brain function for wealthy clients...I cannot let such a goldmine slip away again!"

"C'mon, Pop Pop," Anna shouts from somewhere outside. "Something's coming. We gotta go."

"You need our help," Grandpa tells Barstow, inching his way closer to Louis, hoping to swipe the album from him. "You have the what and the how, but not the where."

"We'll figure it out," Louis replies. "I've been alive more days than anyone on this planet. Wisdom is my middle name."

"And you'll be broken by the same creature that got Audrey," Grandpa warns.

"Creature?" Barstow questions just as Grandpa lunges for the album.

Grandpa manages to get two hands on the album but is shocked by Louis's strength. Louis pulls back and twists his arms, knocking Grandpa off his feet momentarily.

"Holy heck," Grandpa pants.

They struggle back and forth like two brothers fighting over a ball. A photo escapes from the album, and Grandpa falls to the floor.

"What creature?" Barstow shouts again while prying Grandpa's fingers from the album.

There is a scream from a woman outside. It's Anna.

"Get away from my—" a man shouts outside but is cut short.

"That creature!" April yells, pointing out the window at a horse-sized wolf with a single horn upon its head and enraged fangs. The wolf is dark purple and pink with bits of deep red. On its back is a woman more than six and a half feet tall, maybe more, with long red hair, who is hoisting a large wooden sword.

"That shape is all too familiar," breathes Grandpa, hamming it up. Looking to Louis, he sees the color draining from his face. "The same being that dragged Audrey into the lake now walks among us to claim the book and finish what it started."

Everyone, including Barstow, is frozen in fear.

Grandpa sluggishly chants, “How much is that doggie in the window? Arf. Arf.”

***

65

The warrior and the wolf stand in the kitchen, their imposing presence filling the room with a palpable sense of danger. The family huddles together in the living room, their hearts pounding as they realize there is no escape. Fear hangs heavy in the air, mingling with the acrid scent of sweat and adrenaline.

"Like the old man out there, you have a choice," the warrior says, her voice cold and unyielding. The ninja nurse stands tall and fierce, her eyes glinting with a ruthless determination that sends shivers down Grandpa's spine. The wolf growls, its hot, musty breath washing over Grandpa's face as it moves closer, its fangs bared in a terrifying display of aggression.

"What's going on, Dad?" Mom asks, her voice trembling with barely contained panic.

"Our friend with the sword is giving me a choice," Grandpa says, his tone grim. He looks at the wolf, a flicker of desperation in his eyes. "Can I pet you?"

The wolf's growl intensifies, drool spilling from its maw and dripping onto Grandpa's shoe. The beast's eyes blaze with a feral, bloodthirsty gleam that chills Ethan to the core.

"Lizzie, don't do this," Ethan pleads, his voice cracking with emotion. The creature before him bears no resemblance to the mischievous, Twizzler-loving shapeshifter he once knew.

"Fight the wolf or fight the sword," the woman commands, her tone leaving no room for argument.

"Let's do this another way, Bea," Grandpa suggests, his mind racing to find a solution that doesn't end in bloodshed.

"The wolf or the sword, old man?" Bea repeats, her patience wearing thin. "The wolf will rip you apart, but the sword will reunite you with your true love."

Grandpa takes a deep breath, his decision made. "Sword it is."

"Hand over the potions," Bea demands, her hand outstretched.

"Fair enough." Grandpa claps his hands, a gesture of resignation.

He walks over to April, who clutches the album with white-knuckled fingers, as if it were a lifeline.

"Don't give it to her," Ethan protests, his heart pounding in his chest. The wolf's growl deepens, a menacing rumble that vibrates through the room.

"You better have a plan," Mom whispers to Grandpa, her words barely audible through gritted teeth. She reluctantly hands him the album, her eyes filled with a desperate plea for answers.

"Who can plan with a giant wolf giving you the stink eye?" Grandpa mutters, his attempt at levity falling flat in the face of their dire situation. "I'll find Mom and bring her home."

"If she gets this, there will be no home," Mom argues, her voice thick with emotion.

"Have you seen the wolf?" Grandpa counters, his own fear bleeding into his words.

"It's just a twelve-year-old girl," Ethan insists, clinging to the hope that Lizzie is still in there somewhere, "under a spell."

"Thomas," Bea shouts, her patience at its end, "Audrey waits for you."

Grandpa's eyes land on his beloved guitar, a symbol of the life he's leaving behind. "Can I bring Alice?"

"I don't care. Let's go," Bea snaps, her tone brooking no further delay.

Grandpa pulls April into a half-hug, his heart heavy with the weight of their impending separation. He passes her the guitar, a final, desperate plea in his eyes. "You have it, and please use it. See ya, kids."

With a military salute, Grandpa turns and walks towards Bea, handing her the album. She tucks it into her belt, a triumphant gleam in her eye.

"Does it hurt?" Grandpa asks, his voice barely above a whisper.

"Less than fangs, I promise," Bea replies, a cruel smile playing at the corners of her mouth. She raises the sword high into the air, its blade glinting in the dim light. "Say hello to all the people I sent there."

As the sword descends, time seems to slow. In a burst of desperate courage, Mom swings the guitar over her head and hurls it towards the blade. The guitar meets the sword in a blinding flash of light, exploding like fireworks before vanishing into nothingness. Grandpa stumbles back, his eyes wide with shock.

"Did you just send Alice to the netherworld?" he asks, his voice tinged with disbelief.

"I thought that's what you meant by 'use it,'" Mom replies, her own surprise evident in her tone.

Bea's face contorts with rage as she raises the sword once more, her voice booming through the room. "Now, I get to send your whole family."

"Never!" Gavin shouts, the courage potion surging through his veins. He leaps at Bea, a broom clutched in his hands like a makeshift sword. But the moment his weapon makes contact with the sword, it vanishes, and Gavin loses his balance, falling forward. In a heartbeat, he collides with the blade, and his body vaporizes, leaving nothing but a cloud of green smoke in his wake.

Mom lunges forward, desperate to grasp at the remnants of her son, but the smoke dissipates too quickly, slipping through her fingers like sand. A scream tears from her throat, raw and anguished, as the reality of Gavin's disappearance sinks in.

"No!" Mom cries, charging at Bea with reckless abandon. Grandpa grabs her, holding her back as she struggles against his grip.

"Easy, girl," Grandpa says, his own voice thick with grief. He turns to Ethan, his eyes searching for answers. "Why did he do that?"

"The courage potion," Ethan replies, his finger pointing accusingly at the wolf. "She gave it to us."

"What are you talking about?" Mom demands, her voice rising in pitch as hysteria takes hold.

The stunned silence that follows is broken only by Mom's sobs.. As the initial shock begins to fade, the weight of their new reality settles heavily upon their shoulders. Gavin is gone, vanished into a realm they know nothing about, and they have no idea how to bring him back.

"The night she babysat us, Lizzie gave us a potion for courage," Ethan explains, his voice trembling.

Grandpa's frustration boils over, his words punctuated by a blinding flash of lightning and a deafening crack of thunder. "He already had the courage of a thousand men. What he needed was more intelligence!"

The windows shatter, raining glass down upon them as the storm outside reaches a fevered pitch.

"My baby," Mom wails, her grief giving way to a desperate, all-consuming rage. She charges at Bea once more, heedless of the sword poised to strike her down. But before the blade can find its mark, the wolf intervenes, launching itself at Bea in a flurry of fur and fangs.

The album slips from Bea's belt, clattering to the floor as the sword is knocked from her grasp. It arcs through the air, landing across the room and striking a chair. In an instant, the chair vanishes, leaving nothing but empty space in its wake.

"My furniture!" Grandpa cries out, his voice tinged with disbelief.

The wolf pins Bea to the ground, its jaws clamped around her throat. Bea's hands scrabble at the beast's muzzle, prying its mouth open as she gasps for air. "Never trust a kid," she snarls, her words dripping with venom.

With a mighty kick, Bea sends the wolf flying, its body crashing through the living room window in a shower of glass and splintered wood.

Ethan races towards the fallen sword, his heart pounding in his ears. "She's got superpowers," he shouts, his voice filled with a mixture of awe and terror.

Bea snatches up the album, her eyes blazing with fury as she turns to face Ethan. "And I'm just getting started," she growls, her words a chilling promise of the horrors to come.

Ethan's hands close around the hilt of the sword, the weight of it nearly too much for him to bear. His arms tremble with the effort of lifting the blade, but he knows he has no choice. With a desperate cry, he swings the sword towards Bea, the blade slicing through the air with a sickening hiss.

The sword finds its mark, cleaving the album in two with a blinding flash of light. The book vanishes, banished to the One Way with a fizzling pop.

"My picture with Elvis was in there!" Grandpa laments, his voice filled with a mixture of anger and disbelief.

"You infant!" Bea shrieks, her rage directed squarely at Ethan. She lunges forward, intent on wresting the sword from his grasp, but the blade stands between them, a glinting barrier of steel and magic.

"You sent away the only way to find your brother," Bea taunts, her words dripping with malice.

"Wrong. Audrey has it now," April counters, her voice filled with a desperate hope. "She's in control."

Bea throws her head back, a harsh, mirthless laugh spilling from her lips. "Thousands of crazies, soldiers, and all-around bad cats have been sent to that place for centuries, and they're all still there, still alive, still insane. You think Audrey will win the prize?"

From behind the couch, a timid voice calls out, "Can I have my dress?"

Mom kicks the nearby luggage bag, sending it rolling towards the couch with a thud.

"Getting heavy, ain't it?" Bea mocks, her gaze fixed on Ethan's trembling arms. "You're no warrior."

Ethan's strength falters, the sword slipping from his grasp and clattering to the ground. He looks up at Bea, his eyes filled with a desperate plea. "How do we get Gavin back?"

"You don't," Bea replies, her words as cold and unyielding as the blade at her feet.

Bea moves towards the sword, her intent clear. "But you can join him."

"You're not sending him anywhere," Lizzie declares, stepping out from behind the couch. Her hair is wild and tangled, her pajamas covered in narwhals, but there is a fierce determination in her eyes that belies her youthful appearance.

April's gaze falls upon Lizzie, and a sob catches in her throat. "Mom?" she whispers, her voice filled with a desperate, disbelieving hope.

"No, I'm Lizzie," the girl replies, her chin lifted in defiance. "Aunt Lizzie."

Another crack of thunder splits the air, the sound so loud it seems to shake the very foundations of the house.

Lizzie turns to Ethan, her expression softening. "There is no courage potion," she tells him, her voice gentle. "It was just old orange soda. Didn't you ever taste orange soda before?"

Bea's patience has reached its limit. She hefts the sword, her eyes blazing with a ruthless determination. "You're all in my way," she snarls. "It's time for the reunion."

But before she can strike, a deafening crack of thunder shakes the house, and a man's voice calls out from the doorway behind them. "Bea. Stop."

They turn to see a tall, imposing figure standing just inside the front door, clad in a battle-worn armor chest plate and helmet. His muscular arms, crisscrossed with scars, grip a sword remarkably similar to Bea's own.

"And who might you be?" Bea demands, her eyes narrowing.

“You don't recognize me? I’m the kid you just sent away like two minutes ago.” the soldier replies, his voice heavy as he raises his sword into a ready stance. “Two minutes for you. Two decades for me.

Bea mirrors his action, her own sword poised to strike. The mysterious warrior's skill is evident in his precise movements, a seasoned fighter ready to counter any attack.

With a swift motion, he reaches up and removes his helmet, long hair spilling out to frame a face that's at once youthful and weathered, handsome features etched with the unmistakable marks of hard-won experience. Mom, still grappling with the shock of seeing her own mother's younger-self reflected in Lizzie, stares at the warrior in disbelief. It can't be...but those eyes, that smile...

"Gavin?" she whispers, her voice trembling.

He flashes her a lopsided grin, the same one she'd know anywhere, even if the face is older, and weathered. "Hey, Mom. Mind giving us a little space here?"

Mom shakes her head, tears welling up as she tries to reconcile the grown man before her with the little boy who vanished mere moments ago. "How is this possible?"

"I'll explain everything," Gavin promises. "But first..."

He lunges forward, his sword a blur as he expertly disarms Bea with a flick of his wrist. Before she can recover, he taps her leg with the point of his blade, and she vanishes in a swirl of green smoke, her sword clattering to the ground.

Calmly, Gavin retrieves the fallen weapon and hands it to Grandpa. "Keep this safe for me?"

Grandpa nods numbly, clutching the sword. "I'll put it in the garage. Next to the...the weed wacker." He exits, still in a daze.

"Finally," Gavin sighs, his shoulders sagging as the tension drains away. Tears glisten in his eyes as he reaches into his tunic, withdrawing a battered photo album. He holds it out to Ethan, his voice rough with emotion. "I know it's not Christmas yet, but…take this.”

Hands shaking, Ethan accepts the album. He moves slowly unable to accept his little brother is a warrior.

Mom, unable to hold back any longer, pulls Gavin into a fierce embrace, clinging to him as if she'll never let go. Ethan and Lizzie rush to join in, their arms encircling the newly reunited mother and son. And when Grandpa returns a moment later, he too is swept up in the tide of love and relief, the entire family holding onto each other, marveling at the miracle of Gavin's return.

"I was only gone for a moment," Gavin murmurs. "But in the One Way… it's been twenty years. I've seen things, done things I never imagined. But all I wanted, every single day, was to find my way back to you."

As the storm rages outside, the family clings to each other, basking in the warmth of their reunion. The challenges ahead are momentarily forgotten in the sheer joy of being together again, their bond stronger than ever in the face of all they've endured.

***
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The family gathers in the kitchen, still reeling from the shock of Gavin's sudden reappearance. Grandpa breaks the silence, his voice filled with wonder. "The boy is alive. But he's not a boy anymore."

Ethan turns to his brother, his eyes wide. "How old are you now, Gavin?"

Gavin chuckles, a deep, rumbling sound that seems out of place coming from someone who was a child mere minutes ago. "Older than you, big brother," he replies, a hint of mischief in his tone.

Mom takes in Gavin's appearance, her gaze traveling from the helmet tucked under his arm to the patchwork armor plating, the worn wool sweatpants, and the clearly hand-cobbled shoes. "Why are you dressed like that, honey? Is it some kind of costume?"

Gavin shakes his head, his expression growing serious. "No costume, Mom. This is for protection...and comfort. Where I've been, you learn to make do with what you have."

Everyone watches, dumbfounded, as Gavin moves into the kitchen, opens the fridge, and drinks milk from the carton while some drips down his face. "Oh man," he sighs, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "I missed doing that."

The others stare at him, dumbfounded by the casual display. It's such a familiar action, one that would have earned a scolding mere hours ago. But now, performed by this battle-hardened stranger wearing their loved one's face, it feels jarringly out of place.

Looking around the house, Gavin realizes everything is the same as when he left. "How long have I been gone?"

"Thirty seconds," Lizzie answers.

"Oh, hey there, shapeshifter," Gavin greets Lizzie before collapsing onto the couch. He searches for the remote control. "I fought five wars, survived a shipwreck, an earthquake, got jailed, and didn't even miss the Celtics game."

Mom steps forward, her hand tentatively reaching out to cup Gavin's cheek. He leans into the touch instinctively, his eyes fluttering closed. "My brave boy," she whispers, her voice thick with unshed tears. "You've been through so much."Mom sits down nervously next to Gavin as he tries to remember how to work a remote. "Why are you so old?"

“I guess time moves way faster in the One Way - like for every one minute here, twenty years pass there! I guess I was there for a long time.”

Mom denies him.h "Absolutely not."

Ethan wonders aloud, "Guess they're gonna let you skip third grade."

"Gavin?" Grandpa asks almost timidly, but Gavin doesn't hear him.

"So, you're thirty years old?" Ethan buzzes. .

"What's it like in the One Way?" Lizzie asks.

"The only way to describe a place that isn't there to someone who hasn't been there would be to call it Oz," Gavin responds.

"Is there an Emerald City?" Lizzie inquires.

"Is there a yellow brick road?" Ethan asks. "And a wizard at the end of it?"

"He can grant me a birthday," Lizzie exclaims.

"If you want to have a birthday, you're gonna have to make it happen yourself. There's no wonderful wizard," Gavin warns. "There are witches and monkeys and deserts. There's greed and monsters and thieves, and when they figure out it's not that hard to find us, we're in trouble."

Grandpa's voice cuts through the chatter, his tone insistent. "Gavin. Son, I need to know...where's your Grandma? Did you find her in the One Way?"

Slowly, he shakes his head. "No, Grandpa. She wasn't there. Believe me, I searched every corner of that place, followed every lead, but...there was no sign of her."

Ethan pipes up, his mind racing as he puts the pieces together. "Wait, think about it. Gavin was only gone for one minute in our time, right? But for him, that translated to twenty years in the One Way."

The others nod, struggling to follow his logic.

"So, if Grandma had been sent there when she disappeared," Ethan continues, his voice growing more animated, "she would have been trapped for two whole years in our time. That's like...18 million years in the One Way!"

A heavy silence falls over the room as the implications sink in.

Mom is the first to voice the terrifying conclusion, her words barely above a whisper. "Then...does that mean she's definitely...dead?"

"No," Ethan says firmly, shaking his head. "It means she was never there to begin with."

He turns to Lizzie, his gaze intense. "Lizzie, you told us that you and Grandma are connected, right? That when she dies, you'll die too?"

Lizzie nods,

“And you're still here, still alive and kicking," Ethan presses on, his voice rising with conviction. "Which means Grandma must be alive too. Somewhere out there, in some other place we haven't even thought to look yet."

Ethan looks at Lizzie intently. "Lizzie, what about the fifth potion? The one you didn't tell us about?"

Lizzie takes a step back, shaking her head. "It's gone. They're all gone."

"All five of them?" Ethan presses, his voice insistent.

"Yes, it's gone," Lizzie repeats, her tone final.

Mom rises from the couch and approaches Lizzie, concern etched on her face. "Lizzie, honey, what aren't you telling us? We're here to help you, but we need to know the truth."

Ethan interjects, "She's not telling you who she gave the fifth potion to."

Grandpa turns to Ethan, his expression serious. "Then you tell us, Ethan. What do you know?"

Ethan takes a deep breath. "You were there too, Grandpa. Remember Grandma's birthday on the boat? She raised a toast to celebrate her twenty-five thousand five hundred and fiftieth day, and to the million tomorrows still to come. She drank the last potion right in front of us."

Mom faces Lizzie, her voice gentle but firm. "Lizzie, what was that potion supposed to do?"

Lizzie throws up her hands in surrender, her shoulders sagging. "Okay, okay. I'll tell you. But...you have to promise you'll help me, no matter what."

Mom places her hands on Lizzie's shoulders, her touch reassuring. "Lizzie, you're part of this family. We'll always help you, unconditionally."

"I just..." Lizzie's voice wavers, "I just want to be a teenager. I'm so tired of being stuck at twelve."

Grandpa's voice rings out, confident and determined. "We'll make it happen, Lizzie. Look at us—we've got warriors, shapeshifters, sorcerers, dentists, and musicians. Together, we can accomplish anything."

Lizzie takes a shaky breath. "The truth is, I don't know where Audrey is. The potion was supposed to turn her invisible, so she could hide and work without interruption. But instead...she vanished completely."

"Is she safe, at least?" Mom asks, her voice tight with worry.

"I think so," Lizzie says slowly. "I can sense that she's alone, but the feeling is faint, distant."

Mom's eyes widen. "Is she...dying?"

Lizzie shakes her head. "No, I don't think so. Maybe? It's hard to explain. It's like...she's moving further away, but she's not in danger. Once a day, for just a minute or so, I can hear her. It's like catching a snippet of conversation from someone walking the other way."

Grandpa leans forward, his voice urgent. "Lizzie, do you have any idea what that potion might have done to her? If it didn't turn her invisible, what else could it have done?"

Lizzie shakes her head, frustration etched on her young features. "I don't know for sure. But I do know this: if we can figure out exactly which potion she took, we might be able to understand what happened to her."

Ethan's eyes light up, his mind already racing with possibilities. "So, if we can identify the specific potion and its ingredients, we could potentially reverse its effects.”

Lizzie nods, a glimmer of hope in her eyes. "It's a long shot, but it's the best lead we have. We need to go through every recipe, every note Audrey ever made about her potions. There has to be a clue somewhere."

From the couch, Gavin speaks up, his eyes still glued to the game. "Not to freak anyone out, but...that actually sounds better than where I was. At least she's not surrounded by...well, you know."

Mom sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose. "Gavin, honey, you still have that therapy appointment with Dr. Bridges next week. I really think you should talk to him about all of this."

Gavin just nods absently, his attention already drifting back to the screen. Mom turns to the others, her expression a mix of determination and exhaustion. "Okay. So, we know Grandma's out there somewhere, and we know she needs our help. The question is, where do we start?"

On the TV, the Celtics score a three-pointer, nearing the end with a big lead. They can relax a little now.

The Gross family has been through a lot today. Learning to fly was the least of it! But they're stronger as a family now.

They know Grandma is out there somewhere, and they'll have to find her. It won't be easy, but they'll do it together.

For now, though, they need a break. Gavin watches the game, finding comfort in something normal. Ethan is still amazed by everything that's happened. Mom and Grandpa know they have a tough journey ahead.

Tomorrow, they'll start searching for clues to find Grandma. But tonight, they'll rest. After a day like today, they've earned it.

***
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July 15, 2021 - 2:37 PM

Her family was not on the boat. Audrey felt a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach - she had made a grave mistake. With trembling hands, Audrey raised her wrist, dreading what she would find. Her watch confirmed her fears, its hands stubbornly fixed at 2:37 PM. Desperate for any sign of movement, she turned her gaze to the wall clock, only to be met with the same unmoving hands, the second hand suspended in midair, as if time itself had ceased to exist. It also read 2:37. The potion, meant to grant her invisibility, had instead trapped her in a single, unending moment - 2:37 PM on July 15, 2021.

Audrey realized that her quest had led her to this moment - trapped within a single day, forever separated from those she loved. The world around her had become a living photograph, a snapshot of a joyous occasion now frozen in time as she stood on the deck of the boat, surrounded by the remnants of a celebration that would never end.

Feeling tired and confused, Audrey sat down at the table in the boat's tiny kitchen. She stared at the birthday cake, which looked like it was stuck in time, just like everything else around her. Audrey poked her finger into the cake's hard icing, tasting the sweetness she had been looking forward to. But now, the flavor seemed sad and strange. As she sat there, alone in the middle of the never-ending party, Audrey felt trapped and lonely. The second kept repeating, and she knew that this moment had become her new, strange life.
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