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Chapter 1
 
Taryn stepped out into the sunlight amidst the pressing horde of her classmates. Chestnut High had just let out for the day, and almost every student was racing to escape. The seventeen-year old girl, however, had no intention of rushing to her car. She knew it was easier to wait till the daily traffic jam of teenagers had passed rather than fight her way through the mob. Why no one else had figured this out was beyond her. Taryn walked out to the parking lot towards her car, a “sweet sixteen” present from her parents. Taryn had smiled wryly at the statement when she received it. The car was an old hand-me-down and not a very attractive one at that. It ran, though, and that was all Taryn cared about… besides the stereo system. As she reached the vehicle, her reflection stared back at her from the driver’s side window.
Taryn Kelly. Besides her sharp tongue and hot temper, she was best known for her Irish features. These, she was always proud to say, came from a long line of red-headed, green-eyed full-blooded Irish ancestors. Her parents had actually immigrated to the U.S. before she was born. Taryn even spoke with a prominent lilt in her voice, which grew stronger when she was feeling particularly vehement about something.
“Coming through!”
Taryn spun around at the sound of the voice, which sounded like it was coming closer.
She turned to see a blur of a student speeding by her car on a skateboard. He had called to a group of teenagers who were blindly walking into his path. The group scattered like roaches as soon as they heard the warning, barely escaping a collision. Taryn grumbled to herself, immediately recognizing the young man.
Ozzie Thomason seemed to always be in Taryn’s vicinity when he was at his most irritating. His longish brown hair had been lightly highlighted by all of his time spent out in the sun and hung in messy waves to his eyebrows. His tall, lanky body was well tanned and his eyes were a stormy grey.
What really annoyed Taryn about him was his seemingly carefree and reckless attitude. As he raced by on his board, dodging cars and students, she yelled after him snippily.
“Take your stunts somewhere else, git!”
Ozzie turned back towards her and simply saluted her with a grin. As he did so, he was too distracted to notice that he was headed for a grassy median. Ozzie’s skateboard hit the curb and snapped back while he went flying into the grass. There was a moment of silence throughout the parking lot as Ozzie laid there unmoving. No one breathed, including Taryn. Another moment passed, and he moved. Rising forward from the waist with his arms outstretched, he moaned like a zombie. He then jumped to his feet and held his arms out triumphantly. The entire parking lot erupted into applause, and Ozzie took several bows, making quite a show. Taryn breathed again in a huff of exasperation and got into her car while Ozzie retrieved his skateboard. As she backed out, she spotted a fellow student clapping Ozzie on the back, probably complimenting him on his performance. Taryn grumbled to herself and thought for a moment about backing up into the two boys, knocking the skater down again. Then she remembered that doing so would be a crime. Resigning to disappointment, she put the car into gear and drove off.
 
 
“Hello, dear. How was your day?” came a voice from the kitchen.
“Fine,” Taryn replied automatically.
Taryn’s mother, Shannon, was working at the island in the kitchen, making a snack for herself and her two daughters. Shannon shared the same features as her daughter, but her Irish accent was still as prominent as it had been the day she left Ireland.
“Anything exciting happen at school today?” Shannon asked, handing her daughter a piece of sliced apple.
Taryn set her bag down and replied, “Nothing out of the ordinary. Ozzie almost got himself killed today.”
“How’d he do that?” Shannon asked, reaching for a bowl to put peanut butter into.
“By being an idiot, as usual.”
Taryn took a bite out of her apple.
“I’ll bet it was funny. Have you spoken to him lately?”
“No, and I don’t intend to.”
“Why not? You still keep tabs on him.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Kyla, come get your snack,” Shannon called. She then turned to Taryn with a meaningful look, but said nothing.
Taryn sighed and leaned back against the counter. A little, red headed seven-year old then entered the kitchen to receive her afternoon snack.
“Hi, Rinnie!” she said, giving her older sister a hug, which was gladly returned. “What are you talking about?”
“A big, dumb boy named Ozzie,” Taryn answered without thinking.
“You saw him today?” Kyla responded quickly. “When is he coming over again?”
“He’s not.” Taryn replied.
Kyla looked hurt and opened her mouth to say something, but Shannon interjected before the two could get into it.
“Kyla, love, take your apples before they brown,” Shannon interjected. She then turned back to her eldest and said softly, “Taryn, I think it might be time for you to move on. We all miss Annie and Ozzie. I could invite them over for dinner. What would you think of that?”
Taryn looked sideways at her mother. Under normal circumstances, she enjoyed chatting with Shannon very much. The two had a good relationship, and Taryn was usually mature enough to handle it when Shannon offered a different point of view. Fortunately, now was one of those times, and Taryn realized she needed to bend a little when she saw the deep pain in her mother’s eyes.
“Whatever you like, Mum. I’m sorry I brought it up.”
“Is he coming over?” Kyla asked excitedly.
“We’ll have to see what suits,” Shannon replied with a warm smile.
Kyla nodded and then took this opportunity to turn the attention on herself, telling Taryn about what she had done at school that day. Taryn listened to her younger sister with a smile on her face and soon forgot about the heavy conversation between her and her mother.
 
 
Ozzie steered his skateboard back and forth over the pavement of the old neighborhood. He hopped the curb as he headed towards a long, winding driveway. The driveway was cracked and badly in need of repair, like many other things in that neighborhood, but led to a warm place for Ozzie—home. He navigated his way up the driveway, avoiding the larger cracks and broken bits of pavement, until he reached the front door, behind which he could hear Timber barking excitedly.
Timber, though he resembled a wolf more than anything else, was really nothing more than a big, puppy-hearted lapdog. Ozzie opened the door and walked in, taking a minute to greet the happy creature. He didn’t bother calling after anyone, as his mother would be working until dinnertime. Ozzie made himself a sandwich and headed out to the back porch where he would eat, fall asleep in the sun for a few hours, and wake up in time to start dinner for himself and his mother. As Timber curled up underneath the hammock that his master was lying on, Ozzie allowed his mind to wander.
They had discussed heroes that day in history class. Martin Luther King, Florence Nightingale, Lance Armstrong, and others had been brought up. While this was nice—a little food, a comfy place to nap, a furry companion—he wondered if this was all he had to look forward to in the long run. For a long time, Ozzie had always imagined his life would be exciting somehow, that he would do something. It didn’t have to be anything earth-shattering or life changing, but he had always wanted to do something that would be memorable at least to someone. All the comic books and fantastic fiction he had read since childhood surely had contributed to these ideas, yet here he was, about to graduate, and life could boiled down to one word.
Monotony.
Those grand thoughts had planted themselves long before everything had changed, though. Long before he and his mother had had to move to this little house, before he had had to stay up late each night studying to maintain scholarship-earning grades, and before his best friend had stopped talking to him. For now, the only goal he was looking to achieve was to be able to put himself through college once this summer was over.
Ozzie shook his head. He shouldn’t be worrying about those things or taking what he still had for granted. He couldn’t control the way most things would play out and he would ride it out either way. He thought about other, happier things as he finished his snack and then he let himself drift off into a comfortable drowse.
 
 
It was Friday. Taryn hated Fridays. She loved the weekend, but loathed Fridays. In her opinion, people seemed to lose their brains on Friday. She had endured more high school drama that day—she’s going out with him tonight. I’m totally going shopping this weekend. Chestnut High School basketball rocks!—than she thought she could stand. Finally, the day ended and Taryn went home, confident that her weekend would be easy and relaxing.
Meanwhile, Ozzie skateboarded home more quickly than usual that day. His mother had sent him a text message on his phone telling him to hurry home, but hadn’t picked up when he had tried to call her back. He was a little worried, especially when he saw her car in the driveway when he got home, and called after her when he got in.
“I’m upstairs, sweetheart,” came his mother’s reply. “I’ll be down in a minute.”
Her tone was cheerful. That was a good sign, so Ozzie relaxed. A few minutes passed, and Annie Thomason came trotting into the living room, her hair still wet from the shower and clearly in a hurry.
“Hey, Mom. Why are you home?” Ozzie asked. “Is everything okay?”
“Oh yes, it’s fine. The air conditioning died at the office today, so they sent everyone home. Thank goodness! It was miserable in there, but you’ll never guess who called me.”
“Ed McMahon, and he said he’s got a huge check for you.”
“Don’t I wish? Shannon Kelly! You know, Taryn’s mother,” she replied enthusiastically.
“Oh, great,” Ozzie said, trying to sound like he wasn’t disappointed.
“And you’ll never guess what she did.”
“Let me guess.”
“She invited us to dinner!”
“Not what I was going to say.”
“So I need you to get cleaned up and ready to go. Then, if you could, I need you to help me prepare something to bring for dessert.”
“Um, Mom,” Ozzie said carefully, “I don’t think this is a good idea.”
“Of course it is. You’ll get a chance to catch up with Taryn again,” Annie replied quickly. “I always liked her. She’s such a sweet girl.”
“Mom, have you seen how she looks at me nowadays? I’m not exactly her favorite person in the world.”
“I’m sure she just feels awkward. It can be like when people have been through as much as our families have. She probably just doesn’t know what to say.”
“I’m pretty sure that’s not it.”
“Nonsense. Now, please, go get ready or we’ll be late.”
“Ready,” Ozzie said with a shrug.
Annie gave her son a look and said sternly, “Oswald Matthew Thomason.”
Ozzie cringed at the sound of his full name and promptly left to go change.
 
 
Wow, I would have thought this much smiling would have killed her by now, Ozzie thought as he sat at dinner with his mother and the Kelly family.
Dinner was over, dessert had been served, and the adults were now making friendly conversation, while Kyla was devouring her second helping of cobbler at an incredible rate. Both Taryn and Ozzie were bored out of their minds and longed for an escape. Besides that, Taryn was trying not to fume over the fact that her mother had gone through with her idea to invite the Thomasons over for dinner. At the time, she had thought Shannon was just throwing out empty ideas to try and get Taryn to speak to Ozzie again.
This is ridiculous, Taryn thought to herself in annoyance. We’re not five and in daycare anymore. What—Oh no, what is he doing?
Taryn looked at her father, Donovan, as he turned to Ozzie and began to promote his own company.
“Now, Ozzie,” he began animatedly, “have you ever thought of working for an advertising business? I could get you a job as a data entry clerk… after you graduate, of course. I know you have exams coming up that you need to study for.”
Please! As if the social graces aren’t bad enough, he’s offering me charity, Ozzie thought. Maybe I can pretend to die, and he’ll stop talking.
Wow, Dad must not realize the grades Ozzie makes. That kid could get into any school he wanted with his GPA.
This is just sad. Thanks, but no thanks, Mr. Kelly. I have to get out of here.
“Mom,” both teenagers said simultaneously.
Both mothers looked at their children, and Taryn and Ozzie looked at one another for a tense moment.
“You go ahead. You’re the guest,” Taryn said with a forced politeness and a pasted-on smile.
“Thank you,” Ozzie replied in the same manner. He then turned to the adults and asked, “Mom, Mr. and Mrs. Kelly, would it be alright if I hung out on the back porch for a while?”
“That’s just what I was thinking,” Taryn said quickly.
“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Shannon said brightly. “You two go on. We’ll just be catching up.”
“Thank you,” the teenagers said together, and with that they left quickly.
 
 
Neither Ozzie nor Taryn said a word until they were outside, and even then it was several minutes before a sound was uttered.
“Well, that was fun,” Taryn said sarcastically, wondering if Ozzie would take it as a joke.
Ozzie made no reply except for a noise of acknowledgement. He walked over to the railing and looked down.
“You have a nice house,” he said finally.
“You’ve seen it before,” Taryn replied.
“It’s been a while. Your mom redecorated and stuff.”
“Um, thanks.”
Taryn moved over to the gazebo and stepped into it. Moving over to one of the seats, she sat down and looked out.
“Remember when we used to play in here?” she said, making some attempt at being nice.
“When we called it our watchtower?” Ozzie replied, walking over to join her. “Yeah, I remember.” There was another long pause and Ozzie then asked, changing the subject, “Was your dad always like that?”
“Like what?”
“Offering lame handouts to make himself seem generous,” Ozzie said almost accusingly.
She replied defensively. “He was being nice.”
“Come on, Taryn. You saw him in there. Does your mom feel sorry for us too? Is that why she invited us over here tonight?”
“No. She invited you over here because she cares. She cares about her friendship with your mom and the friendship we used to have.”
“Hey, you stopped talking to me!”
“Well, maybe if you had—”
Taryn stopped short. She didn’t want to finish.
“What?” Ozzie demanded.
“Nevermind. I’m going inside,” she said acidly.
With that, Taryn swept back into the house without another word. Ozzie followed a few minutes later, and the two spent the rest of the night in silence, each doing their best to mentally remove themselves from the situation. Finally, Ozzie and his mother left, Annie promising to invite the Kellys over for dinner sometime soon.
 
 
The whole dinner thing had been a stupid idea, and it wound Taryn up so much that she’d gone to bed soon after it was over. She couldn’t tell her parents how she felt, especially her mother since the friendships were clearly important to Shannon. It made Taryn feel guilty that she was so opposed to reconnecting with Ozzie, but the guilt didn’t outweigh her bitterness. She’d had a hard time falling asleep that night, which was why she felt like she never really had when she opened her eyes to a bright, clear light that seemed to permeate right through her curtains as if they weren’t even there. At first she thought she was watching a white-hot fire dance into her room. The light bounced and moved like a living creature, and she realized it wasn’t fire after several moments of watching in confused, sleepy wonder. She continued to watch the dancing light for many minutes until she was able to pull her eyes away and towards the window where it flowed in from.
I have got to be dreaming, she thought to herself. She considered closing her eyes, snuggling back under the covers, and going back to sleep. Her curiosity about the dream got the better of her, though, and she added, Well, if I’m dreaming I might as well explore.
Taryn climbed out of bed and walked towards the window. As she approached, her bare feet stepped into the light that was spreading over the floor of her room like a mist and felt that it was warm and soothing. The mist swirled about her feet and moved with her as she walked towards her window. Taryn stepped up to the sill where the light was pouring in from, and looked out. There, stretched out before her, was not her backyard, but a vast, green, moonlit forest. The mist was light from the full moon, high in the sky, and the raw, rugged beauty of it all drew Taryn to it like a moth to flame. She stepped out through her window and onto the ground only a few feet below. She began to walk through the forest, looking around and trying to take everything in at once. It wasn’t long before the thick trees blocked her window and the house from sight.
“Taryn!” a familiar voice suddenly called out, clear as a bell, breaking the ethereal trance that she seemed to have fallen into.
She looked in the direction of the voice and saw Ozzie running towards her and looking elated.
“What are you doing here?” Taryn said, annoyed that she was having dreams with Ozzie in them.
She made a mental note not to mention this to anyone.
“Man, even dream-you is snippy,” he said easily. “At least that’s one normal thing about this dream.”
“Whatever,” Taryn muttered, shaking her head and turning away.
She looked up at the moon and smiled to herself. This was a nice, albeit strange, dream, even if Ozzie was in it. Taryn began to walk again, feeling the cool grass beneath her feet. She could hear Ozzie casually trailing after her, but she paid him no mind. After a little while, the trees started to thin out, and she came upon a small clearing. There were several interesting things to see here, but the first thing Taryn noticed was the massive creature sleeping there on the edge of the clearing. Every molecule of her body suddenly froze. Then the creature opened an eye. Then it opened five more, and Taryn screamed. She heard Ozzie running towards her, calling her name, but her brain wouldn’t register it. All she could focus on was the creature that was standing up now and heading straight for her. Taryn willed herself to wake up, and the sweet darkness of sleep overtook her.
 
 
 

Chapter 2
 
Taryn opened her eyes slowly.
Ugh. What a weird dream, she thought. Whatever I ate, I’m never going near it again.
“Hello there,” a deep voice said cordially.
“Agh!” Taryn cried, bolting upright.
BANG! Whatever she had been laying on was not a very stable surface. The moment Taryn sat up, her support moved out from underneath her, and she dropped to the floor several feet beneath her. She landed hard on her elbows and knees, which reverberated up to her shoulders, wrists, hips, and ankles. She swore and groaned painfully.
“Are you alright?” the voice asked.
She looked in the direction of the voice and cried out again. There, standing not five feet from her, was a creature she had only heard about in stories and myths.
The creature before her was a man from the waist up with short, dark, thick hair and a stubby, cropped beard. His tanned chest was bare, and from the waist down, was the body of a large, black horse.
“Don’t come near me!” she commanded, backing herself up against a wall.
Taryn looked around for a minute and took in her surroundings. As far as she could tell, she was inside a little house of some sort. She looked up to see that she had just fallen out of a hammock that was hanging from the ceiling. She then looked beyond her captor to see that the only way out was beyond him.
“Who are you?” she demanded, the fear evident in her voice. “Why am I here? Where is here?”
“Calm yourself,” the centaur replied. “My name is De’dua. You are safe here in my home, as is your friend.”
“My friend?” Taryn asked in confusion.
“Taryn! You’re up!” came an enthusiastic voice from above.
The frightened teenager looked up to see Ozzie trotting down a flight of stairs. He looked thrilled.
“Oh no, not you,” she groaned.
“Well, it’s nice to see you too,” he quipped, walking over to Taryn. Giving her a hand up he asked, “Have you seen this place? It’s amazing!”
Taryn grabbed Ozzie by the arm and dragged him as far away from De’dua as she could.
“Ozzie,” she snapped, “I don’t know if you noticed or not, but we are not in Kansas anymore. I don’t think we’re on Earth anymore.”
“No. It’s okay. I’ve read about this,” Ozzie replied excitedly. “We must have fallen into a rip in the space-time continuum and gotten dropped here into an alternate universe.”
“That’s fiction, you idiot!” Taryn hissed. “Science fiction. Stuff like that doesn’t happen in real life. We are obviously still dreaming or hallucinating or something.”
“He seems real enough to me,” Ozzie said, pointing back at De’dua, who was watching the two calmly. “Come on, we’re being rude.”
And with that, Ozzie walked back over to the demi-human, leaving Taryn standing there with her mouth gaping open in shock.
 
 
The day progressed strangely from there. Ozzie, who was ecstatic about this unusual turn of events, grilled De’dua for details on where they were, when they were, what kind of land they were in, and many other things. The centaur told him that the area they were in an area, a forest, known as Packham’s Wood, and the country as a whole was called Leleplar. To Ozzie, it sounded very much like your generic medieval or Renaissance-type setting for a fantasy story, which only made him more excited.
The country of Leleplar had yet to discover things like electricity and indoor plumbing that were commonplace for Taryn and Ozzie. Much of it was wild with vast forests, endless rolling hills, gigantic mountains, but that did not mean it was uninhabited. Humans were apparently commonplace in Leleplar, which was why De’dua hadn’t been surprised at the appearance of two outside of his home. The land was also populated, however, by other races of people like elves, dwarves, and merpeople, but these did not live with humans as many of Ozzie’s books portrayed. There were elemental spirits like dryads and naiads that wandered the land and held territories in certain places, which they guarded fiercely. Magical animals and creatures were fairly commonplace as well, but De’dua was careful to explain that many were dangerous and could not be trusted.
It was during this time, Taryn learned how De’dua had discovered the two teens. The story made her bristle with anger.
The centaur explained that he had been inside his house very early that morning when he heard Taryn scream. De’dua had hurried to see what the matter was and found Taryn lying on the ground, having apparently fainted, and Ozzie trying to drag her away from his friend, Chartyne, who was merely curious about the two humans. De’dua had come forward, assured Ozzie there was no danger, and introduced himself. Ozzie apparently had taken all of this very well, and De’dua had carried Taryn inside to rest and recover.
Taryn couldn’t believe it. She had fainted like some weak, useless damsel in a lame romance novel, and Ozzie of all people had been the one to try and save her! It was humiliating just to think about. What was more, he thought everything was just hunky-dory. What an idiot! This left Taryn stewing in a corner, trying to remain inconspicuous. She wanted to get away from them both, but knew she needed to know as much about the situation as possible, so she remained and listened.
De’dua too had many questions to ask, all of which he directed towards Ozzie. He asked where they had come from and how they had gotten here.
After hearing Ozzie’s account of what had happened, De’dua remarked to himself, “That is a fantastic tale. I wonder why such a thing would have happened.”
“Why?” Ozzie said. “You think there needs to be a reason? What about how?”
“All things happen for a reason, Ozzie. The how of it is simple. Yurwyfen allowed it to be so.”
“Yurwyfen? Who or what is that?”
“He is our guardian. Yurwyfen rules all lands, known and unknown. He is very powerful, but always good.”
“Powerful, huh?” Taryn interjected from her corner. “And good? Are we talking powerful enough to send us home?”
“He is, but why would he allow you to come here and simply send you back?” De’dua replied. “I do not know whether it was Yurwyfen who actually brought you here or another force, but there is a purpose for it.”
“Okay then,” Taryn said, “where do we find this Yurwyfen? I’d like to ask him what my purpose is so I can fulfill it and get out of here.”
“It is not as easy as that. You cannot simply go find him because he doesn’t not make his home in one place like you or I. There is a great mountain far to the west of here, Mount Providence, that supplicants used to travel to in order to make requests of him, but the way has been blocked for many years now.”
“So we’re stuck here?!”
“Hey, cool your jets there, turbo,” Ozzie cut in. “So we have to figure something else out. What’s the big deal?”
“The big deal is that we don’t belong here!” Taryn replied vehemently. “We were kidnapped and dropped into this nightmare! Haven’t you thought about the fact that we have family and friends back home who are probably worried sick over our sudden disappearance?”
“Okay, so we’re M.I.A. and that sucks, but what can we do about it? Phone home? No, so let’s make the best of it. I’m actually kind of glad it happened. It’s exciting.”
“I can’t believe this!” Taryn exclaimed. “There’s clearly something wrong with you. How can you possibly not see how bad this really is?”
With that she began to storm out.
“Where are you going?” Ozzie called after her.
“Anywhere but here,” she replied shortly. “I’m afraid your stupidity is contagious.”
Taryn slammed the door after her, leaving Ozzie and De’dua in silence.
Ozzie thought silently to himself for a moment and then looked to De’dua.
“Did she just step out into an unknown wilderness in a strange land she knows nothing about?” He asked finally.
“Yes,” De’dua replied simply.
“Maybe my stupidity is contagious.”
 
 
Taryn stomped out onto the wet grass. Night had fallen again, and it was chilly. The only light came from the full moon above. She wrapped her arms around herself to keep from shivering, keeping her head down against the cold. Taryn fumed quietly to herself, pacing to nowhere in particular.
“How can he be so thick? Doesn’t he realize how serious this is? What I wouldn’t give for a …”
Taryn’s words trailed off as her eyes fell upon a huge paw that stood on the ground before her. She swallowed hard and raised her eyes to see what it was that was there.
 
 
Ozzie’s head shot towards the doorway as soon as he heard Taryn’s scream. Before he knew it, he was running at full speed out of the house. He didn’t have to go far to find Taryn. She came running around the side of the house not three hundred yards from the doorway. Seeing that she was unscathed he slowed his pace, but continued to jog towards her in order to find out what the matter was. Seconds later, however, a huge creature came lumbering out from the woods, and Ozzie didn’t have to ask. He stopped and waited as Taryn went tearing past him and back towards the house.
“Ozzie, run!” she shrieked, looking back at him.
She suddenly hit something solid and was knocked back onto her rear. She quickly turned herself around and began to crab-walk backwards, while De’dua simply stood there.
“What is that thing?” she demanded. “Ozzie, get away!”
That thing that Taryn was referring to was the same creature she had seen the night before when she passed out.
It had the front legs and body of a lion and the back legs of a goat. Its tail was scaly, while sharp, slender spikes traced their way up the back and ended at the top of one of its heads. This head was that of a dragon, while another was that of a lion, and the last was that of a goat.
“That is a chimera,” De’dua said coolly, as he began to approach the creature.
“That’s Chartyne,” Ozzie told Taryn, standing a little ways off, simply watching the creature.
“You named it?” Taryn exclaimed, getting to her feet.
“No. That is what her mother named her,” De’dua replied, petting the lion head. “She is my closest friend.”
“She does know not to eat us,” Ozzie assured Taryn. “She’s the one De’dua mentioned earlier. Remember? She was just curious about you.”
“That thing isn’t even a she. It’s a monster!” Taryn cried.
“I know you two have no reason to trust me, Taryn” De’dua interjected, “and most people are quite fearful around Chartyne, but I assure you, we mean you no harm.”
Ozzie suddenly looked as if an idea had struck him, and he began to question De’dua again.
“You’re out here all by yourself with a big… chimera. From everything I’ve read”—Taryn began to growl at this—“there’s usually a reason for something like that. Are you a hermit or just what?”
De’dua seemed to hesitate, but finally replied, “I live out here by myself for many reasons. You are very intuitive, though. For some time now… something… has been persecuting the magical creatures of this world. These woods are a safe place, safer still with Chartyne here, though she is young.”
“So you’re hiding,” Taryn spat.
For the first time, De’dua looked angry, and Taryn suddenly regretted her words. She took a step back as De’dua’s chest puffed up and his fists clenched tightly.
“Is there any way for you to find out what it might be?” Ozzie asked suddenly, also a bit frightened now as well.
De’dua looked to him and seemed to relent just a little.
“Yes. There is a man in a nearby town called Truewood, two day’s journey north from here. He has the power to see into the beyond.”
“So why don’t you go see him?” Ozzie asked.
“I… cannot,” De’dua said, still tense. “If I leave, word of my location will spread. I was… well known… at one time.
“What if we went for you?”
“No!” Taryn cried. “Don’t you dare, Ozzie!”
“We could go and talk to this guy and bring back any information we learn.”
“Ozzie, I’ll kill you!”
“I cannot ask you to endanger yourselves,” De’dua replied, shaking his head.
“You’re not, we’re volunteering,” Ozzie said.
“There is no we!” Taryn shrieked.
“Fine then!” Ozzie finally shouted back. “I’ll go by myself, and you can stay here.”
“Stay here?” she replied incredulously. “You expect me to stay here? With them? Are you completely mental?”
“Anyone ever tell you you’re hard to please?” Then, turning back to De’dua, Ozzie said more calmly, “De’dua, I apologize for Taryn. She doesn’t do well with change and she’s kind of freaked out.”
“I understand,” De’dua said empathetically. “This must all be very unnerving for you both.”
“No, really?” Taryn mumbled just loud enough for the other two to hear.
“Well, like I said,” Ozzie said with a sigh, “I’ll go find this guy and find out what I can, but I’ll need some help.”
“Of course,” De’dua agreed.
“Hold it,” Taryn said firmly. “I’m coming with you.”
 
 
Ozzie and Taryn remained with De’dua for the next week resting, learning, and preparing for their journey. Ozzie was still curious to know everything about the world they were in. He even worked up the courage approach Chartyne properly. He might understand that she wasn’t dangerous, but knowing that didn’t make her any less scary. He got on with De’dua famously, however, and acted as if there was nothing odd about sharing a dinner of wild boar with a centaur. Taryn was reclusive as ever. She rarely, if ever, spoke to either Ozzie or De’dua and avoided Chartyne like the plague, but quickly took to exploring the house.
The main floor of the house, where she had woken up upon first arriving there, was the living and eating space. The hammock had been hastily hung up for her, along with a second one for Ozzie. Continuing around the room was a large pallet laid out on the floor, which was where De’dua slept. Taryn wondered bitterly to herself why she couldn’t have landed on this when she so ungracefully fell from the hammock. There was one rack of weapons against one wall, but no chairs or tables of any sort. There was no stove or oven here of any kind either. Anything that needed cooking was heated over an open flame on a spit outside. Vegetables, which were grown in a little garden in the back, were eaten raw or roasted as well. Any surplus was stored hanging from the ceiling, as with onions, or on shelves that were built against the wall in no particular order. There were some spice jars made of clay on these shelves as well, but these were few and far between, as De’dua usually liked his food just the way it came. At night, De’dua often went outside and simply stared up into the sky. Ozzie asked him if he was reading the stars or looking for something, but this was something about which De’dua refused to answer him.
Taryn was still strongly opposed to the idea of going to Truewood for De’dua, but Ozzie wouldn’t be swayed. During a private conversation about it, Ozzie reminded Taryn that De’dua had saved their lives, housed them, and fed them and asked for nothing in return. It was the least they could do to repay him, he argued. Taryn couldn’t dispute this, but reminded Ozzie that they needed to start focusing on how to get home when they got back. That would be, after all, a far bigger task and was much, much more important. Ozzie agreed, but did so without much conviction, which only made Taryn angry and secretly afraid.
When the day finally came for them to head out, the three gathered just outside the doorway. At De’dua’s hooves were two, loaded packs.
“Why are we bringing so much stuff?” Taryn asked immediately.
“You never know what may happen when you are out on the road,” De’dua replied. “It is best to be prepared. I have altered these bags so that you may wear them comfortably, and here is some money should you need to buy anything in town. Ozzie, your pack contains the tent. I assume you remember how to assemble it. You both also have pallets to sleep on, and I have also packed some extra clothing in with your cloaks to keep you warm.”
De’dua had sewn together several new sets of clothes for each, allowing them some relief from their dirty nightclothes. These were only worn to sleep in now, as both sets were completely impractical. Ozzie only wore shorts and a tee shirt to bed, while Taryn wore a tank top and loose fitting pants. Ozzie had been able to share a useful new idea with De’dua, however, as the centaur was introduced to the idea of cargo pants. De’dua admitted that, while they would be useful, so many pockets would look a bit strange, but made the suggested alteration nonetheless.
He then turned to Taryn and said, “I have asked Chartyne to hide herself so that her presence will not alarm you. She will follow behind for some time to make sure you are safe.”
Taryn nodded and mumbled softly, “Thank you.”
“Tell her goodbye for me,” Ozzie added.
“Of course. Thank you for doing this,” De’dua replied. “It is very kind of you both.”
“We’re glad to,” Ozzie said, glancing furtively at Taryn.
Taryn was looking down at the packs. She only nodded and made a noise of acknowledgement.
“You two had best be off then,” De’dua said.
Ozzie and De’dua embraced, and Taryn glanced at the centaur for a moment before taking a deep breath and speaking.
“De’dua, you’ve been… really nice and thoughtful… and I appreciate you not letting us die and everything.”
De’dua smiled and nodded his head respectfully. Then Ozzie and Taryn headed out on the path that led away from the house and would eventually meet with the road that led to Truewood.
 
 
 

Chapter 3
 
Much of the journey was quiet. For the first day or so, Ozzie was content to take in the scenery while Taryn studied the ground beneath her. They stopped to rest whenever they felt the need to and decided to make camp when the sun was beginning to set. Choosing a spot in the woods just off the road, they began to unpack their things. Both had been camping before, and Ozzie had been in the Boy Scouts for a few years, so it wasn’t too difficult for either, if not inconvenient. It also helped that De’dua’s tent was pretty much idiot-proof. While he was setting it up, Ozzie decided to voice a thought that had begun to nag at him earlier.
“Hey, Taryn,” he began.
“Hm?” she replied, looking at him.
This was one of the first real conversations he had had with her in a long time. The answer was important to him, so he was careful in choosing his words.
“Are you okay?” he said slowly. “I mean, I know this has been really hard for you to take in and all.”
“I’m fine,” she replied shortly.
“Okay,” Ozzie said simply.
He knew enough to know what I’m fine meant when Taryn said it—when any female said it, for that matter—so he waited. Sure enough, after several minutes of silence, Taryn spoke with great vehemence.
“Haven’t you thought about what’s probably going on at home? Our parents have to be worried sick, not to mention the uproar at school. Do you care about that at all?”
“Sure I do,” Ozzie replied calmly. “I mean, I hate to think about the way my mom is feeling right now, but what can we do about it? Nothing. Absolutely nothing, so I figure why not make the best of our situation? Lemons into lemonade, you know?”
“And what if we’re stuck here in Oz forever? What then, Todo?” Taryn snipped. “How do we make the best of that?”
Ozzie smirked and said, “You don’t listen so well do you, Dorothy?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Think about it. We’re going to see this really smart guy who can see into the beyond—” he added an overly dramatic, mystical tone here to emphasize his point “—so obviously he’s got some super power or something. If he can tell us about this thing that’s going after all the magical creatures, he can probably tell us how to get home too.”
Taryn opened her mouth and closed it again, dumbfounded. Ozzie smiled and gloated silently.
She looked at him, scowled, and snapped, “Shut up.”
“See, that’s more like the old Taryn I know and love,” Ozzie said happily. “You’re really no fun when you’re all quiet and hopeless. Thanks to my genius, you needn’t worry about our fate any longer.”
“Yeah, okay, whatever,” she mumbled. “Why don’t you just be quiet and help me get a fire going. Otherwise, you’re going to have to start worrying about your own fate.”
“Sweet! Fire!” Ozzie exclaimed.
“On second thought, just look in the packs for something useful. Like food.”
Ozzie’s face fell and he grumbled something that Taryn couldn’t hear. He began to riffle through her pack, but stopped and spoke a moment later.
“Hey, Taryn, what’s this?” he asked, pulling a smooth stone out from the pack.
She turned to glance at it, shrugged, and said, “Looks like a rock to me.”
“Why would De’dua give you a rock?”
“I don’t know. Can I throw it at yo—”
Taryn was abruptly cut off as a small bolt of lightning shot from the stone and into the fire pit that she had built. She jumped back in surprise and found herself sitting on the ground unscathed and staring at the fire that was now beginning to burn the kindling there. She looked at Ozzie in shock. He looked back at her with an identical expression, but after a moment a grin spread across his face.
“Cool!” he exclaimed.
“No!” Taryn cried. “Not cool! Get rid of it now!”
“What? Why?”
“There is no way we are carrying some crazy weapon around with us. Especially after you just tried to fry me.”
“I did not,” Ozzie insisted.
“Did you not see what just happened?”
“No, I was thinking about how I wanted to start the fire, and it just happened.”
“I don’t care. Get rid of it.”
“No. De’dua gave it to you. You get rid of it.”
“Fine. Give it to me.”
Ozzie lobbed it to her and said excitedly, “I wonder if I got one.” He hurried over to his pack and began tearing through it. “Ha! I did!” he exclaimed after a moment. “I wonder what it does.”
“It doesn’t matter what it does,” Taryn insisted. “We can’t keep these.”
“Why not?” Ozzie asked. “De’dua must have given these to us for a reason.”
“No, way,” Taryn reasoned. “They were probably left over from some crazy adventure, and he forgot to empty his packs.”
“He couldn’t have. He altered these for us, remember?”
Taryn stuttered for a moment at being beaten again and then said, “Well, we don’t even know what these things are. How do we know if we can handle them?”
“De’dua wouldn’t have given them to us unless he thought that we could.”
“Then why didn’t he tell us about them?”
“I don’t know, but we should be grateful for them. Maybe they’ll come in handy.”
Taryn sighed and said resignedly “Okay, but let’s be careful too. I don’t think we should be flashing these things around.”
“Deal,” Ozzie agreed. “Now let’s see if we can figure them out.”
The two teens sat down on the ground next to the now roaring fire and examined the stones. Taryn’s was a smoky grey, while Ozzie’s was a deep blue in color. There was nothing else that looked unusual about them, which was all the more baffling.
“So?” Taryn asked after studying the stone for a few moments.
“Um, well, maybe we have to wish for something,” Ozzie suggested.
“What?” Taryn asked in disbelief. “Like an ice cream sundae.”
“No, like for something to happen,” Ozzie said.
“Okay then. Go ahead,” Taryn said skeptically, leaning back and crossing her arms over her chest.
“Well, um, I’d like something real for dinner. Something with meat, not just cheese and bread and stuff,” Ozzie said hopefully.
“Ozzie, that’s the dumb…”
Despite Taryn’s disbelief, however, as Ozzie sat there wishing, a small, very muddy pool of water seemed to grow out of the ground. It stopped as soon as it was about a foot and a half across.
“Ozzie…” Taryn said in fear and awe.
The two looked into the little pool, but could see nothing. Ozzie reached in carefully and began to feel around.
“Huh, nothing,” he said in disappointment.
“I guess it’s not exactly like a magic lamp,” Taryn surmised. “I really don’t think we should play around with these things anyway. Let’s just forget about them right now and make dinner.”
Ozzie agreed, resigning himself to bread and cheese and root vegetables. Both teens were very curious about their new found possessions, but any time Ozzie tried broaching the subject that evening, Taryn shot him down, so he soon gave up.
 
 
The rest of the trip to Truewood was mostly uneventful. They camped again the next night, vaguely wondering why it was taking longer to get there than De’dua had said—Ozzie suggested it might have something to do with the fact that De’dua was part horse—and arrived at Truewood the next day around noon.
Truewood seemed a bit too small to be called a town to Taryn and Ozzie, but neither knew the difference back home, much less here. There was a town hall and a square in the very center of the entire area, while several pubs, a simple barracks, and numerous shops were dotted without rhyme or reason all over the town. Not far from Truewood’s borders in the outlying areas were a few farms, and filling in any extra space were small houses with thatched roofs.
Even Ozzie felt very out of place, despite his the fantasy-novel-esque setting, and they both definitely looked that way. Though they were wearing the clothes that De’dua had given them, their piercings and hairstyles were definitely anything but period. It took several tries to actually get someone to talk to them, though plenty of the townsfolk they passed were blatantly staring. Finally, they found one person who was willing to help them, a young boy about nine or ten, who seemed more curious than frightened of the strangers.
“Excuse me,” Taryn said kindly, “but we’re looking for someone. He’s supposed to live somewhere here and goes by Girall.”
Taryn hoped that Girall was not a common name, as she suddenly realized that they didn’t have much more to go on besides that. Why hadn’t De’dua at least given them a description or an address or something?
“Oh sure,” the boy said confidently. He pointed in the opposite direction from where they had entered Truewood and added, “He lives just outside of town right next to the woods.”
“Brilliant. Thank you,” Taryn said, turning to walk away.
“You wouldn’t want to give me a little something for my trouble, would you?” the boy said with a mischievous gleam in his eye.
Taryn looked as if she was about to tell the boy off for his impertinence, but Ozzie cut in saying, “Sure we do. Let me see…”
With that Ozzie began to look through his pockets. Finally he found a hacky sack and displayed a few moves before kicking it to the boy, who caught it easily.
“There you go, buddy,” he said. “Have fun with that.”
The boy looked at for a moment, and a wide grin spread across his face. Then he ran off without another word.
“Why did you even bring that?” Taryn asked after he left.
“I don’t know. I think I just grabbed it and put it in my pocket before I left. Just out of habit, I guess.”
“Okay. Well, let’s go find this guy. I want to discover my meaning,” she said sarcastically, “and go home.”
 
 
Taryn and Ozzie stood before the house, gaping at it in disbelief. It looked completely different from any other building in town. This place was tall with several small turrets that looked like spindles on a spinning wheel. It was made of dark stone and looked more like a small castle than a house. However, this wasn’t why Taryn and Ozzie were staring at it. The house looked as if it had been abandoned for years, as if everyone else in the town had simply forgotten it existed and let it fend for itself against time and weather. The house had lost this battle badly.
“Are you sure this is it?” Taryn asked hesitantly.
“That kid said that it was here, and I don’t see any other buildings,” he replied helplessly. “It must be.”
“It looks like it’s about to collapse in on itself,” Taryn commented.
“Well, we can’t stand here waiting for it to. Let’s go,” Ozzie said, trying to sound confident.
The two began to walk up the decrepit stone path, when a crackling, raspy voice called from the open doorway—the door had fallen off some time ago and was now lying buried under the tall, grass.
“Hurry up,” it wheezed. “I’m old and haven’t got all day.”
Both teens looked at one another apprehensively and continued towards the door much more slowly, Taryn practically trying to shrink
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