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Chapter One
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The roar of engines filled the air as go-karts zoomed around the dusty track. Tristan stood on the sidelines, nervously adjusting his glasses and chewing on his bottom lip. His eyes were glued to one kart in particular—the one with the bright blue helmet and the number 13 emblazoned on the side. It was Maggie, and she was in the lead.

The other racers were falling behind, their karts no match for Maggie's fearless speed and sharp turns. She grinned under her helmet as she zipped around the final bend, leaving a cloud of dust in her wake. The finish line was in sight, and Maggie had no intention of slowing down.

Tristan’s heart pounded as he watched her fly across the finish line, her hands raised in triumph. The crowd erupted in cheers, but Tristan could barely manage a sigh of relief. He had been so tense, so afraid something would go wrong. But, of course, it hadn’t. Maggie always knew what she was doing—even when it scared him half to death.

Maggie hopped out of her kart, her blonde ponytail swinging behind her as she pulled off her helmet. Her face was flushed with excitement, a grin plastered across her face. She jogged over to Tristan, still buzzing with energy.

"Did you see that?" she shouted, her eyes sparkling. "That was awesome!"

Tristan nodded, though his hands were still trembling. "Yeah, I saw. You nearly crashed twice."

Maggie laughed and playfully nudged him. "You worry too much, Tristan. I had it under control."

"You always say that," Tristan muttered, his gaze dropping to the ground. He kicked at a small rock, the same nervous habit he’d had since they were kids.

Maggie slung an arm around his shoulders, pulling him in for a quick side hug. "Come on, don't be such a scaredy-cat. Let's get out of here. I'm starving."

The two of them started walking, Maggie still buzzing with adrenaline and Tristan trailing behind, his mind replaying her wild race. They took the long way home, cutting through the quiet streets where the shadows of tall trees danced on the cracked pavement.

As they turned from Maple onto Elm Street, Maggie's eyes lit up. “Oh, look!” she said, pointing across the street.

Tristan followed her finger and saw the source of her excitement—an ice cream shop with big colorful signs in the window. “The Tasti Lick.” He had passed it dozens of times, but Maggie’s sweet tooth always zeroed in on places like that.

“I could go for a double scoop right about now,” Maggie said, already heading toward the shop.

Tristan hesitated, glancing at his watch. “Are you sure? We should probably get home soon.”

Maggie rolled her eyes and grinned. “Come on, a quick stop won’t hurt. Besides, you can never say no to ice cream.”

Tristan sighed, knowing he didn’t stand a chance once Maggie had her mind set on something. “Alright, alright. Just a quick stop.”

They crossed the street and pushed open the door to the ice cream shop, the sweet smell of waffle cones filling the air. Maggie immediately scanned the flavors, her eyes darting from one bright container to the next.

“What are you getting?” she asked, turning to Tristan.

“Probably just vanilla,” he said, shrugging.

“Vanilla?” Maggie scrunched up her nose. “You’re so boring.”

Tristan gave a half-smile, already used to Maggie teasing him. “Vanilla’s reliable.”

Maggie laughed and ordered a scoop of rocky road and a scoop of cookie dough. “Live a little,” she teased as they sat down by the window, watching the afternoon fade into dusk.

As they ate their ice cream, Maggie chatted animatedly about her race and how she planned to win next weekend too. Tristan mostly listened, letting her words wash over him as he stared out the window, his mind drifting.

They didn’t know it yet, but this would be the last normal afternoon they had for a while. Something strange was waiting for them, just around the corner, but for now, the only thing on their minds was the ice cream melting in their hand.
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Chapter Two
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With their ice cream finished, Maggie and Tristan tossed their napkins in the trash and stepped back into the fading sunlight. The cool evening breeze ruffled Maggie’s ponytail as she hopped back on her skateboard, gliding down the sidewalk. Tristan followed, walking his bike alongside her as they made their way home.

“So, are you ready for school tomorrow?” Tristan asked, his voice slightly apprehensive.

Maggie shrugged. “Ready as I’ll ever be. Not like we have much of a choice.”

Tristan nodded, his stomach sinking at the thought of returning to class. He was used to being the quiet one, staying out of trouble. But the start of the new school year always came with its own set of problems, including the one he feared the most: bullies.

They turned the corner onto their street, the conversation fading into comfortable silence. As they reached their homes, Maggie waved him off with a grin. “See you tomorrow, scaredy-cat!”

Tristan just rolled his eyes, though a small smile tugged at his lips. "Yeah, see you."
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The next day at school was just as Tristan expected—uneventful and quiet. The clock seemed to tick slower than usual as he sat through math and science, barely paying attention to anything other than the countdown to recess.

When the bell finally rang, Tristan and Maggie headed outside to the playground, as usual. But as they made their way across the yard, a familiar voice stopped them in their tracks.

“Hey, four-eyes!”

Tristan froze, his shoulders tensing. Maggie’s eyes narrowed as they turned to see Billy Platts, the school bully, swaggering over with that smug grin on his face. Billy was taller than most of the boys in their grade, with a mess of red hair, freckles splattered across his nose, and a front tooth missing from a fight the year before. His reputation for picking on the smaller kids was well known.

“Looks like you’re still hanging around with your bodyguard, huh?” Billy sneered, glaring down at Tristan.

Tristan swallowed hard, his gaze dropping to the ground. He hated confrontations, and Billy knew exactly how to push his buttons. Maggie, however, wasn’t about to let it slide.
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She stepped in front of Tristan, her arms crossed, standing toe-to-toe with Billy. “Back off, Billy. Or I’ll knock out your other tooth.”
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Billy’s smirk faltered as he took a step back. He wasn’t used to people standing up to him, especially not someone like Maggie, who had the reputation for not putting up with anyone’s nonsense.

“You think you’re tough, huh?” Billy spat, though his voice wavered slightly.

Maggie rolled her eyes. “No, I know I am. So why don’t you go find someone else to bother before I decide to make that gap in your teeth a little bigger?”

Billy’s face flushed red with embarrassment, but he didn’t say another word. Instead, he turned on his heel and stalked off, muttering under his breath as he went.

Tristan let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Thanks, Maggie,” he mumbled.

Maggie shrugged, a satisfied grin on her face. “No problem. You’d think he’d learn by now.”

The rest of recess passed without incident, and soon the bell rang, signaling the end of the day. As the last class wrapped up and the final bell rang, Tristan and Maggie grabbed their bikes and started the familiar ride home.

The sun was just starting to dip behind the trees, casting long shadows over the quiet street. Maggie and Tristan were making their usual walk home from school, cutting through the back streets, where the cracks in the pavement were perfect for kicking rocks. Maggie carried her skateboard over her shoulder, while pushing her bike in a slow fashion. A fresh scrape on her knee from a failed dirt bike trick she was proudly explaining in detail. Tristan followed closely behind, adjusting his glasses for the third time in five minutes, occasionally mumbling a response when Maggie poked him with questions.

“You should’ve seen it, Tristan. I was in the air for, like, five seconds. I almost landed it, too!” Maggie exclaimed, her eyes gleaming with excitement.

“Almost?” Tristan asked quietly, shuffling his feet and nudging a pebble along the sidewalk.

“Yeah, almost! I mean, I kinda crashed at the end, but you should see the other guy,” she grinned, punching him lightly on the shoulder. Tristan winced, more from
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